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        For Taylor. Thank you for always supporting me and if anyone deserves a ship full of pirates, it’s you!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Can love save you from pain?

        

        Cassandra’s life has never been simple because of her mark, but for a second she believed she had everything, she had her pirates. When she is kidnapped and ripped away from everything she loves, she has no choice but to fight to survive. Cassandra is taken to the King, and secrets she never could have expected come out.

        When the King does something impossible and pain is all that is left, will her pirates be able to save her?

        Will the Sea God, who whispers promises, be able to help her?
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Prologue

          

          Cassandra

        

      

    

    
      “Why? Why didn’t you stop him?” I scream at the man standing in front of me. The Sea God, the one who could have stopped all this with a wave of his hand. The thoughts of what just happened fly through my mind. I have no idea if the rest of them escaped. My family, my pirates, and everyone I have ever cared about could be stuck in that castle.

      “Even gods cannot stop their children. Only guide them and hope,” he says, folding his hands. You wouldn’t think he was a powerful god from his torn clothes and scraggy beard. I wouldn’t have thought he was anything but an old man, if I hadn’t seen him save me. 

      “You gave him those powers! You let him keep that crown!” I shout, stepping closer as my own powers call for me to use them. I glance up at the top of the cave, seeing the water swirling and the sky just visible above. We are in the middle of the Storm Sea, the sea he saved me from when no one else could.

      “I also gave you your powers. I also saved your life and brought you here,” he responds.

      “You want a deal? A deal between us?” I ask. I think back to every night for months that he has whispered the same thing to me, the same promise of a future after everything. 

      “Yes. It is the only way to save those you love,” he says, a sharp pain shooting through my heart at the thought of my pirates, my chosen. 

      “Tell me the riddle once more, the deal you told me once,” I request, knowing I need to hear it again before agreeing to it.

      “A deal is sought after, a deal will be made.

      The price is clear, the truth will not be forbidding. 

      The true heir of both water and land must take the throne. 

      The fire-touched king must fall at the hands of the water-touched pirate.

      Changed ones must never have the throne and only a changed one can give the crown to the new queen.

      The crown needed to win, can only be found where life lives within water.

      Only ice will bring the map, if she does not fall.

      If the deal is not agreed, then the sea will never be saved.” He says each word with power. The words surround my memory and I know there are a lot of demands in that riddle. If I even get one wrong, then I could lose everything. They say the Sea God is the master of tricks, as well as the sea. 

      “This is the only way,” he tells me gently as I walk over to him.

      “Call my dragon here, let her take me away, and I will agree to this deal,” I tell him, knowing that the only way I’m getting out of this cave is with help. My pirates can’t help me now, but I need to save them. I need to save the sea.

      “The deal is made,” the Sea God says, his gold hair lifting like there is a breeze. Then, my dragon’s roar sounds through the cave.
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          Cassandra

        

      

    

    
      “My changed one, the one I chose to win. The only one who can win,” a voice whispers into my ear as I try to open my eyes and can’t. I try to move my body, but it feels like something is weighing me down. I feel like I’m underwater, but instead of the weightless feeling, I feel like I’m being smothered.

      “Don’t move, don’t fight him yet. It isn’t time, my changed one, but know I’m here. I’m watching you,” the voice whispers. Then it feels like a wave of water pushes into me and everything seems to float away with me.

      

      “Cassandra, wake up, now,” a voice urgently whispers to me, her voice getting louder every time she repeats the sentence. I blink my eyes open and feel a bitter cold wood floor against my cheek. The freezing room is all I can feel for a while, as well as the endless darkness of the room. There’s nothing to see, other than the wood floor, and nothing to hear but the sound of water slamming against the side of a ship in the distance. The floor is slightly damp, and I shiver as I lift my head up. It’s so cold that when I lick my dry lips, I feel like my tongue could stick to them. I lift my hand, moving away my wet hair sticking to the side of my face. I reach a hand up, feeling the lump and the cut on the side of my head and the dried blood stuck to the side of my face.

      “Who’s there?” I ask into the darkness. The room is so dark that I can’t see anything, only smell the dampness and hear water splashing in the distance. I know I’m on a ship, but it can’t be my ship. I can’t be with my pirates because they wouldn’t leave me in here. I sit back, crossing my legs as I think about everything that happened. I can remember the guard who took me. I remember trying to save Livvy and failing. Instead, we were both taken. I feel down my outfit, knowing it’s the same clothes as the day I was taken, and I feel my necklace around my neck. I hold it tight, remembering Chaz and the moment he gave it to me. The memory gives me a little strength, just enough to take a deep breath and try not to panic. I know where I’m going, who I am being taken to. It’s funny how I spent my whole life running from the King, worrying that one day he would find out about me and kill me. I’ve survived eighteen years in a life I shouldn’t have had. I should be happy, but all I feel is regret. Regret that I didn’t tell each one of my pirates how I truly feel about them. Regret that I didn’t get a chance to really live my life with them. I was free with them, with my pirates, when I was so lost before. But now, I feel more than lost; I feel hopeless. A memory of Hunter and the protective look he gave me as I was taken flashes into my mind. His dark eyes burned as if the very ship he stood on could sink, but he would only look at me. He didn’t look away once, even when his eyes showed me fear. Fear of losing me, fear I thought I would never see in my dark pirate’s eyes.

      “It’s Livvy,” she tells me, and I turn my head in the direction of her voice. Livvy, the girl I rescued who only wanted a normal life. Livvy who is brave, smart, and yet, had given up the moment her parents sold her. I thought I saw some hope in her eyes on the ship, a chance for a real life, but the tone of her voice tells me she has completely given up now. I won’t give up, despite being away from the only life I have ever wanted. A life with my pirates who I could never imagine leaving, and yet here I am, far from them.

      “Are we on the guards’ ship?” I ask her. I hear footsteps before a hand touches my shoulder. I grab Livvy’s hand and move closer, only to be stopped by bars and chains wrapped around my right ankle. I reach down and feel the small metal bar around my ankle and the thick chains leading off it, which must be connected to the wall of the ship. The bars between Livvy and me aren’t thick, and they are spaced far enough apart that I might even be able to push myself through them, but I don’t. It’s not worth a beating from the guards if they found me trying to move into another cage. They might think I’m trying to escape and I need to be awake to work out a way to get us out of this mess.

      “Yes. I woke up yesterday and I’ve not seen anyone. I have your egg,” she tells me gently, but it doesn’t mask how frightened she is. I can hear it in her voice, the way it cracks at the end of each word, and the shiver I can feel from her hands. I wish I could tell her not to be frightened, that everything will be good in the end, but I’m no liar. I won’t lie to her and I doubt she would believe me anyway. I try to think of something to say, the silence between us stretching out for a while before my stomach grumbles and I realise that I’m really hungry, hungrier than I have ever been.

      “I’m starving. We must have been sleeping for a while to feel as weak as I do,” I comment, just as the room shakes and I fly across to the wall. The chains pull on my foot as I slam into the wall of the ship and I scream out from the pain in my ankle, the cold metal cutting into my skin. I quickly scramble back, getting closer to the middle of the cage again, and the pressure of the chain disappears. The sound of harsh water hitting the side of the ship is louder for a second and the wood in the ship groans. I jump when something loud smacks the side of the ship and I pray it’s not a rock. I don’t want to be chained down here if this ship sinks in the Storm Sea.

      “Yes,” is all Livvy says into the darkness as the ship settles again. I glance down at my hands and, even though I can’t see them, I can feel how wet they are. I remember the water falling out of my hands after what happened with Ryland. I don’t know exactly what happened, but I know the water came from me. They say the changed ones have powers. Is this my power?

      “My pirates will come after us,” I whisper, only my words sound more like a hope than a promise. It’s all I have, the hope, the promise that they will follow me. That they care enough to.

      “After you. They will save you and I know they only took me on board because they love you. It’s always been about you and I’m nothing to them,” she says, a sob following her words.

      “That’s not -,” I try to comfort her, but she stops me.

      “Don’t. I’m not a child. I know how they feel about you and that I am nothing,” she interrupts me with her harsh words. I pull myself up to my feet and walk towards her voice, stopping when I hit the metal bars of the cage we are in. Livvy’s hand snakes out from the bars and wraps around mine.

      “I won’t let anyone hurt you, Livvy. I saved you once, remember?” I whisper, holding onto her hand tighter. “You said then that I couldn’t save you and I proved you wrong. Please trust in me one more time. Don’t give up hope,” I plead.

      “We are going to the King, to his court where it’s rumoured that nightmares come true,” she says, and I know she is right. Everything my father told me about his court, about the King, doesn’t put him in a good light. The very fact he hunts my kind and has them killed as babies, makes me frightened of him, but I’m not going to let that fear control me. If I’m going to be killed, I’m going to fight to the very end and never show him the fear I know he will want. I don’t want to confirm her fears; there is no point.

      “Where’s the egg?” I ask Livvy. She grabs my hand, placing it on the warm dragon egg shell.

      “It’s cracking, it has been for…I don’t know how long, but since I woke up. I think it had been thrown around this cage until I woke up as I wasn’t holding it,” Livvy tells me, and I feel what she does, a shake of the egg and a cracking noise. I hold my hand still, wishing with every part of me that Livvy and the dragon egg weren’t here. They are both too young, too weak to survive what will come next, and what's even worse, I don’t know how to protect them. The king will use Livvy against me, or worse, just kill her as she is nothing to him. I don’t know what he will do with my dragon, but I imagine a dragon is useful to a king.

      “If you get a chance to run, if I get you one, run and don’t look back. Do you understand me, Livvy?” I ask her, trying to think of a plan. When we get out of here and on the deck, I might be able to make a distraction. Find a way to get out of this. If not for me, for them. My dragon cannot be born into a world of nightmares, and Livvy doesn’t deserve to die there.

      “Yes,” she whispers, and I rest my head against the cold bars as I think back to my pirates and hope they are on their way. I repeat their names over and over in my mind, along with how I feel about each one of them. The feelings are the same, a feeling that makes my heart pound faster in my chest and a warmth fill me, even in this cold place.

      Dante. Ryland. Hunter. Jacob. Chaz. Zack.

      Every single one of them. I can’t deny how I feel for them or what I would do to save them. I lift my hand to my forehead, feeling my mark and wondering what happened with Ryland. Will sharing a mark make him safe or put him in more danger? I close my eyes, thinking of Ryland, and I feel something, a little spark of warmth. It’s a bond I can’t explain, but I feel connected to him. I can feel he’s alive, but not where he is. We are bonded in some way now, and I don’t know what way. I hate that I don’t know enough, that everyone in this world seems to know more than I do. I sit back, a frustrated sigh leaving my lips, and try to think of something else. I try to think of my pirates. Part of me wants them to come after me, to save me, but a bigger part of me hopes they never do. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to them. If I save myself, then they won’t need to come. I could find them.

      I could never stay away from my pirates, even if I tried.
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          Cassandra

        

      

    

    
      “Livvy.” I tap her shoulder, as little bits of light shine through the cracks of the ceiling and the door that I can now see on the other side of the room. There are a few steps leading up to the door, but not much else in here, just the cage we are in and one crate strapped to the wall. It’s the bottom of the ship. The water must be calmer today, because the ship is only moving slightly from side to side, nothing like it was last night. I couldn’t sleep because I couldn’t stop the thoughts going through my head, thoughts of escape, thoughts of what my near future will hold.

      “It’s morning then?” she mumbles, and I look down at the egg in her arms as it starts shaking more than ever before. I smooth my hand over the shiny blue shell, the white dots crackling under my hand and tiny bits falling off onto the floor. I wish I could let my dragon be born anywhere other than here. But wishing is not going to get me anywhere.

      “It’s hatching,” Livvy mumbles. “If I die soon, at least I will get to see the birth of a dragon. That’s something rare.” Her tone is devoid of all hope, of all wonder and life, like the voice I have gotten used to listening to.

      “You won’t die,” I tell her, but I don’t take my eyes off the egg as bits of the shell break off and fall away. We go silent, only the sounds of the water outside and our heavy breathing audible as the final bits of the eggshell break away and the white head of a baby dragon appears. The dragon uses its wings to crawl out from the shell, and I hold a hand out, watching as it pushes its tiny head against my hand. The dragon is all white, except for little blue scales on its belly and a blue mark under its right eye. It has a long neck and massive eyes that stand out on its thin face. It has folded-down ears, and its long, white wings spread out slowly as I watch in awe.

      “Beautiful,” I whisper, because that’s the only word to describe the sight in front of me. I thought I’d never get a chance to live a real life, that I would be killed. Yet, here I am. A baby being born, even a dragon baby, is the most beautiful thing in the world. The dragon tilts its head to the side, its eyes never leaving mine, and it slowly lowers its head. I think the dragon is bowing, but I’m not sure.

      “She is,” Livvy says, her voice full of awe like mine.

      “She?” I ask, not knowing how to tell and wondering how she did.

      “Yes, she. I read a book on dragons with Roger on the ship, and only female dragons can be white or light colours.”

      “Roger and you seemed to get close, before -,” I stop when she sharply looks away.

      “You should know as well as I do that feelings will not save you,” she snaps, glaring over at me and then looking away once more. I stare at her for a while, seeing a girl full of hate for the situation she is in and disbelief that anything could go well in her life. I guess I was like that once, before I escaped Onaya and my pirates saved me.

      “At least we know that the dragon is a she. We need to know for when we pick a name,” I say, watching as the dragon curls up on Livvy’s lap as she pushes the bits of egg away. The bottom of the egg drops to the floor, the water from inside it falling on the ground. I rest my hand on the dragon’s back and she lifts her head, resting it on my hand before falling to sleep.

      “Why choose a name? The moment they let us out and see we have the dragon, they will give her to the king,” Livvy asks me.

      “No, they won’t. I will create a distraction somehow and you need to throw her into the sea,” I tell Livvy, whose eyes widen as she shakes her head.

      “They will beat you for that and she might not survive anyway. They would kill me for that. I’m nothing,” she says, looking away from me.

      “She has a better chance in the sea than with the king,” I say firmly. I refuse to let him have my dragon. “Livvy, please do this for me. For her,” I beg, and she finally looks up. We both stare at each other for a long time.

      “Name?” Livvy asks, not telling me what she is thinking or if she is going to help me. I look down at the small dragon, knowing the only name to give her.

      “Vivo. It means ‘to survive’ in the old language I studied a little back home,” I whisper, and Vivo lifts her head, looking at me through sleepy eyes. “Vivo, don’t forget me when you escape. But live, have a life and I promise we will meet again one day.” I have no idea if she can understand me or if I’m making little sense to her, but there’s intelligence in her eyes. I have to hope she does understand.

      “Vivo… I like it,” Livvy says, only seconds before we feel the ship stop and I try to swallow the fear I feel. I stand up after gently moving my hand, and walk to the edge of the cage to wait for them to come for us.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It doesn’t take long for the guards to open the door and walk down the steps. I look quickly at Livvy, who pushes Vivo down her top, hiding her and then pushing the remains of the egg into the corner. The guards have dark green uniforms, a dragon symbol on the breastplates, silver helmets that cover their faces so you can’t see what they really look like, and large heavy boots that pound against the floor with every step. I try to quickly search the guard heading towards my cage for weapons, seeing a large sword tied to his back and knifes in holders on his thighs. It looks like there might be more weapons hidden in his uniform, but my best bet is the knifes. I stay still as they unlock the cage doors, unlock our cuffs, and drag us out of the cages.

      “Behave. I don’t want to have to handcuff you,” my guard growls at me when I try to pull my arm out of his tight grip. He tightens his grip on my arm, squeezing so tight that it brings tears to my eyes, and I bite my lip to hold in a scream.

      “Fine,” I pant out. He loosens his grip and I take a deep breath, still feeling the pain and no doubt marks from where he grabbed me.

      “Leave the egg here. We can take it to him later when he is done with this one,” the guard tells the other as he goes to walk into the cage, holding Livvy tightly in his grip. The other guard nods and Livvy is dragged behind me, but she doesn’t resist, just holds a hand over her chest where Vivo is hidden. The guard pulls me up the steps, and I try not to trip as he walks quickly towards the open door to the outside. The light burns my eyes for a long time when we get out to the top of the ship, so I lift my free arm to hold it over my eyes as they adjust. When I can finally see a little better, I look up at the giant cliff and the massive castle that sits on the edge of it. The cliff winds down to a garden full of cut bushes in the shape of a massive maze. Further in front of that are open green fields that lead to the docks the ship has pulled into. I look over at the Storm Sea, seeing the giant waves that crash against the rocks and the fierceness of them.

      “The King wants the changed one sent straight to him. He doesn’t care what you do with the other,” a guard says to the one holding me.

      “Send the other one to the dungeons and I will personally take the changed one to the king,” the guard holding me tells him. I take a quick look around at the ship, seeing the large green sails of our ship and the three ships docked next to ours, all guard ships. Everything on the ship is shiny and clean, and the guards are rushing off the ship carrying boxes and ropes. We stand quietly as all the guards, other than the two holding me, leave the ship. There are two guards in front of me, one on each side of the panel of wood leading to the stone dock. Time for a distraction. I look down at my hands, seeing no water this time and as hard as I try to make water appear, it doesn’t. I try to think of Ryland, but he feels too far away, like I can almost sense where he is, but he’s behind me, through the Storm Sea. I wonder if my power had something to do with Ryland. That would make sense, considering nothing ever happened before we touched and he got my mark. The guard tightens his grip on my arm and drags me towards the exit off the ship and I dig my feet in.

      “Don’t mess around. We have been good to you,” the guard huffs, looking down at me, but he doesn’t hurt me this time.

      “Kidnapping isn’t what I would call good,” I spit out, still trying to pull away from him. He lets out a long, gruff laugh.

      “These men haven’t seen a woman in months, and both of you are very pretty, with pretty bodies and innocent faces. We were good. We paid the guards outside your doors to stop anyone from really hurting you,” he tells me, pulling me closer to him until I can’t look anywhere except into his face. “But you’re not really that innocent, are you?” he asks. I slap him hard across the face and his head snaps to the side. He yanks me closer, so my face is next to his, and I’m forced to smell how disgusting he smells as his horrible breath creeps down the side of my face.

      “Or we could go back down there and you could show me a good time?” he suggests, letting me go and stepping away. I smile sweetly, moving closer to him and watching the shock appear on his face.

      “Never,” I whisper, and pull my knee up between his legs and he drops to the ground with a groan. I don’t waste any time as I turn around and run straight at the guard holding Livvy. He goes to punch me, but I duck, punching him in his stomach and tackling him to the ground. I land on top of the guard lifting my hand to try to punch him, but he grabs my hand and makes me scream as he pushes me off him.

      “Stop her!” I hear someone shout as the guard grabs hold of my wrists and pins me down on the deck of the ship. I watch as Livvy throws Vivo into the sea, just before a guard grabs her by her hair and she screams as he drags her away from the edge.

      “You lost,” I say to the guard holding me down and I laugh, relief filling every part of my mind now that my dragon is gone and the king cannot use her.

      “Knock her out. Enough,” I hear another guard shout, seconds before the guard on top of me punches me across the face and everything goes black.
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          Cassandra

        

      

    

    
      My shoes scrape against the cold stone when I open my eyes. Both my arms are being held tightly in the grips of two guards and I look to the left, crying from the pain of every movement. My right eye hurts to open, and the entire left side of my face feels swollen and sore. I lift my head to look up at the long corridor we are in. The corridor is made of stone, with a green rug stretched down the middle of it. I can see five archways that lead off somewhere else and the guards stop at the one in the middle, which has large wooden doors inside the arch. There are five guards outside the doors, who look at me with a mixture of fear and indifference, an expression I presume they have gotten used to showing. I stand up, not letting them drag me anymore, and look around, but don’t see Livvy anywhere. There are only empty corridors, and an eerie silence that seems to be filled only with our footsteps.

      “Where is my friend?” I demand, but neither of them answer me as two of the guards outside the big doors open them up. The guards drag me into the dimly-lit room and all I can do is stare at the empty throne at the top of the room. The throne is made from solid silver that shines, and it is shaped like a dragon with a seat cut into the middle of it. The dragon’s head curls around to meet the end of its tail and the gap in the middle leads up to the seat that is covered in green fabric. On the wall above the dragon is a tapestry of a green dragon flying, with two swords at the bottom; it takes me a second to realise it’s the royal crest of the king. The room has five archways, which have dark green fabric hung over them to block the light, and there are ten or more lit fires in raised pots around the room. The fires are almost blue, and the heat from them is soothing.

      “Stay here, and if you know what is good for you, don’t move,” one of the guards says before he throws me down on the floor as the other one lets go of my arm. I rub my arms, feeling how sore they are, and place my hand on the side of my face where I know it can’t look good. I wish Chaz was here. He could find something to place against my face, he could figure out a way to help me. The guards surprise me by walking out the door as it closes; their evil grins are the last thing I see. I pull myself up to my feet, standing still as a secret door behind the throne opens. The door is the whole wall, a wall that moves on a circle, and a man walks out.

      Not just a man, the king. The king has long black hair that is going grey at the top, and dark blue eyes that could almost be described as black. He has on black trousers with a smart green shirt, which looks silky and made from something expensive. He looks familiar and nothing like I expected the most evil man in the world to look. He looks nothing like a man who kills my kind, a man told to be evil enough to kill a baby. His large crown sits on his head, the green swirls holding a green stone in the middle, and it’s beautiful.

      “Tut, tut, tut. Did you not behave on your way here? That looks painful,” the king says. His voice is deep and has an almost seductive quality. I imagine a lot of people would do anything he told them. I stay still as he walks over to me, each step seems to be calculated as he spends his time looking up and down my body. I don’t move as he walks closer, until he stands directly in front of me and slowly tilts his head to the side.

      “Are you not going to speak to me, changed one? Are you really that frightened?” he asks, his voice almost gentle, but I know it’s a ruse.

      “I am not frightened of you,” I tell him, matching his gentle tone, but I tilt my lips in a small smile. “Why would I be afraid when death is certain for everyone, and you have promised me death my entire life?”

      “Maybe you are just brainless,” he chuckles, a slow chuckle that sounds familiar to my ears. I look over the king’s face, seeing the light marks on his right cheek, the way his hair is kept off his face, the perfectly groomed appearance he has. I wonder why he looks so familiar.

      “No. I just do not care. You will kill me either way,” I say, and he laughs, a large laugh that echoes around the room.

      “You think I will kill you? That it will be that easy?” he asks me, but I doubt he wants an answer as he steps even closer and grabs hold of both my arms. I don’t move, keeping my face as blank as I can so I don’t give him a reaction. This is a game to him and I won’t play it.

      “I haven’t seen a female changed one since I met my queen,” he comments, staring at me and making me more uncomfortable by the second.

      “Your queen is a changed one?” I ask him, and he laughs.

      “And I’m her only chosen,” he says and smiles. I look down at his hands on my arms, feeling them getting hot seconds before they set on fire. A deep red fire that gets bigger as I watch, speechless for a fraction of a second before I let out the loudest scream of pain I’ve ever done. The fire burns my arms and I scream and scream, my legs falling out from under me, but he holds me up. The pain is overwhelming, the smell of my clothes and skin on my arms burning are all I can focus on and then he lets me go, and I hit the floor with a loud smack. I roll on the floor, putting the fires out on my arms and holding in the tears as the king looks down at me.

      “This is the child he chose to protect, he chose you and look at you,” the king says, kicking my stomach and I roll over as all the air leaves my lungs. The king kneels, leaning forward and moving a tiny bit of my hair off my face before pressing his finger into my forehead, right above my mark. The pain from my arms prevents me from doing anything but stare up at him, hating him with every tiny bit of me.

      “The Sea God made a mistake with you and yet he told me I was the mistake, that I was weak.” He laughs, “But here is his changed one, the powerful one he chose to kill me, and she rolls on the floor, unable to save herself,” he says and sighs. The king pulls a piece of white fabric out of his pocket and wipes his forehead. The mark in the middle of his forehead slowly appears, a black circle with five black lines in the middle of it that cross over each other. I’ve never seen another changed one’s mark, and it is strange to see this one. I don’t know what “chosen” means, but I take a guess that the same thing happened with his queen and him, as it did Ryland and me. I wonder if Ryland could use my power?

      “You will die here, Cassandra, that is certain…but only after I am done with my games. When I am done with you,” the king tells me, his voice dark and full of menace.

      “Are you that scared of me? That scared that you feel you have to warn me!” I shout at the king’s back as he walks away from me. “I will not play your games!” I shout.

      “I am not scared of anyone, especially not a clueless child. But I do like to listen to you scream, Cassandra, and you will scream, I will make sure of it,” the king sneers at me.

      “How do you know my name?” I ask him.

      “I know plenty,” he says, an evil grin on his face before he turns and keeps walking away.

      “Get her out of here,” the king shouts, and the doors open behind me, but I don’t look away from the king as he walks up to his throne and sits down. The king leans back in his seat as I struggle in pain with my arms on the floor in front of him and he stares down at me.

      “Oh, and Cassandra…Welcome to the nightmare court,” he says coldly, vindictively, as the guards pick me up and I don’t fight them. They don’t touch my burnt arms, choosing to hold me under my armpits instead, but every brush of air or their bodies against my arms is like a slow torture. They drag me out the room, but the pain is all I can focus on as I hold in a whimper when they turn down the corridors. I don’t even look where we are going, I just keep my head down, tears falling down my face and dripping onto the green carpeted floor. They take me down the long corridor, to another one, and then to a metal door opened by another guard. The guards carry me down the wide steps that seem to just go down and down in a straight line until we get to a row of dungeons. The dungeons are split with rows of cages on each side, cold stone floors, and the middle path between the cages lit up by fires in thin metal cages shaped like towers. Even seeing the fire makes me feel sick, it makes me want to run and, for the first time, nothing but fear fills me as I look at the fire.

      “This one,” one of the guards says, one of them who is holding me. I look up in time to see him open a cage door and throw me in, my body hitting the cold floor and pain shooting around my left arm that I land on. I cry out, rolling onto my back and lying in the dry room while pain shoots through my arms. Thankfully, sleep takes me before I can hear myself scream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          Cassandra

        

      

    

    
      “Who are you?” I ask the man who stands at my side, while we stand in a waterfall. The water falls around us, but doesn’t touch us. I can’t look at him, only feel him standing next to me. There’s a relief to being here, the pain in my arms is gone. There’s no pain, only silence as we sit next to each other.

      “The Sea God, the one who blessed you,” the man whispers gently.

      “My mark is no blessing,” I whisper back, feeling the urge to keep my voice quiet.

      “You feel that now, my child, but not forever. Time is drifting and time will make -,” he starts what I’m sure would have been a long sentence, but I interrupt him.

      “Stop with the riddles of how everything is fine and let me look at you!” I demand, and he laughs, a soothing laugh that makes me want to calm down.

      “Riddles are what will save you. That and love,” he says, and I watch as a gap in the waterfall appears, a bright light making it impossible to see what’s on the other side.

      “Love?” I ask as I stare at the light.

      “The love of pirates,” the Sea God whispers, and then the light shines brighter and brighter until I can’t see or feel him anymore.  I feel only soothing water as it runs over my body, and it feels like it could wash away any of my pain and worry if I chose to just stay here.

      “You can stay, be something more and watch time.”

      “Can I leave?” I whisper back into the water towards the bright light.

      “Never,” he whispers. Then a feeling of love spreads through my body, and my mind fills with images of my pirates and our time together. Hunter. Ryland. Dante. Chaz. Jacob. Zack.

      “I choose them,” I whisper back, and even though I cannot see the Sea God, I feel his deep disappointment and longing. I just choose to ignore it.

      

      “I can’t reach her,” I hear a female voice say, but I struggle to open my eyes as a haze spreads over my mind. I try to reach out to the voice, but all I can see is the water, and then it all suddenly stops. The water disappears from my mind, from my thought, and then there’s pain, a shooting pain in my arms that I can’t help but cry out to. My eyes feel crusted together, from my tears I suspect, as I try to blink them open, feeling the cold stone floor I’m lying on. It smells awful in here, a mixture of rotting and damp, mixed in with dust. When I crack my eyes open, the first thing I see is the burning fire on the other side of the bars. The fire, the burning, and the king as he stared at me fills my mind and makes me sharply close my eyes again as I try to push the memory away. The pleasure in his dark eyes sticks with me no matter how many times I try to force myself to forget it, to put it behind me and move on. I try everything, but it doesn’t work. It just stays in my head and floats around like a distant dream. But it’s no dream, it’s a nightmare, a terrible nightmare filled with evil and fire.

      “Everly, you have to pull her to you and help her. She will die otherwise. Those burns are bad, and they will become infected,” I hear a man’s voice in the distance. The voice is gruff and yet, I know it.

      “I can’t get her!” Everly shouts back and her voice makes me open my eyes. I need to see if it’s her, my childhood best friend, my only friend. Yet, part of me doesn’t want to see her here, because I know what it means if she is. I blink them open to see a small hand desperately reaching for me.

      “Everly?” I whisper in shock when I see her blonde hair, but the rest of her face is hidden in the shadows of the bars and darkness of the room.

      “Cassy, you’re awake,” Everly says in relief, and her hand reaches closer, still stretching as far as she can. I hold in a scream as I reach for her hand and a sharp pain shoots through my arm.

      “I’m going to pull you to me, but I need you to move closer,” Everly softly orders me, her words slow and kind.

      “How are you here?” I ask, holding in the tears that threaten to fall when I see her lean down to my level for me to see her face. It’s messy, covered in dirt, but it doesn’t matter to me. I missed her so much. I take my time to look her over; her very thin frame and the hollowness of her cheeks takes away from her natural beauty, but her eyes still blaze that bright blue they always have. There is still some part of my friend Everly there, but it’s hidden. I have the feeling she isn’t the same friend I left on Onaya. She is older and life has done something to her. I guess I’m not the same person I was when we last spoke, either. Life has taken its toll on me, but not in the same way. I have a reason to fight, a reason to pull myself off this floor and try to get to Everly. I have my pirates, and for them, I can’t just stay on this floor and die.

      I am stronger than this. Stronger than him.

      “The king came to the island after you escaped. He took us, because he knew we kept you safe. He knew everything, and we couldn’t fight him,” Everly tells me quietly, her voice catching slightly.

      “Us?” I ask.

      “Cassandra, get to your friend so she can heal your arms,” I hear my father say from somewhere behind Everly.

      “Father?” I ask, now remembering the voice from before. My father is here. The king must know everything about my life now.

      “Just do it…please,” he asks me. The desperation in his voice is something I have never heard from my strong father. Throughout all the years and all the terrible things he did, he had never spoken to me like he just did. My father was always strong, stubborn like me, and yet this place has somehow taken that from him. Or was it me being here? His only daughter he thought he saved?

      “I will,” I promise him, and then force myself to move. I pull myself up, screaming from the pain when I have to use a hand to get on my knees. My arms seem to hurt even more when I move them. I don’t even want to look at my burns as I use my knees to crawl towards Everly, who murmurs words of encouragement for every little step. When I get to the bars, she grabs my hand and gently pulls my arm through the bars while I cradle the other one.

      “You can’t heal this, Ev,” I say, finally getting the courage to look at my arms. My skin is red and blistered from my wrists to my elbow, and there are horrible-looking black bits of skin. My clothes have burnt into my skin and the black bits have yellow pus coming out of them. I know these burns are bad enough to cause an infection that I will die from. There is no way to avoid it, except I don’t want to die, not yet. It’s funny how I didn’t used to mind the idea of dying, I had almost accepted it, but one ship full of pirates has given me something I want to live for.

      “Do you trust me?” Everly asks me. I look up to her, seeing her blue eyes that remind me so much of Dante’s blue eyes that, for some reason, it gives me a tiny bit of relief. There’s comfort in just being around her, a memory of home, when it’s hard to think of anything other than pain.

      “Yes,” I tell her, and I watch as she reaches into the front of her top and pulls out a small red pouch. She opens the pouch and inside is green powder. I watch in hope and shock as she picks a little bit up, sprinkles it all over the burns, and it instantly feels better. I rest my head on the bars, sighing as the cold powder relieves my arm.

      “The other one,” Everly asks as she lets go of my healed arm. We swap arms slowly and she sprinkles the same powder on that arm. When both arms are not hurting so much, I look at them. I gently pull bits of clothing away and move the dust into the cracks where they were. Where the burns were visible before is now just raised skin with a green tint to it. It’s not pretty, but it doesn’t hurt. I can’t be upset about how bad my arms look when I’m so relieved that the pain is gone. My shirt falls off me, leaving me topless, and I hold a hand against my chest.

      “Any good at fixing shirts?” I ask her, and she laughs.

      “I have a small vest under this shirt I’m wearing, so you can have it,” Everly says, and seconds later, she pushes a blue top through the bars. I pull it over my head, seeing that it rolls all the way down to my wrists and hides the marks on my arms. It has laces in the middle and I quickly do them up before looking over at Everly. I keep my gaze locked on Everly as she moves closer and hugs me through the bars. I hold her arms tightly.

      “How did you have that powder?” I ask her quietly.

      “Not all the guards support the king. I can’t say much more, but I’ve had the powder for a while just in case things go bad in the games. I had to use some of it on a bite on my leg, and I’ve been keeping the rest safe,” she says. I look around at my little cage. I see a drain in the corner, which must be for going to the toilet based on the awful smell, but there is little else in here. I can’t bring myself to look at the fire near the door of the cage. Even the light and heat from it makes me take a deep breath and try to focus on Everly again.

      “Games?” I ask her. She pulls away a little and I watch as she nods a head in the direction of her cage door. Huddled in the corner is Miss Drone, unlike I’ve ever seen her, and she isn’t awake. Her hair is burnt off the one side of her head and her shirt has clearly been burnt in places. There is blood all over her clothes and her right leg has green lines all over it, suggesting Everly has been healing her. I never had a relationship with Miss Drone, because she stayed professional and cold the whole time she looked after me, but she helped me escape. She kept me a secret and I know she believes in my kind. I would never wish the injuries she has on anyone, and I wish I could help her in some way. I look back at Everly’s tear-filled eyes as she shakes her head, and I know that she must not be in a good condition. I don’t want to know what goes on in these games, I have a feeling it’s nothing good.

      “Miss Drone?” I whisper, my words echoing around the room ever so slightly.

      “Mother isn’t well. The powder doesn’t work on injuries we cannot see and the game was -,” she stops talking. Her breath catches and I feel her shiver in fear. I move as close as I can to the bars, holding her hands tightly and wishing I could take away her memories. I wish I didn’t have to ask about what the games are, but I need to know everything.

      “Ev?” I ask her.

      “The games are horrible and happen every week. Someone always dies, at least one. The next one is in three days, and I know he is going to make a big deal out of it because you are here,” she whispers.

      “What happens in the games? What happened to you?”

      “I learnt to fight, I learnt what pain is, and if I didn’t have the guard who helps me, I would be dead, Cassandra.”

      “You don’t have to tell me,” I reply.

      “The games are always different. One time, he had his dragon hunt us. We were tied down in the maze and I had to listen as people burnt next to me. Another one was a long plank of wood over the cliff…,” she stops, clearing her throat and tilting her head, “he watched as we each led onto the plank and as we walked back. If you fell, no one would save you and the king’s laugh would be the last thing you would hear.”

      “No…,” I say, looking down at the ground.

      After a pause, I hear my father say, “Tell me how you got here.”

      “I left Onaya on the boat, but I crashed into a pirate ship and they rescued me. They looked after me and offered me safe passage,” I tell my father and Everly.

      “For what in return?” my father asks sharply, the disappointment in his tone making me wonder if he knows me at all. I would never offer any part of myself to live. I would rather jump into the sea and I hate that he doesn’t think I’m strong enough for that.

      “Nothing. They are good men, good pirates,” I say with warmness in my tone.

      “You love one of them?” Everly asks me quietly, and I shake my head. Not just one, but I don’t know how to tell her that. How will it even work if I get to be with them all again? Will they share me, let me love them all and never argue? I guess I never thought of the long-term way we would deal with a relationship between us all.

      “It doesn’t matter. Pirates won’t face the king for her. We are doomed,” my father mutters, but I still hear him.

      “We need to come up with a way to escape,” I say, and my father laughs.

      “This is the king’s court, the nightmare court. No one escapes unless they die,” he says and then goes silent. “Here, I didn’t eat my food. Pass it to her, Everly,” my father says, shocking me. Everly lets go of my hand to crawl across the cage to the other side, almost out of my view, before crawling back and handing me some bread. I don’t even look at it for more than a second before ripping it up and eating it all. It isn’t a lot, but I feel like I haven’t eaten in days.

      “Thank you, Father,” I say, but he doesn’t reply to me. Everly rests her head against the bars. Her hand slides into mine and squeezes. She doesn’t have to tell me how scared she is, I can just tell.

      “We won’t die. I won’t let that happen,” I say and look at Everly, who just shakes her head. I know nothing I can say to her will give her hope. I don’t even have hope myself.

      “Was there a girl brought in before me? Her name is Livvy,” I ask.

      “No, sorry. No one was brought in until you,” Everly tells me, and I lean back against the bars as sickness fills my stomach. He wouldn’t have killed her, I have to believe that.

      “I missed you,” I tell Everly gently after a long pause between us.

      “And I missed you. I thought about you every day, begging that you were free and having a good life, so that even if I died in here, it would be worth it,” she replies and looks over at me. “You look stronger, I can see it in your eyes. Tell me about these pirates and your life. I need something to have good dreams about,” she says.

      “You look older, and sadder,” I tell her gently.

      “You remember the handsome man I was in love with, who I still love?” she whispers, her eyes filling with tears once more.

      “Yes, I remember you with him,” I say, thinking back to the dark-haired man I saw her dancing with at the party where I was seen for the first time. That party changed everything. I could never forget it.

      “When the king came, he took your father first and found out that mother was coming to the house…so the guards came for us. Perry, he tried to fight against the guards to save me and my mother, but they killed him in front of me -,” she whispers, sobbing at the end so much it’s hard to understand her.

      “Everly…I am so sorry,” I tell her, and she shakes her head.

      “I will avenge him, Cassy. I will make his death right,” she says, and I don’t disbelieve her when her tear-filled eyes meet mine. The fun, full-of-life Everly I grew up with seems to be missing and there are shadows in her eyes now, shadows I wish I could erase. She is my best friend, like a sister to me, and I hate to see her like this. But then, I could never get over losing someone I love, I don’t know how to. I look over at Everly, to the cage where my father is, and finally to Miss Drone. The king put me in here with them for a reason. He kept them alive for a reason: to torment me.

      “I will help you, always,” I reply.

      “Now tell me about the pirates. I want to know everything,” Everly asks me, and I tell her everything I can about the only men who give me hope.
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      “Well…Well…Well.” My father pauses to clap dramatically before continuing as I cross my arms and wait for him to get this bit out of the way. “The runaway son finally arrives. Did you bring your brother, too?” my father asks in a bored tone as he sits on his throne, but I know the bastard isn’t bored. I look over at Dante and Jacob at my sides, and they both give me a look of warning to think of Cassandra and not lose my temper. I can basically see it in their eyes. Cassandra, think of her. My little bird. I think she has been here a week, which isn’t long, but it’s too long in a place like this. Even the thought of him touching her, hurting her in any way, makes me want to drag him from that throne and punch him so hard he stops breathing. I take a deep breath, calming myself down by remembering that the guards said there hasn’t been a game played since the changed one arrived. That means she can’t be dead, or badly hurt. I have time to figure something out, something to save my little bird.

      “I’m back, aren’t I?” I finally say, but my voice comes out sharper and angrier than I wanted.

      “Where is Ryland?” my father demands this time, getting off his throne and walking over to me with slow steps. I wish I looked more like my mother, is my only thought when I see my father for the first time in years. His long black hair is exactly like mine, and we have the same eyes. People say I have the same darkness as him, the same mark on my soul that people fear. I don’t know how much of it is true, but I will never be him.

      “With our mother. He wished to see her first,” I respond. He isn’t only seeing our mother, he is sorting out the guards that are watching the dungeons, making sure they can be trusted to keep Cassandra alive. We had friends when we left this place, and I hope they stuck around and didn’t leave. I doubt they would have, a lot of them have family on the islands that need the money my father pays them. Money that basically keeps them alive, barely putting food on their tables even when the royal bank is overflowing with money. The king doesn’t want to pay them right, which is why they are so ready to listen to the princes who slip them money in the night.

      “Fine,” my father says, his jaw locked and frustration written all over his face. He hates when we go to see her, when anyone does who isn’t him. I used to think he did it out of love, that he couldn’t stand the idea of anyone accidentally hurting her, but the older I got, the more I realised that it was never about caring. My mother protects him by being alive, so he can’t risk her safety. She is the source of his power, his changed one. My mind pictures Cassandra, her soft brown hair that I want to hold in my hands as I press my lips to hers.  I long to see her hazel eyes widen, and to finally tell her how I feel about her. I avoided it for as long as I could. The stubborn, defiant, but kind nature of her draws me in more than the need to protect her. I know what she might be to me, what I could be to her, and it’s old magic. The magic gods whisper about, the magic of soulmates, that the chosen of the changed ones are their soulmates. I could be her chosen. One of many, I presume.

      “Where is my ship you stole?” the king finally asks me, his eyes looking over my face for any response. I just grin, expecting him to try to punch me, to right me without using his powers. I have burns on my back that prove my father cannot beat me in a fair fight; he always has to use his gift to win. He is no kind of man, let alone a king.

      “It is my ship. It was made for me and I gave it to my grandsons…and their friends,” Laura says as she walks into the room, her stick banging against the floor with every step. I turn and glare at her, wishing she would stay out of this for the next couple weeks until we can leave. I never should have believed her when she said she would go with Ryland to see her daughter.

      “Everything in this world belongs to me. You are not the queen anymore and you were hardly one to begin with.” He laughs at her and she taps her stick on the floor, raising her eyebrows at the man who destroyed everything for her. I sometimes think Laura is either the bravest or stupidest person I know, but I’m yet to decide which one.

      “Are you going to kill me? If you’re not, I want to rest,” Laura says, ignoring his comment, and his hands light up with fire. The fire never burns him. While growing up, I was interested in his powers, but that changed when I realised how much he enjoyed using his powers to kill people, when I found out what he did to my mother to be able to get that power.

      “Leave my throne room, NOW!” my father shouts at her, and she laughs before walking out, her stick clicking against the stone floors with every step. There’s an awkward silence as we wait for Laura to leave, and her large smile is the last thing I see before the doors are shut.

      “As for you, you can stay, but you will not have the throne. That is for Ryland and I want him to come see me,” my father demands. I don’t react to his taunt, the taunt he has used to get a reaction out of me for years. I remember being told when I was ten that my brother was more commanding, that he was born two minutes earlier than I was, and that he would take the throne. I watched as my brother told my father everything he wanted to hear, did whatever he wanted him to do, but at night, my brother whispered plans of escaping to the sea. He never wanted the throne, the responsibility that would come with it. It’s a heavy burden for anyone to bear.

      “As you wish, father,” I say with a smirk and a heavy dose of sarcasm.

      “And change your disgusting clothes. You are not a pirate, you are a prince,” he reminds me of the title I hate using. I am a pirate, but I won’t argue with him when my only reason for being here is to get Cassandra and leave. The only reason I’m here is to do what a pirate does best, steal a treasure. I nod my head at Jacob and Dante, who follow me towards the doors of the room.

      “One more thing, son,” I hear as I wait for the guards to open the doors. I turn back and stare at my father as he stands in the middle of the room.

      “The changed one, why was she on your ship?” he asks, and it takes every inch of my control not to react to his words.

      “A return present for you, if only you could have waited for us to bring her to you,” I say the words we planned to tell him on the trip here. I have to pretend or this will never work. My father doesn’t say a word, just walks towards the throne and sits down, his dark eyes on me.

      “She is a very beautiful present, I must say,” he says, and I tighten my fists as Jacob grabs my arm, nudging me towards the door. I turn around and shake his grip off as I walk out the room and down the corridor towards my mother’s rooms.

      “That was too close. You need to blank your expression or he will make this worse for her,” Dante warns me.

      “I can’t pretend she is nothing to me. No more than you could pretend it,” I snap.

      “You’re right. I cannot pretend, and neither can Dante, but we need to be smart to keep her alive,” Jacob warns me, and I know he is right. I hate that he is right.

      “Fine, I just hate the bastard,” I say and storm down the corridor. Several guards look at me in shock, but stop to bow and then keep low as we walk towards the royal rooms. I find the last door on the left, the very opposite direction of where Cassandra will be in the dungeons.

      “I just want to go to her,” Jacob says, wording my thoughts that I can’t say out loud to him. I look at Jacob, knowing he loves her. It makes me want to punch him. If it was anyone else who was in love with her, I would. If it was anyone other than him and the four other men I would die for.

      “Look at us all fighting for the same girl,” Dante says as we walk up the steps and past my and Ryland’s rooms.

      “Sharing isn’t something we haven’t done before, but it’s different with her,”

      “I agree, it’s more than just sex. It’s more than just loving her. There is god’s magic in the air,” Jacob says quietly and none of us say a word as we all agree. My mother’s room is up another set of stairs, with five guards outside and three locks on the door. I wait for the guards to unlock the doors before nodding at Jacob and Dante. They won’t come in, because my father would go insane if he found out anyone other than family went near his queen. The guards hold the door open and I walk into the bright room. It’s always bright in here, as my mother doesn’t like the dark and the five windows in the room fill it with light. My mother is sitting on a chair, so I can only see her black hair, and on the chair next to her is Ryland, whose head lifts to look over at me. The rest of the room is simple: a bed, a dressing table, and a large bathtub by the window. My father doesn’t sleep in here and he has his own rooms, so everything is kept simple, because she destroys things so often. My father claims to love my mother and yet, he sleeps with the five mistresses he keeps at all times. The mistresses change often; none are kept around for more than a month or so. Always pretty women he buys at auctions or steals from the islands he rules.

      “Hunter,” Ryland says gently, and I look over at him as I shake off my thoughts. His mark is covered up with paste, the only way he could be safe here. He never once looks at me as he keeps his eyes on our mother. I pause as I walk over, not sure if I want to see her after all this time. I know it’s not her fault, but it still makes me angry and hurt to see her. Every damn time.

      “Come to me, baby boy,” my mother’s sweet voice says in a whisper, but I don’t miss it. I would never say no, but it doesn’t make it any less difficult to walk over and sit in the spare chair on her other side. My mother looks over at me with the same light blue eyes as Ryland. Her long black hair is messy and down, bits flying all over her face. She has a white gown on, a simple one that covers her up, but she must be cold in it, and there are scratches on her arms from her own nails, I would suspect. When I look back up at her eyes, they are dull, almost lifeless, and her expression is dim. Her circle mark sits in the middle of her forehead, so different from Cassandra’s, but they are the same. Yet, my mother doesn’t have a touch of power anymore.

      “Do you remember me?” I ask her, reaching over and taking her tiny hand into mine. She doesn’t respond to me. My mother doesn't move her hand. She doesn’t even tighten her hand in mine or pull her hand away.

      “Baby boy, two,” she says, but her voice is emotionless and cold. This is the price my father paid for stealing her power, my mother lost her mind, and looking her over just makes me angry. How could he do this to her? Is the power worth the price of losing the woman you love?

      “Yes, your twins,” Ryland answers her. His own voice is colder than mine as he looks over at me.

      “He wants to see you,” I tell him, and Ryland sighs.

      “We suspected as much,” he responds. My father has always idolised Ryland, always believing he is the stronger out of us and that he would be more suitable for the throne. I don’t disagree. I never wanted the throne, or anything to do with my father. But Ryland doesn’t want the throne, either, and he doesn’t want to be here anymore than I do.

      “Did you find anything else out? Did you sort the guards out?” I ask him.

      “That Cassandra is here, but nothing else. I can sense her close, anyway.” He points at his chest and I hate the jealousy I feel over him having that bond with her. “I sorted her guards out. Tyrion is managing everything,”

      “You are her chosen,” I say.

      “I doubt I will be her only,” he replies, his head tilting to the side as he suspects as much as I do. God magic has been bringing us all together for a while, and I feel this is a plan that has been put into place since Cassandra was kissed by the Sea God.

      “Four chosen for me,” my mother says, reminding us that she once had four chosen whom she loved. The four princes of Calais. I have read stories of them, how they were all treasured and kind, all but the dark prince. My father.

      “I know,” I say, but she doesn’t respond.

      “The games are tomorrow, much earlier than before, but I don’t know what is planned,” Ryland tells me, and I suspected as much.

      “It will be big, to hurt or kill Cassandra,” I reply.

      “Chaz, Zack, and Dante won’t be able to enact their plan yet, not by tomorrow. We will have to help her,” Ryland says, and I sit back in my seat.

      “I will plan something. You will be too watched,” I respond.

      “I will have to sit next to our father, as will you, as they bring Cassandra into those games, and she will find out the truth.” Ryland smacks the arm of the chair before standing up. “I didn’t want her finding out like this.”

      “She will hate us for who we are,” I warn him, my own feeling of dread filling my body. I am to the point when I can’t imagine my life without my little bird.

      “I don’t care if she hates me, as long as she is safe and free,” Ryland comments, walking over to the window and looking out.

      “Time to plan then, brother,” I respond, and we do just that.
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      “You should get some sleep,” I suggest to Everly, who sits with her back against the wall and stares at her mother.

      “What if they come for us? What if she needs me?” Everly mutters, and I shake my head. I pull myself up and walk over to the corner of the cage near the door, ignoring the fire’s heat and how close I am to it. I sit myself down next to Miss Drone, only the bars separating us.

      “I’m here. Sleep,” I whisper, and she sighs before nodding her head and resting back. I look over at Miss Drone, seeing her sleeping soundlessly and looking paler than she did the day before. Everly feeds her a tiny amount of the powder every day, hoping it will make her better, but she knows the powder only works on external injuries. I sit quietly, hearing Everly’s breathing even out and everything going silent. I try to catch a glimpse of my father, but he is hidden in the back of his cage. Shadows hide him from me. He hasn’t spoken a word to me or replied to anything I’ve asked him since I first got here. I learned the system here is pretty simple; the doors open once a day and they chuck rock-hard, stale bread in each of our cages before they leave. At least it’s food, even if it’s not nice food. I look back at Miss Drone, seeing the hollowness of her cheeks, the way her hair is greasy and lost the shine it used to have. Her body looks broken. She looks broken.

      “Don’t look at me with such sorrow, Cassandra,” Miss Drone says, and I snap my eyes up to see her wide awake and her blue eyes, so much like Everly’s, watching me.

      “What else am I meant to feel for you?”

      “Anger. Feel anger for what he has done to thousands of people. To thousands of innocents,” she tells me.

      “Anger will do nothing good for me or anyone else,” I respond.

      “In a normal person, that is true. Their anger would disappear over time as they could never win against him,” she pauses to give me a small smile, “but you are no normal person. You are strong. You are a changed one, a woman kissed by a god, and you were born to win.”

      “You place a lot of belief in me. I always thought you didn’t like me,” I comment, and she chuckles a little before breaking into a deep cough. When she calms down her cough, she looks back at me.

      “I never disliked you, child. I just didn’t coddle you or give you an easy life. I may have been wrong. I could have shown you a more mother-like love, but I knew that would be no good for you.”

      “Why would it have been no good for me?”

      “Because the future is clear for me, and you need to bond with one person. To save one person and for there to be no choice between us. I needed you not to love me, or care for me like you do for my daughter,” she says.

      “How could you know?”

      “You’re not the only one the Sea God whispers to, Cassandra,” she says.

      “What’s that noise?” I ask, when a high-pitched noise suddenly fills the dungeons, then goes away quickly. The noise repeats three times before there’s complete silence. Everly looks up, waking from her short sleep and looking around.

      “A warning of some sort. They always do that awful noise,” my father answers, shocking me a little by hearing his voice. I hear him shuffling around as he stands up. I can’t see all of him, just the shadow of his body through the bars. Everly pulls herself up and runs across the room to Miss Drone.

      “The games are starting,” Everly tells her, and she shakes her in disbelief.

      “No, they are two days early. It’s always nine days between them,” Miss Drone says as she stands up and stares at me. I’m the reason the games are early, and no one needs to say that out loud.

      “The guards are going to come and get us. They handcuff us and take us to wherever it is. Don’t fight them. They will knock you out and we will need your help,” Everly tells me, as her mother holds on to her just to stand up. Miss Drone doesn’t look like she can walk out of here, let alone run in whatever game he has planned.

      “Don’t feel pity for me, Cassandra,” Miss Drone tells me, and I look up and meet her eyes. “Not pity, but anger. Remember anger,” she says, and Everly looks between us both in confusion.

      “I can’t help what I feel,” I comment, and she shakes her head.

      “No, you can’t, but you can control what emotion is shown on your face, and it’s time you learned how to do that. Anger and revenge need to inspire you to destroy his kingdom and win this for all of us,” she says. Everly looks at me, her eyes looking like her mind is swimming with a million ideas. The doors to the dungeons open and five guards walk down. Each one goes to a different cage and three go to the cages that we are in. I watch the other two, seeing them walk far down the corridor until I can’t see them anymore. I wonder if anyone else is being kept down there and what they did to deserve to be here. I doubt it was anything other than the king not liking them.

      “Trust him,” Everly says quietly while nodding towards the guard opening her cage. The guard is hard to see, with his face covered in fabric and the usual green uniform they all wear. None of the guards say a word as they open the doors and walk in. The guard in my cage holds up a hand, which has some handcuffs in them.

      “Fine,” I say and hold my hands out, knowing I’m going to need my strength to win these games and keep everyone I love alive. Fighting is pointless as I won’t get out of these dungeons with everyone before they could get me. The guard snaps the thin metal cuffs around my wrists, where they dig into my skin to the point of almost cutting. The guard wraps an arm around my upper arm, dragging me out of the cage and towards the steps. I keep my eyes on Everly in front of me. In front of her is Miss Drone who is being dragged more harshly than the others. When we get out of the dungeons into the long corridor, I finally get to see my father.  He is at the front of the line of us. His white shirt is torn in several places and very baggy from the weight he has lost. He looks terrible and defeated as he is dragged along. He looks nothing like my father. The guard pulls on me to move quicker and I do, looking behind me to see two more prisoners being taken out. One is a middle-aged man, and another is a very beautiful woman with long, blonde hair. She looks up at me, her eyes seeming lost and scared, but there’s nothing I can do for her. I force myself to look forward and focus on where I’m going as we get to the end of the corridor and head towards an archway leading outside. I can see it’s night now, the stars being a familiar friend as I look up at them while we’re led through the archway. The castle is easier to see from outside, as it sits on a cliff that it almost hangs over. Outside the castle are three paths with bushes lining them, and we are led down the middle one, which goes down the hill. My boots scrape around the rough stone as we walk, and my breath freezes in the air, causing smoke to come out of my mouth. The air is cold, but I don’t think about it as I see where we are being led. Sitting on top of a raised platform is the king on a green throne, furs covering his seat and a large fur jacket wrapped around him. The platform is covered in metal fire pots that keep him warm, and on the other side of him are three girls. The girls can’t be much older than me, all extremely pretty, and they stand still as the king watches me. The guards drag us in front of him, pushing us to our knees, and I give my guard a dirty look, which he ignores, as I kneel. I keep my head raised, only moving my eyes from the king once when Miss Drone cries out in pain as she is pushed to her knees. Everly reaches for her, only to have the guard behind her hold her back.

      “The game is in the maze tonight. I had a gift brought here just for you, Cassandra,” the king says, his tone cold and cruel as he looks down at me. I watch as his hand lights up with fire and my throat feels like it closes in fear. I try to move away, as the memory of burning fills my mind until I can’t think of anything other than fear. A warmth suddenly fills me, a feeling of love and protection, and it’s so strong that I can’t think of anything else. It takes me a second to realise I’m feeling my bond with Ryland, who must be near, because I can feel it. Knowing Ryland is near gives me enough strength to look up at the king, seeing the shadows on his face from the fire.

      “How kind,” I reply sarcastically, and he laughs.

      “My son, why don’t you come and sit?” the king says, and a sob catches in my throat when Ryland steps out from the shadows behind the throne and takes the seat next to the king. Ryland doesn’t look at me, but I can’t help but stare at him as I try to ignore who he is. Ryland’s mark is gone or covered up. He is wearing tight black trousers and a green shirt, but it’s the small crown on his head that makes everything hit home. The relief I felt, the bond between us, seems to burn away into dread when I can’t avoid who he is. He lied to me. Ryland, the pirate who was meant to protect me, is a prince.

      “You betrayed me!” I shout at him, but he still doesn’t look at me as the king laughs.

      “Don’t you know when you’re being used, Cassandra? That is a harsh lesson, especially when you are played into thinking someone loves you only to find out they do not,” he asks me.

      “Apparently, I do not know,” I reply, my voice catching. I swear, Ryland looks at me for a second, but he moves so quickly that I can’t be sure. A coldness fills me, a cold that threatens to make me cry and scream, but I know I can’t. One look over at Everly, who looks like she wants to tell me everything is going to be okay, reminds me I’m not alone. Even if the pirates betrayed me. It’s hard to think back to every moment between us and believe it was all fake.

      “Let’s start the games. I am bored,” Ryland says after a long silence. Hearing his voice, the commanding and seductive tone I’m used to, is like a jolt to the heart. It makes me grit my teeth and glare at him.

      “When I’m free, I’m going to kill you for betraying me,” I shout, and there’s silence as Ryland finally looks at me.

      “You will never be free of me,” he chuckles, his tone cold and heartless.

      “We should wait for Hunter. Your brother mustn’t miss this game,” the king suggests, and Ryland laughs, a laugh so cold that it almost matches his father’s. I don’t know how I didn’t see that Ryland, Hunter, and the king are related. They look so alike.

      “He is with the maids, three of them, and busy,” Ryland says, and his words feel like he just stabbed me in the heart. Hunter couldn’t have betrayed me, too. They all couldn’t have. I don’t move as I see Jacob standing on the edge of the raised platform, and he does one simple thing when no one is looking. He points at the stars. I know he is asking me to trust him, because of the story he told me, the story his mother told him. I look away before the king notices me looking at Jacob and find him talking quietly to Ryland.

      “Why do you do this to me? I love you!” the blonde woman who was dragged out with us shouts, and I look over to see her crying as she stares over at the king.

      “You don’t love something beautiful. You use it to make yourself happy and then let it go when it’s no longer needed. You are no longer needed, darling one,” the king says in a bored tone, and the blonde woman bursts into more tears. I want to feel sorry for her, but I just feel numb, knowing that feeling sorry for anyone isn’t going to make them feel better. I think back to Miss Drone’s words, how I need to feel anger against the king. That anger is the only weapon that could help now.

      “Love can be fickle and easy to make people believe, is it not, my son?” the king asks Ryland, who nods with a large smile, but still doesn’t look my way.

      “Start the games,” Ryland shouts, and the guard picks me up off the ground. I catch Everly’s eyes as she is pulled up, and I can see the millions of questions shimmering in them, but we can’t say a word here. The guards drag us further down the hill until we get to two large metal gates that have three more guards in front of them. I pause as the guard undoes my handcuffs and slips a note into my hand, but he doesn’t meet my eyes. I hold the note tightly as he steps away and the gates open. I throw one more look over my shoulder at Ryland, Jacob, and the king as they stand on the platform and watch us, then I walk through the gates and into the maze.
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      “What is in here?” I ask Everly once the gates are locked behind us, but she doesn’t reply as we hear shouting behind us from one of the guards.

      “To win and survive, you must find the middle of the maze and stay there. You have an hour.” I look around the eerily quiet maze, with its high grass walls and the sounds of the wind blowing through them. I turn and look up at the hill, seeing the royal family watching us, and wonder what the point is. They won’t be able to see us inside the maze, only hear shouts and screams from us.

      “Doesn’t sound too hard,” I mutter, and Everly gives me a shake of her head, her long, blonde, curly hair bouncing around in the wind. She gets a hair tie from her wrist and puts her hair back before looking around.

      “There is always a twist. Let’s just go. It’s too open here, and not safe,” she tells me.

      “What about them?” I ask, pointing to the man who is staring at the guards and the blonde woman on her knees crying. I want to help them, but they don’t want to help themselves by the look of it.

      “We will struggle to save ourselves and can’t make them come with us,” she says, and then there is a loud growling noise to the left of us. The growl is deep and low, sending shivers through all of us.

      “Move!” my father yells and grabs my arm as he runs next to me, pulling me towards the middle path of the maze. I look back to see Everly putting an arm around Miss Drone’s waist, helping her run behind us, but we still have to go slow for her to keep up. I pull the note out when we get around a corridor, hiding it near my chest as I undo it and read what it says:

      

      
        The animal is blind, only tracks sound. Be silent. And there are four of them.

        

      

      That’s all it says, and I hope the D is for Dante. Thinking of him makes me smile, but then it concerns me that he is here in the castle somewhere. How do I know to trust his advice? I don’t know what to think. Do I trust my feelings or trust what is in front of me? I remember how Ryland kissed me, how Dante did also, and everything that happened between us on their ship. How could it all have been fake?

      “We need to be quiet. There are four creatures who track sound, but they are blind,” I tell them all. They look at me and then at the note, before I rip it into tiny unreadable pieces and let the bits fall to the ground.

      “Do you trust whoever gave you that?” my father asks. I nod, not meeting his eyes, and he sighs.

      “Fine. Everyone be silent and watch your step,” he says and starts running again. I step back and put my arm under Miss Drone’s to help her walk. A loud female scream comes from our left, not far away, and then suddenly cuts off as we all stop. I don’t want to think about what happened, but it’s clear the woman who came in here with us is now dead. My father looks back at us for a second before quickly walking down the section of the maze we are in. My father takes the first right we come across, away from the scream, and we reach a dead-end.

      “Go back,” my father says, and we turn around. Miss Drone trips with nearly every step and her breaths are getting louder as we carry on. I stop when we get to the next path in the maze that goes on quite far, and I hear a noise behind us. A crack on some leaves, nothing really, but something makes all of me want to stop. I turn slowly, my eyes widening in shock at the creature slowly walking towards us, stalking us with every soundless step. I bet it has been stalking us for a while, as we could have never known. It’s too silent. It looks like a large cat, but black flames cover its body and every step on the ground burns the stone path and anything on it. It lowers its head, a hissing growl slipping out of its mouth as its glassed grey eyes look at me, but aren’t seeing me. I look back at Everly who is now staring at the creature like I am, and she puts a single finger on her lips. My father stays completely silent, too, as I look back at the creature and see it moving much closer, so close that I can feel the heat from it. The creature stops and sniffs the air, and my heart seems to pound louder. The heat feels like it is tickling my skin, and I swear it can feel my heart as it pounds loud in my chest. Sweat drips down my forehead, sliding down my nose as it moves another step closer.

      “NO!” a man shouts a fair distance away from us before the screaming starts. The man screams and screams, before it sounds like he is choking on something. I want to help and hate that I can’t. I can’t do anything other than stand here. The creature runs away from us and down one of the other paths as we all take a deep breath. I wipe the sweat from my head with a shaky hand and rest my head back against the bushes.

      “Go. We won’t get another distraction,” I say when I’ve calmed down enough to think straight, and we start moving again. The maze path winds around and around until we finally see the end of the long path. We all move faster, running towards the opening and the white dome that can be seen, when three creatures block the path at the end. They are so silent that if we weren’t paying attention to where we were going, we would have run straight into them. They don’t make a sound as they stand tall, watching us. We are too late to stop running, and they hear us as we all crash to a halt.

      “Split up,” my father shouts.

      Everly pushes me away from her and Miss Drone as we run. “I am nothing. You must survive. Go,” Everly tells me and pushes me in the direction of another path as she takes one herself. I look back to see my father take the third path before I run as fast as I can down the path, bouncing off the bush walls and down the next part. It winds into another square and then it’s a dead end. I stop at the end and look around, knowing I need to run back. I run back down the path and a creature comes around the corner, its growl low and deep as it surprises me. I know I can’t do anything; I can’t shout for help and there is no escape. I move backwards, until my back is pressed against the bush walls, as the creature moves closer. Its fire is slowly burning the bushes around us, and the floor is melting away. I can’t die by fire. I won’t be burned again. I look down at my hands, begging for some help, begging for any way to get myself out of this. The creature growls before it lunges at me, and I jump out of the way as it hits the bush, setting it on fire. I land on the floor, picking myself up and crawling backwards as the creature shakes itself off and turns to face me. It stalks me once more as I scurry along the ground and get as far back as I can. I lift my hands, screaming as it jumps into the air. I lift my hands in defence and streams of water shoot out of my hands, landing on the creature, and it shrieks as it runs away from me. The water doesn’t stop, so I aim it at the bush on fire as I will my heart to settle down and the water to stop. It does drift off, just into little trickles that escape my fingers. What just happened? I keep myself quiet, only the sound of my heavy breathing and pounding heart making any noise as I climb through the burnt bush that leads to another path. I run towards the direction I think the gap was in and stop to look around every corner. After checking each one, I keep running and finally get to the path that has the gap in it that leads to the middle.

      “Cassy!” I hear Everly shout ahead of me and I run quickly down the path, but stop in my tracks when I get to the end. Everly is holding her mother in her arms, two creatures are dead on the ground next to her, and a man dressed in all black is standing in front of them holding a green shining sword. My father is next to the water fountain in the middle of the clearing, and he is out cold. Only the movement of his chest tells me that he is alive at all. I can’t keep my eyes from drifting to the man, feeling a draw to him, a need to be close to him that takes over any other thoughts. The man drops the sword, and he walks over, each step large. I watch as he pulls the black fabric away from his face so I can see him.

      “Hunter,” I say, my words carrying over to him in a whisper and he pulls me to his chest when he is close enough. He holds me tightly as I push my face into his neck and love that he still smells like my Hunter. We hold each other silently, nothing needing to be said as the relief of being near him fills my mind. When I can finally think, I remember he lied to me. He and Ryland both did. They aren’t just pirates, they are princes. I push him away as he watches me in confusion. He steps closer, but I put my hand up and step back until my back hits the bushes.

      “You can’t hold me, not after you never told me who you are,” I shout and shove him further away from me.

      “Little bird, I may have never told you my past, but there is something I never lied to you about,” he says each word slowly as he steps in front of me, pushing his body into mine and making me stretch my neck up to stare at him. His seductive and dark voice is like a wave smoothing out a storm in my mind.

      “What didn’t you lie to me about, Hunter?” I ask.

      “Every moment we had together, was me. The real me, not this prince I have to be when I’m here,” he says. I want to doubt him, to hate him and throw things his way, but the sincerity in his voice can’t be ignored. I can’t deny that Hunter has never lied to me. He has always been honest, even when he wanted to chuck me off his ship.

      “You’re my pirate,” I whisper.

      “And you’re my little bird, don’t forget that,” he says and leans down, taking my lips with his and sliding his hands into my hair. The kiss is urgent, fast, and over in seconds as he steps away suddenly and I find myself reaching for him, wanting the kiss to be longer.

      “We don’t have much time, but I need to do something. I need to know,” Hunter asks me, and I look at him in confusion.

      “Know what?” I ask and keep very still as he moves closer and leans his forehead down to mine, pressing my mark to his skin. A warm feeling spreads from my mark until it touches every part of my body and a gasp escapes my lips. Hunter moves away, and smiles down at me.

      “I knew from the moment I saw you trying to escape, that I would be stuck with you,” he says, and I can’t help but laugh a little.

      “I always thought you didn’t like me,” I whisper.

      “It was never that. It was because I wanted you underneath me and to not steal my heart, but you did,” he tells me and then walks away, pulling his hood back up and covering his face. I watch as he walks over, picks the sword up from the ground, and comes back to me.

      “Who did this?” he asks, turning my face to the side and seeing the bruising from the guard who punched me.

      “The guards on the ship. It’s nothing,” I mumble.

      “I will hunt them down and kill them for touching you,” he says, and I don’t doubt his words for a second. The anger in them is too strong and I know I can’t tell him about my arms. I look him over, not seeing the usual feather in his hair that I’m used to, and I remember that Ryland didn’t have his, either.

      “Where is your feather?” I ask.

      “Hidden. Those are the only things my mother ever gave us and we won’t lose them,” he says gently and I pick up a piece of his hair, rubbing it with my fingers as we stare at each other.

      “Get in the fountain, and I'm going to make sure you’re safe until the guards come. The other two are dead and the old lady is on her way to death.  My father will be happy for now,” he tells me softly. I look away from him to see Everly holding Miss Drone to her chest as Miss Drone talks to her. Everly just keeps shaking her head, tears streaming down her face.

      “Miss Drone?” I ask, walking over but Hunter grabs my arm before I get far from him.

      “Trust us? Trust the pirates whose hearts you stole?” he asks me, and I give him a single nod before he lets go. I run over to Everly and Miss Drone, only looking back once to see Hunter running towards the entrance of the maze. When I get close, Miss Drone is still whispering something to Everly, words I cannot hear, but I catch the end bit when I get to them.

      “The sea will keep you safe, but you are destined for land as well. There is evil here now, but there will not always be.” Miss Drone stops talking when she sees me. They both look up at me, silence spreading between us.

      “How can I help?” I ask Everly before kneeling down. Everly looks up at me with pain written across her face, and I don’t know how to comfort her. I want to reach out, tell her everything will be good in the end, but I know that’s not a truth. That would be a lie, a bad one at that, and I respect her too much to lie to her.

      “Help me get her in there?” Everly asks me. I pick up Miss Drone’s legs and Everly gets her arms under her mother’s shoulders as we carry her towards the waterfall in the middle of the opening. The water will protect us from the creatures, so it makes sense. Everly steps first into the shallow water and I step in next, gasping in a breath at how cold it is. I look over at my father just outside the water, and know that if the creatures come, I could pull him into the water.

      “No time,” Miss Drone says as we get to the middle of the water fountain and rest her back against it.

      “You can’t leave me. I can’t be alone in this horrid world,” Everly cries out, her words barely understandable. I reach over, putting my hand on her shoulder, and she rests her head against it as she cries.

      “You are not alone. Cassandra will protect you, the Sea God told me once,” Miss Drone whispers in a croaky voice to Everly, reaching up and putting her hand on her daughter’s cheek. Everly just sobs harder, her cries filling the night.

      “You saw the Sea God?” I ask Miss Drone. She turns her head to look at me, but every movement is stiff and looks difficult.

      “On the day you were born, I saw him in the water,” she replies.

      “And I’m meant to keep Everly safe?” I ask.

      “He told me you two will keep each other safe, and I know it’s true. He walked over and touched my pregnant stomach and I felt a wave of power. It was that single touch that told me who he was and who my child would be,” she says and coughs loudly, her hand going to her mouth as blood pours out.

      “Mother, rest. You need to rest,” Everly tells her, pulling her mum closer to her.

      “Love...love…you,” Miss Drone whispers before her head falls to the side. Everly screams, a scream filled with untold pain, and I keep very still as I hold my hand on her shoulder for comfort. There’s nothing I can do for Everly, except be there for her. Everly lets go of her mother when the screaming stops and lets her mother’s body slide down the wall to float in the water. Miss Drone looks peaceful, almost like she is sleeping. I look over to see Everly staring at her mother’s body, which floats in the water between us silently. I wonder why she doesn’t sink, and I wonder if the Sea God has some magic involved in this.

      “Everly?” I ask her.

      She doesn’t look my way as she speaks. “Death. Promise me his death for this,” she begs, and the wind blows through my hair as I answer her.

      “I promise.” She bursts into tears as I pull her to my side and rest my head over hers. My eyes catch Hunter’s across the clearing, as he stands silently, watching from the shadows. My bond with him is flittering between us as sorrow fills me for the life just lost. I hold Everly closer, knowing my promise will be kept. Death will come for the king.
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      “How many days?” I ask Everly, as she scratches another line on the wall of her cage with a sharp stone. There are dozens of lines taking up the whole wall, because she has done this since she got here. Every day, we make another mark just after the guards bring us food. It’s an easy way to keep track, as there is no natural light down here. Three new prisoners have come in and been taken to cages at the end of the row. Sometimes you hear them shout out, but they are mainly silent. Everly stopped crying yesterday, picking herself up and trying to see some good in the world. My stories of Sevten and Fiaten seemed to give her some distraction from her nightmares.

      “Three days since the last game,” she says with anger in her words, and that’s all she has been since yesterday; angry, the very thing her mother told me I needed to be. I haven’t seen any of the guys, or anything other than this cage, since they pulled us out of the water and put us back in here. I keep hoping for a note or something, anything other than my dreams of them, to give me hope. And the bond, the feeling inside me that tells me Ryland and Hunter are near. I feel like I could follow that bond to find them, or to make them come to me. It’s just there, in my mind and waiting.

      We are all desperate for a drink of water. The small trickles of water that drop from the ceiling in the cells are the only way to get a tiny drink. I have tried to call my powers, to make water appear again, but I can’t make it. I have a feeling they only work with fear, fear for my life. The doors open and I stand up, walking over to the bars and watching as two guards walk down the steps.

      “The king wants to see you,” one of the guards says and opens the door to my cage.

      “Alone?” Everly asks, walking to the door of her cage and watching.

      “Yes, alone. She will be returned safe,” he replies, and Everly nods at the guard, seeming to trust what he says. He holds a pair of handcuffs out for me, and I nod, letting him put them on me despite wanting to put them around his neck to strangle him with. The other guard goes to my other side as he leads us out. Everly and my father stand to watch as I leave, their determined eyes watching me. Just seeing them both standing strong gives me some kind of deep strength. We walk out of the dungeons, down the corridor, and to the other end before going up some stairs. I don’t question them as we stroll down the silent corridors, but I do wonder where we are when we arrive at a locked door. The door has three locks on it, and the guard on my right moves away from me to unlock it. While he is distracted, I eye the knife strapped to the guard’s thigh who is holding my arm. I take a step closer before pretending to fall over, and the moment the guard lets go of my arm, I slam my leg into his and he falls in shock. I reach for the knife and pull it out. I step back as the other guard turns to look at me, and I hold the knife in the air.

      “Don’t,” I warn just as the door is opened and Jacob walks out. Both the guards look at him and then back to me.

      “Cass…,” Jacob says. The guards step to the side, but don’t stop him as he walks over to me. I see the guards step into the room and shut the door from the corner of my eye, but I can’t focus on anything other than Jacob. My hand doesn’t drop the knife, but I don’t move as he slides his warm hand over mine on the knife and slowly lowers it. Jacob looks different in some ways, but in others, I know he is my same Jacob. He has cut his messy brown hair short, and it looks brushed as well. Jacob has a guard’s uniform on, so different and more formal than the pirate clothes I’m used to seeing. When I look up into his eyes, I just remember the pirate who jumped into the Green Sea to save me. The pirate who told me sweet stories about stars that his mother had told him. The same pirate who fought to save me on the day I was taken from them all. I drop the knife and throw myself at him, my arms going around his large shoulders and my forehead pressing into the middle of his chest. Jacob leans down and presses a kiss to the top of my head, and keeps his lips there for a long time as I rest against him.

      “I’ve prayed to the stars that I would get to hold you one more time, Cass,” he says gently, and I look up at him as his lips move away.

      “Why?” I can’t help but ask, already knowing the answer, because I feel the same. And yet, I still want to hear the words.

      “Because I know I’m yours. I knew when something woke me up from my sleep and I walked to the edge of the deck to see your boat crash into our ship,” he says. I never realised he was sleeping and woke up to save me.

      “Jacob,” I whisper.

      “I know, because I believe that we are all destined for each other. That you were always planned to be here. That we were always planned to save you, to love you, and for you to love us,” he says and presses his forehead into mine. There’s a warm feeling that spreads throughout my body from my mark. It’s soothing and calm, like Jacob, which is slightly different from how it felt when I bonded with Ryland and Hunter. It doesn’t hurt, and when he pulls away with a slightly dazed look, my upside-down triangle is in the middle of his forehead.

      “I’m your chosen,” he tells me gently, but the pride in his voice can’t be missed.

      “Like Ryland and Hunter?” I ask, wondering how much he knows. I don’t want to lie to him, or to not tell him about the others and how I feel.

      “Yes. We have a lot to tell you,” he says with a sigh and steps away, as I watch him in shock. He lifts my handcuffed hands and gently presses a kiss on top of them before walking us over to the locked doors. Jacob knocks and one of the guards opens it, and we go in as both the guards go outside. I hear the doors being locked behind us, but I just lock eyes with Ryland.

      “If my hands weren’t tied up, I would punch you,” I say calmly, but I mean every word.

      “I don’t doubt it,” Ryland replies and smiles a little, which makes me want to smile back, but I don’t. He has lied to me, ignored me, and most importantly, I have no idea if I can trust him. He is the crown prince.

      “Should I trust you?”

      “Do you? I always said I would keep you safe. Nothing has changed,” he says.

      “Everything has changed. Everything,” I say and walk over to him. He doesn’t move as I reach up and wipe away the paste that covers up his mark on his forehead. “That changed when you kissed me,” I whisper. He looks down at me and undoes my handcuffs, sliding them off my wrists and putting them on the chest of drawers near us.

      “If you are going to punch me, get on with it,” he says, moving closer to me and never taking his eyes off mine. “You kissed me back, Cassandra.” Then, he leans down and kisses me again. This time it’s slower and I can’t help the little noise of pleasure that escapes me as I kiss him back and he places his hands on my back.

      “I would spend all of our time together kissing you, but I can’t. We only have a short amount of time and a lot to tell you. Plus, we want to clean you up and make sure you are okay,” he tells me.

      “Where are we?” I ask him, looking at what seems like a simple room, but the locks on the door make no sense to me. I watch as Jacob walks over to the small bathtub and pours three buckets of warm water into it. Ryland walks over to a dresser and hands me a glass and a small plate of food before answering me. I quickly drink the sweet water that tastes like fruit and start eating the cut-up banana and apples.

      “My mother’s room, the queen. She is out on her weekly trip to the beach with my father. It’s the only safe time and place to get you out,” Ryland says and walks over to a desk. He opens the drawer and pulls out a small pot.

      “We need to cover the marks up, just in case, and while we do, you need to listen to me,” Ryland says, and I nod. The time for romance is over. It will all mean nothing if we don’t get out of here. Jacob gets a finger full of paste before mixing it over his mark and Ryland does the same.

      “The next game is in two days, and it’s water. He will take you to the basement of the castle and its maze down there,” he says as I finish eating the food and put the plate down. I keep sipping my drink until it’s gone as I think about what he just said.

      “What does that have to do with water?” I ask.

      “The middle of the maze is risen above the rest, and it’s the only place where you can survive the flood,” he tells me, and I put the glass down.

      “Flood?” I ask, fear spreading through me. I can’t swim.

      “Yes, they will flood the maze with you in it. You have to run and then swim to get to the middle.” He pauses when he sees my panicked look. “If you are fast enough, you won’t need to swim.”

      “I can’t swim,” I say, shaking my head and stepping back in shock while my body goes numb. I can’t die down there or in this castle.

      “Trust me, I will never let you die in the games. We have a plan and we are messing with the flood controls. It won’t be as bad as it usually is,” Ryland says, wiping his finger on a cloth now that his mark is covered up.

      “Why don’t you have a bath? We won’t look, but we have to stay in the room,” Jacob suggests. I look down at my blood-stained clothes, seeing the dirt all over my hands and no doubt in my hair.

      “Do I smell that bad?” I ask, and they both laugh, avoiding answering me. I chuckle, walking over to the bath.

      “You don’t have to leave,” I whisper, but their eyes widen, so I know they heard me. I stand still for a second, letting their eyes look me over before I reach down and get the bottom of my shirt, pulling it up and over my head. I don’t cover myself up, and I hear their breaths hitch. I reach down and pull my boots off, and then my tight trousers and underwear. I stand completely naked before them, and it doesn’t feel wrong in any way. It feels right. I turn around, and step into the water, lowering myself down into the bath and taking a deep sigh.

      “This feels amazing,” I whisper.

      Jacob is the first one to say anything. “Can I come closer? I would like to wash your hair,” he says, and I turn on my side to look at him. I nod, watching as he walks over and kneels at the head of the bathtub.

      “Put your head under,” he asks me, and I do, lowering my head underneath the water and coming back up. Jacob’s large hands slide into my hair, and I watch Ryland as he stands close, just watching me and Jacob as he starts undoing all the little braids and knots in my hair. Ryland finally moves, going to a cabinet and opening it up. He closes it after getting a small glass bottle out and walks over to us. He hands the bottle to Jacob and then tries to walk away, but I reach out and grab his hand.

      “Don’t go,” I whisper.

      “You sure you can handle me not walking away? What you are asking?” he asks me, and I give him a single nod. I know I chose them, and that I’m old enough to make this decision on my own. Ryland smiles, before leaning over and kissing me, my wet hands sliding into his hair. Jacob’s hands slide down my chest slowly, and each graze of his fingers makes it feel like they are burning a path into my skin. Jacob’s hands slide over my breasts, his fingers rubbing my hard nipples and making my back arch in pleasure.

      “Let’s get you out,” Ryland suggests, and Jacob’s warm hands move away. I stand up, water dripping down my body, and my pirates seem to trace every drop with their eyes. Jacob hands me a towel after a long pause between us all. I rub the towel down my body before dropping it on the floor, and Ryland offers me a hand to get out.

      “Are you sure? We will be gentle,” Jacob asks as Ryland lets go of my hand. I walk over to Jacob, reaching for the bottom of his shirt and pulling it up over his head.

      “I’m sure that I love you both, and I want to be with you. Give me something to dream about, something worth fighting for,” I say. I hear Ryland walking over as Jacob leans down and kisses me. His kisses are gentle, but teasing as they build up my need for them both with every stroke.

      “On the bed,” I hear Ryland say, as his hands slide around my waist and Jacob lets me go. I turn just as Ryland picks me up, carrying me back to the bed and laying me down. I slide my hands up Ryland’s naked chest, seeing little burn marks and wondering what caused them. Ryland undoes his trousers as Jacob gets onto the bed. He is completely naked and my eyes widen at the thick length between his thighs. I reach out, taking him in my hand and he leans back, a moan escaping his lips as I rub him up and down.

      “Cassandra,” Jacob groans, just as I feel Ryland kissing his way down my stomach. I moan out in pleasure as he kisses my core, his tongue circling around, and the pleasure is uncontrollable as it takes me over. I rub Jacob harder as my climax builds up, and suddenly, a burst of pleasure rushes through me. My back arches and I scream out in ecstasy. Ryland’s lips move away, kissing his way back up my body as I come back from the haze.

      “This will hurt at the start, but it gets better,” he says, and I feel his hot, thick length between my legs, pressing at my core. I widen my legs, just as Ryland slides inside me with one long stroke. Pleasure and an intense pain shoot through me, bringing tears to my eyes. I keep stroking Jacob, as Ryland stays still inside me and kisses my tears away.

      “Only the first time is like this. Never again,” he tells me, and I nod, not wanting to move for fear of the pain. Jacob slowly moves closer and leans his head down, sucking my right nipple into his mouth. I moan out in pleasure as Ryland does the same to my other nipple and then slowly starts to move.

      “You feel god damn incredible,” Ryland groans, his speed picking up as he is forced to move his mouth off my nipple and Jacob replaces his mouth with his hand. I grab his length again and start stroking him harder.

      “Harder,” I moan, as my pleasure builds up again and I know I need more. Both Jacob and Ryland groan at my words, and Ryland leans down, kissing me hard as he picks up speed. I moan out as pleasure makes me tighten around Ryland and I feel him finishing inside me. Seconds later, Jacob moans out and I feel him finish in my hand. All of us collapse to the bed, our breathing hard and none of us speaking a word.

      “That was perfect,” Jacob says.

      “I agree, more perfect than I ever imagined,” Ryland mutters, kissing my cheek gently and rolling off me onto the other side of the bed. “Are you sore?” he asks.

      “A little,” I admit, seeing the small amount of blood on the sheets and knowing I’m likely to be sore for a few days.

      “Where are Zack, Chaz, and Dante?” I ask them after we all get our breath back. He smiles as he looks at me.

      “Coming to you.”

      “That makes no sense,” I say, and he walks over to me.

      “Trust us, okay? You will see them soon, and I know they are as desperate to see you as we were,” Ryland tells me.

      “Fine. Just tell me they are well?” I ask, and he nods. We all get up off the bed, using the bath water to clean up, and then I put my ruined clothes back on.

      “I wish I could dress you in better clothes, but the king can’t know we saw you,” Jacob says gently.

      “I get it, don’t worry,” I say. Jacob walks over and gives me a small basket filled with food.

      “Eat up. You will need your strength,” he says. I eat one of the pieces of bread before shoving the other two into the pockets of my trousers, then I eat the apple, too. I feel sick by the time I’ve eaten everything; my stomach being empty for so long doesn’t help.

      “For Everly and my father,” I say.

      “Everly is the girl you grew up with, and her mother was the one who died in the first game?” Ryland asks, remembering what I told him about my past.

      “Yes, Everly isn’t coping well and my father doesn’t speak to me,” I whisper, not wanting to admit how much I hate that he won’t look my way.

      “It must be difficult for him, as it is for all of us, having you here and not being able to keep you safe,” Ryland admits to me.

      “Ryland,” I whisper and go to sit on the bed. I don’t move as he kneels between my legs and I feel Jacob sit next to me, his arm going around my waist. Ryland slowly slides his hands up my legs and makes me look to him. We are both at the same level, so all I can see are his blue eyes as they watch my own.

      “You know I’m your chosen, and that Jacob is?” he asks me.

      “I don’t understand what a ‘chosen’ is,” I comment.

      “Every changed one has a certain amount of chosen. My mother is a changed one, and my father is one of her chosen,” Ryland tells me.

      “He has powers,” I say, looking at my arms, but they can’t see the marks that line them. Ryland follows my gaze and I try to stop him as he pulls the sleeves up to look at the marks. I hoped he hadn’t seen them.

      “They look so much worse up close,” I whisper, but they still hear me.

      “I saw these marks when you were in the bath, and when I was inside of you. Don’t hide from me, Cassandra. I’m going to kill my father for this,” he says. Jacob takes my other arm, pulling the sleeve up to see the marks. The burns are a light green thanks to the powder, and look like different shades marking my arms.

      “I can find a cure for this, a better fix,” Jacob tells me.

      “Don’t, I don’t want that. He did this and this is just a reminder of why we have to stop him,” I say, knowing he is Ryland’s father, but he has done too much already. I can’t think of anything except revenge.

      “I have wanted his death for a long time, long before he ever touched you. Now, everything has changed,” Ryland answers, as he and Jacob share a look.

      “How does he have powers? Can you get powers somehow?” I ask, wondering if they could have my water gift.

      “Let me tell you a story, the story that is told by no one. I only know because my grandmother told me,” he says, reminding me of Laura. I haven’t had a chance to think about it, but she is their grandmother, which made her a royal of some kind. It explains her better-than-everyone-else attitude.

      “Laura was the old queen…,” I say, remembering the story I read about the queen and king, and the changed child they had. They also said that everyone born into the family was a changed one, and male. So, Laura must have been a chosen at some point, and then lost her changed one. Or maybe she was never chosen and just loved the king?

      “Yes,” he says and reaches up, pushing a stray hair out of my eyes.

      “Forty years ago, the first female changed one was born into the family. My mother, Riah Dragon. My grandfather was a changed one, but he never found a chosen. For some, they never do. He married Laura, because he loved her, not because of any bond.” He pauses, and I look over to Jacob as he continues the story.

      “Riah grew into a very beautiful young woman, and she bonded with four men, her chosen. They were called the four princes of Calais,” he tells me. “All of them were said to be happy and strong together, and that they would take the throne when King Alexander Dragon and Queen Lauraina Dragon stepped down or passed away…” Jacob’s voice drifts off.

      “That never happened,” I finish his sentence.

      “No, it didn’t,” Ryland agrees. “You have to know, King Alexander was the one who decreed all changed ones to be killed, but towards the end of his reign, Laura told us he was going to change the law. He wanted all changed ones to be brought to a special school and trained to control their powers. Their families could live near, and peace would be made as the world was suffering. They would stop the hunt of the changed ones and give them a chance to live, but my father disagreed. He did not want that to happen,” Ryland tells me lightly.

      “You have to understand that my father was, and is, a jealous man,” Ryland tells me. I nod, encouraging him with my eyes to carry on.

      “Laura told me it all happened one night, a massive fight for the castle, and it started when he got the crown no one had seen before. The crown that makes him far stronger than any one should ever be. My father killed all my mother’s other chosen in their beds, somehow absorbing their power before killing my grandfather,” Ryland says, his voice full of emotion for the events that happened to his family.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper. Just imagining someone killing Ryland or Jacob, or any of my pirates, makes me want to scream out in pain.

      “Laura tried to fight him with her dragon, but my father killed her dragon with his own and then locked her up,” he says and looks down at the floor.

      “The queen locked herself in her room, and went mad trying to burn the room down. They say the king walked into the room and stole all her power, destroying her mind, and she became a shell of the person she was before,” Jacob says, and I look at him in shock.

      “He stole her powers after killing her chosen?” I whisper.

      “My mother is like a doll. She will sit still and not move or speak. She is what people call crazy at times. My father claims he loves her, but she was pregnant with us throughout all of this,” Ryland says, and I feel nothing but sadness for the queen.

      “Ryland, you and Hunter…” My voice drifts off, because I don’t know what to say. I know how hard it is to grow up without a mother, but I had my father, and despite everything he did, he was still there for me. I doubt Hunter or Ryland received much love from their father growing up.

      “We didn’t have a mother, just a shell that didn’t even recognise us most of the time. My father let Laura out of the dungeons to look after us, only because we couldn’t be controlled by the maids,” he says. I’m glad the king let Laura live.

      “Laura brought you up?” I ask, having more respect for the old lady.

      “She did,” Ryland smiles fondly.

      “We need to escape, all of us,” I whisper, knowing things in this castle will only get worse before they get better.

      “And get to Fiaten,” Ryland whispers against my lips before gently kissing me. I let him kiss me, not even thinking about Jacob until I feel his hand on my hip tighten and I pull away from Ryland.

      “Another thing, I’ve been with a lot of you in more than just a friendly way…,” I say, and Ryland laughs.

      “We know,” Jacob whispers against my ear, his lips grazing them gently.

      “I don’t know what to say…” I whisper the words out.

      “You don’t need to worry, just do what you feel is right,” Ryland says and stands up, holding a hand out for me.

      “One more thing. I checked the royal stables and didn’t see a dragon egg, or a baby dragon. What happened?” Ryland asks me.

      “She hatched on the ship, and Livvy threw her into the sea. I can only hope the Sea God keeps her safe for me now.”

      “And Livvy? When was the last time you saw her? The guards haven’t seen her since the ship,” Ryland says.

      “That was the last time for me. Would he kill her?” I ask, my voice catching. Ryland pulls me close to his chest.

      “We have to get you back,” he tells me gently, and as much as I don’t want to stand up and go back to the cold dungeons, I know I have to. I would never leave my father and Everly down there alone.
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      The guards undo my metal handcuffs before pushing me into the cage, and I stumble a little before turning and glaring at them. They don’t look at me as they lock the gate and I rub my sore wrists.

      “Pretty girl…,” I hear said behind me. I turn around and shock fills every part of my body as Dante steps out of the shadows of my cage. Part of me isn’t sure if he is a dream, as I look at every part of him. The soft brown hair, the slight beard, and the blue eyes so deep that anyone could fall into them.

      “Pretty boy,” I whisper before running to him and jumping into his open arms. Dante holds me closer, his head in my hair and his breathing heavy with emotion. We don’t move, we just hold each other, and I can’t think straight. I’m just glad he is here. In my arms and safe.

      “I hope I get the same reaction,” I hear Zack say quietly, and I turn my head to the side and see him standing in the next cage. His eyes light up, and I sag against Dante as I look him over. He has a black eye, but nothing too bad to look at. His blonde hair is messier than I’ve ever seen, and his clothes are torn in places, but it does nothing to take away the kindness in his eyes. My kind, messed-up pirate, and I wouldn’t have him any other way.

      “Zack,” I say and let go of Dante to walk over to him. He grabs hold of my hands through the bars and we just stare at each other. Zack still has his leather gloves on and his usual clothes, I lift one hand to trail the bruise on the side of his face and his cut lip I can see now that I’m closer.

      “How did this happen?” I ask.

      “I could ask the same about you and the yellow bruising on your eye,” he says.

      Dante asks, well, demands, “How did that happen?”

      “The guard wasn’t happy about me helping Livvy throw Vivo into the sea,” I say.

      “Who’s Vivo?” Zack asks.

      “My dragon. She hatched, and she was beautiful.”

      “I’m sorry you had to say goodbye, my little fighter,” he tells me, tightening his grip on my hands.

      “Now, answer my question. What did you do to get hurt and thrown in here?” I ask.

      “We broke into the king’s vaults and tried to steal some gold, but got caught,” Zack says, a little cheeky smile on his face.

      “You got arrested on purpose, didn’t you?” I ask, and he nods.

      “We wanted to see our girl.”

      “And breaking into the royal vaults is the way to do that?” I chuckle.

      “The quickest and only way to get to your side,” Dante says, and I look over at him, watching me like he can’t take his eyes off me.

      “Where is Chaz?” I ask, knowing Ryland said they would all be together.

      “I don’t know. He was with us, but they separated us. He must be in the other dungeons,” Zack tells me gently. I try not to worry, but I’m sure he reads it all over my face. “Don’t worry. Chaz is smart enough to keep himself alive.”

      I look back at Dante to avoid disagreeing with him and catch Everly’s eyes as she watches us closely from her cage.

      “Zack, Dante, this is Everly,” I say, waving a hand towards her. Dante walks over as I turn, but keep my hand in Zack's as I watch Dante hold a hand out for Everly.

      “I heard a lot about you from Cassandra,” he says gently. She looks at his hand and then over to me. I give her a nod, telling her with my eyes that I trust him, and she knows who Dante is from all the stories I told her of my pirates. Although, she said Hunter was her favourite, because he bought me a dragon and what girl doesn’t want a dragon?

      “Thank you for keeping her safe. She is all I have left now,” Everly says and shakes Dante’s hand.

      “She is all we have left, too,” Dante replies, and they stare at each other for a while before Dante nods and lets go.

      “Be right back,” I whisper to Zack, who lets go of my hand, and I walk over to Everly. I pull out all the food I have and pass it through to her.

      “Can you see if my father will eat?” I ask as she takes the food and nods at me.

      “You trust these pirates? Even after they didn’t tell you two of them are the princes?” she asks me.

      “With my life and soul. They couldn’t tell me, because I would have never understood and instead, jumped off that ship,” I reply.

      “Where did you go?” she asks as she breaks into her food and eats some bread.

      “To Ryland and Jacob. They gave me a bath and some food and drink. I couldn’t bring any water back. I’m sorry,” I say.

      She shrugs. “At least you have food and some colour in your cheeks. Did you have a good time?” she asks, and winks before walking off, not expecting an answer.

      “Are they safe?” Dante asks me, sliding his arm around my shoulders. I rest my head on his shoulder for a second to get some strength from him before moving away. I know I need to tell them everything I know.

      “Yes. It was good to see them both,” I say.

      Dante grins, leaning down so his lips are right next to my ear. “You look like you had fun seeing them both,” he says. His words are deep and seductive enough to send a shiver through me and make my cheeks burn. I look up and he puts a finger to my lips. “I know how you feel for them, and I don’t care. I only hope you care for more than just those two.” His words hold a sense of importance. I know if I told him I didn’t want to be with him right now, he would understand, but he’d be heartbroken. But that’s not how I feel about Dante, it never has been. I can’t say I feel more for any of them; they all feel equal to me. Equal in the way that I would do anything for them, that I would die to make sure they all live. That each one of them makes my heart pound so hard that it feels like it could escape my chest. Each one of them makes me feel more alive than I ever have before, and I won’t lose that. I will fight for that feeling for the rest of my life, no matter how difficult this could get between us all. Because it’s worth it. Every tiny second with them each is worth it.

      “You have nothing to worry about,” I whisper back, and his whole face lights up as he takes my hand and kisses my knuckles slowly once more. Every kiss feels like it soothes my soul, it calms me.

      “Did Ryland and Jacob have any news?” Dante asks, leading me back over to the other side of the cage and towards Zack, who grabs the bars, his eyes never leaving mine once I look into them.

      “The next game is in two days. It’s in the maze below the castle and they will flood it with water. The only way to survive is to get to the middle,” I say, and he groans, rubbing a hand over his face. Zack mutters something under his breath as he looks up at the ceiling. I know it’s not a good thing from their reactions, and it’s hard not to let the fear show on my face.

      “We will be with you now. You won’t be alone in there,” Dante says after a long pause.

      “She was never alone,” Everly reminds him with a hint of anger in her tone. I look over at her, knowing she is just being protective of me, and she comes up to the bars on the other side and sits down on the floor. Dante turns and nods towards her.

      “I know that. But I know the castle from when I was a child and I know how big the maze is, how hard it is to get to the middle. People can get lost in that maze for days, even without the water as a threat,” Dante says, and no one replies to him.

      “Did you grow up here?” I ask him, needing to know more about his past instead of the danger we are all going to be in. I need a distraction from it all.

      “Let’s sit,” Dante suggests. I move to the edge of the cage on the other side so Zack can sit next to me, and he holds my hand through the bars. I like that they both seem to need to touch me, just like I need to touch them. Dante sits on the other side of me and the warmth from them both is soothing.

      “My parents were both royal guards, and my grandparents before them. My father and mother both protected me growing up, but I quickly became friends with Ryland and Hunter because we were the same age and liked to get into trouble. Jacob became a guard, but was put in jail after what he did on Sevten,” he says.

      “What did he do?” I ask.

      “Not my story to tell, but he made a good choice in a bad world,” Dante tells me quietly and then clears his throat. “As much as I loved my parents, I didn’t listen to them when they told me to stay away from the princes because we were all troublemakers and being together would make us worse,” he laughs, “and they were right.”

      “I can just imagine all three of you causing trouble. You’re trouble as men, let alone children,” I chuckle.

      “Oh, we did cause trouble. The most trouble we ever caused was when we broke Jacob out of jail, stole a ship, and took Laura with us. But Jacob didn’t deserve to die and we all needed to escape.” He smiles at me before I rest my head on his shoulder.

      “Are your parents alive?”

      “Yes, and they still work in the castle, but they are the queen’s guards now. They go everywhere with her,” he tells me.

      “Do they know you’re here?” I ask.

      “No, but Ryland will figure out a way to let them know. I hope I get to see them, but I doubt it,” he tells me gently.

      “I missed you both,” I say quietly, and it feels like my words bounce around the dungeons. Zack squeezes my hand tighter and Dante’s arm slides around my waist, so I can rest my head on his shoulder and move closer to him.

      “Same little fighter,” Zack tells me, and Dante kisses the top of my head as I stare into the fire and try to rest, knowing my pirates will keep me safe for as long as they can, and my dreams will be filled with breathless kisses.
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      “I want to tell you a deal, a deal I made up for you the moment you were born and I placed a single kiss on your forehead,” the Sea God says as I sharply open my eyes and see us inside the waterfall again. It’s the same as before; I still cannot turn and look at him, but I feel his eyes on me, his words floating around my ears like whispers with power laced throughout them.

      “Tell me?” I ask, knowing I won’t wake up until I find out what he wants me to know.

      “A deal is sought after, a deal will be made.

      The price is clear, the truth will not be forbidding. 

      The true heir of both water and land must take the throne. 

      The fire-touched king must fall at the hands of the water-touched pirate.

      Changed ones must never have the throne and only a changed one can give the crown to the new queen.

      The crown needed to win, can only be found where life lives within water.

      Only ice will bring the map, if she does not fall.

      If the deal is not agreed, then the sea will never be saved,” he says, and there’s a pause between us as I think over the words he said. They repeat in my mind, fire-touched king, true heir of both land and water must take the throne and a changed one can give the crown to the new queen? Only ice will bring the map?

      “I can feel your thoughts. You shout them in your mind. There is another deal, one I have never offered anyone or will ever do again,” he tells me.

      “There is no deal sought after, though,” I say.

      I hear him laugh. “The deal has been sought from the moment you were born. You did not know it, but it’s only you that I would make a deal with.”

      “What is the other deal?” I ask.

      “I will tell you when you fall, but the price is higher than I believe you could ever pay. I paid it once, and I do not wish the same on you,” he says, speaking in riddles again, and I have to shake his words out of my mind.

      “Who is the true heir of both water and land?” I ask him about the first deal instead, seeing as he will not tell me about the second deal.

      “She already knows,” he whispers.

      “But I do not,” I reply. I wish I could turn to look at him, but my body feels like it’s made of ice.

      “No… It is not time yet and the deal must be made before you will find that answer, Cassandra,” he tells me in a strict tone, like time makes all the difference here.

      “When will it be time?” I ask.

      “Time is a difficult one to measure for me…time passes different where I am. I only see the important factors, what a god needs to see,” he explains.

      “You want me to make a deal with you?” I ask, needing him to tell me. I don’t know if I want to hear his answer, but I stay still and listen anyway.

      “Yes, Cassandra,” he replies, a simple answer.

      “No. I don’t want the deal. I do not trust you or know you. I’m not stupid enough to make a deal with a god I do not trust,” I reply to him.

      “Trust is earned…in time…with time,” he says, and the water opens a gap. Light floods through it and blinds me into closing my eyes.

      

      “Bad dream?” Dante asks, shaking my shoulder a little as I sleep on his chest. I don’t remember lying down on top of him, but I’m pressed tightly against him, his arms wrapped around my waist. I lean up, my hair falling down the side of my face as he wipes his eyes as he looks up at me. I take a quick look around, seeing Everly sleeping on the floor in her cage and then over to Zack who is sleeping sitting up with his head bent down as he snores gently.

      “Can I tell you something?” I ask Dante as I turn to look back at him, not moving off him as he is warm and comfy, but he doesn’t seem to want me to move anyway.

      “Anything. You can tell me anything, Cassandra,” he tells me. His hands slowly slide up my back, underneath my top, and trail down slowly as I look down at his face and he watches me. There is affection written all over his eyes, such love that I never thought I would have someone feel for me.

      “The Sea God keeps coming to me in my sleep, offering me a complicated deal and whispering to me,” I tell him, and he sighs as his hand stops in the middle of my back.

      “We know changed ones are kissed by the Sea God. It would make sense that he comes to you now. I have heard rumours of him speaking to people, and I’ve even spoken to changed ones in the mountains of Fiaten who swear they have met him,” Dante tells me.

      “I don’t know what to do, Dante,” I admit. “All this magic, all this talk of gods and kings is way above my knowledge. I feel like I have to make so many choices, but I don’t know the right answers.”

      “Do you trust the Sea God?” Dante asks me, his hand moving once more, pushing my top up until his hand is on the back of my neck and our faces inches away from each other.

      “Does it matter?” I reply. The snarl in my tone is hard to miss.

      “Every little thing about you matters to me, pretty girl,” he says and leans up to kiss me. The way Dante kisses me is anything but innocent. No, it’s passionate, demanding, and leaves me unable to even remember where I am. I let Dante roll me onto my back, his body covering mine as our lips battle against each other. I push as much frustration, desire, and love back into the kiss as his hard body pushes into mine, making me gasp. Dante feels right like this, as he holds his weight with his arms and yet, somehow pushes his body into mine with every stroke of our lips. He moves his lips to the edge of my mouth and down my jaw, towards my neck.

      “Why did you stop?” I ask quietly when he suddenly pulls away, but keeps his eyes locked on mine.

      “If I didn’t, our first time would be in a dirty dungeon and that’s not happening, pretty girl. That will be me and you together, alone, for when you scream my name in breathless moans,” he tells me as I slide my hands up his chest before resting them on his large shoulders, feeling the muscles under his shirt.

      “Who said it will just be me moaning your name? I bet I can make you say mine,” I whisper, and his eyes widen as I know he didn’t expect me to say that, “but it is a little public in here.” I change the subject quickly, making him chuckle.

      “I don’t mind the audience, but not for our first time together,” he whispers as he pushes the hard part of his body into mine, making me gasp once more.

      “Who says you will get another chance?” I say, flirting with him a little more.

      “I say, because I love you, and you love me,” he says, making me go silent and just stare into his blue eyes. I reach up and smooth my hand over his slight beard and into his soft brown hair.

      “Do I?” I ask him.

      “Yes,” he replies with such confidence that I can’t do anything other than smile at him. I lean up, brushing my lips against his ear.

      “You’re right, pretty boy,” I whisper and move away to rest my head against the stone as he looks down at me. We don’t say anything to each other, both of us comfortable to just stare at each other for a long time.

      “Morning,” I hear Everly say. Dante quickly moves off me, sitting on the floor and covering his lap up as he flashes me a cheeky grin.

      “Morning, Ev. Did you sleep alright?” I ask her, looking over to her cage where she is rubbing her eyes as she sits up.

      “Better with a full stomach,” she replies. “You must thank your pirates for the food.”

      “Good, and when I see them next, I will,” I reply, and she looks between us both with a small smile.

      “I forgot, we smuggled more food in,” Dante says, reaching into his pockets and getting out a selection of wrapped up flat bundles. Dante hands me four of them and I pass two to Everly before taking one over to Zack.  I gently reach through the bars, shaking his shoulder, and he jerks awake, grabbing my hand. My eyes widen as he looks over at me and loosens his grip on my hand before linking our fingers and relaxing a little.

      “Bad dream?” I ask, looking over to see Dante and Everly talking quietly.

      “No, I just don’t like being woken up. My parents used to wake me up by cutting my hands,” he tells me. I look up, feeling angry at his parents for ever hurting him. I’ve seen all the scars, and I know it must have gone on for a long time.

      “How long did your parents punish you?”

      “Long. I would have died, but I had, have, some friends on Sixa,” he tells me.

      “Would you tell me about them?” I ask and slide the food into his hand. He accepts the package and holds it in his lap as he looks at me.

      “Shan, he was a friend I grew up with and kept me alive through the worst of it. And his wife, Eowynn,” he tells me.

      “What was it like on Sixa? I know it’s mainly made of snow,” I say, thinking back to the lessons Miss Drone told me.

      “It’s cold. Deadly cold at night if you go out without heavy furs on. The houses are made of ice, and there are deep holes of freezing water all around the village,” he says.

      “It sounds amazing, I would like to see your old home one day,”

      “We should go in winter, when blue and yellow lines of light shine across the sky. I read a story once that said the blue light is the power of the sea and the yellow light the power of the land. Only one month in a year they are allowed to touch with their powers, and light up the entire sky,” he tells me.

      “Do you believe in the gods? The Sea God we are told about, who apparently gave me this?” I point at my head.

      “I believe this world is full of old magic, magic of gods, and can be a truly wonderful world with the right person to rule it. To guide it,” he says.

      “Old magic?”

      “The magic of soulmates. The magic of the chosen and changed ones as we have come to know them,” Zack tells me.

      “What is a soulmate?” I ask, not familiar with the term.

      “Two souls destined to fall for each other. Two souls that can never be torn apart, even by death,” he whispers, and I lean my head back against the wall, turning on my side so I can still look over at him. I find Zack staring at me, his expression unreadable.

      “What are you thinking?” I ask.

      “Little fighter, I was wondering how you still look so beautiful after weeks of being held hostage?” Zack says, lifting his head.

      “I wouldn’t say I look good. In fact, I know I smell bad,” I say, making him chuckle.

      “No, you don’t. No worse than I do,” he says, and I laugh. I slide down to the floor and open my own package, seeing the cheese slices and meat slices put together like a sandwich. Dante comes over and sits next to me, as he opens his own food and starts eating.

      “What did the Sea God say in the deal?” Dante asks me.

      “The Sea God?” Everly asks, and I stare at Zack’s worried expression as I answer her.

      “He whispers to me, comes into my dreams,” I tell her and Zack.

      “Cassandra…,” Everly whispers, making me look at her. The horror in her voice is impossible to miss.

      “He spoke of an heir to both land and sea. He spoke of a map and a crown…,” I say, knowing there was more, but those are important.

      “I’m guessing you said no, as you’re smart enough not to make a deal without thinking it through,” Dante asks me.

      “I said no, but he told me making the deal is the only way to save the sea. If the sea falls, so does the land and everything we know,” I answer him. The sea is needed to make the land grow, the rain fall, and everything to survive and live. They say the sea is lost, but I don’t believe that anymore. The sea is maybe owned by pirates, but the people on the land need the sea more than they realise.

      “You want to make the deal?” Everly asks, and I look towards her. She brushes her curly blonde hair out of her face and pulls her knees up to her chest, keeping her eyes on me.

      “I have no choice, not in the end, and I know that. It doesn’t mean I won’t find out everything I can to make sure I don’t pay a bad price for the deal, though,” I say, knowing it’s the only smart thing to do. I catch a glance of my father in his cage behind Everly, his eyes watching me, but he disappears into the shadows before I can even say a word of hello to him. He hasn’t come forward to speak to my pirates, and it hurts that he won’t introduce himself, that I can’t show my father the men I love and care for. The men who saved his daughter from dying alone in the sea.

      “You can’t put an heir you don’t know on the throne! The king isn’t even dead and the heir might not want a kingdom of nightmares!” She shouts the end part at me before walking away into the shadows of her cage. I frown at her, wondering what caused such a strong reaction. She wasn’t usually like that, not my friend that I remember, and I don’t understand why she cares so much about whoever will be on the throne anyway. For all I know, the new queen I need to find could be a well-trained, protected woman who knows how to rule. They could be a good person and have a natural lead. That’s all I think you need to rule, but then, I have no idea. The only people who might know are Hunter and Ryland. I imagine they were trained for the throne.

      “She isn’t usually like this. She just lost her mother and has been here since I escaped to your ship,” I tell Dante and Zack, who nod in understanding, but they look behind me to her cage. I don’t think they believe me, or they also just don’t know why she reacted so badly.

      “It must be difficult to be trapped for so long in the place you lost your mother,” Dante comments. Everly needs to escape here to clear her head a little, or a lot. This is all too much for her and that must be the reason for her reaction. We are all so stressed, under so much pressure to escape this place with our lives, that nothing else matters. The king is doing a good job of tearing us all down, and making me as weak as he thinks I am.

      “We know Hunter and Ryland are the heirs to land, but not water…what could that mean?” I ask them, and they spend a while thinking like I do.

      “Water must mean the mermaid throne. The water heir is a mermaid, a prince from rumours, but he would never be the heir to land. And he is not going to be king for a while; there is a mermaid queen who rules the sea. The king has a deal with her of some kind,” Dante says.

      “How do you know that?” I ask. He rubs the back of his neck and looks nervous.

      “Let’s just say that Dante met a female mermaid, and she told him a lot,” Zack tells me. I don’t know why, but I have to run away as the thoughts of Dante with another woman swim through my mind. I know I’m jealous, but I’m not going to admit that.

      “Don’t be jealous. My past is forgotten with every moment I spend with you,” Dante whispers as he stands behind me and wraps his arms around my stomach. He presses a kiss to the top of my head as I silently calm down, knowing I’m not being rational. We all have a past. My pirates just have more complicated ones.

      “Then it makes no sense about the land and sea heir,” I mutter, changing the subject back to what we need to be talking about.

      “We should ask Laura, or get her to find out. She might know something, since she has been alive longest in this castle and was taught a lot of things as a child,” Zack suggests, as Dante steps away.

      “Problem is we are locked in the dungeons and the only people outside are the two princes, who are watched all the time; and Jacob, who has to pretend to be a guard,” Dante says, stroking his face with his hands.

      “Chaz still isn’t here. Maybe he has escaped and is working to help us in some way,” I suggest, needing to see him and believe that he is safe.

      “I don’t like that he isn’t here. He should be,” Dante says gently.

      “I hope he is alive. I can’t deal with him not being alive. I won’t lose anyone else to this castle,” I say, looking away from them both. Dante sighs, coming to my side and holding me close. “It would break me, and what little hold I have on my emotions and keeping myself together would be gone”

      “We know. But Cassandra, we need something right now from you,” he pleads, and I look up at him. “We need our strong, hitting people with a book, jumping off ships at sea, woman we met. We need you to be strong and we need you to work with us,” he tells me. “Trust us.” I think about what he said, and it doesn’t take me long to realise he is right. I know I need to trust them. I do trust them.

      “Don’t forget chair-hitting also,” Zack adds.

      Dante looks surprised. “You never told me about a chair. What happened?”

      “I may have tried to hit him with a chair when he came to see me. Only after you all decided to lock me up,” I say, crossing my arms because it was their fault, but they both laugh.

      “I was lucky to have caught it. Otherwise, that would have been two pirates you managed to knock out in just a few hours,” Zack chuckles.

      “I didn’t trust you back then. What can I say?” I laugh.

      “Do you trust us now?” Dante says, his tone more serious now.

      “Yes,” I reply with a single word and smile.

      “Then be strong. We need that from you. You make us strong,” he says. I give him one sharp nod before straightening my head and looking at the fire burning in the middle of the cages.

      “There’s only one thing fire fears…water,” I say and look down at my hands.

      “That is true,” Zack replies.

      “Water-touched pirate,” I whisper under my breath, but Dante hears me.

      “That name suits you,” he says, and I look back at the fire.

      Yes, it does.
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      “It’s time,” Everly says, making my head snap up from Dante’s shoulder to see the doors to the dungeons being opened. I stand up at the same time Dante does and we wait for the guards to open the doors, taking us out one by one after handcuffing us. I walk behind the guard holding Everly, noticing how he slips a note inside her hand and gently squeezes it before letting go. I wonder what is on the note, and I wonder how he got close enough to her that she lets him hold her hand and slide his hand up her arm in a comforting way. I see her look up at him, and it’s a different look than she gives everyone else. It’s almost respectful at the same time as loving.

      We are walked out of the dungeons and straight across the corridor to a large door. This door is different; a maze is engraved into it and swirls around and around until it gets to the star in the middle. It must have taken hours to make this door, and I focus on it as I wait for the guards to open the doors. We walk into the room in a line, and I look behind me to see Dante’s eyes blazing as he looks at the guard’s hands on my arm. He is holding me tightly and if Dante wasn’t tied up, I have the feeling he would be punching the guard.

      I try to blank my expression when I look back into the room we are walking into. I can feel Hunter and Ryland in there before I even look, because the bond tells me they are close. I can feel Jacob, too, but its more distant. On the other side of a big glass floor is the king, with Ryland and Hunter on each side of him. They both have their small crowns on and the king has his larger one, reminding everyone who they are. Hunter’s long hair is combed straight, with tiny plaits on each side, and his face is clean shaven, making his face even more handsome than usual. But it’s not him. It doesn’t suit the dark and uncontrollable nature Hunter has. Ryland looks good, just wearing a simple green shirt and black trousers. His hair is tied at the back of his head and his blue eyes don’t leave mine this time. Hunter doesn’t look my way, but as I look around the room, I see the three young women from the last games. They are on their knees this time, looking at the floor and kneeling close to the wall. They don’t lift their heads once, and I look them over, at the tiny excuse of clothing they are wearing and at the bruises covering their arms and legs. I have to force my gaze away, knowing that my feeling sorry for them will not help them. They will die anyway when the king is bored with them. The room is large, with two doors on one side. When we get closer to the king and stand on the small square of glass, I see the floor behind him. It’s completely open glass and looks down at the maze below the castle. It’s massive, so you can see every part of the maze from up here. He is going to watch us die.

      “I was shocked, so shocked that you managed not only to survive my last game Cassandra, but you also managed to kill all of my creatures,” the kings says as a greeting. I watch as his eyes drift to his sons and back to me. He likely knows his sons helped him. He isn’t a stupid king and there is no point thinking he is.

      “What can I say?” I shrug. “I’m not just a little girl,” I tell him in a sarcastic tone, and he laughs, a deep, evil-sounding laugh.

      “I had a little chat with your father when he got here, and he told me so much about you,” he says, and I look over at my father to see him looking at the ground.

      “Like what?” I ask.

      “Like the mere fact you cannot swim. How ironic that the child kissed by the Sea God…cannot swim,” he says and starts laughing once more. Ryland looks over at me, begging me with his eyes not to respond to the king’s teasing. I take a deep breath as I keep my eyes on him.

      “Ryland, tell me, did she at least keep your bed warm on that ship? She is very beautiful. I wonder if she would be fun to keep in my bed,” he says, and a cold wave of horror washes over my body as I meet Hunter’s dark, swirling eyes. He is gripping his seat so tightly, I’m surprised it doesn’t smash to pieces.

      “Cassandra kept my bed warm on many nights on the ship, but I’m afraid I never found her…satisfying,” Ryland replies and I have to keep a smile in, because he’s not lying. I did sleep in his bed on his ship. Never in the way the king is suggesting, but what Ryland says does not make that clear.

      “Shame…,” the king says with a long sigh as he runs his eyes over my body and then looks towards Everly. “The blonde, useless girl is pretty -.”

      “I’d rather die than let you touch me, you evil -,” Everly shouts, and the guard puts a hand over her mouth as she struggles against him.

      “Another mouthy woman from Onaya. Is there something in the water there?” the king asks me.

      “Yes...hope and the need to dethrone a king,” I say, watching as he glares at me from his throne.

      “Let the games begin. I am bored with talking about a girl that is full of useless hope,” Ryland says, and I glare at him, knowing he just wants me away from the king before I say something that gets me killed. Doesn’t mean I like it, though.

      “You heard my heir. Get the games started,” the king says and nods his head towards the guards holding us. They pull us towards the doors, and I watch Ryland and Hunter until I can’t see them anymore. I look forward as another guard opens the doors before they shove us into the room one by one. The room is lit by the small fires on the walls and they lead down a long stone stairway.

      “Come on, we can’t waste any time,” Zack says and takes my hand, leading me down the steps. Everly steps behind us and I hear my father talking quietly to Dante, but I can’t hear what they are saying. I look back to see Dante shake his head at me, nodding forward, and I know he wants me to concentrate on where we are going.

      “Right or left?” I ask Zack when we get to the clearing that starts the stone maze. The walls are really high down here. They would be impossible to climb over on your own and only have a tiny gap above. Smooth stone has been shined into glossy walls throughout the entire maze. There are two levels of glass, one just above the walls and the one that’s in the room with the king much higher up. I guess that just above the wall might be able to let a person climb through, but I know the men wouldn’t be able to slide through as it’s too small. I’m not even sure I could.

      “Left,” Dante answers, and Zack keeps my hand in his as we run after Dante. Everly is right behind me when I turn to look at her and she nods her encouragement.

      “I’m proud of you for sticking up for yourself in front of the king, Ev,” I shout at her and I hear her laugh.

      “You forgot to tell the king one more thing about the women of Onaya,” she pauses as we run around another corner, “that no man will ever use us.”

      “Hey, not all men use women,” Dante shouts before I can reply.

      “No, they don’t, Ev. Dante is right,” I say, but she doesn’t agree with me. I have a feeling anyone who tries to win Everly’s heart has their work cut out for them. There’s a loud banging noise that makes us all stop, but Zack pulls my hand.

      “It’s letting the water in,” he tells us, and he doesn’t need to say anything else to make us move. I trip on a rock, flying onto the ground and feel the water that trickles across the floor next to my face. Zack leans down and helps me up as Dante runs ahead of us, looking back to make sure I am following. We all pick up the pace as we follow the direction Dante is leading. There’s a snapping noise before the walls move quickly. The wall to our right snaps closed in front of us, my hands banging against it, and it hurts my wrist as I jump backwards. It takes me a second to realise that the wall has blocked us off from Dante.

      “Cassandra!” he shouts from the other side and I hear him bang his fists against the wall.

      “The walls are moving,” Zack shouts back.

      “Then I don’t know how to get to the middle anymore. It never did this when we were children. Everything is different, from the glass to the shiny walls,” Dante says, his tone annoyed and panicked. “Dammit, we should have thought about him changing things.”

      “We will find a way. Just survive, Dante,” I say as I feel more water around my boots.

      “I love you, pretty girl,” he shouts, but I don’t get to reply as I hear him running away. I turn and see the right and left option we have again. I watch as Everly leans down and places her hand on the wet floor and closes her eyes.

      “The water is coming from the left, so we shouldn’t go that way,” she tells us, and I have no idea how she would have known that, because there isn’t much water. Zack watches her closely and nods his head in some kind of understanding that I don’t get.

      “Smart way to check, blonde girl,” Zack says, and we all start running to the right. The water fills up quickly as we run around walls, trying not to slip on the floor. We stop to catch our breaths when the walls move once more. The water is up to our knees at this point.

      “It’s filling up quick,” I say as the wall to our left snaps shut on the direction we ran in. Zack lets go of my hand and walks over to the left a bit when the ground shakes and we all fall to the right. I lose track of everyone as I slide across the shaking floor and my head goes under the water. I choke on it, rolling myself over just as I slam into a wall. The wall moves again and slides me with it as I struggle to get a grip on the floor. I close my eyes until the shaking stops and when I open them, it’s completely dark other than the light from the ceiling, and I’m alone. I flinch when I move my arm, seeing a cut with blood pouring down it. I hold my hand against it as I stand up.

      “Zack? Everly?” I shout and wait for their replies, but it’s my father who answers.

      “I’m here,” he says to my right, and I run around a wall to find him standing up on shaky knees.

      “How are you?” I ask him as I get nearer, seeing a cut on his head.

      “You’re bleeding,” he says in response, placing his hand on my cut arm and pulling something out of his pocket. He gets a long piece of fabric and rips it in half before tying the fabric around my arm and pulling tight.

      “Thank you,” I say, and he nods, looking away from me to where we are. The water is getting to my waist now, and the coldness from it makes me want to move to avoid freezing.

      “It’s nothing, come on,” I say, hooking my arm through his and we start running around the maze, trying to get to the middle, but it’s not long before the water is up to my chest and I start panicking.

      “I can’t swim, and I don’t see the middle,” I panic and my father looks down at me.

      “I will not let my daughter die here, not for some game played by a king who will be destroyed,” he says and grabs my hand with his hands, “You are meant for more and I want you to save the world. It’s who you are; you are the most stubborn, caring, and beautiful daughter I could have ever asked for.”

      “Father,” I whisper. He holds me close, putting his hands onto my back and holding me so tightly that I think he never wants to let go. My father hasn’t held me since I was a child. He never showed me any affection and I can do nothing but stay completely still.

      “Your mother would have been so proud of who you are, and I always will be. I’m not a good man, I have never been one, but I know I did one good thing. One good thing in this desperate, dying world,” he says, looking down at me.

      “What?” I ask him as he leans forward, kissing my forehead lightly before pulling away.

      “I saved you,” he says, then grabs my hand. He keeps pulling me through the cold water, my boots threatening to fall off with every step. We get to the end of a long corridor and it’s bigger than the other smaller ones we went down.

      “We should wait for the walls to change again, and hopefully -,” I start to say.

      “-The king must be the one that changes them, to stay in control of the game. He won’t move the walls when he knows you are trapped, Cassandra,” father tells me, and I look up at the glass. I can’t see the king, but I know it’s something he would do.

      “This bit is a dead end, we checked it already,” I say, getting a little frantic in case my father is right and we are trapped. We will drown.

      “It’s the only exit and the end is that way,” he says and knocks the wall.

      “How do you know that?” I ask.

      “The glass, the way it’s shaped, there’s a slight shimmer in the middle. Can you see it?” he asks me. I look up, seeing the panel of glass, but I can’t see what he means.

      “I don’t -,”

      “It doesn’t matter. There is no exit in this bit and I won’t see you die,” he says and picks me up from my waist. When I see what he is doing, trying to push me through the small gap above the wall, I try to fight him. He is strong enough to throw me up in the air, and I have no choice but to grab onto the wall’s edge.

      “No!” I shout, and he looks up at me as I hold onto the edge with my wet hands.

      “Don’t. Let me do this,” he pleads with me, and I don’t know what to do as he grabs my foot and pushes me up further.

      “I am so proud…So proud,” he says and gives me one more push. I pull myself up on top of the wall, seeing the small gap between the top of the wall and the glass before holding my hand down for my father.

      “Let me help you up, you might be able to get through,” I say, seeing how he is just about holding his head above the rising water. My father stares up at me with a small smile on his face, and I desperately reach my hand down.

      “I won’t fit and you know that. I didn’t raise a stupid child, now…go. It’s time I saw your mother again,” he says. And with one more look up, he walks away from me in the water and I’m helpless to do anything but watch him leave.

      “I love you, Father, and may the Sea God welcome you into the afterlife,” I whisper as tears fall harder from eyes. I angrily wipe them away before turning. I can’t die now, not after he gave his life for me. I lie flat on my stomach as I pull myself through the gap and wish the tears would stop falling from my eyes. How many people have to die before this ends? My father, Miss Drone, and most likely Livvy. Death. Death. Death. I take a deep breath to calm myself down, telling myself over and over that I’m stronger than this and that my father raised a stronger woman than I’m acting right now. I keep pulling myself through the gap, feeling my clothes stick to the glass and tear on the stone below as I pull with everything I have to get to the other side. I pull myself through and fall straight into the water on the other side, because I can’t stop myself. I move my arms and get my head above the water and kick my legs to stay afloat as I look around.

      “DANTE! EVERLY! ZACK!” I shout. My head slips under the water once more before I manage to get myself above it again. I use my hands to get to the wall, holding onto a tiny gap I find and try to find another gap to pull myself across when hands go around my stomach. I turn to see Zack pull his head out of the water.

      “Zack,” I say, turning and throwing my arms around him. When I pull away, he leans forward and kisses me. I push myself into the kiss, needing to be close to him, moving my lips slowly as his tongue slides into my mouth and my legs go around his waist. I notice his gloves are gone when his warm hands slide under my top and slowly up my sides.

      “Little fighter, we need to move. Be strong for me, remember,” he says as he breaks away from the kiss and I take a deep breath.

      “I will, for you,” I say, looking back at the wall and the water coming in from the gap above it. I watch the water for far too long, knowing what it means and not being able to say a word.

      “Your father is dead, isn’t he?” Zack asks, looking at the water pouring in over the gap.

      “He is with my mother,” I reply, and Zack doesn’t say a word as he kisses my forehead. The kiss is enough comfort on its own, words are not needed.

      “The middle isn’t far,” Zack says, getting my attention, “Hold on to my back and I will swim us out.” I do as he asks, as he turns his body around and jumps into the water while I hold tightly to his back. The middle is right around the corner, and Dante is sitting on a raised platform with Everly next to him. I give a deep sigh of relief at seeing them both, and they both jump up when they see us. Dante helps pull me out of the water and we all collapse onto the middle platform, all of us worn out and lucky to be alive. All but one.

      “Where is your father?” Everly asks me quietly.

      “With my mother,” I whisper and look up at the glass above. Even if I cannot see the king looking down at me, I know this was his fault. “That’s two people he will die for,” I say much louder and I hope he can hear me as it is a promise.
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          Cassandra

        

      

    

    
      The guard pulls on my arm as the dungeon doors are opened. After we were pulled out of the maze, the king didn’t look impressed and stormed out of the room. Hunter and Ryland gave me matching grins and looks of concern. It was hard to let the guards pull me away from them again.

      “Chaz!” I scream when we are dragged back to our cages and I see him lying in a pool of blood inside mine. I struggle against the guard to get free as I wait as he opens my door.

      “Chaz?” I hear Dante ask, but I don’t think he or the others can see what I can. They are still coming down the steps.

      “Let me go,” I scream, fighting the guard who just laughs and opens the cage, throwing me in. I stumble, but quickly stand up straight as I run over to him. The door is slammed shut behind me and I fall to my knees in front of Chaz. I stroke my hand over his face, brushing his hair behind his ear and leaning down to listen for his breathing.

      “Is he alive?” Zack demands from the next cage as I hear him and Dante being locked in. I gently push Chaz over onto his back and put my head against his chest, thankfully hearing the steady sound of his heartbeat.

      “He is alive,” I say, taking a deep breath and trying not to cry as I look down at his swollen face. His eye is completely closed, there are little cuts all over his face, and I’m sure the damage to his body is worse.

      “You need to check him for injuries, make sure there is nothing major,” Everly suggests from her cage, but I can’t stop staring at him as my mark starts burning. I stare down at all the injuries on him, feeling like I want to burn the world for what they have done to my Chaz.

      “Cassandra, I know, but you need to do this. Snap out of it,” Dante shouts at me from Zack's cage, and I give them a shaky nod as I look Chaz over. I pull up his shirt and fight to hold in a cry at all the purple, blue, and black bruises all over his stomach. They look awful.

      “Chaz is the doctor. I don’t know what to look for,” I say as I look at his beaten-up face. “Chaz, please wake up. I miss your voice, I miss you. I need to, I don’t know, hear you tell me a story of the islands you have been to,” I tell him. I place my hand on his cheek, but he doesn’t move.

      “He could have internal injuries…Cassandra, I don’t know what to suggest,” Dante says and punches the bars. Zack looks down at us hopelessly and I shake my head, wiping my tears away.

      “I will not lose anyone else, not one of my pirates,” I say before pulling his shirt down gently. I rest my head against his chest and close my eyes.

      “Sleeping isn’t going to help,” Everly tells me in a worried tone.

      “I’m going to hope the Sea God comes to me. Maybe he can help Chaz,” I say without opening my eyes.

      “We should all sleep, and pray the same thing,” Zack says, and there’s silence as I hold Chaz close and beg for the Sea God to come to me. Please, don’t let death come for another person I love.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You called me…it was unexpected,” the Sea God says as I blink my eyes open and naturally try to look towards him. My body stops me, freezing in place, but this time I can feel the warmness of my mark on my forehead. That’s a new thing.

      “Chaz is dying…how can I save him?” I ask straight away, and the Sea God laughs.

      “Hope,” he replies.

      “I can’t lose him. I can’t deal with any more pain. Stop telling me riddles and help me! I will do anything,” I say, feeling like there’s a hole inside my heart at the idea of losing Chaz. Just imagining his swollen face, the bruises, and the blood, makes me feel nothing but anger and pain.

      “Love doesn't save you from pain, child, but it heals the pain that is inside of you,” he tells me.

      “What if you don't know how to save those you love? What if...there is no hope,” I whisper back.

      “There is always hope, even in the darkest of nights. Hope survives, much like you did as a child. But you have love, the love of many...,” he pauses. “Love should give you hope, Cassandra.”

      “Love will not heal injuries that could kill,” I pause. “Love did not save my father.”

      “Maybe a small trickle of advice from a very old man might help…,” he suggests.

      “Are you old? I wouldn’t know as I cannot look at you,” I respond, wondering if it’s his power that makes me unable to look at him.

      “Old…timeless…immortal. There are many words for gods,” he says.

      “What advice would a Sea God give his changed one?” I ask.

      “That a changed one’s chosen cannot be killed unless the changed one who marked them is dead,” he says, and then the waterfall opens and I’m blinded with light before I can even say thank you. Before I can even ask what the cost of the advice is.

      

      I blink my dry eyes open to see Chaz still unconscious on the floor. There is nothing other than the sound of his breathing that I can hear. What the Sea God last said to me runs through my mind. If my chosen cannot die while I live, if I mark Chaz…he might survive. I look down at his pale forehead, the smudges of blood that are there, and I wonder what he would think of me making this choice for him. It would mean we are bonded for life, and I don’t want to make that decision without asking him first, but I won’t watch him die when I know a way to save him. I won’t let him die when the magic I’ve always believed to be a curse, could actually protect someone I care for.

      “Forgive me for this,” I say, knowing there is only one choice in my mind and I will not lose him. He can hate me later, and I can beg for him to forgive me, but at least he will be alive to be angry. I climb up, kneeling next to his head and leaning down, pressing my forehead to his without thinking about it anymore. The normal slight burning happens before my body feels warm, and then I pull away, seeing my mark on his forehead.

      “What was that?” Everly asks, and I turn my head to the side to see her watching me.

      “He is my chosen,” I say, and she looks between us. I lift Chaz’s head as I sit down and pull him onto my lap as I slowly brush his hair away from his face.

      “Chosen?” she asks me. I look over into the cage behind me and see Zack and Dante sleeping.

      “I feel drawn to those who are my chosen, and when I touch their forehead with my own, they get my mark and my protection. They cannot die unless I die, and I would die to protect them,” I tell her.

      “How many pirates are your chosen, then?” she asks, with a little laugh.

      “I think they all are. I felt a connection from the beginning and a draw to be near them ever since. They may not know it, but I am starting to realise old magic is at play here,” I whisper.

      “I realised something in the games,” she tells me, and I tilt my head to the side as Everly looks at the ground. “I realised what it is to love someone, to really love them with every tiny bit of you,” she says. Her words are gentle and yet firm, with a passion behind them.

      “How did you realise that?” I ask.

      “When Zack and I got to the middle, Dante was already there. The worry they both had for you, it was fierce. They both looked like the world could burn down and die as long as you were safe, and then you shouted out,” she pauses, “and I will never forget the relief I saw. They both love you, the kind of love that could make anyone jealous and wish for,” she says.

      “Are you jealous?” I ask her.

      “Not in the way you think. I’m jealous I might never have a chance to meet someone and be with them like you have. But at least I got to see it. Real love, that is,” she says.

      “What about the boy from Onaya?”

      “Lust and love are similar things, but there’s a difference,” she replies.

      “Love will give you hope,” I whisper in reply as I look down at Chaz.

      “What hope is there when you have no love?” she asks me.

      “Love isn’t just romantic, it can be in many forms. Like a love for a member of your family or friendship. I love you, Everly. You’re my sister even if we are not related by blood,” I tell her.

      “Here I was thinking you forgot about me with your pirates there,” she says, but there’s humour in her tone.

      “Everly, I never forgot about you. I just hoped you had a normal life, far away from here,” I comment sadly.

      “I hoped you did, too, but it seems normal is not in our cards anymore,” she whispers.

      “Normal is an overrated idea. We can live a life of pirates, magic, and love when we escape. I like the idea of being a pirate, out on the seas with handsome men,” I say, and she laughs with me.

      “Is that what you want now? A life with pirates?” she asks me.

      “With my pirates…yes,” I tell her.

      “Then we need to escape before the games kill us,” she says, a shadow hanging over her words that makes the smiles drop from our faces.

      “Yes, we do,” I say with a smile when I see Chaz move slightly in his sleep and notice his once-pale cheeks seem to have more colour to them. It’s strange how I can feel him getting better, without even checking. The bond between us all is getting stronger every time I bond with another pirate.

      “I have this note. I found it in the cage when we got back,” Everly says, distracting me from my thoughts. She throws it through the cage, and it lands a little way from me. I reach out and grab it, pulling it back and opening it up.

      

      
        The next game, we will escape. Be ready. R

      

      

      “Did you read it?” I ask her, and she nods.

      “I thought it was a personal one from the guard,” she comments quietly.

      “The guard you trust?” I ask, and she nods, looking towards the door.

      “We will need to be ready, and have guards we can trust,” I reply.

      “We have one,” she says, and I look down as Chaz makes a little noise in his sleep.

      “Is he okay? Your Chaz,” she asks me.

      “He’s alive,” I tell her. “He will live and that’s all that matters at this point.” I just hope he doesn’t hate me for the choice I made without his permission.
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          Chaz

        

      

    

    
      “How do you even play that game?” I hear Cassandra say with a laugh. Her laugh is sweet, and so familiar that I want to be able to wake up quicker just to see her.

      “It’s easy. You think of an object or a person, and I can ask questions. But you can only answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’,” Zack replies.

      “Why don’t I go first?” Zack suggests.

      I gradually wake myself up, feeling all the cuts and bruises on my body from the king’s guards. I’ve never been a brilliant fighter, but I didn’t stand a chance against so many of them. It was a losing battle from the moment they started.

      “Chaz?” Cassandra asks, as a small soft hand strokes my forehead. I feel a buzz of power when she touches the middle of my forehead, like a lightning burst that is almost pleasurable and yet demanding. My whole body feels an urgent need to wake up. I open my eyes to see her hazel ones staring down at me. Her brown hair is wild, and her mark stands out even more than before on her pale skin. Her beauty stands out more, even hidden under all the marks the world has given her. I can see dim, yellow bruises on her right eye, and even though it’s clear she has been in the dungeons for a while, she doesn’t look too dirty, just thin. Her cheeks are starting to hollow in and she looks paler than I remember her being.

      “How is your face? It looks -,” I start to say, but she cuts me off.

      “My face? Have you felt yours, Chaz?” she says, shaking her head as she helps me sit up and rest against the bars. I look over to see Zack nod his head my way, letting Cassandra take over and look after me. I’m relieved to see him here, and then I look over to see Dante snoozing further inside of Zack’s cage, lying on the dirty stone floor.

      “Do I look that bad?” I ask her, and she smiles.

      “You look as handsome as always, just with a little blood and bruises, too,” she says, but I don’t believe her. I know I must look as bad as I feel.

      “I should be dead with the injuries I took…why am I not?” I ask her, my logical medical side taking over. A guilty expression hovers over her face.

      “Whatever she did to save you, Chaz…she did it because you were nearly dead when we got back here,” Zack tells me, “I’m happy you’re alive and I’m going to leave our girl to explain.”

      “Just tell me. I would never judge you for making a choice you shouldn’t have had to make. Either way, I could never be mad at you for saving me, giving me a chance to see you again,” I say as I look back at Cassandra. She takes a deep breath, before locking her eyes with mine.

      “I made you my chosen. You wear my mark and you have my protection. Chosen cannot die when their changed one is alive,” she tells me, her words full of what I believe is regret for something I never want her to regret as she looks away. I’m one of her chosen. I suspected it, I always have, because of the way I was drawn to her. That kind of draw isn’t just lust, it was old magic, the magic of two souls that are meant to be connected. I move closer, lifting a finger under her chin and making her look into my eyes.

      “Do you regret making me your chosen? I’m not a brilliant fighter, I cannot cook or clean well, but I’m a pirate who would die for you in a second,” I tell her, watching as her beautiful hazel eyes brighten. Her eyes are more than just hazel, as hazel doesn’t describe the little flecks of light brown that mix with the flecks of green. I know I could spend hours just staring into her eyes and looking for anything I hadn’t seen before. I want to memorise every bit of her, so I will never forget.

      “I don’t regret it, only that I couldn’t give you a choice,” she whispers.

      “There was never a choice, not for me. I chose you when you hit me on the head with a book and knocked me out. I chose you when you spent hours reading with me. And I chose you when you fought to save us on the ship from the guards, rather than hiding. I admire you, Cassandra,” I tell her, and she breaks into tears. I pull her to me, ignoring the sharp pains I feel when I do.

      “Do you know what island I’m from?” I ask her, stroking her back as she rests against me and cries quietly.

      “No. I only know you have been to all the islands because of this,” she responds quietly and lifts my shell necklace into her small hands. She plays around with the shells for a while as I watch her, seeing how she seems to like the shell from Sixa. It’s purple, with blue lines throughout the star-like shape.

      “Fiaten,” I tell her eventually.

      “What is it like there?” she asks me, curious about the place we told her she would be free.

      “Free from the king. I never ran from my island, I just wanted to see the world that I was told about. Fiaten tells its children that the king rules all the islands with his mad queen at his side, that the army their parents are in, is training to destroy the king,” I respond. I knew when I first met the other pirates, and they told me about the changed one they had rescued on board the ship, where I had to take them. I saw my parents every time we took a changed one back to the island, and they took the changed one we brought into their ranks. I know they would love to meet Cassandra, and I hope we get out of here soon, so I can finally take her somewhere safe. She has never been safe, and I want that for her.

      “They have an army?” she whispers.

      “Yes, of dragon riders. Of changed ones and their chosen. Of soldiers who want peace. There are even half-mermaids who have no home on land or water, as the king would have them killed, too,” I tell her gently. “Basically, it’s a home for anyone in need, and they can choose to fight back if they want.”

      “That’s where we need to go, to help them if we can. I’m tired of always running, tired of losing people to him,” she says, trying to be quiet, I imagine, but the venom in her words can’t be missed.

      “Who?” I ask, knowing something must have happened to cause the pain written all over her face.

      “My father and my teacher I told you about. The king brought them back here when he went to Onaya,” she says.

      “I’m sorry, so sorry, Cass,” I whisper, leaning down and going to kiss her cheek when she moves and our lips meet. I freeze, feeling her soft lips against my own, but not wanting to push her. Cass doesn’t have the same worry as me, as her lips encourage me to kiss her back. I groan, leaning more into the kiss and tilting her head to the side with my hand to kiss her harder. She tastes sweet, and addictive. She tastes perfect. I flinch when her hands hold onto my shoulder and she pulls away.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you,” she says.

      “Don’t ever be sorry for that, my first kiss,” I tell her, and she smiles.

      “First?”

      “I was never interested in anyone, too busy studying and learning everything I could to help people. Then I was travelling, never in one place long enough to know anyone,” I explain.

      “I want to see your home. I want to travel at your side,” she says, resting against me once more.

      “Yes, and when we escape, which we will, we will go there,” I tell her, and she leans up, gently brushing her lips against mine once more. I watch as she settles down on my arm, resting her head and falling to sleep after a while.

      “How did you get hurt?” Zack asks me after Cassandra’s breathing evens out, “One moment you were with us and then you were gone.”

      “The king wanted to know everything about Ryland and Hunter on the ship. He wanted to know how close they were to Cassandra,” I say, not wanting to remember the hours of beating. I didn’t need to think about the bones they broke in my body and how I know they didn’t care if I lived, they just wanted answers. It’s strange, though, because I remember my arm being broken, but as I lift it in front of me, it feels nothing more than sore.

      “What did you say?” Zack asks.

      “Nothing, that’s why I was beaten,” I respond. I would never betray them. They are family to me. Everyone on that ship is.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers, sliding a hand through the bars and placing it on my shoulder. I rest my hand on his before he moves away.

      “Don’t be,” I say quietly.

      “When did you wake up?” Dante asks loudly, and Cassandra stirs slightly. I stroke her side as Dante walks over and sits behind me in his cage next to Zack.

      “Not long ago,” I say, and I begin to say more when we hear a clicking sound. I watch as the doors to the dungeons open and three guards walk in. The cage next to us has a blonde woman sleeping on the floor and she jumps to her feet when the cage door is opened. Standing tall and unafraid. The guard throws a loaf of bread in her cage and then shuts the door. The guards do the same to our cages, but Cassandra sleeps through it all as she must be so tired. Except with our door, the guard pauses and pulls out a long green dress from a bag on his back. Cassandra lifts her head, wiping her eyes as the dress is thrown at her.

      “The king wishes she wears this dress for the games tomorrow, or we will strip her naked of all clothes if she does not agree. There is going to be a dinner,” he says in a cold tone and then walks out, locking the cages and leaving. Cassandra stands up, holding up the shiny green dress in the air. It looks well made, beautiful. I know she will look amazing in it, but wish it were under different circumstances.

      “Why does he want me to wear this? And how can the games be tomorrow? It’s only been a day,” she says, dropping the dress on the floor and looking at it like she wishes she could burn it.

      “He wants this over with, Cassandra, and you dead,” the blonde girl says as she chews on her bread.

      “You have a point, Everly,” Cassandra replies.

      “Which will never happen,” Zack says firmly, his words almost a growl instead of words. He sounds as angry as we all feel at the idea.

      “I won’t let any of you die, and that includes me,” Cassandra says suddenly before walking over to Zack.

      “Let me protect you, like I have Chaz?” she asks him and there is no hesitation as he nods once. I watch as she grabs his head through the bars and presses her forehead to his. He doesn’t stop her and there’s a warm feeling in my mark. I feel the connection between Cassandra and me increase, a more powerful need to be near her.

      “My chosen,” she whispers, and he smiles widely.

      “My changed one,” he says and kisses her. I expect to feel some kind of jealousy as they kiss, but there’s nothing, other than a little frustration that we are not alone and there could never be more than kisses in here.

      “Do I get the same experience?” Dante asks, coming over to the bars near Cassandra and Zack. I watch as Zack pulls away, stroking a hand down her face before happily stepping away. He looks at me, nodding in understanding, as I look at the mark on his forehead. The one I know I have, too.

      “Yes. All of you are my pirates, my chosen, but you have a choice. We don’t have to…,” she says and walks over to Dante, who pushes his head as close to the bars as possible as she speaks.

      “I’m yours, and I want to be yours always,” he says. In response, Cassandra presses her forehead to his, and a wave of strong power hits us all as we fall to our knees. I gasp for air, as a burning feeling stretches from my mark all the way through my body and then back again. All I can see is water for a long time, just water in my eyes, and then it disappears as I gasp for air.

      “What was that?” I cough out, hearing Zack and Dante also coughing for air. I open my eyes when no one responds, climbing up off the ground to see Cassandra. I just stare, as she stands completely still. Her mark is glowing so brightly that you can’t even look at it without it hurting your eyes.

      “Cass?” I ask.

      “I feel powerful, so much more powerful than before,” Cassandra says, her mark glowing a dark blue colour as her eyes find me. They glow the same blue, all traces of her hazel eyes gone. We all stand and watch her, feeling a bond between us all, a bond that will never be destroyed. I don’t feel scared, not even worried. Just at peace. Her mark stops glowing, the colour draining back to black, and as I look back at her eyes, they are hazel again. She smiles, walking over to me as we are all silent. She kisses me gently before sitting down and I shrug at Everly who looks at us with wide eyes.

      “Old magic can’t be explained; it just is,” I tell Everly, who nods, still keeping her eyes on Cassandra. Neither of them speak as they watch each other.

      “When that happened, I could feel where each one of my chosen were. I could tell how powerful each of you are to me; you are all equal. I could also sense the king, and the queen.” She tells us, but when I look at her, she is locking eyes with Everly.

      “And?” Everly asks.

      “Something about you shines so bright, so different from anyone else near,” Cassandra says, and Everly looks away from her.

      “I do not know what you’re talking about. You are wrong,” Everly says and walks away into the shadows of the cage. I pick up the dry, stale loaf of bread and split it in half, offering the other half to Cassandra.

      “We need to eat and get strong. Tomorrow is going to be a big day for us,” I suggest as she looks up at me.

      “Yes…because we will escape,” she says with a cheeky smile. I watch as she sits down on the wall and looks over at the dress. She just stares at it as she eats her food slowly.

      “Escape sounds good,” I reply and eat my food, too.
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          Ryland

        

      

    

    
      “Why won’t you come with us, Laura?” I ask her for the fourth time since I finally got away from my father to see her. My father has been nothing short of annoying, so happy his loyal son is home, and yet he doesn’t realise anything. He doesn’t know what has really been going on in this castle. I still remember the way Cassandra tasted, how her moans haunted my ears, and the way she looked at me like no one ever has. Like she is in love with me. Laura drops a plate, the banging reminding me of last night when I collapsed to the floor as a rush of power shot through me. I felt Cassandra bond with Chaz, and then Zack. When she bonded with Dante, something changed, something I don’t understand and have no one to ask.

      “When you have children…you will understand,” she tells me simply and smooths down her dress.

      “My mother doesn’t even know who you are,” I respond softly, and she sighs, coming over and leaning up to put her aged hand on my cheek. Her eyes so blue like my mother’s look up at me with an understanding I do not know.

      “He stole my daughter from me. From you. But I will not leave her alone like I did once,” she tells me, moving her hand away as I don’t reply. I remember the last time we left here, how she wanted to take my mother with her, but we all knew we couldn’t do that. A chosen can always find their changed one, always know if they are alive or dead. It’s the same the other way around as well. My father would have found us before we even got to another island.

      “And what of us? You left with us last time because you said we needed you,” I ask her, but she turns away and goes to the mirror, smoothing down her yellow dress. My father hates when she wears yellow, the old royal colour and the colour of the Dragon house for thousands of years. My father changed everything when he took the throne, from the royal crest to the very royal colour.

      “You no longer need me, boy. You have someone far stronger and she will not lead you wrong,” she says as she picks up her walking stick and taps it on the floor. Laura is the only mother I surely had, the only one who read me stories and told me off when I pushed her too far. I gave up on having a relationship with my mother years ago. There is nobody left to have one with.

      “He will kill you once we escape. There is nothing I could do to stop him. He sent four guards to kill you this week while you slept in your bed, and I had to stop them. Make them disappear,” I say, rubbing my hands through my hair as I get frustrated with her. I walk over to the mirror, hating how I look. My hair is styled to perfection, in long locks. My feather is tied in my pocket, because I cannot wear it here. Everything about me is wrong here; I feel trapped, suffocated, as I pull on the high collar of my shirt.

      “I know,” she tells me, and I turn to see her walking towards the door.

      “Then why stay?” I ask.

      “To protect my child,” she answers and sees the confused look on my face when she turns back to me.

      “Your mother was once a beautiful, strong-minded, stubborn woman. Very much like your girl. A woman like that needs protecting and cherishing, even when she is lost,” she tells me before knocking the door with her stick and waiting for it to open.

      “Walk your grandmother to dinner, will you not, boy?” she asks as the door is opened. I have a feeling she always planned to stay here, for us to escape and for her to pay the price for helping us.

      “Of course,” I respond, blanking my expression and walking to the door the guards hold open. I hook my arm in Laura’s and we walk down the corridors, with the guards falling in line behind us.

      “Why the big meal tonight?” I ask her quietly, wondering if she knows anything more than I do. I was told there was a grand meal tonight and that everyone important in the castle had to be there. Hunter will be there already, deciding to go ahead and see if he could find anything else out that we don’t know.

      “Boy, don’t ask questions which you know the answer. Your father would never trust me with that knowledge,” Laura huffs, making me remember how she used to tell me off as a child. Father would spend hours with me, teaching me everything I needed to know to rule, and when I finally escaped, I would get into trouble with Hunter.

      “Move faster, lad. I am an old woman and walking faster than you,” she tells the guard hanging behind us and he gives her a small bow before looking worriedly at the stick in her hand. His head is probably sore from that stick if I know Laura at all. We walk down the long corridors of the castle, before I am stopped outside the room.

      “The king would like to speak privately to you before dinner, my prince,” the guard says, bowing low.

      “Please show my grandmother in,” I tell the guards behind me as I unhook my arm from hers and lean down to kiss her cheek.

      “Careful,” she whispers, so quietly that I just pick up on the word. I pull away and watch as she goes into the royal dining rooms before turning and nodding to the guard. He leads me out of the castle, to the back where my father stands looking over the cliff. The wind is blowing his cloak around him, and the harsh noise of the windy cliffs fills my ears. The cold air pushes against me, wet with the water from the sea.

      “Come closer,” he demands, and I tighten my fist before stepping closer and looking over the water below us. From here, you can see all of the Storm Sea and how angry it looks. There are tornadoes, whirlpools, and sharp rocks that huge waves crash against for as far as you can see.

      “It is freezing, why are we here?” I ask finally.

      “I never told you how I got my power…did I?” he asks me. I look over at him, as his dark hair blows around his face and he looks lost in thought. Or perhaps memories.

      “Not once, Father,” I respond. He looks over at me, his face so like mine, and his eyes so much like Hunter’s.

      “When I was five years old, the Sea God dragged me into the sea. He told me that I had a destiny, that I would be a great leader and he would be my friend,” he tells me, shocking me into complete silence.

      “He was right, you are king,” I respond after I think about it. I think the Sea God was wrong, there is nothing great about my father.

      “He was wrong, very wrong. He told me I would share the lands with three other men just as powerful as I am, and we could bring much needed peace to Calais,” he tells me. The Sea God was very wrong, then. Peaceful is never a word I would describe Calais as being. A dying world is more accurate.

      “Didn’t my mother have three other husbands?” I ask, thinking of the stories I was told by my grandmother of the four princes of Calais.

      “Yes, but they were never as powerful as me. They were kind and thought changed ones would bring some kind of peace if only we trusted them, if we stopped hunting them and pretending the royal family wasn’t full of them,” he laughs, “How ironic that the royal family who hunts changed ones is full of their breed?”

      “People never knew, still don’t know, that changed ones have been on the throne for many years before you took it.”

      “I never took it, I married into it,” my father says emotionlessly.

      “Why did the other princes believe the changed ones could help?”

      “Something about how their powers needed to balance out nature, there needs to be a balance. But it’s all a load of lies,” he spits out.

      “What do you believe?” I ask him, wondering what goes on in his insane head.

      “That they are too powerful, that the Sea God was creating an army of changed ones and would take over the world. If we looked after them, let them exist in our world, they would take over. We normal people, the people that should be ruling this world, would be hunted,” he says, anger burning in his eyes as he looks at me. I wonder if he knows how insane he sounds, or if he has spent so much time with my mother never responding to him, he doesn’t know.

      “You still never told me how you got your power,” I change the subject, looking away from him and towards the sea.

      “I made a changed one fall in love with me, and waited for her to be in love with others before taking their power. I planned and planned. It took years of pretending to love her. Of pretending to care.” He smiles at me. “You could do this with Cassandra. The Sea God blessed her as she did your mother.”

      I fight to keep my expression natural, thankful that I’ve had many years of practice doing it, when all I want to do is push the evil excuse of a man in front of me into the water. “You never loved my mother,” I respond, trying to keep my tone neutral when I feel like exploding inside.

      “Love is not real. My parents claimed to love me, but when the Sea God returned me home, they never looked for me. They forgot about me and had another child. When I went back to them, they said their child died ten years ago even though I was gone for only a few days,” he spits out, “I killed those liars for that when I grew older.”

      “And your sibling?” I ask.

      “Alive and lives on Sixa. I believe she had a daughter and she is on my Sixa council,” he tells me.

      “I would like to meet her one day,” I respond.

      “It could be made possible, but do you want power, son…real power? Enough to control all of Calais?” he asks me.

      “Yes,” I say, when my real answer is no. That is not what I want, it’s not what I have ever wanted. The throne has never been for me. I don’t want to give up everything for it with my father looking over my shoulder until he dies. I would never have control, not with him alive and watching me.

      “Then we should use the changed one. She already cares for you. It’s clear from what the girl told me,” he says, making me completely still in fear of what I need to ask.

      “Girl?” I ask.

      “Elizabeth, or Livvy as she asks to be called…she is an interesting girl and would do anything to be given a normal life. She told me of everything that happened on that ship,” he tells me, laughing as I try to hide my shock.

      “Is she free?” I ask.

      “No. I do not like people who betray those they are said to love. I killed her after she told me everything I needed to know,” he says, and I nod, keeping my expression painfully blank. I don’t even know how to tell Cassandra that not only is Livvy dead, but she betrayed us in the end.

      “Time to return to the meal, but you might as well remove that paint from your forehead. I know you are her chosen. You should steal her power for yourself, be my son, and rule,” he tells me. I lean up and wipe the mark away, watching as he stares at my mark.

      “How do you steal the power?” I ask him, knowing I would never do it.

      “You pull it from her. It’s easy when you get used to it,” he says and turns to face the cliff. He puts his fingers in his mouth and sends out a long whistle. I step back, waiting for Fira to come; she will always fly for her king’s call. I look up as a loud dragon’s roar ripples across the sky, before she flies past us and turns back around, landing a few steps away from my father on the edge of the cliff to his right. Fira is a large fire dragon with a nasty temper. I look over her long neck, black scales that are tipped red, and the dark red eyes that watch my father. Steam puffs out of her mouth as she lowers her head into a bow for my father and he places his hand on top of her nose.

      “Cassandra doesn’t like fire. She will not like tonight’s game,” he says, an evil grin appearing on his face as he looks at my tight fists. I close my eyes, waiting for a second to calm down. I hate that he hurt her, that he was alone with her, and that since then, he has tried to kill her many times. I hate that everything is a game to him. Whether life or death is the price, it doesn’t matter to him.

      “What is the game?” I ask, trying to find out as much information as I can.

      “Fire,” he says and whispers something to Fira before she steps back and flies off, her large wings and the power of her take-off nearly knocking us over.

      “Remember, when she is close to death, it will be easier to take her powers and she cannot fight you. Your mother never fought in the end, she was too lost over the death of her other husbands,” he says and walks off towards the door. He stops, looking back at me. “Killing her other chosen would make you more powerful. We would be unstoppable together, son,” he says as I walk behind him, vowing over and over in my head one sentence, a sentence that I told myself for the first time when I was twelve.

      I will kill the king and free the lands one day.
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      “You should get changed into the dress, in case what the guard threatens is true,” Everly suggests as I look up from the floor. I yawn from my sleep, stretching my arms above my head as I stand up. Dante and Zack are talking quietly with Chaz on the other side of the cage.

      “We won’t look,” Chaz stops their conversation to tell me. I pick the dress up off the floor, feeling the soft shiny material, and I know it comes with a horrible price. What’s even worse is that I have no idea what the price is. I slowly pull my clothes off, letting them fall to the ground before stepping out of them. I leave my boots on and just pull my tight trousers off over them. I finish pulling the dress on and turn around to see Chaz looking at the wall. When I look to the left, Zack and Dante are looking away, too. I almost grin when I see Dante turning his head slightly, his eyes trailing down the open back of the dress and the tight way it pulls my chest up. His eyes darken when he sees my open arms, and the lines covering most of them. It looks terrible and I have to look away.

      “You look more beautiful than the sea,” Dante tells me, his words gruff and husky.

      “You looked,” I chastise him, and then laugh as Zack hits him on the back of the head. Even Everly laughs as she watches us all, and Chaz comes over, sliding his hands down my arms.

      “She is more beautiful than the whole of Calais,” he comments, his finger trailing over the sensitive green lines from the burns, and I know he doesn’t think they are horrible like I do.

      “And Cassandra must think she is the world with all these compliments.” Everly laughs playfully, her eyes on my arms.

      “They do compliment me a lot, I will give you that,” I tell her.

      “It’s sweet, really,” she says, smiling at me. Her smile dies away when we hear the lock being turned and the doors to the dungeon are pushed open. I watch as two guards come down the steps and open my cage.

      “Just the changed one,” the guard says when Chaz steps in front of me.

      “No!” he says. At the same time, Zack and Dante grab hold of the bars and shout the same.

      “Why?” Everly asks, and the guards look between each other. The one guard talks quietly to the other who nods, walking out and shutting the door. The remaining guard walks closer to me with his hands at his sides, and he doesn’t seem to want to attack us.

      “Don’t make any trouble, but there is something big planned tonight. I’m friends with the princes because they pay for my sister to live, and they told me to tell you,” he pauses when I look around Chaz’s shoulder to see the guard better, “my little bird is good with a book,”.

      “We can trust him, no one could know that,” I say, and Chaz relaxes enough to let me walk around to his side. He puts an arm around my waist, pulling me close to his front.

      “Why are the others not allowed to come with me?” I ask the guard who looks over at Everly, and I follow his gaze to see her nod.

      “It’s a private dinner, and the royals are the only ones allowed. Other than you, who is the special guest. I don’t know anything more, but I won’t leave the room. I’m allowed to be near and I will stop anything that risks your life. For the princes and for Everly,” he says, bowing slightly at us.

      “I’m no royal. Don’t bow,” I say, and he laughs.

      “You have the hearts of the princes and you’re the only one who can save them. I will always bow for you,” he tells me, then steps back.

      “I should go,” I whisper to Chaz as I turn to face him.

      “Go with him. I trust him, Cass,” Everly tells me.

      “There isn’t much choice but to trust me and come with me. The other guards will only give me a few minutes with you in case anyone notices,” he says, and I nod, understanding his point.

      “Thank you for this. It won’t be forgotten,” I tell him before wrapping my arms around Chaz’s waist and holding him close.

      “Be strong,” he tells me, lifting my chin to look up at him, then kissing me.

      “I will,” I say, moving away and going to Zack first, who is nearest. It feels like I’m saying goodbye, and I hate it.

      “Little fighter, you need to fight and if you get a chance to escape, go without us,” he says when I step in front of him. I shake my head, trying to step back, when he grabs my hands. Dante comes over and reaches through the bars, placing his hand over Zack’s and mine.

      “Pretty girl, you need to promise us this,” he asks me.

      “I won’t leave without you. I cannot do that,” I say, telling them the truth. No matter what they tell me to do, I can’t do that.

      “You can and you will live. We cannot die if you’re alive, remember that. We will escape in time, or you will die of old age and be happy somewhere,” Dante says, reaching through the bar with his hand and wiping a tear away.

      “We will all die of old age, on our pirate ship, and with our children sailing our ship,” I say, feeling Chaz put his hands around my waist and kiss the side of my neck, sending shivers through me.

      “I like the idea of children, of a happy forever with you,” Chaz says gently, but I keep my eyes on Zack as he speaks, knowing that he and Dante heard every word. Zack smiles, a small one, but it’s still there.

      “We need to go,” the guard says, stopping this moment between us. Zack squeezes my hand.

      “Please just think about it, for us,” he says, and I lean forward, kissing Zack and pulling away. I walk over to Dante as Chaz lets me go and I kiss him before pulling away. His sad look is the last thing I see as I walk out the door and let the guard take hold of my arm.

      “I love you, Cass, just so you know. You will always be a sister to me, and I want you alive,” Everly says, reaching out a hand through the bars and I hold her hand in my own.

      “I know, and I will keep you alive, too,” I say, wondering how I’m going to do that.

      “Go and be brave,” she says, letting go and stepping away. I walk up the steps, stopping as the guard knocks on the door.

      “What’s your name? I need to know,” I ask him, and he looks down at me, his bright silvery-blue eyes watching me.

      “Tyrion,” he answers quietly, just as the doors are opened and we have to walk out. Another guard comes to my other side, grabbing the top of my arm. We walk down the corridor, my dress brushing across the path as we walk down the silent corridor. I try to calm my heart when we stop outside a large pair of doors. I look at the doors, the green painted roses forming a circle but you can see that it covers something up, which makes me wonder what’s under the paint and inscribed into the wood. I feel a burst from my bond, and I know straight away that Hunter, Ryland, and Jacob are in the room in front of me. It gives me a little bit of strength to hold my head higher and to face whatever horrors wait for me.

      “Be ready,” Tyrion whispers as the doors open and I walk inside.
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      I walk slowly into the silent room, seeing the massive fireplace that takes up the entire left wall and the open balcony that takes up the other side, where I can see the night sky. But my mind only takes the room in slightly as I see Hunter and Ryland sitting opposite each other on the huge dining table in the middle of the room, watching me. The table is lined with food, the smell making my stomach grumble after not having any food for so long, but I can’t look away from my pirates. More so the mark in the middle of Ryland’s forehead, which is not covered up. What is going on? Laura is sitting at the end of the table and she knocks the seat next to her with her stick.

      “Sit, changed one,” she tells me, just as the doors are slammed shut behind me. I turn to see Tyrion standing by the door, Jacob and two other guards next to him. I can’t look away from Jacob as he gives me a small wink, making me want to run towards him instead of walking away like I have to. I walk across the room, trying to catch Hunter’s or Ryland’s eyes, but neither of them look at me as they whisper between each other. I want to scream at them to give me something, some hope, some love, but I know why they can’t. It just doesn’t make it any easier.

      “Try not to be your stubborn self. Try to be polite,” Laura whispers when I sit down, and I meet her eyes, nodding once. “Tell me, how have you been?” Laura asks me loud enough for everyone at the table to hear.

      “Fine. The living standards of the dungeons need improving, though,” I say, making her laugh loudly. The doors open once more and I look up, watching them slide across the floor and feeling the evil walking into the room before I lock eyes with him. I watch quietly as the king walks in with an older, very beautiful woman’s arm hooked in his. The woman has long black hair plaited into a bun, with a small tiara sitting on top of her head. She has on a long green dress that matches the dark green shirt her husband wears. She doesn’t look at anyone other than him as they walk in and he lets go of her arm to hold a chair out for her. She sits down in a fluid motion, and the king takes the seat at the top of the table, folding his hands and watching me. My eyes draw up to the crown he is wearing, the green of the metal and the crystal in the middle.

      “My twin crowns,” is whispered in my mind, the Sea God’s voice nearly making me jump and leaving a stinging feeling behind my eyes. He never whispers to me in the day, only at night in my dreams. I lower my eyes, meeting the king’s once more, and he smiles like he knows something. Something I do not.

      “Everyone should eat,” the king says, watching me as I sit there staring at him. I won’t touch the food he has put in front of me. I won’t accept anything from him and he knows it as he stares my way, his dark eyes challenging me and getting more frustrated by the second that I won’t move.

      “No,” I tell him. He laughs loudly and Laura sighs.

      “You can’t behave, even for a minute?” she teases, but I don’t take my eyes off the king.

      “You hunt my kind, you killed Miss Drone, you killed my father, and blood pours from your hands. I will never accept anything from you, so why don’t we get straight to the point of this stupid meal?” I say, picking my drink up and pouring it onto the plate of food in front of me.

      “Straight to the point?” he asks me tensely, and I stand up, pushing my chair away from the table.

      “I won’t stay here any longer, playing your games, and feeding your sick desire for fear. If you want to kill me, do it!” I shout. He stands up, clapping his hands together. I don’t look towards Ryland or Hunter, keeping my eyes on the king as he gets up from the table and walks over to me. I see Ryland and Hunter get out of their seats from the corner of my eye, but I know I can’t take my focus off the king.

      “What part of you thinks you stand a chance against me?” the king asks, as he starts walking around me.

      “Because I have something you will never know, something that surpasses death,” I tell him, but he keeps walking.

      “What is that, pretty changed one with the eyes that burn with hate?” he asks me, almost gently.

      “Love,” I reply.

      “You believe my sons and their friends love you like you love them?” he asks, and I stay quiet, wondering how he knows that. I know I’m missing something when he smiles, and dread fills me.

      “You missed a person out on your list of deaths I have caused. Your friend, Livvy…,” he says, and my hand goes to my mouth in shock. He killed her.

      “No,” I shake my head as I step back, tears falling from my eyes at the idea of sweet Livvy being dead. She was too sweet for this world, too kind for a world that destroys everything in its path.

      “Yes, and she told me many things about you before she met her death. She was never truly your friend, so how can you trust anyone?” he asks me, and anger rises inside me. She betrayed me, the girl I saved, and she ended up dead anyway.

      “I -,” I go to reply.

      “- I will tell you one thing, changed one. You are nothing!” he says and grabs my arms, “No more than another changed one I will kill and make sure is never remembered.”

      “Stop!” Ryland shouts, running over, but it’s too late as fire burns up my arms once more. I scream out in pain as I fall to my knees.

      “Nothing, nothing, nothing,” he repeats over and over again as I close my eyes. Anger stronger than ever before builds up inside me, and even though pain controls my thoughts, there’s so much anger. Anger for everyone he has killed, anger for my kind he has hunted, anger for everything he has done to the world I live in. I look up, feeling power build in me, and he looks down at me, pausing his words. I see a blue glow in front of my eyes and his mark glowing red, clashing against the blue from mine. The same power I felt when I bonded with Dante fills me, a power from all my pirates. My chosen. And I will not die while they need me.

      “I. AM. NOT. NOTHING!” I scream, as water explodes from every part of my body. My power shoots wave after wave of water from me, sending the king flying across the room and knocking everyone else down as I hold my hands in the air in front of me and my feet leave the ground. Cold water drips from every part of my body as I lift my hand and pick the king up with my power, wrapping him in water as his screams are swallowed by the water and he tries to use his fire to escape.

      “Laura!” I hear shouting, but I can’t look away from the king as I tighten the water around him, seeing him choking and struggling to breathe. The power leaves me quickly and suddenly, my body falling into the water on the ground and my head smacking against the floor, leaving me dazed for a second. The king’s body falls, but I don’t have time to see if he is alive as a loud roar fills the room. I wipe my wet hair out of my eyes and look around the room. Ryland is running over to me with Laura in his arms. The queen is passed out near the fireplace and I feel hands slide around me, picking me up. I recognise the smell of Hunter straight away and bury my head in his neck.

      “That was unexpected, little bird,” he says, making me laugh a little, but the pain in my arms comes shooting back. He turns my arms over, seeing the burnt skin that looks so much worse now. “We need to escape. This can’t be for nothing,” he says, kissing my forehead and letting me stand up.

      “Riah. You must either get my daughter or leave me,” Laura murmurs in Ryland’s arms.

      “We can’t take her, you know this.”

      “Then kill her. Put her out of her suffering, Cassandra,” Laura tells me as she turns to stare at me, “He can never die if she is alive and her sons can’t be the ones to kill her.”

      “Enough, we don’t have time for this,” Hunter says firmly, and Laura passes out again before I can reply a word to her. I could never kill the queen; the twins, my pirates, would never forgive me. But as I look back at the king on the floor, knowing that he will never die because of her, will I have a choice?

      “Fira, my father’s fire dragon won’t let us leave the island. We might need to distract her,” Hunter tells me, as Ryland gets to my side.

      “Is your ship here?” I ask them as Jacob runs over to us. Jacob lifts my arm, frowning at my flinch of pain and kisses my cheek as Ryland speaks.

      “Yes, at the port, and Roger has it ready to go at all times,” Ryland replies.

      “Take Laura to the ship with Jacob. Hunter and I will go to get the others,” I tell them, and they all nod, still watching me.

      “Let’s go,” Hunter says, walking off through the water. I grab Ryland’s arm as he tries to walk away and lean over Laura to his cheek.

      “Be safe,” I say gently.

      “And you,” he tells me, and gives me a look that suggests he wants to say more but can’t right now.

      “And you,” I tell Jacob, who moves next to Ryland and pulls his sword out.

      “Always. Now go and let’s get us all out of here,” he says. I run next to him and Ryland to the door, seeing all the guards knocked out on the floor near it. The table is smashed in the corner of the room and food is floating in the water around us. I spot Tyrion face down in the water to the left of the door and quickly run over, pushing him onto his back, but he doesn’t wake up.

      “Who is he? We have to go,” Hunter asks me.

      “A friend,” I say and lift my hand, slapping Tyrion hard across the face. Thankfully, he wakes up with a start, watching me with wide, fearful eyes as he coughs up some water.

      “We are escaping. Time to fight and keep your word,” I tell him and offer him a hand to get up. He takes my hand after only a short pause, letting go once he is standing, and slides his sword out of his holder.

      “Here, you’re a better fighter with a sword than me, and I have these,” he offers Hunter the sword, and Hunter accepts. We both watch as Tyrion gets a collection of sharp throwing stars out of his jacket.

      “Time to leave, little bird,” Hunter says, and Ryland stops by the door with Jacob in front of him with a sword. I watch as Hunter leans up, grabbing the small crown and throwing it in the water as his hair drips with water. He looks more like one of my pirates than he has in weeks.

      “Come on,” I say, running to the door where Ryland is watching. Hunter pulls the door open slowly and, seeing no guards around, we all get out of the dining room. Ryland nods at me once before running down the opposite corridor with Jacob. I watch them until they are out of sight, then turn to the guys and nod. Hunter and Tyrion lead the way, running ahead of me down the long hallways and then they suddenly stop. I watch as Tyrion lifts his hand quickly, throwing a star in the air, and there’s a loud grunt. I walk around the corridor when they start running to me, seeing the dead guard on the floor, a star in the middle of his neck and his blood pouring all over the floor. I know it’s necessary to escape, but these guards don’t have a choice. They are forced to work here, and they can’t escape any more than we can. Tyrion pauses us, his arm shooting out and stopping Hunter when we get to the next corridor. He lifts his hand once more, throwing two stars in what seems like one second. He moves so quickly that I don’t even see the stars leave his hands. We hear two more grunts and then he lets us walk around the corner and over the dead bodies of the guards.

      “I feel useless here,” Hunter growls out at Tyrion, who smirks at him.

      “We have bigger problems than your egos,” I snap at them both.

      “I’ll watch the door,” Hunter says as Tyrion opens it with the keys from his belt. We run in and Tyrion goes to Everly’s cage first.

      “Cass?” she asks, getting up off the floor and I run over to the cage Chaz is in. He gets up, coming to the door and pulling me to him.

      “What’s happening?” he asks, and I look to the side to see Zack and Dante listening.

      “We are escaping. I don’t have time to explain,” I say, seeing Tyrion running over with the keys. I step back from the cage as Everly gets to me and squeezes me tight in her thin arms. I hold her close and then pull away.

      “We are really getting out of here?” she asks, the question simple, but full of hope.

      “All of us,” I tell her, and she smiles, the first real smile I’ve seen since we got here. Chaz walks out of the cage and goes to the door after kissing my cheek. I see him talking quietly to Hunter outside as Tyrion lets Dante and Zack out of their cage. Once they get out, we don’t waste any time running to the door and throwing it open. I see Hunter pat Dante’s shoulder out of the corner of my eye as we keep running down the long corridor.

      “This way, there’s a secret cave path that leads to the port from the cliffs,” Hunter shouts, and we all turn in the direction he shows us. We get to another corridor and Hunter opens the right door quickly, rushing in, but there is no one around the simple room. It has a desk, an old painting, and shiny jugs littered around, but not much else. We all get in the room and the door is shut behind us before he runs over to the balcony, pushing the fabric away, and we all run through an archway. Outside is a big balcony and on the left is the cliff connected to it.

      “Go!” Dante pulls on my arm when I spend too much time staring, and we run across the cliff. A large roar shakes the ground, just as a dragon appears over the cliff, almost knocking us over with the power of its wings. We all duck as it flies above our heads, its roar so painful to my ears that I have to hold them.

      “There!” Hunter points to a gap in the rocks, a small hole that a person could climb through.

      “RUN!” I scream when I look up to the see the dragon flying at us again, fire bursting from its mouth. The dragon shoots streams of fire straight at us, and we all scramble to run away from it. When the dragon takes to the sky again, I know something is wrong and I look to the cliff right behind me. I turn around to see I’m separated from the guys and Everly. A wall of fire is between us and they are on the other side. Dante is on fire, but I can see Chaz putting him out. I exhale a sigh of relief when he stands up.

      “Cassandra!” Hunter shouts, walking towards me like he would walk through the fire and not care.

      “Don’t! You won’t survive that, and even if you do, I’m not worth it,” I shout, and he stops, his dark eyes watching me.

      “I won’t leave you here, and you are,” he shouts, just as Dante, Chaz, and Zack get to his side.

      “None of us will leave you,” Dante tells me.

      “Don’t worry…I will look after her,” I hear next to me, and I turn my eyes in horror to see the king walking through the flames as they move for him. He lifts his hand, throwing a ball of fire at me before I can even lift my hands and it sends me flying into the air. I land on my side, right on the edge of the cliff. I feel the clothes on my stomach burning and the pain brings tears to my eyes.

      “NO!” Hunter screams, and the king lifts his hand, making the wall of flames so high and thick that I can’t see anyone on the other side anymore. I lift myself to my feet, holding my arm around my stomach and look up as the king stops a few steps in front of me.

      “Jump, come to me,” I hear whispered into my mind, the Sea God’s words kind and soft, not like he is suggesting jumping off a cliff into the Storm Sea. I look down at the sea, the massive waves that crash against rocks and the howls of the wind filling me with a choking fear that jumping may be my only option.

      “So strong, even when I’m seconds from killing you,” the king says, making me look back at him as he tilts his head to the side.

      “Jump, there is no choice,” the god shouts into my mind, making me put my hands on the side of my head.

      “Is the Sea God whispering to you even now?” the king asks, and I look over at him. “He still loves you, still protects you, and that is why you must die.”

      “You will not get to kill me,” I say, straightening my back and glaring over at him, “Only the sea gets to make that choice.”

      His eyes widen as he realises what I’m going to do; I take a step back and fall off the cliff. The cold air and weightless feeling of falling are all I can focus on as I fall, and it surprises me how long I fall for. I see flashes of each one of my pirates in my mind as the air whistles past my ears. When my body hits the cold water, it’s so shocking that I can’t move. I sink quickly into the water. Any fight in me left the moment I stepped off the cliff. The water harshly throws my body around and the water chokes me with every breath I try to hold in.

      “Welcome to my world, to the sea,” I hear whispered by the Sea God. I open my eyes to see him swimming towards me. A gold light highlights his body, his gold hair floating in the water and his glowing gold eyes calling to me.

      “Sleep and rest. You are safe in my arms,” I hear him whisper just before I close my eyes.
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          Cassandra

        

      

    

    
      I blink my eyes open as a tiny drop of water lands on my forehead and I see the ceiling of a cave. There is water on the walls, causing little drops to drip on my body every now and then. I lift my arms, seeing my smooth pale skin, and I sit up with a jolt. I smooth my hands over my right arm, then my left, and then to my stomach under the grey dress I’m wearing. I was hit with a fireball, so how is my skin fine?

      “I healed you,” the Sea God’s voice comes from across the room, just as he stands up and walks into the only light in the middle of the room. The light comes from the ceiling and a hole at the top of the cave. I pull myself off the straw bed and stand up, my long grey dress falling to the floor. I have never seen this dress before and I know he must have dressed me. I keep my eyes on his gold ones as I step closer.

      “Can you read my mind?” I ask.

      “No. You spoke out loud,” he tells me, and I choose to believe him. I feel inside myself, feeling my bond to my pirates and how they all feel alive, but distant. The Sea God comes over to me, offering me a white fur cloak, which I accept and put on. I pull my hair out of my cloak, and see that its far longer, reaching my waist now. I want to ask how that is possible, but I can’t waste time with the Sea God by asking questions like that.

      “Tell me how you know the king?” I ask him.

      “The king was once a poor boy, a forgotten child. A child that I gave access to my home and he stole from me years later. He stole my twin crowns, god-laced gifts, and used them to boost the powers he stole from one of my changed ones,” he says, anger making his gold eyes glow brighter, but all I can hear is that the Sea God did all of this. He made a poor boy into a powerful, evil king.

      “Why? Why didn’t you stop him?” I scream at the man standing in front of me. The Sea God, the one who could have stopped all this with a wave of his hand. The thoughts of what just happened fly through my mind. I have no idea if the rest of them escaped. My family, my pirates, and everyone I have ever cared about could be stuck in that castle.

      “Even gods cannot stop their children. Only guide them and hope,” he says, folding his hands. You wouldn’t think he was a powerful god from his torn clothes and scraggy beard. I wouldn’t have thought he was anything but an old man, if I hadn’t seen him save me. 

      “You gave him those powers! You let him keep that crown!” I shout, stepping closer as my own powers call for me to use them. I glance up at the top of the cave, seeing the water swirling and the sky just visible above. We are in the middle of the Storm Sea, the sea he saved me from when no one else could. It should scare me, but it doesn’t. I’m done being filled with fear.

      “I also gave you your powers. I also saved your life and brought you here,” he responds.

      “You want a deal? A deal between us?” I ask. I think back to every night for months that he has whispered the same thing to me, the same promise of a future after everything. 

      “Yes. It is the only way to save those you love,” he says, a sharp pain shooting through my heart at the thought of my pirates, my chosen. 

      “Tell me the riddle once more, the deal you told me once,” I request, knowing I need to hear it again before agreeing to it.

      “A deal is sought after, a deal will be made.

      The price is clear, the truth will not be forbidding. 

      The true heir of both water and land must take the throne. 

      The fire-touched king must fall at the hands of the water-touched pirate.

      Changed ones must never have the throne and only a changed one can give the crown to the new queen.

      The crown needed to win, can only be found where life lives within water.

      Only ice will bring the map, if she does not fall.

      If the deal is not agreed, then the sea will never be saved.” He says each word with power. The words surround my memory and I know there are a lot of demands in that riddle. If I even get one wrong, then I could lose everything. They say the Sea God is the master of tricks, as well as the sea. 

      “This is the only way,” he tells me gently as I walk over to him.

      “Call my dragon here, let her take me away, and I will agree to this deal,” I tell him, knowing that the only way I’m getting out of this cave is with help. My pirates can’t help me now, but I need to save them. I need to save the sea.

      “The deal is made,” the Sea God says, his gold hair lifting like there is a breeze. Then, my dragon’s roar sounds through the cave.

      I turn, hearing a loud crackling noise and then a huff of cold air that blows my dress around. My dragon walks into the cave slowly, giving me time to really look at her. She is massive, the size of a house, with shiny white scales, and a blue scale under her right eye. Her bright blue eyes watch me as I reach a hand out.

      “Vivo, I need your help. I need to leave and get to Fiaten,” I plead, holding still as Vivo presses her cold, rough nose into my hand. She steps back and lowers her head, so her nose is touching the floor. It’s a strange position she holds herself in.

      “She is giving you permission to ride her. Dragons always recognise those who protected them, and you saved her. You are her rider, Cassandra,” the Sea God says, and I turn to look at him.

      “I will complete our deal and free my people. Changed ones will not be hunted, not for a kiss from a god,” I tell him firmly.

      “I would never mark a child, a baby, if it wasn’t necessary for me to survive. I must mark changed ones, knowing I will lose them. Gods must pay the long price of time,” he says, his words floating around my mind. “If I die, the sea dies with me. This is the price of the world of gods, a world you could join if you wish,”

      “I could be a god?” I ask.

      “That is your second deal. There must be a new god soon. I must choose, and the deal is yours, but the price is high like I warned.”

      “What is the price?’

      “You will lose your chosen, they will never see you again. Unlimited power in exchange for love. That is my offer,” he says, linking his hands together and waiting for an answer I give him straight away.

      “Love. I will always choose them.”

      “Time doesn’t change for me. I gave up what you will not. If it means anything, Cassandra, I wish I had made the same choice as you many years ago,” he tells me.

      “I feel sorry for you, but time is changing and I have a world to save,” I tell him firmly. Things are going to change now. I will make sure of it. I am not going to stop, no matter who hates me in the end. I must save the world. I must save the sea.

      “You are the strongest changed one, and when you wear the crown, you will be able to win. Your power will be as strong as his,” he tells me as Vivo lets out a long huff.

      “And what then?” I ask.

      “You will save the sea and all will be free. Or we will all fall at his hands,” he says, stepping back.

      “Thank you for saving me. Is there a price?” I ask him.

      “The price is already paid,” he tells me, and I give him a confused look. I don’t expect him to answer me and he doesn’t. I look back at Vivo, and to the large spikes on her back. I climb up her wing, slipping a little on her shiny scales but managing to pull myself in between two of the biggest spikes. I wrap my arms around her spike in front of me with the one behind pressed closely into my back. I don't think I will fall off, but I’m about to ride a dragon for the first time. I can hardly believe the person I was months ago. I was a girl hidden, and now, I’m a dragon rider.

      “Vivo, we can leave,” I tell her as I pull my cloak tightly around me, excited to get back to my pirates. She stands up, turning around as I look back at the Sea God watching me go. He looks happy almost, pride shining in his eyes. I turn back as Vivo gets to the end of the cave, and there’s a waterfall. It’s the place from my dreams, the same cave and the waterfall that always opens when I’m woken up. It makes all of this suddenly seem more real. Vivo leans back, her bright blue eyes meeting mine, and I stroke a hand down her neck.

      “Let’s go home, Vivo,” I say, and her head snaps forward to look at the waterfall as she takes a few steps back and then runs towards it. I lower my head and hold on tight to her spikes as the harsh, cold water pounds against my body and I open my eyes as water pushes hard against them. It stings, making it nearly impossible to open them, but the sight in front of me is worth it. We are in the sea, and Vivo is swimming up towards the top of the water using her large wings to swim. I try not to scream as she uses her large wings to swim harder, and my back is pushed hard against her spikes as water pounds against my face. I can’t do anything but hold on. It gets harder to breathe, and I start coughing for every breath as she swims. When Vivo and I break from the water, I take a deep gasp of cold air as I wipe the water out my eyes and catch my breath. When I’ve calmed down a few moments later, I look down at the Storm Sea.

      “I’m flying, we are flying,” I whisper, and Vivo lets out a loud roar that shakes her entire body. There are clouds everywhere, a storm right in front of us and lightning flashing against the sky, but Vivo flies us straight up through them. I hold on tight as water pounds against me for a moment until she breaks through the clouds, then uses her wings to smooth herself out. I open my eyes once more to see her just gliding in the air, hearing the sound of her beating wings. I lean back to look around at the purples and oranges painted across the sky up here, the peace above the storm, and the sun we are flying towards. Everything is warmer up here, and the warm breeze is drying my clothes and hair as we fly.

      “Thank you. I don’t know if you can understand me, Vivo…but thank you for coming for me,” I say, and she huffs, a shiver going through her, and I smooth my hand over the wet scales on her neck.

      “I never forgot about you, not once. I wish I could have protected you more when you hatched and I wish I could have seen you grow into the beautiful dragon you are now,” I tell her honestly, “but we are together now, and you have a place by my side if you wish it.” She lets out a loud roar, ice shooting from her mouth and I watch as it drops through the clouds.

      “We will need to fight. We have to save the sea, save Calais,” I whisper to her and she growls, tilting her body to the side. I hold on tight as she suddenly shoots down into the clouds. I keep my eyes open, watching around her head as the clouds disappear to show an island full of mountains, huge mountains that nearly touch the sky. Vivo flies quickly towards them.

      “Fiaten,” I whisper, knowing it couldn't be anything other than that. I hold on as Vivo flies us straight to the biggest mountain in the middle of lots of little ones. It takes her a while to get to it, but I can’t believe the amazing views I get to experience from up here. She flies around the largest mountain until I can see a large stone platform cut into the side. It’s a landing platform, that much is easy to spot from the air, but I doubt you could see it from the bottom of the mountains.

      “Land there,” I tell her, and she tilts her body towards the landing. Three people in black cloaks run away when they see Vivo and me, running back towards the large doors that go inside the mountain. Vivo lands with a large thud that nearly knocks me off her back. She growls loud, loud enough that I flinch until she stops, knowing she doesn’t mean to hurt my ears.

      “Thank you,” I whisper to her, stroking her back and lifting myself down as she bows down for me once more. I slide down her scales on her side, much easier than climbing on, and Vivo’s loud roar is the only warning before an arrow comes flying towards me. I lift my hands, thinking of a wall of water and a wave of water shoots out of my hand, knocking the arrow away and slamming into the person who shot it at me. I lower my hands to see two men on the floor by the doors, their bows and arrows on the ground next to them. Ten more men run out of the doors, holding a mixture of daggers, bows, and swords, looking like they want to kill me. They all have black leather outfits, except for two of them who are wearing black cloaks and hold no weapons. None of them make a move to attack me, but I keep my hands in the air just in case.

      “Stop!” a familiar voice shouts. Then, I see Dante pushing through the men and stopping as he stares at me in utter shock. I can’t help the smile that lights up my face as I run over to him and throw my arms around his neck.

      “Dante,” I whisper. And he pulls away, holding my face in both of his hands as he looks at me. His eyes search every bit of my face as I do the same with him. Dante looks much better, with his brown hair and beard cut short, his blue eyes searching mine for something.

      “You’re real?” he asks, not at all what I was expecting him to say.

      “Yes,” I answer, confusion all over my face when he still just stares and his mouth drops opens a little.

      “Is everyone here? Did you all escape?” I ask him.

      “A year ago, Cassandra. We escaped the castle a year ago, just after we watched you fall off a cliff,” he says. His voice is gruff and full of emotion as I try to process his words. I’ve been gone a year, but it only felt like moments with the Sea God. I look up into Dante’s light eyes, his eyes that have always reminded me of the sea, and I know everything has changed except one thing. He still looks at me like he loves me. I lean forward, kissing him as he returns my kiss with just as much passion.
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      “Is this Cassandra? Your changed one?” a man asks from behind Dante, breaking up our kiss. Dante reluctantly moves his hands away from my face, reaching down and taking my hand in his, linking our fingers.

      “Yes, this is Cassandra. Cassandra, this is Master Light,” Dante introduces us as the man walks over and lowers the black cloak hiding his face. I look at him in surprise as I see the three lines in a row in the middle of his forehead.

      “You’re a changed one,” I state, and he nods his head.

      “And we have waited for you. What has the Sea God asked?” he asks me straight away, but I don’t know him. I narrow my eyes, not trusting him when I don’t know what is going on here. It’s been a year and there is only one thing I want to do.

      “I want to see my chosen first before I will tell anyone anything,” I say, crossing my arms.

      “I did warn you she was stubborn,” Dante says, making Master Light laugh. When he stops laughing, he nods to me and looks behind me at Vivo.

      “Please tell your dragon to fly down and you will call her. She will need to hunt and find a warm place for the night,” he tells me. I look back at Vivo and unhook my hand from Dante’s to approach her.

      “Go find somewhere warm and get some food, but stay close. And thank you, Vivo,” I whisper. She presses her head against the side of my body before she steps back and turns around, flying off into the mountains with a loud roar. Master Light walks over to me, watching Vivo as she flies off.

      “A dragon rider as well as the awaited chosen one,” he says, “I do look forward to knowing you.”

      “And I you,” I reply.

      “Go and be with your chosen. We will talk in a day,” Master Light tells me as Dante comes to my side and slides his hand into mine once more. I give Master Light a sharp nod and watch as he walks out, the other men following him.

      “I need to see them all,” I say to Dante, a need to be close to them ruling out anything else in my mind.

      “I know, and we need to be close to you, too,” he says, and as I try to walk away, he pulls me back into his arms and kisses me. A kiss so tender, so soft that it takes everything in me not to cry.

      “Dante,” I say as he pulls away, wiping a tear that escaped my eye.

      “Come on. The others will be in our room,” he tells me. I want to ask him a million questions, but I find myself not saying a word as we walk towards the doors. I want to ask what they have done for a year? Do they still feel the same way for me? What has the king done in this year? So many questions and yet none of them feel right to speak right now. I let go of Dante’s hand in shock when we step through the doors and walk the few steps to the stone barrier in front of me. The inside of the mountain has a large waterfall in the middle, and around it are rows and rows of stone caves and paths outside them like the one we’re on. I look down to see green fields on the bottom floor. Plants, trees, and rows of vegetables cover the ground that people are walking around.

      “What is this place?” I ask, loving the beauty of it and the sound of the water. It’s almost peaceful.

      “Fiaten City. It’s all inside the mountains, which is why the king cannot attack us here. It’s safe, and the changed ones who are alive, live here and keep nature running,” Dante tells me, sliding his hand down my arm. I turn and hold his hand once more.

      “Let’s go,” I say, knowing that there is something far more important than staring at the beauty and nature of this place. I need to see my pirates. Dante nods his head down the right path and we see a few people pass us with their black cloak hoods up so I can’t see their faces, but I feel them staring at me as I walk past.

      “One more thing first,” Dante suddenly says, opening a wooden door and pulling me inside.

      “Yes?” I ask, but he doesn’t answer me as he kisses me. The kiss is demanding as I throw myself into his arms and his kisses take all the air from my body. He pushes me against the door, his hands sliding up my leg slowly, burning a path with every touch.

      “Tell me to stop. I’m losing control, pretty girl,” Dante asks me as he breaks away from the kiss, but I shake my head.

      “Don’t stop. I need you, pretty boy,” I say, and he groans before slamming his lips into mine. He pushes my dress up my legs, finds my underwear, and I hear a ripping noise seconds later. I gasp as his finger slides inside me at the same time his thumb starts rubbing circles around my clit. His lips battle with my own, and neither of us can get enough until he suddenly pulls his finger out and I help him undo his trousers. Dante lifts me up higher, getting us into the right position, but not going inside me as he uses his one hand to make me look at him.

      “I love you. I love you more than I could ever tell you,” he says before sliding into me, making me moan out in pleasure. I move up and down him, biting my lip from the pleasure as he keeps his eyes locked with mine.

      “I love you, too,” I say, and his hands slide down my body, grabbing my hips and thrusting into me harder as his lips press against mine. Every thrust gets me closer to the edge, the pleasure building up until I can't focus on anything other than moving my hips with his.

      “Come for me, pretty girl,” Dante growls out, before moving his lips to my neck and lightly sucking. His words send me over the edge as I scream his name and feel him thrust a few more times before he finishes inside me.

      “I missed you. I god damn missed you,” Dante mutters, kissing me again as he slides out of me but keeps me in his arms.

      “Never again. We are never going to be separated again,” I say, and he nods, looking down at me.

      “We should see the others. They might kill me for keeping you so long,” he says, and I nod. I help him do up his trousers before looking at my ripped-up underwear and then to the small bedroom we are in. There are two single beds, and a small circle fire in a bowl in the middle of the room.

      “Your room?” I ask.

      “Mine and Zack’s,” he says and takes my hand as I smooth down my dress and we walk out of the room. Dante turns us down a row of caves, passing wooden doors hiding more rooms behind them until we get to the end one.

      “You ready to see them all?” he asks me.

      “I’ve always been,” I say gently, and he smiles before pushing the door open.

      “You’re late for lunch. We have all been waiting -,” Zack says, looking up from the table. I don’t know who to look at first as all my pirates turn to look at me.

      “Cassandra…,” Zack whispers, dropping the plate he was holding and it smashes onto the table. Zack’s hair is longer, the blond bits curling around his shoulders, and he has grown a blonde beard to match, making him look more handsome than I’ve ever seen him. I look over at Hunter and Ryland, my dark princes, and they are bigger, more muscular, but look every bit the pirates I have come to love. I’m so happy to see the feathers back in their hair, and Ryland’s pirate hat is back. I look next at Chaz, whose handsome face is no longer marked with bruises, and then finally to Jacob, who has a long scar down the side of his eye. His one eye is completely white and I know something must have happened to him. But mainly, they all look and feel the same to me. My bond seems to come to life being close to them all.

      “I’m back, and we have a crown to find. We have a war to win and a world to save,” I say, watching as each of them stand up one by one.

      “Where were you? We all knew you were alive. We could feel it, but couldn’t find you. We have spent a year training, fighting, and searching for you,” Zack tells me, sadness in his words.

      “I was with the Sea God,” I say, the silence after my words is deafening.

      “What did he want?” Ryland asks, leaning his hands on the desk and watching me for the answer.

      “Your father’s death, the sea saved, and a new queen on the throne,” I tell them, and they look between each other before all their eyes return to me.

      “Good thing you have your pirates by your side. Six pirates, six of your chosen, six men who would die for you, because we love you,” Chaz says gently.

      “And I love my pirates, too…” I whisper, but their smiles show they heard.

      “We have a question we all want to ask you,” Hunter says, pulling out the box from the middle of the table. He gets something out of it before they all walk to stand in a line in front of me. Dante moves from my side to join the line and then I watch as each of them kneel down.

      “We knew the moment you tried to jump off the ship that we had to keep you. I mean, what crazy girl would do that?” Jacob starts off, making me laugh.

      “But none of us thought we would meet the bravest, kindest, and most beautiful woman in the world that day,” Ryland says, making my heart feel like melting.

      “Every day with you is how we want our future to be, because we all love you,” Dante tells me gently.

      “I knew I loved you from the moment you hit me with a chair. I was lost then,” Zack says, making us all laugh a little as I reach up and wipe away the tears that have fallen.

      “We want to protect you, be yours in every way possible, and never leave your side,” Chaz says, and they all look to Hunter as he lifts the ring he was holding in his hand and offers it to me. It’s a blue diamond with six little white diamonds around it.

      “You’re our centre, our girl. Will you marry us?” Hunter asks.

      “Yes.”
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        Falling. Falling. Falling.

        That’s all I remember and then the cold wash of water as it hit my body and everything turned cold. I don’t remember the men that pulled me out the Sea. 

        I don’t remember who I am. 

        But they know me, they say we all grew up together on Sixa, that I saved them from death a long time ago and I know a secret that could save our town.

        That could save the world of Calais...

        When everything goes wrong on the islands, and war is whispered in the winds, will her men be able to get her memories back before it’s too late? 

        This is a short novella set in the world of Escape the Sea (Saved by Pirates Series). 

        **Reverse harem**
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Chapter One

          

          Eowynn

        

      

    

    
      I don’t remember screaming as I fell off the white cliffs and the cold water hit my body, but I imagine I did. I just remember falling and the cold as it controlled my body and my every thought. It was so cold, the sort of cold that shocks you so deeply that you feel like you can’t breathe. The type of cold that could stop your heart and freeze it in place in a second, or at least, that’s what it felt like. I blink my eyes open as pain shoots through my head, seeing the crystal blue water above me, but I can’t move from the icy feeling spreading through my body. My eyes close before I can see anything else, before I can even remember who pushed me. All I can feel is the water, as my words get stuck on my tongue, and everything just blurs as the water loses all colour, and everything turns white…

      “The damage to her head is extensive, we don’t know if she will wake up and we have no other healers that will give you better advice than I and the five you have seen. I am sorry,” I hear a female voice say in a nervous tone, as light hits my eyes gently. The light is dim and warm as it flickers above my closed eyes. The room is warm, and I can feel the soft surface I’m lying on, the fur blanket rested over my body as I move my fingers in it.

      “I don’t want to hear you say sorry, we have not lost her. Find another healer!” A deep and dark sounding voice says before something smashes in the room. I stay still as the pieces of whatever smashed fall to the ground.

      “Shan, calm down. Breaking priceless vases that Eowynn loves isn’t going to make her wake up,” another male says, his voice is warm like the heat from sitting by a fire. Warm and husky, and it makes you want to cuddle up to him as he whispers words into your ear.

      “It might do Cullen, you know she loves those treasures,” a man says and I feel a hand placed on my cheek, the hand is smooth and warm. I stay still as he trails his fingers down my cheek and then he is gone. Not long later I hear a door open and close, followed by a cold breeze.

      “Wake up for me, for all of us. We cannot live this life without you,” another man says, his voice reminds me of ice, cold and smooth but it’s still unfamiliar to me, like all the voices I’ve heard. They all don’t remind me of anyone and they called me Eowynn, but I don’t know that name. The more I think about it, the more I start to panic because I don’t think I have any idea who any of these people are or who I am.

      Who am I?

      I force myself to slowly focus on some part of my body, like my hand and try to move my fingers but everything feels sore. I feel like there could be bruises all over my body but it makes sense when I only remember being in that cold sea.

      What was before the sea?

      I force my hand to move and a warm hand grabs it, holding it tightly. The hand feels rough, almost like there are millions of marks to show he uses his hands often.

      "Wynn, wake up," the man says, the one that sounds like ice, and there is silence in the room as I finally feel like I can open my eyes. I blink my eyes open to see a man hanging over me as I lie on a bed, the man that is holding my hands and his lips slowly part as he realises I’m awake. The man has white hair, that’s cut short and big brown eyes that are darker around the edges and bright in the middle. His lips pull up in a smirk as I keep staring at him.

      "Wynn, Wynn, how are you?" the man asks and there is shuffling as the bed dips and I turn my head slowly to see a giant of a man sitting on the other side and staring at me with a mixture of shock and relief. The giant man has long black hair that is in a plait at the back of his head and I can see the end of the plait is on the bed, so it must be really long and it looks soft. He has darker eyes than the cold speaking one, his eyes look black unless you stare really close like I am and see that they are more like a very dark brown. There isn’t a mix in them, not really but they are something to look at none the less.

      "Say something, I need to hear you speak," the man says, and I recognise him as the one with the deep voice and the one that broke a vase. I think they called him Shan.

      "Who are you?" I ask and the two men look between each other.
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Chapter Two

          

          Eowynn

        

      

    

    
      After I asked who they were, the two strange men got off the bed and started talking in whispers by the door, looking back at me every few seconds to make it clear who they are talking about. I sit up on the bed, watching them and not knowing what to say, so I decide to look around instead. The room is bigger than I thought and I’m a little surprised to see it’s a hut and ice blocks make the walls. It’s not cold due to the small fire in the middle of the room and it vents through the hole above it in the ceiling. There are two blue couches in the corner, above a fur rug and two large wooden wardrobes, a small kitchen and two doors in here that I can see from the bed. The bed is massive also, enough to fit at least five people on and covered in rugs.

      "Why are you not with her?" another man demands as he walks into the room, making me jump. I recognise this one as the man with a warm voice and he walks straight over to me like no one else is in the room.

      "Wait Cullen!" The ice guy shouts but Cullen doesn’t listen as he storms over to me and grabs hold of my cheeks, and kisses me. I’m in shock for about a second as he firmly pushes his lips against mine. He kisses me in such a familiar way that I don’t move for far too long. When he groans, it snaps me out of whatever shock I was in and I lift my hand and slap him across the face. He looks at me in shock as he swings his head back to look at me, he looks almost dangerous but there’s something about him that doesn’t scare me.

      "What in the seas was that for?" Cullen asks slowly, just as ice guy gets to his side and grabs his arm, pulling him off the edge of the bed.

      "She has no idea who we are," The ice guy replies dryly.

      "Tell me he is kidding Shan?" one of them asks the giant man, who comes over and watches me the whole time.

      "She doesn’t know us, the hit to her head must have erased her memory." Shan mutters.

      “No memory, tell me he is playing a game Diego, that you all are,” Cullen demands, shaking his head. At least I have all their names now. Ice man is Diego, the warm man is Cullen and the large man is Shan. I’m sure there is someone else missing, but I’m not sure who or why I feel like that.

      "Now? Just after her mother, the last council member dies, and told her the secret we all need to know?" Cullen says, rubbing his fingers through his hair.

      "I don’t care about the secret, I only care that our wife doesn’t have a clue who we are!" Shan shouts, the shout echoes around the room and I move back on the bed. He looks at me and shakes his head before looking away with shame in his eyes. I’m not scared of him, I don’t feel like that. He doesn’t seem like he would.

      "Shan, you need to calm down. We all care about our wife, but what she has forgotten means-" Diego says and Shan cuts him off.

      "-I know," Shan snaps.

      "I’m married to all three of you?" I ask, making them all go silent and turn to look at me. I know what marriage is but I just can’t remember who they are. I married that many people? I’m so lost in my thoughts that I don’t even notice the door opening or the cold air that comes in with the person who walks in.

      "Four. You're married to me as well, treasure," a man says, walking into the room through the wooden door that is attached to the ice. A cold breeze follows him in, and he slams the door closed behind him. The man has short blond hair, bright blue eyes and a tall, thinner frame than the others. He is still extremely attractive, and seems cheeky to me.

      "They said my name is Eowynn or Wynn. Is it treasure as well?" I ask because I’m getting confused with all these names. This is so much to take in, and it makes me want to go back to sleep to think about it some more without all their eyes on me and their whispers worrying me.

      "It’s my nickname for you, and you have one for me. Don’t you remember?" he asks me and I shake my head. "It's Thief, you call me it to annoy me,".

      "What is your real name? And why do I call you that?" I ask him, and he grins.

      "When you remember, you can call me it and until then you won’t find out. You will need to think about it for those answers. Only you know," he replies, with a slightly cheeky tone that makes me smile. I have the feeling he makes me smile a lot, that he makes me laugh.

      "I can just ask one of my other husbands..." I say and he chuckles.

      "At least you haven’t lost that snarky personality we all have grown to love," he replies.

      "We clearly need to have a long talk about who I am, and who you all are," I tell them all when there is an awkward silence between us.

      "It’s simple, we are your husbands and we love you. There’s nothing else that’s important right now." Shan is the one that replies to me, and none of them disagree with him.

      "Maybe you could start from the beginning, tell me how we met...and who I am. I don’t know you, I don’t know this room or where we are." I say, panic slipping into my voice and they all look between each other once again.

      "Okay, we can do that," Cullen says. "But one at a time, we should each tell her something so we don’t overload her with information."

      "Yes, good idea." Shan comments, "I’m going first, as we met first," he says and the other guys don’t disagree as they all look at me one more time before walking out the room. These men know each other extremely well. I can tell from how they can speak by just looking at each other, no words needed. They don’t even disagree with each other over important things and none of them looked jealous at the idea of letting Shan talk to me first. Don’t men get jealous when they share someone?

      "Why don’t you clean up? and I will get you some food," he says before walking into one of the other rooms and I just sit in the bed wondering what I did to win not one handsome man as a husband but four?
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Chapter Three

          

          Eowynn

        

      

    

    
      After I found the toilet, which was a wooden seat with a hole in it and with a bucket of water to wash it down, I then cleaned up after staring at myself in the mirror. I have long black hair, that is straight and shiny. I have big green eyes and pale skin, I also have black marks tattooed all the way from my wrists to my chest but I don’t know what they mean or I can’t read them. There’s a large bruised lump on the right side of my head, but its hidden well under my hair. It’s strange to look at myself, but not know who I am. I look down at the black marks, that have been drawn into my skin. There are four of them, all different and dozens of swirls around the symbols. One is a sword, one is shield, another is a claw and the last one looks like an island. I look once more at myself, trying to connect or even just remember something about who I am before giving up and leaving the room.

      "This is yours," Shan says when I walk out the cleaning room and he holds up a fur coat. Its white fur, and it must have taken someone a long time to shape the arms and the stitches in it.

      "Thank you. It’s so lovely," I say and put it on, loving how warm I feel straight away and Shan smiles at me.

      "Yes, I made it for you a long time ago. When you saw it, you kissed me and we spent the night making love on top of that coat," he says and I feel my cheeks burn but I don’t take the coat off. Shan seems happy that I don’t, as he smiles warmly and waves a hand towards the corner of the room where there is a fur rug and on top of it is two couches in a blue material that look handmade. I go and sit down, and he brings over two large mugs of a hot drink and hands me one.

      "It’s your favourite drink, an herbal tea of sorts," Shan comments.

      "Lemon flower," I murmurer when I smell it and surprised that the name of the herb rolls off my tongue so easily.

      "Yes," Shan says, with clear excitement in his eyes. I want to tell him more but that’s all there is, just the name of an herb tea I liked to drink but not who these men are to me. I should know that. Shan sees my defeated look and looks away for a second before finally facing me.

      "So…we met when we were ten. Twelve years ago now," He tells me.

      “We met so young," I comment.

      “Not especially, you met your other husbands not long after as we all started school on the island. Well everyone but Thief, but that’s his story. I just met you a few hours earlier than them,” he winks and it makes me laugh a little.

      “I love when you laugh, it’s like the cold world warms a little for you,” he says, leaving me speechless.

      “Shan…”

      “I know, you don’t know me. This is just difficult, I’ve loved you since we were ten,” he admits to me and shakes his head. “Maybe we could start with something less personal, like where we live,” he says but its more to himself.

      "You live on a large island called Sixa, that is covered in ice and creatures that live on it with us. Our village is right in the middle, and your father and mother were on the council. You are a council member now, the last one." He says but I only seem to hear the middle part of what he said as I try to think of my parents. I remember a dark haired man and woman singing to me as I wore a white dress and danced around with someone. I was young and they both looked so happy.

      “I danced in front of them, in a white dress with a boy…” I mutter the end part as I remember the boy, the blond hair and playful blue eyes haunting me, making me never want to forget.

      “Thief. You’ve danced with Thief at the winter fair for your parents when you were twelve. You dance every year since then, you are an amazing dancer,” Shan says gently.

      "Are my parent’s dead?" I ask quietly, not knowing because I don’t remember that.

      "Yes. Your father died when you were twelve, when a large ice creature attacked the town and several other council members were killed that day as they saved us. It was a few days after the dance, and you told me once dancing reminds you of him," he tells me and some part of me knows that. Dancing reminds me of my father, how he smiled at me, how he loved to see me dance.

      "What happened to the others? The other council members I mean," I ask him, needing to change the subject.

      "Another two council members where killed by their son, for doing terrible things." He says, a sad look on his face.

      "Where is the son? Why couldn’t he be a council member?" I ask, wondering if he was killed for killing his parents.

      "I don’t know where he is now, but I hope we will meet one day once again. He was a good man who got put in a terrible place. You knew Zack too, you used to be friends with him and helped him escape with all of us," he tells me but I don’t remember anyone called Zack.

      "And the other council members?" I ask.

      "There were two left and your mother, one got killed when a disease hit the town." He says, and I can see its difficult for him to tell me all this. I have the feeling he is avoiding telling me about my mother and I need to know if I can’t remember myself.

      "And my mother? And the last one?" I ask him bluntly, I don’t want to mess around when this is information I need.

      "Your mother died in your arms two weeks ago, the same day she told you something and you fell off the cliff into the water. A secret of the kings, a secret that apparently could save everyone but you didn’t tell us what. You said you would explain after you got it," he tells me, “Lucky we decided to follow you anyway, just to see you being pushed off that cliff and into a deep, cold pool of water,” he says, fury spreading across his eyes and making them look like they are burning.

      "I remember the king, we have a king..." I say but all I can feel is a burning hate when I think of the king, but I don’t know why. Why would I hate a king?

      "An evil king?" I ask and he nods.

      "The last council member. What happened to him or her?" I ask.

      "He is dead, I killed him for pushing you off that cliff and trying to kill you." He says, not one part of his sentence speaks any sorrow or regret for killing someone. I guess I feel the same way as he does, except part of me is happy.

      "Then I’m glad he is dead," I say, feeling little emotion other than happiness and respect for Shan. I watch him drink the tea and he puts it down. Shan is really handsome, and I feel so attracted to him as I stare. A memory flashes back into my mind suddenly I look at his dark hair,

      “So many years, we waited for this,” Shan says as he looks down at me. I moan as he thrust himself deep between my legs and my back arches from the pleasure.

      “We would have waited many more,” I reply, knowing I married Shan today because I love him. I waited for three years to get to the age my parents would let me marry.

      “I love you,” Shan says and he leans down and kisses me at the same time he moves his hips in and out of me.

      "No part of you knows me?" he asks and I shake my head as the memory slips away. The pleasure I felt, the memory of his naked chest and his long dark hair falling around us as he made love to me is all I can think of, but it doesn’t mean anything to me now. I feel like I watched a stranger’s memories, not my own, no matter how good they felt.

      "I’m sorry, I wish I could say I knew you but I don’t, not really." I tell him, almost wanting to take it back and tell him about the memory when his face drops.

      "You know in here," he pats his chest where his heart is, “and that will never leave you. When you remember, and you will, I will be here." he says and with a sad look, he gets up and walks out of the room and the cold air from the outside burns against my cheeks.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            22

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



          

      

    

    







Chapter Four

          

          Fen

        

      

    

    
      “Any luck?” I ask Shan as he walks over to the large town fire where I am stood and picks up a mug. I watch as he undoes the lock on the barrel and pours himself a drink, drinking it whole before making himself another one and coming over to me. People walk around us, most going into their huts or looking back at ours in case Eowynn comes out. The people love her, as much as they used to love the other council children like Zack. Zack and Eowynn had planned to make everything right when they took over, to find a way to avoid the king and stop the hunt on changed ones getting to us. Even if it meant hiding the families when the king is here. They both believe that we should be free, but their parents didn’t. Or they were too scared to fight back. Eowynn isn’t like that, and even without Zack here to help, she will lead us out of this. With her husbands at her side.

      “Not good,” he replies and I drink out of my own mug slowly as I think about what to say to her.

      “My turn next then,” I say, looking back at the hut.

      “We will need to leave soon, war is coming and our people must choose a side. We are not staying here,” he says firmly and I agree, “If Wynn could remember, she would choose the rebellion and I know that. To side with the princes and the changed ones,” Shan comments and I look around at the town, seeing bags packed outside people’s homes on sledges. He has a point that we can’t delay for much longer. The last thing Wynn did before she fell was to tell the whole village to pack their bags, and that we are leaving. She never gave a reason and now she can’t remember why she did.

      “We have a day, one day to get her to remember and make a decision. I trust our wife, if she wanted us to go to Fiaten, she must have known something worth taking us there,” Shan says, before taking a big sip of his drink. I give him a sharp nod before walking over to our hut and letting myself in. I take my scarf off, and my hat, before kicking my boots off as well. Wynn is sitting on the couches, a book in her hands and she looks up.

      “Why did I call you Thief? Did you steal from me?” she asks, making me smile.

      “Why do you want to know?” I ask, leaning against the wall and watch her as she grins.

      “I want to know you,” she says, her voice is so deep and seductive that it could bring me to my knees. She has always had that effect on me though.

      “Yes, well not exactly you but your parents,” I say and she gives me a curious look as I walk over and sit next to her. I wrap my arm around her shoulders, hating how she tenses a little at the beginning but doesn’t push me away as I settle next to her.

      “I met you in the local school, not that I could attend because I was from the orphanage. I watched you meet Shan, Diego and Cullen before following you home. I was a starving child and I didn’t have a choice in the end. Not that I’m proud for what I did, or making excuses. I just couldn’t think straight from the lack of food and I was young,” I admit.

      “You stole food, and then my parents found you,” she says, making me lean closer to her as her eyes widen.

      “You remember?” I ask her and she nods, her face scrunched up as she thinks.

      “My mother was upset, and my father was angry. But my mother wanted to keep you and look after you. They didn’t realise how many of the orphanage children were so hungry,” she says.

      “That’s the day I moved into your home, and you called me Thief. I realised quite soon that I had found a treasure with you,” I say, tucking a piece of her hair behind her ear. She looks up at me, her lips parting slightly and I sit shocked as she leans forward and kisses me. Her kiss is nothing like I expected, its urgent and I groan as I return the kiss, stroking my hands down her back, feeling her shiver against me. She breaks away suddenly, looking at me.

      “I remember you, our first kiss, and how I used to teach you how to read. So, did Shan, Diego and Cullen.” She says suddenly.

      “Do you remember the rest of our lives? The day we got married? The day you fell? Any of it?” I ask and she shakes her head.

      “I remember being in school, but nothing from after that. I’m sorry,” she whispers and I lift a hand under her chin and make her look up at me.

      “There’s nothing to be sorry for,” I say. She leans her head on my chest, letting me hold her for a long time.

      “What are these marks?” she asks me, lifting her arms up to show me what she means. I pull my shirt up, showing her the island mark tattooed on my left wrist.

      “Marriage marks. It’s a Sixa tradition that no other islands have. Most islands give a ring to their wives but we have matching marks done that the wife chooses. You chose an island for me because you know how much I craved a home, a place to really feel like I belonged.”

      “Do you have that now?” she asks.

      “I had it from the moment I met you, even if I had bread stuffed into my mouth at the time,” I say, laughing with her. Her eyes glaze over, looking at me but she doesn’t really seem there and I shake her shoulder.

      “Treasure? You okay?” I ask her and she smiles.

      “Fen, your name is Fen,”

      “You remember?” I ask and she smiles as she nods.

      “Not much,” she admits, biting her lip, “But we went fishing, and I remember shouting for you,” she says.

      “Better than nothing, but yes I’m Fen. Its lovely to meet you,” I say, making her laugh.

      “I love you, I know that. I love all four of you but I can’t remember the last few years. It’s so frustrating,” she huffs, pushing the book on her lap to the side.

      “Love is all we need, everything else will come in time,” I tell her and lean over, picking the book up. Inside is a painting of us all, and of her parents.

      “I found it, who painted this? It’s amazing,” she asks.

      “Diego did, I will send him to see you next and he can tell you about this,” I say and she nods, resting her head on my shoulder once more.

      “For now, will you tell me about each painting, see if anything comes back to me?” she asks and I flip back to the first page.

      “Of course, my wife,” I say, and start telling her the story of our life.
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Chapter Five

          

          Eowynn

        

      

    

    
      “I heard you were looking at my paintings,” Diego says as he comes into the room and I put his book down on the bed where I’ve been sitting looking at each photo for the last hour. I look up at Diego, seeing his white hair that is so unusual and the way he looks back at me. His voice is cold and icy, but its soothing. Like when you burn your hand and put something cold on it. It hurts at the start, but then the relief is amazing.

      “Your paintings are incredible,” I say, making him chuckle.

      “You know when we first met, I didn’t like you and you didn’t like me,” he tells me, coming to sit next to me on the bed as I cross my legs.

      “Why not?” I ask.

      “You were, are, pretty and I didn’t think you would look my way, so I used to annoy you. Only little things, like stealing your pencil in class. Or drinking your water at lunch when you weren’t looking.”

      “I imagine that did get annoying,” I laugh.

      “But then one day you came to my hut because I had forgotten my bag at school. My parents let you in and you saw all the paintings in my room that I did of you,” he says, and gets off the bed. He walks over to a cabinet and opens it up, digging around before finding an old scrap book. He brings it over and places it on my lap. I open it up to see all the photos inside, there are dozens of me as a child, then growing up as the book goes on.

      “You told me that you liked me, that it was clear I liked you too. Then you informed me that we were going on a date at the weekend and I had to plan something.”

      “I did?” I laugh, stroking a finger over a painting of me standing on the cliffs, my hair blowing around and my dress moving in the wind.

      “Yes, so I panicked. Shan suggested I take you to the snow caves to look at the creatures inside,” he tells me.

      “Did I like the date?” I ask, wishing I could remember it.

      “We had our first kiss in that cave, and returned years later when we were married for far more than one kiss. So, I would say yes,” he chuckles.

      “When I remember, maybe we could return to that cave?” I ask.

      “It would be my pleasure Wynn,” he says and stands up, “Let’s get you some food, you must be hungry?” he asks.

      “Yes, a little bit,” I say and my stomach rumbles its agreement. Diego gets off the bed, with me following and goes into the next room, which is half storage and half a kitchen. He opens a storage barrel, pulling out two fish that are frozen in ice before putting them on the side. I watch as he cuts them up before cooking them over the fire in the main room. We eat in silence, a comfortable silence because even if I can’t remember, I know we have done this many times.

      “Tell me about the world? What is it called?” I ask him when I finish eating.

      “The world is called Calais, which is actually the last name of the old royal family but not many know that,” he pauses to pick up my plate and put it on top of his, “There are seven islands, and a new royal family that rules them all,” he says.

      “The king?”

      “Is evil, do you remember what changed ones are?” he asks and then shakes his head at my confused look, “Of course not. Changed ones are children kissed by gods, blessed with powers and the king hunts them. Orders them killed as babies before they can get strong and maybe even fight against him.”

      “Has there been any changed ones born here?”

      “Your brother and two others, all killed as babies,” he tells me, causing a sharp pain through my heart as a memory flashes back to my mother screaming as a man in green uniform takes away a baby from her. My father was on the floor, being held down as they took my baby brother.

      “I remember, I was only seven,” I say quietly.

      “It crushed your family, but they were lucky the king didn’t have you all killed like he usually does,” he says, reaching over to put his hand over mine on the table.

      “What can we do to stop this? Was I trying to stop this? I feel like I was,” I say all of it quickly as I try to remember something that is pressing against my mind.

      “There are rumours that a changed one has lived, a changed one strong enough to kill him,” he tells me.

      “I can’t remember,” I say, giving up slightly and standing up. I walk over to the mirror in the room, looking down at my arms as I feel Diego step behind me, his hands going to my hips and pulling me against him.

      “Which mark is yours?” I ask.

      “The shield, because I will always protect you,” he says, kissing the top of my head as I relax into him.
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Chapter Six

          

          Eowynn

        

      

    

    
      I stop pouring myself a glass of water when the door opens once more and Cullen walks in, shaking off the snow from his large shoulders. Cullen has dark brown hair, cut short and shaven on one side. His warm brown eyes seem to match his warm and husky voice I remember.

      “Wynn, my love. How are you?” he asks me, making a memory flash into my head and the glass drop from my hand.

      “My love, it’s always been you from the moment you slapped me around the face for suggesting you needed help building a bird nest house in school,” Cullen says, making me laugh as he holds my hands tightly in his and lowers himself down onto one knee. I didn't expect him to propose to me today, not a day after I married one of his friends. All my men don’t mind sharing me, it’s never been an issue and we all agreed that I would marry them all but I just didn’t expect this. My Cullen, who is kind, handsome and would do anything for others. I catch a glance at the claw tattoo on his chest through his shirt, knowing if I say yes it will go next to Shan’s tattoo.

      “You should know better than to suggest a girl can’t build something with tools, girls are far stronger than we look you know,” I say, winding him up a little as tears fall down my cheeks.

      “And you were right. You proved to me that you can do anything, and be anything you want. I was a lonely boy, who didn’t speak to anyone and you made me into the man I am today.”

      “Cullen,” I whisper.

      “I never want to be apart from you, I never want to spend a moment of my life where I’m not next to your side. No matter what life throws at us, I want to be with you. Will you marry me?” he asks and I throw myself into his arms, knocking him to the ground as I scream,

      “Yes!”.

      “What is it? Are you okay?” Cullen asks me, as I blink my eyes open, seeing him standing right in front of me. I throw my arms around his shoulders and he holds me just as tightly as I’m pulled off the ground into his arms.

      “I remember you proposing, I remember how I felt. It’s not a lot but- “

      “Doesn’t matter, it will all come back and if they don’t, I will spend the rest of my life making new memories for you to keep,” he says, making my heart pound with every word. I lean forward, brushing my lips against his soft ones, feeling the memory of kissing him but not what happened around it.

      “Take me for a walk outside? I need to see what I remember little bits of. What is real and is not,” I ask him as I pull away, and he smiles.

      “I would love to, my love,” he says, sliding me down his body. Cullen shows me where my boots, socks and hat are before I put them all on and he opens the door. The snow is falling lightly onto the already snow filled ground as I look around. When I step outside, I can see dozens of huts, in rows next to ours and there’s a campfire in the middle of a clearing just outside our hut. I see Shan, Diego and Fen sitting around the fire. They laugh together, and I watch as Shan pats Fen on the shoulder.

      “You are all close.”

      “We all are,” Cullen corrects me, before taking my hand in his and walking us to the left. I look up, seeing the small mountain in the distance but nothing other than snow for miles. We walk silently down the rows of houses, not seeing a single person until we get to the main town. It’s amazing, just like I can remember it being. There’s one huge ice hut in the middle, with a star on top of it that shines a red colour. Hundreds of people are walking around, sledges are being pulled by large dogs of all colours and the owners ride on them through the snow. There are fires in covered up pots making paths towards the large hut in the middle.

      “We shouldn’t go there, it’s the council building and people are going to want to speak to you about everything,” Cullen whispers but I have a feeling, a need, to walk in there. I have to.

      “I’m going in, you can come or not,” I tell him, before walking through the snow. I pause when the first people to see me stop in their tracks. They lower their heads slightly, a show of respect I think, before waiting for me to say something. Cullen catches up to me, sliding his hand into mine and carries on walking next to me when I finally move. Everyone we pass does the same thing, stopping and lowering their heads, watching me for something. I don’t question it, or them, having the feeling that this is normal. We walk straight down the path shoveled out in the snow towards the hut, which has large leather fabric stretched across the entrance. I push it open, before walking in and stopping as the room goes silent. There are at least fifty people in here who stop what they are doing to watch me. In the middle of the room is a large table, with seven seats which are all empty. The room has pillars that reach the top of the ceiling and fabrics with a dragon symbol on them spread around.

      “Eowynn, you are back?” An older man says, running over to me and taking my hand in his. The moment his hand touches mine, a flash of memories assaults my head,  making me fall to the ground.
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Chapter Seven

          

          Eowynn

        

      

    

    
      “Mother you can’t die, I can’t run this whole town alone,” I say, holding her tightly in my arms on the bed. She looks up to me, smiling.

      “I must tell you the secret the king left here when he was a young man, before I die. You must save everyone here before it’s too late,” she says and I shake my head, tears falling down my eyes. I look over at the door, knowing my husbands are outside and I want to run into their arms, not be strong for my mother like I need to be right now.

      “Eowynn, you know the white cliffs on the other side of the island? The ones I used to take you to as a child to see the sea?” she says, and I nod my head, meeting her eyes that are so much like mine. The cliffs are high on one side that fall into the sea, but there’s another side to them that has a deep pool of icy water. My mother always told me that someone could survive a jump in the pool, but not so much the sea. The pool has a small beach on the other side, one that you could swim out of.

      “Jump into it, swim down and there’s a cave at the bottom. In the cave is the secret, the map to a crown that can give a changed one the power to kill the king,” she says and I watch her in silence as her words run around my mind.

      “The war, the whispers of war and the changed one that could win it, it’s all true? You believe this story?” I ask her.

      “Yes, find the map and take our people to the mountains. Take them to the princes and the changed one. Help them win this war because they will need you. The war must be won, there is nothing left good in this world if it isn’t. The old gods will rise, and the true heir needs to be on the throne for when that happens. Everything will be lost Eowynn, everything,” She says desperately as I wonder where she has heard this from. Old gods rising? What gods? I look down when she starts squeezing my hand tightly enough to hurt me.

      “Promise me you will jump,” she says and I nod.

      “Say it Eowynn, I need this promise,” she demands, still the strong women I know even as she dies.

      “I promise,” I say, choking on my tears as the light leaves her eyes and her grip on my hand loosens until it drops into my lap. I sob quietly as I lie her body down on the bed, lifting the sheets and pulling them over her body before getting off the bed. I pace next to her body, harshly wiping the tears away as I think about what she said. War is coming and it’s up to me, the last council member to decide which side we are on. The evil king, who has murdered and rules with fear, or the whispers of a changed one. A girl who faced the king, almost killed him and escaped. A girl who has the heart of the princes and an army behind her.

      “Eowynn, I’m so sorry my treasure,” Fen says, looking at my mother’s body and back to me. He goes to walk over and I let him hold me as I cry my eyes out. I eventually pull away, straightening my spine and lifting my head.

      “Call everyone to the town, I need an emergency meeting,” I say, and he nods, walking back out.

      “I will deliver my promise,” I tell my mother, before looking away and walking out the hut.

      

      “Is she alive? Eowynn? Wake up?” I hear Fen demand, as the hands on my arms start lightly shaking me. I open my eyes to see I’m on the table, lying down and my husbands are all around me.

      “I remember everything,” I say, sitting up quickly as they look at me in shock.

      “Fen, Diego, Cullen and Shan…we need a big meeting once more,” I say, and they all give me equal looks of relief and love. I look around, seeing the heads of most the families watching me before locking eyes with Neil.

      “Can you arrange this for me, in an hour? I have somewhere we need to go first,” I tell Neil, my cousin, who nods before running away. I slide off the table, walking over to my mother’s seat and remembering the last time I sat here, telling the entire town the plan. My husband’s follow me over, watching as I stoke a hand over my mother’s seat and look to my father’s.

      “We need to go to the cliffs,” I tell them, waiting for the bad reaction I know they will all have.

      “No way, you nearly died there!” Fen protests and I shake my head.

      “I was pushed, when I wanted to jump,” I say and they all look at me like I’m mad.

      “We need to jump in, swim to the cave at the bottom and get something from there. It’s important and we need it before we leave. I went last time, but I got into a fight with Smith. He didn’t want me to get the map from the cave, he wanted to side with the king. So, he pushed me, and I banged my head on the cliffs as I was too close to them,” I say, and Shan growls lightly.

      “We should have killed him slower,” he says, and my husbands all nod.

      “So, we are going for a swim?” Diego says, stroking his beard, and stepping closer to me.

      “Yes,” I say as he links his hand with mine.

      “Let’s go,” he replies. We all walk out the council hut, straight to the right side of town and towards the cliff that isn’t far from the town. I walk straight up to the top with my husbands by my side and look down at the pool below.

      “You don’t have to jump, we can do this for you,” Shan says, stepping next to me and I look up at him.

      “I will wait with the clothes, as I can’t swim,” Fen says, and I walk over, kissing his cheek.

      “Thank you,” I tell him, knowing how scared he is of the water.

      “As much as I love you for offering, this is something I promised my mother,” I say and he understands, not needing to ask me anything else. I pull all my clothes off, standing in just my white lacy vest top. Shan, Diego and Cullen are all in just their trousers as we walk to the edge. The cold wind blows against my ears, as I look around and I swear I can feel my parents with me. Helping me have the courage I need to do this.

      “For my mother,” I say before jumping straight down. I hear the air whistle past my ears and my heart pounding in my chest as I straighten my arms out above my head just before I hit the water. I swim straight down when I hit the water, trying my hardest not to let the cold freeze me like last time. I feel a push of water next to me, and I turn to see Diego and Shan on my left, and I turn my head to the right, as I swim further down to see Cullen. He points to the left of him, and I see the light he is pointing to. I turn, swimming after him and towards the light. I swim into the light, gasping for air when I break out of the cold water into the warm air of the cave.

      “Why is it warm?” I ask, coughing and wiping my eyes from the water. I look up to see steam coming from the walls of the cave. I look behind me as Shan and Diego pop out of the water near me. The water is slightly warm here as well.

      “Come on, we need to get what we came for and get out,” Cullen shouts, and I turn to see him climbing out the water on the other side. I swim over to him, grabbing his offered hand and letting him pull me out. I stand up, shivering from the cold water dripping down my clothes as I look around. Its empty in here, other than the water and one box I spot on the other side of the room. I run over to it, pulling the lid open. Inside is another box, a water tight one with a silver case. I snap the latch open, seeing an old map resting in the middle of it.

      “What is the map for?” Shan says behind me.

      “To win a war,” I say, snapping the box shut.
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Chapter Eight

          

          Eowynn

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you for coming here, I appreciate the heads of each family spending their afternoon with me,” I shout into the room of people waiting for me to speak. I look back at my husbands, seeing them all give me looks of strength and showing their support for me.

      “I fell into the sea, as you all know. I also forgot all of my memories for a day, and I have them back now. I remember why I asked everyone to pack, I remember why I hate the king,” I say and whispers follow my words.

      “For years the councils have served him, every council on every island. We have let him send guards to take the changed babies and kill them. We let him come here to visit and kill our people for sport. We let him control us with fear and until now there was nothing we could do to stop this,” I say to them all. I look at the pregnant woman in the crowd, and her eyes meet mine. It’s a fear for every child born, as we are always scared that they will be a changed one. That’s why I never had children with my husbands and won’t until this world is better. This world is no place for a child.

      “We have all heard the whispers of war. The whispers that come from Fiaten and the call they have made for fighters. For healers and for anyone that doesn’t support the king to come to them,” I shout, hearing whispers following my words, “I’m not going to stand here and tell you what you will do. I am telling you what I will do, and if you follow me that is your choice,” I say, waiting for them to stop speaking to each other and the crowd to wait for me to speak.

      “I am going to take this map, a secret of the king’s to Fiaten. To the princes, the pirates, the changed ones and everyone that fights against a king who has destroyed our world for far too long!” I shout and cheers follow my words.

      “We will leave in the morning, and anyone is welcome to come. If you support the king, then stay but do not expect him to help you. He helps no one but himself! We need a new ruler, we need a war and we need a winner. Fiaten has that, and we will return to our free home when the war is won. Now who is with me?” I shout.

      “I am,” a man steps forward, and then another, and another. Until all I can hear is people shouting I am. I pick the box up of the table, turning to my husbands who watch me.

      “We are proud of you, and your parents would have been also,” Shan says, wrapping an arm around me as we listen to the cheers.

      “You’re right, they might have been,” I say, feeling like I have done something right. That what is in this box could change everything.

      “Now what can we do to persuade you back to our hut and we all have a night in bed before we leave?” Fen asks as he steps closer and I smile.

      “Nothing…that was exactly what I had in mind,” I say, seeing all of them react in the same way. With happiness.
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          Azula

        

      

    

    
      His black pupils dilate wide, covering the blue irises of his eyes and stretching out to fill the whites, so all I can see is black. I try to dart away, but he grips my shoulders tightly, holding me firmly in place. “Do not fucking talk to me like that, Azula. You have no power here. This is my ship, and you will do as I say.”

      “I'll talk however I damn well please, you aren't my captain,” I retort brazenly. I regret the words after they've left my mouth, though, as his grip tightens on my shoulders. The thought occurs to me that I should probably be a lot more afraid than I am, and I should definitely start acting a little smarter if I want to make it out of here alive.

      “While you’re aboard my ship, I’m the authority because I’m the captain. I am the fucking god of all that lies aboard this vessel. Do you understand me, Azula?” he asks. His voice is low, not needing to shout to make his point. The power in his words is enough on its own. Shaking slightly in his grip, I manage to nod, licking my suddenly dry lips to moisten them. “Tell me that you understand,” he demands, my nod clearly not enough for him.

      My mouth feels so dry as I try to summon words. I can barely breathe, my heart racing with fear. I can't look away from his pitch-black eyes, and I couldn't even move if I did try with his hands keeping me in place.

      “I understand,” I whisper.

      “I understand, Captain,” he corrects me, and he leans down closer, his face inches from mine as he does.

      “I understand... Captain,” I choke out. He draws away, releasing me and stepping back a few paces.

      “You will stay in here and not cause any trouble until we reach land. Once there you will leave, and I or my crew will never see you again, do you understand?” he questions.

      “I understand perfectly.” He steps closer again and my heart jumps in my chest from fright. “I understand perfectly, Captain,” I correct myself, taking a deep breath in and out.

      “Good. There's a bed behind the curtain there, rest for now. Whatever you do, do not cut yourself on anything. You cannot let your blood spill. If it does, I will not be able to keep the crew away from you,” he says as he heads for the door.

      “Yes, Captain,” I reply quietly, and he nods, hearing my words. “How far away from land are we? And what port do we near?” I ask, my voice coming back to me easier now that he's on the other side of the cabin and about to leave.

      “A few days at most, depending on the winds. We are passing by Asmia, and it is there we will leave you before continuing on our way,” he answers. “Now sleep,” he commands, leaving and closing the door with a slam behind him.
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          Azula

        

      

    

    
      Smiling across the dinner table at James, I ignore our two fathers’ droning on about the merchant ships troubles at seas, not that I ever really pay much attention. James is dressed more formally than usual—the mix of white, black, and bright, royal blue standing out against his sun-kissed skin and pale eyes. His usually messy, dark blond hair has been tamed, the natural highlights showing off even more than usual. I feel his foot nudge mine under the table, I nudge his back and bite my lip to keep in laughter from the amused look on his face.

      “Azula, are you listening to what Mr Burcham has said?” my father asks me, snapping my attention away from James.

      “Sorry? What was that, Mr Burcham, I didn’t quite catch it?” I ask, smiling innocently. My father sighs, not falling for it for an instant. I tune back out as James’ father starts talking again. I take a sip of the ridiculous wine they brought over to be polite. It tastes like bath salts and I try not to gag as I swallow it.

      “Azula,” my father says again.

      “Yes, daddy?” I ask, turning back to face him again.

      “Do you have anything to say about what Mr Burcham has kindly repeated for you?” he asks. I shrug.

      “Not really,” I reply, taking another sip of the fowl wine to escape more small talk. As much as I enjoy James’ company, his father is a total bore and speaks about the same topics every time they come for dinner. Thankfully, I learnt to tune out the drivel years ago; James had too.

      “Do you not find it the least bit concerning that…blah blah blah,” I tune him back out. What is there to possibly find concerning about the state of affairs more than usual. The seas run red with blood, and we hide in our homes at night. We’re terrified victims just waiting to slip up. I’m sick of it, I want to live and do as I please. Better to enjoy a short life than to loathe every minute of a long one. There is nothing interesting about our small island, I want to explore and see the world, but my father barely lets me out of the house. My chances of ever escaping Carysi are minimal at best. Our closest neighbouring island, Smoke, is uninhabited, due to the volcanic activity that has wrecked any previous attempt at life there. The second closest is Eska. Eska is the home to trade, and bustling streets, or so James tells me. One day, I will get to see it, I won’t let him stop me. Just because of the near constant raids on the sea boarding towns and ports, they think it’s no place for a woman to go. When I argue that women do live in those towns, the response is always they’re a different kind of woman. I barely resist huffing aloud at the thought.

      “I’m feeling quite full; would you mind letting me be excused?” I ask, already standing. My father sighs again, scratching at the grey stubble on his face.

      “Fine, sweetheart, but stay inside the manor; it’ll be dark soon.”

      “Of course, I was just thinking of going to read in the library,” I reply, knowing full well he will never go in there and check. He never steps into that room, he says it reminds him too much of my mother. I walk across and place a kiss on his cheek, before striding out the room, certain that James will quickly follow.

      I wait at the end of the corridor, and sure enough, a few minutes later James exits the room and meets me at the edge. I slide my hands into his and draw him close. Leaning up and placing a kiss to lips quickly, before pulling away and stepping back.

      “Come on, I’ve got something fun planned,” I greet him.

      “Fun? I should be terrified, right?” he replies teasingly.

      “When is being scared ever not fun?” I reply, leading the way through the large building I call home. I lead him to the secret exit, tucked away behind a large painting of the sea is the tunnel that leads right out to the small cove. It had once been used for smuggling, before the human pirates were all but wiped out anyway.

      “It’s a bit late to be sneaking out, Zu,” he says, following me down the pathway anyway.

      “I just want to go for a quick dip in the water, Jay,” I reply, trailing my fingers along the wall in the darker parts of the tunnel to make sure I don’t walk into anything. Not that I really need to, I know the route from memory by now, considering I sneak down here most days to take a dip in the sea. I try not to feel guilty about my secret, but I know that not even James would approve of me sneaking down here by myself. He thinks we only ever come down together, but I doubt I could stay away from the water for that long to wait for the days when he’s here.

      “We won’t have long if we’re going to be inside by dark, Zu,” he says.

      “What if we aren’t inside by dark?” I ask.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, that’s way too dangerous,” he answers.

      “Why is it? They haven’t bothered this island for years. It’s been years since they raided here and yet we all still hide away in our homes. How is this any different to us going in the sea during the day? We’re not supposed to do that either,” I reply, challengingly, not slowing my pace as we walk through the dark.

      “You know it’s different. We never go out too deep, if something happened we could always get to shore and with the sun up, there’s nothing they could do once we reached the land,” he says.

      “It will be fine, don’t be such a bore, James. I thought you were more interesting than your two brothers,” I reply, trying to hit the right nerves to get my way. James was easily far more interesting than his two older brothers. William and Archie were two of the most boring people I’d ever had the displeasure of meeting, they ranked up there with Mr Burcham himself. It was a wonder James had come out as interesting as he had. I like to credit that to all the time he spent with me growing up, but he’d always been like a spark in my life.

      “You know that I am far more interesting than those two fools,” he mutters. I stop and turn to face him as we reach the opening to the cove.

      “Then prove it, what have we got to lose? Just this one time, let’s take a dip in the moonlight?” I offer, stepping close. “It could be romantic,” I add slyly.

      “Fine, what’s the worst that could happen?” he says, giving into my demands as always. I smile and slide into his arms.

      “This is going to be so much fun,” I whisper in his ear, as I tug off his blue jacket, letting it fall onto the sandy ground.

      “That’s what you always say before getting me into trouble,” he replies wryly.

      “And yet you keep following me,” I tease.

      “I’ll follow you anywhere, Zu,” he replies sincerely. And I know he would, James has been in love with me for years after all.

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg
THE SEA





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
SEVEN ISLANDS

o

SEVEN SEAS






images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





