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Introduction

Dear Reader,

Few things in this world are as magical as love. And that’s because finding joy and love—in all its forms—is a truly radical act. Especially in a world like this one. A world where softness and vulnerability are often seen as liability. A world where marginalized voices are silenced and stifled, are told to wait their turn, are told they are undeserving.

Growing up, I loved teen romance. And the more magical it was, the better. But on the shelves of my local library, I could count on my hands how many times I saw a main character or love interest that looked like me or my friends. On the fantasy shelves, I needed even fewer fingers. I often like to joke that Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Cinderella (1997) is my entire personality. But truthfully, watching it as many times as I have—and it was a lot—left an impact on me. This was a film that didn’t shy away from the colorfulness of its cast. It was a story that not only embraced its diversity, but was enhanced by it.

Fantasy and paranormal romances have long been associated with characters who look and date a certain way. But readers should not only be able to see themselves on pages and across screens, but to see themselves adored and cherished just as they are. This is especially true for young men of color, who often don’t get to see themselves as the charming hero or the disarming bad boy. Although there is no shortage of incredible stories by diverse writers, especially these days, I wanted to further highlight the voices and backgrounds that are so often overlooked in the genre of “romantasy.” With These Kindred Hearts, we celebrate the magic of joy, of freedom, of finding yourself, even at the end of the world. We celebrate diversity in romance and the truth about love: that it knows no man-made boundary, rule, law, or construct. That it knows only strength, compassion, and conviction.

Reader, we see you. And I hope that, in these stories, you see yourself too. You deserve to experience both magical life-changing adventures and swoony whirlwind romances. In the pages of this collection, you’ll find a boy who fights death to reunite with his soulmate; a princess who challenges fate for her betrothed; a shape-shifter who risks everything for a stranger; an imprisoned girl who finds connection in the most unlikely of places. And so much more. In these seventeen tales, you’ll find love—true love—forever triumphant.

Not even a deadly curse can stop these Happily Ever Afters.

Shari B. Pennant






Our Cursed Tides


VANESSA MONTALBAN
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When the land draws up from the horizon, breaching like a whale’s back, I can almost mistake the earth for enchanted. Not us. Not our ship.

As we cut through the bay, sea spray hisses as it meets my skin. Though inside I am nothing but cold. I was sure we would never return here. As I’m sure the people of Fuentes Frias thought they’d seen the last of us years ago.

A gull hawks its displeasure at our arrival. Our shipwatch calls for land, preparing to dock, and the bobbing specks of sailboats grow to loom large as we approach. The stench of land dwellers is already a noxious presence, and I’ve yet to see one. But it doesn’t mean they do not see us. From high up on their wall, the watchers ring their bells. An alarm for pirates.

My sisters shift behind me. The jangle of their coin skirts. The billowing of their gossamer robes. The loss washes over the three of us. Along with fury. But there’s another emotion bubbling from my depths. A private one. The ghost of a memory. Of a fisherman’s young, boyish fingers exploring my hair, my skin. Of a tentative touch on my lips. My name shouted in an anguished cry against the wind.

Mara.

My hand clenches the scar on my palm, where once we traded blood. Made a pact to carry and treasure a part of each other always.

I shake off the sensation of an old touch. I can’t allow those memories to take root. The softness was long carved out of me. Chiseled away like one of my sister’s enchanted limestone figures. Chipped and hammered stone turned beautiful and cold.

Our ship is soundless as it meets port. It is stealth and elegance, unmistakably belonging to the Dulce Three.

Up the bluff, torches illuminate the jagged stairs carved into the rock face. The city is a flickering nervous thing above. We shall camp on their beach. My crew is already carrying out the tents and ceremonial dining table. As was customary when my mother was alive, back when they welcomed us with open arms.

“Let them come to us, sisters,” I say. “Prepare your wares. We’re here for only one night. Let their curiosity lure them to their doom.”

I ignore my sisters’ troubled glances. Cordelia’s silent plea to turn back around, to forget this place ever existed. But it is not they who need to seek amends through retribution. I will settle the score, for my own foolish belief that love with a human could’ve meant anything other than disaster.
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Dominic stumbles out of his boat’s cabin. The morning sun stinging his eyes. He might’ve imbibed a bit too much last night. Which is why it takes him longer than usual to spot the small dinghy heading in his direction.

He sighs. “Here goes another lecture.”

By the time his sister is close enough to tie her vessel to his, he can see how upset she is. A red tinging her face almost as ruddy as her hair.

She’s panting as he helps her over, and a fresh wave of hangover nearly sends them both tumbling.

“You’re a proper idiot, you know that?” Farina pushes him back.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, sister?”

She watches him tip back the bottle with a hitched lip. “You’re lucky I still visit you at all.” She tosses him a canvas sack filled with food, and he lets out an oomph when it hits his stomach. Pomegranates and tiny ripe guavas that grow in their fields.

“Ah, more fruits.”

“Real fruits, burro.”

He takes a bite of one around a smile and immediately the fog of his thoughts clears enough to register Farina’s expression. Her nervous darted glances toward the island. An island he’s cursed to never step foot on. Not that anyone knows that.

“What is it? Did something happen?”

His sister worries at her lip. A nervous habit she’s had since she was an infant in pañales, but seeing the expression on her now, when she’s grown, when her worries are only made worse by his absence, hurts to no end.

“I’ve debated whether I should tell you,” she begins. “I wasn’t even sure you’d want to know, but—considering it’s …”

He wants to shake her. “Out with it.”

“She’s back.”

His world dips. The boat could be sinking and he wouldn’t know it.

“Well, all three sisters. The watchers saw them setting up the Enchanted Market.” A ship horn is blaring in his ears. “No one knows what it means. They haven’t been back since those holy men stormed through.”

“But she’s there—you’re sure of it?”

His sister nods.

Dominic clings to her with a desperation that had long gone dormant. The first year, he scoured the seas for the Dulce Three. He didn’t care that their ship was said to be untraceable. He was the best tracker of the Mal Aguas archipelago. His father, the greatest fisherman to have lived, taught him everything. Year two, his boat fell into disrepair, his men hungry and tired of chasing a dream. The third year, he purchased a sailboat and gave into the sun’s brutal lull and the drink’s enticing numbness. A wraith without her.

And now here she is. Four years later.

His hand clenches over the scaled scar on his palm, the lingering pain spearing his heart.

“Fari, I need you to tell her that I never wanted—” The words wrap around his throat, constrict and choke until he’s left sputtering. It’s been ages since he’d tested the curse’s boundary, and the force of it staggers him. His sister watches with wide eyes as he works to school his features, turn over the words to satisfy the infernal parameters the Sea Witch had left him.

“Can you … get to her, somehow? Ask if she’d meet me at the ruins. She’ll understand.”

Farina is already shaking her head. “Absolutely not. You broke that girl’s heart. Nearly cost her sisters’ their lives during The Burning. And for some goddess-forsaken reason it drove you away from us. Why don’t you come home and tell her yourself?”

His growl of frustration only annoys her more. He wishes he could! He wants to scream. He only has one night to make things right. That’s how long they’d always stayed.

Since he was a boy, that one night a year was what he waited all his days for. When his best friend would return. Back when Mara would run across the beach and into his arms before they’d been anything other than friends. Before their shared touches, entwined fingers, and secrets whispered under the stars came to mean so much more. Came to mean his entire world.

“Please,” his voice breaks. “Please tell her.”

His sister slowly turns, her brows lowered at the sound of his pain.

She sighs. “All right. I’ll tell her. But don’t you dare make her wait for you again.”

Never. Never again. Even if he had to defy the sea itself.

[image: ]

The sun is setting, casting a halo of golden colors on my crew. On my sisters. Both of their stalls are divided by woven tapestries, their tables and wares lit by the glowing jars of buzzing cocuyos. Verena arranges her conch shells that’ll play the loveliest tunes when held to your ear. Music that could lift your spirits, calm your nerves, or even drive you to madness if she intended it so. Cordelia’s coral figures are carved into tiny sea creatures, talismans that can bring you the greatest of fortunes or see that you face your harshest of trials. As for mine, pearled jewels that can draw out your most attractive qualities, just as easily as they can reveal every rotten core.

Our wares, our intentions, have always been to bring joy. To share in the wealth of the sea. But the mercurial nature of water is often forgotten. We can drown and destroy just as easily.

I order the crew to wait on the ship. Only my sisters and I remain.

Cordelia frowns, stepping up beside me, her burn scars trailing up her skin. Both my sisters wear their scars with pride, but as the only one unmarked from that night, the wounds serve as a reminder. A guilty strike to the heart.

“Are you sure of this, sister? Is this what you truly want?”

The villagers’ torches bob up and down, trailing cautiously down the bluff’s rocky steps. I knew they would come. When I last saw the torches along the beaches, they were held by angry folk. Flames were thrown at my ship. At my sisters, and at my mother.

All I’d wanted then was to stay here. Stay and live their quaint life, with a boy at my side. How foolish I’d been.

The sight of the town coming down to greet us used to bring such joy. Such excitement. My mother’s pearlescent dress fluttering as she held out her arms, welcoming all to the Enchanted Market. The people then were gracious, filled with kind and gentle hunger. They craved our presence. Wished us to return more often, as our wares changed their lives for the better.

But the last time we arrived, something had shifted. Men in black robes and rigid faces greeted us. They held old books in their arms like weapons. Used it to poison the people against us. These so-called pious men.

The missionaries, we’d heard, had been driven out after The Burning. The people had awakened from their misdeeds like a dream. But it was too late. They’d hurt my family. My sisters may be forgiving, but I am not.

Cordelia’s scent of sweet anise fills my nose. “It won’t turn back time, my bird.”

“No,” I say. “But it’ll set things right.” And I ignore the shadow of disappointment that crosses her lovely face.

The first of the townspeople stand before the dining table, waiting for our word. They’re anxious, as they should be. I search their faces, some familiar, others not.

None of them him.

“Mara, darling?” Verena’s musical voice asks. “Would you do the honors?”

She holds a clamshell filled with our mother’s jewels, the silvery scales she’d left us before her body rejoined the sea. We are sea-made, born of foam, sand, and water. Sprung from the deepest points in the ocean, and thus to the sea we return when our time comes.

I say the prayer to the Tide Giver, the same one we sang at Mother’s departing, and watch glimmers of moonlight drape over the clam.

A hush falls over the gathering crowd as they witness our rituals. My sisters hum along with me. A procession as I reverently place the clam on the dining table’s place of honor, where our mother would have sat. No one interrupts. No one yells those filthy words the old men had taught them, or chases us with fire.

When the song stops, I open my arms. Every candle lights and a gasp moves through them all. Waiting for my word. Eyes already hungry.

“Won’t you join us?”

Excitement stirs as they sit, the tables together forming one long banquet. My sisters make sure everyone has a seat, and the people shyly accept. Their gazes train away from the scars their kind inflicted. There are many murmurs of gratitude as my sisters uncover the platters of food. The sniffles of tears as they take their first bites. The joy rising in a wave.

They had truly missed this.

Within the crowd, I don’t find any who were part of the attacks. Perhaps they left along with the cloaked men. Perhaps they were rightfully punished.

However, my gaze snags on one girl and a riptide of feeling tears through the icy waters of my chest.

Farina. Her red hair is nearly to her waist now. The rounded cheeks of youth sharpened to that of a young lady’s.

She looks so much like him, it twists the frigid clump of my heart. But she approaches with a cautious smile, and I warmly clasp her arm before she can say anything. It was never her fault.

She’d been the one to find me that night when I waited uselessly for my fisherman. While the sand swallowed me bit by bit as he didn’t return.

They’re all the same, my daughter. He would’ve left you to rot in this tiny place of mud and toil, and you would not have had your sisters to dry your tears. Better he left now, than when it was too late.

You are of the sea. You are not meant to wither here.

“Oh, Mara,” Farina says, big brown eyes watering. “It’s good to see you. I thought I never would again.”

“Come. Sit by me.” I lead her to our place at the far end. My sisters wanted me to take my mother’s place, but I’m not ready. Nor worthy.

Sea-salted crab in melted butter pile our plates. A pineapple cream drizzled over fried squid. Fresh star fruit and plantain crepes for dipping.

“Have you been … all right?” she asks.

I smile. “I have. We’ve traveled quite a bit. After my mother’s … after she rejoined the sea, and I’ve been visiting many new places with my sisters.”

Farina halts a piece of fish on the way to her mouth. “So you chose to come back.”

“I did.”

“Not that we deserve it after the way your family was treated, but everyone has been praying for your return. Everyone.”

The scar on my hand itches. “I see.”

“They’re all so sorry for what they’ve done. There is so much regret. So many … none of us have been the same since.”

She places down her fork, grabs hold of my hand. Since she was little, I’ve had little resistance against her soulful eyes. Only Dominic could ever bring out the hellion in her.

“I know I have no right to pass along this message.”

Emotion clogs my throat. I want to tell her to stop, but I can’t.

“He wants you to meet at the ruins. He begged me. Said you’d know where to go.”

“Why does he not come here himself? Too ashamed?”

The heartbreak in her eyes is nearly unbearable, and the spike of fear at the thought of him being in trouble hits bone.

“Mara, I don’t understand it, but since he left all those years ago, my brother has not stepped foot back on our island. He has left us all, and he can never tell me why.”

I take a drink of wine, swallow the lump of pain. “So then not all that much has changed.”

It is odd, however. I can believe he’d leave me stranded, but never his sister.

Sadness touches her features. “Maybe not. But change he has, and for his sake, I had to try before he disappears for good. Will you meet him?”

Misery threatens to drown me. “I shall, but only if you promise not to return to the beach tonight.”

Confusion knots her face.

“Promise,” I repeat, and Farina nods, warily.

Once the feast is finished, my sisters usher the patrons to the market stalls. Their hunger is still strong as they decide what enchanted wares can stir up their unshaken lives.

My last enchantment was a gift. One given with an open, tender heart. A part of me.

And as I sneak off into the night, I’m determined to get it back.
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Dominic paces the crumbling stone of the old monastery. This place has become somewhat of a second home. A wreckage on an offshore islet that appears almost as destroyed as he feels on the inside. It’s become his refuge. His cage of trapped memories.

How often would they come here as children? He’d first brought Mara here when they were ten. A place to play heroes and villains. An ancient backdrop to their wild child adventures. The lichen-furred stone absorbing cycles of stories between them. She was always fascinated with the mundane details of living in a village, or fishing for carp in the bay. He was always hungry for her tales of far-off lands and the siren fables she grew up hearing.

This place had become for him a ley line between the past and reality. It’s why he can hardly believe that she appears now before him. The light from the broken rose window cascading over her chestnut curls. Highlighting her angry expression. A betrayal in her eyes still fresh and raw that nearly bowls him over.

“Mara,” he breathes.

She still moves so gracefully, like a floating sea flower on a wave. She has only grown more beautiful, more ethereal.

“You look terrible,” she says, and he almost laughs.

“I was thinking you look quite lovely.”

She approaches him coldly. Her sandals a soft absorbed noise in this hollow place. Close enough to where he can scent her familiar wind-blown, sun-touched skin.

He forces stillness as Mara circles him, assessing all the ways he’s changed. Her skirts drift by his legs and his knees almost give out.

“You’re dirty. And thin.” She moves behind him. “And you look older. The beard doesn’t suit you at all.” She stops until they’re face to face. Her eyes soften when they meet his. A wavering shadow of light that draws him near.

“I can’t tell you how I’ve longed for this.” His extended hand falls to his side when she pushes away, fluttering her hand as if swatting away his words. “Mara, listen.”

She turns back furious. “No, you listen, Dom. I only came here to get back what is mine. To tell you how much I—” she breathes heavy. “How much I—” A little growl of frustration. “How little I care about what has happened to you, and what will happen to you. You can live at sea or never visit home or you can sink to the bottom of the ocean for all I care!”

She stomps away but he hurries after, plants himself in her path. “Please. Please just listen.”

“What?” she snaps. “I waited for you.”

“I know.”

“You never came. I was going to change my whole life to stay in your rotten little town with you. To abandon my sisters. My mother. And you left.”

Tears spill down her cheeks and he wants to die for his part in her pain, curse be damned. He holds her face and she doesn’t move. His calloused thumb wipes away the tears, and her whole body shivers.

“I watched you sail away. My mother said you’d abandon me. That I was not made to be a fisherman’s wife. And I was so sure … I was so sure you were all I wanted.”

The words he wants to say strain on his tongue, shrivel like a salted slug. “I didn’t want to leave. I—I had no choice.”

The softness in her eyes shatters. Hardens to stone. Darkens like the deepest ocean trench.

“Oh, but you did.” She backs away. “You just didn’t choose me.”

Breaking from his hold, she runs until she’s a distant speck on the beach.
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A fool. The biggest fool! He couldn’t even dignify me with an answer. He abandoned me, and still has the nerve to call me lovely and touch my skin as if we were still two kids in love.

I march over to my sisters, drinking and dancing with fishermen boys with soft faces and hardened hands. Who think they can shun us when their holy god demands it, then welcome us back as if nothing occurred. As if they didn’t hurt my sisters. As if they didn’t burn them.

Verena grabs my hands, tries to twirl me. “Dance with me, sister. Let us dance your troubles away!”

I pull away angrily. “What do you know of my troubles?”

The instant hurt mars my sister’s delicate face, I regret the words. Regret that I allowed myself to get distracted from our purpose.

Cordelia approaches us, shielding Verena. “Is everything all right? You look angry. Or angrier.”

“I’m fine,” I grind out.

I look for Farina’s red hair among the late stragglers of the Enchanted Market, satisfied when I don’t find her. Good. I turn to my sisters, who look at each other warily. Sadly. They pity me, the unmarked sister. The angry one.

“Turn the tide, girls. It’s time to make them pay.”
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From the islet, Dominic sees bobbing lights onshore. Spots the Dulce Three’s ship and hears music playing. This is his punishment. For daring to love her. The Sea Witch had known he wasn’t good enough for Mara. Wasn’t even strong enough to break through this spell and say the words that would make everything right between them.

Through watering eyes, Dominic notices the lights become frenzied. The music is replaced with distant screams and one echoing tune.

A siren’s song.

He tosses the bottle he’d been nursing, shattering it against a stone pillar, and he dashes to his boat. To the north, the small house on the bluff’s edge winks with a blinking light. His family home. A code he’d instructed his sister to use if ever there was distress.

Something’s wrong. The screams are louder—anguished and crazed. Flames taller than ships along the shore.

“By the gods.” Is there another burning? Have the people of Fuentes Frias lost their minds?

Or … are they the ones in distress?

He sets the course for the island. Adrenaline pushing him further. The lights of his home now blinking desperately. And a storm builds. A personal tempest to slow him down, but he’s nearly there. The figures running onshore easier to distinguish as people.

He’s tested the boundary before. Never at this speed. So when he does meet the curse’s edge, the boat jolts. Wood splits and cracks but it holds firm.

The lights in his home have stopped, and fear ricochets through him.

He paces the boat. Looks down at the fathomless black sea and jumps.
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Flames dance in my vision. My sisters stand at my side, huddled together, shivering. Maledictions are more taxing than the sweet enchantments we’re used to. But it needed to be done.

Cordelia breaks our chorus, whispers something to Verena that I can’t hear, and I snap at them to return to their singing, as we prepared.

The humans devour everything on the banquet table until they are red-eyed and sick. The salty meal turning to ash on their tongues, unsatisfying their vicious hunger. Those with my pearls scream as boils erupt on their skin. A lesion for every sin committed. For every foul thought.

Some run to the sea. They try to outrun the piercing, devastating music from the conch shells. A chorus of sobs echo as the sounds summon their most tragic memories. Others cling to their coral and limestone talismans, snarling at one another as their worst traits bubble to the surface.

None of it brings me joy. None of it feels like enough. So I don’t stop. Not yet. Not until I feel a wrong has been righted. Not until my heart’s pain and fury has quelled.
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Dominic swims with everything he has. He must reach the shore. He must reach her. Finally, he will break through this curse once and for all. Or die trying.

The storm is his own personal hell. It follows him beneath the sea as currents and whirlpools thrash. As unseen hands tug at his feet, dragging him deeper. It’s the longest he’s held his breath. His skill has always carried him through as he fished, but now his lungs fail him. The ocean strikes him from every side and he’s drowning. Forgetting in which direction lies the surface.

He kicks at the webbed hands. Swallows more water as razor nails slash at his ribs.

Through the dark sea, flashes of silvery scales appear. Opal eyes.

He’s losing consciousness. He’ll never set things right now. Never hold her again.

A cold wet touch grips his chin and suddenly he’s looking at a siren. Not myth. Nor story. An actual siren. But he’d recognize those eyes anywhere.

Matriarch of the Dulce Three. Mara’s mother.

Time stills. The siren’s lips blow a kiss in his direction, and a bubble of air fills his nose to keep him from dying. For now.

[image: ]
The song on my tongue turns to salt.

I believe, at first, it’s the pelting rain we’ve stirred. But the storm’s waters do not touch us. It’s tears. Tears stream down my face and yet I will not stop. Not until the voices are silenced. The cries of supplication beyond remorseful. I want the people of Fuentes Frias to remember this day for as long as they shall live. However long I choose that to be.

Cordelia’s and Verena’s gentle hands encircle mine. My sisters are also wracked with tears. We were not made for this. This vengeance.

Among the volatile waters, the silvery sheen of siren tails dash through, swarming the bay like sharks. Drawn by our song.

The ships threaten to sink into the sea with the storm’s rage, and I falter, wondering if he is out there. If his sail can withstand such wind.

“Enough!” Cordelia cries out. They both collapse. Our song abruptly cuts. “Please, stop this.”

I swipe at the rivulet of blood trickling from my nose.

“Why?” I turn to my sisters, to their grief-stricken faces, and my voice breaks. “Why am I the only one who wants to set things right?”

“Because none of this is right,” Cordelia whispers as she’s helped to her feet. My sisters share a silent exchange that enrages me. A secret judgment they’ve held between them since that night. I know they must blame me still. “Do you remember our stories? The old songs mother taught us?”

“What are you getting at?”

“Those songs were once used to lure men to their deaths.” She points to those on the beach, cowering and huddled in groups. “Our kind have killed their sons. Their husbands. And the church reminded them of this.”

I shake my head. “We have lived in peace for centuries, until they—”

“Until they sought revenge.” Cordelia’s firm grip latches onto my arms. “As you do now, sister. If we continue this cycle, we will destroy each other. No one wins. No wrongs are set right.”

Cordelia’s grip slackens. Her face softening. “That night, they meant to scare us. Chase us off. But we would not leave.”

The sorrow builds in my throat. “Because you waited for me—”

“Because we knew.” Shame mars her features. “Because mother was certain you would return to us. Knew the boy you loved would leave you stranded. You must understand, we could not live with your loss. Buried in the earth, never to join us back at sea. Yet this is so much worse and I can’t stand it. I can’t stand what it’s done to you.”

Devastation twists inside me as her words seep through.

“How could mother know he would betray me?” I ask. “How could any of you?”

“Because it was all a lie,” Verena’s soft-spoken words come from behind Cordelia. As if … as if afraid of me. “It was a curse. One that would drive him away.”

My brother has not stepped foot back on our island. He has left us all, and he can never tell me why.

“A siren’s curse,” I say numbly, truth hitting me with a tidal wave’s force. “Our mother.”

I take in my sisters’ guilt as I put the pieces together. Dominic had promised to meet at the ruins, where we’d join our scarred palms and complete the marriage banns. I’d known him all my life. Was so sure of our love, our friendship. Of our decisions despite Mother’s warnings that he would abandon me. That he could never choose to love someone so different.

It is not the way of men. He would keep you grounded to a life of clay. When you, my daughter, are brine.

I hadn’t cared. Our joining would allow me to stay. We’d agreed. I’d defied everyone, and then … he never came. I waited. Felt myself mold with the stone masonry of the monastery when his ship appeared in the distance. His silhouette cutting a dashing figure against the moonlit night. He never turned back.

Because he couldn’t. Because Mother had gotten to him first.

Cordelia is the one to take my face in her hands. Her expression resolute. “We’ve allowed this to go on too long. A lie, sister, that we took part in. We can no longer allow it to rot inside you.”

My sisters place their cool hands on me, infusing my skin with their sorrow. Their remorse. But I am hollow. A slight wind could knock me over. All this time. All the anger I kept buried in my heart. A lie.

My gaze seeks the sea. I don’t find Dominic’s ship. Only turmoil, and my kin among it. The restless creatures disappearing under the waves, their attention drawn to something else.

I want to rage at them all. My sisters, and those running from the beach. At my mother, whose weighted loss I feel like an anchor.

It all dissolves the moment I sense it. A cry that travels through the water. And I see him as clear as if he were in front of me. Drowning.

My sisters gather around, each a prodding, loving touch. “Go,” Cordelia says. “Save your sailor. We are through standing in your way, my bird.”

It’s all I need to hear before diving into the sea.
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Swimming is second nature. My body made for it. Built from an ancient lineage.

I cut through murky water, talons grazing my legs, as my brethren recognize my blood.

And I see him then, as I had in my mind. Dominic suspended in water, surrounded by sirens. His legs tugged down to the sandy depths. Even from this distance, I hear his pulse withering, and I don’t think twice. I kick toward him while others clear a path, hissing from jagged mouths.

Dominic’s eyes are closed. His tan skin ashen.

I draw his body to mine, my mouth over his. I expel breath into his lungs, again and again, willing every bit of my magic to keep him alive.

It’s only when his strong grip encloses my waist that I stop. Until he blinks and his eyes greet mine, with a color of molten earth.

He knows me right away. His gaze saying he would recognize me anywhere. That his light would find mine always. My heart sings with the unsaid words.

Then lightning quick, a serrated tail cuts between us, pushing him away. I struggle against spindly hands pulling me back.

They swim so fast, I hardly register their presence. Skin and tail shading to that of the sea so they’re nearly translucent. Yet one of them remains suspended. Utterly still.

She’s changed entirely. I would not recognize her if not for those eyes. If not for our binding tether.

Mother.

The humanity in her gaze draws forward, warming with indestructible affection. The sound she makes is more animal, echoed throughout the sea. She wails for me. Grief as grand and everlasting as mine.

From foam we rise, to sea we die. This has always been my future. But I look behind her. Dominic bleeding and drowning, struggling to reach me. His anguish speaking of years lost between us over Mother’s deceit. Over her desperate effort to shield me from pain, only to inflict more.

She swims closer, encircling me as if forgetting how to be human. Her scrutinizing detachment stings, goes on for too long.

But I reach forward, wrap my arms around her neck, hold on as if I can fuse us together, as if I can bring her back this way. I don’t care that her fin cuts my leg. Or that her scales burn my skin like a cold brand. I just want to hold her once more.

Please, let him go. She stiffens in my arms, reading my thoughts. Let us go, as I’ve had to let you go. And trust that I will return once I am ready.

Mother pulls back. Her opalescent skin shimmering, her frightening gaze lighting with understanding. Sirens don’t weep as humans do, but there’s a softening in their predatory expression that’s plain enough to see.

Her hand, cold and sharp, grazes my cheek and we stare at each other a moment longer.

Then she makes a noise deep in her throat, a reverberating wail that vibrates along bones. The others respond in kind, and in seconds they’re gone. Disappeared from human sight.

I have seconds to haul Dominic’s unconscious body up to shore, praying to every goddess in existence that she grant him time.

Time and breath, to heal all wounds.
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I’ve never been on land during a sunrise, and I admit, the first trickle of light is as enchanting as they say. A blanket of colors, bright and sparkling with the dependable promise of a new day.

It makes anything seem possible, even the sudden sputtering breath Dominic heaves. His chest rising and falling like the push and pull of a tide. It’s that indelible life force within him that always threatens to pull me under.

My sisters and I fall back as he’s surrounded by his people. Farina collapses over him, crying, having cut through the wary masses waiting for our ship to finally leave. And my heart twists with the knowledge that this will be the last I see of him.

We will not be welcomed again, and I wouldn’t want to return.

My sisters’ arms loop through mine, reminding me I’m not alone. They’re also heartbroken.

“The ship is ready, my bird,” Cordelia says. “We sail at your command.”

Through the throng I catch sight of Dominic sitting up, hugging his sister, and a bitter tear slips over my cheek. I’ll take comfort in that I’ve left him loved and alive.

We leave before we’re run off once more. Up the gangplank, I follow my sisters. Verena has again led a stray feline onto our ship, arguing with Cordelia over it, and warmth floods me at the familiarity.

All this time I’ve tried to make amends for keeping them waiting, for allowing this place a chance at hurting them. All while they grappled with guilt over their secret knowledge. Our inability to communicate driving us apart.

Now that I’m older, that I’ve given my mother to the sea, I realize I would’ve been miserable without my sisters. I would’ve lost something too precious for words. It was my mistake for believing that love for a man would mean replacing the love for my family, instead of adding to it. My deckhand hoists the gangplank, at last unlatching us from land.

And just as I resign myself to a life without him, I hear his voice call out for me.

With surprising vigor for someone who nearly drowned hours ago, Dominic races across the dock, waving his arms over his head, yelling for us to wait.

His sister is there, pushing him forward, and I lift a hand, commanding my crew to stop.

“Wait!” Dominic takes in the ever-expanding space between us, and before I can tell him not to, he paces back and leaps from the dock to my ship. His body rolls across the deck, nearly colliding with my navigator, before coming to rest at the foot of the stairs.

“Are you in your right mind?” I ask. “We could’ve helped you across before you hurt yourself.”

“Apologies.” He’s breathing heavy, taking a step so that we’re at eye level. “But I didn’t want”—my chest rises and falls alongside his—“to miss you. Not again.”

“We have somewhere to be,” I say, my grip on the banister rigid.

“Mara, there’s something I must tell you.”

“There’s no need.”

With the last few steps he takes, we’re nearly chest to chest. “Please. I know you’ve waited long enough, but if you could just give me a chance to explain …”

I close my eyes, the pain of everything swelling once more. His scent, his heat threatens to undo me. “As I said, there’s no need. My sisters told me everything.”

They stand near the mast, hair whipping, soul ready for the next sail. I try easing their guilt with a wordless look, and will continue to assure them of my forgiveness as long as necessary.

Dominic takes stock of it all, always so carefully attuned to my feelings and says, “I see.” His hand moves to the railing, so close our skin brushes. “Then, Mara, you must know I had every intention of meeting you that night. Of marrying you. I’ve wanted nothing else since we first declared ourselves to each other.”

The scar on my palm throbs. “I know.”

“Then why? Why do you push me away still?”

Fear. Reality.

“Because I can’t stay here with you.” I gesture to his island. “Dom, my destiny has always been the sea.”

“Then let me go with you.”

I try scattering the words, the hope. “I can never leave the sea, or my sisters, or my ship. Don’t you understand? I’m choosing to be tied to this life. Should you choose the same, you could never return. You would depend on food by my hands, life from my heart. I would be all that sustains you. The magic of my ship would become all you know. It’s an oath every member of my crew has taken of their own free will. And I could never ask that of you.”

“You don’t have to.” Dominic takes the remaining step between us. “You have been all that sustains me for as long as I can remember. I’d rather live years beholden to you than centuries without your touch.”

I suck in a breath, not moving as his hand goes to my waist and pulls me closer. A hand to my hair, tipping up my neck. My sisters giggle—a joyful sound I haven’t heard in so long.

The world glitters around us. “You would … choose me?”

Dominic presses a calloused thumb onto my lip. His face is older, his smile showing years of hurt, and still he is the boy I knew. The boy I’ve always loved.

“I would choose you,” he says, thumb sweeping, drawing out that lovesick girl. “Every day that I live.”

From shore, Farina waves a goodbye. One hand to her heart, teary and proud. Her words carry in the wind. Take care of him for me. And I would. I would take care of him for as long as I breathed.

“If you’ll have me, Mara, I’ll be the happiest sailor in the sea.”

Emotion threatens to steal my words, but I will never leave anything unsaid again. My hand cups his jaw. “I will. I will have you until the sea takes us both.”

His smile is crooked. “And even then.”

“And even then.”

When our lips finally meet, it’s a revelation. Here’s where true magic has lived, and the vision of our lives together burns suddenly brighter than the glorious sun drawing up from the horizon, with the promise of a new beginning.






A Fate Written in Stars
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The denizens of Hell are divided into seven courts, each helmed by a crowned sovereign—Court Envy, Court Wrath, Court Greed, Court Sloth, Court Gluttony, Court Pride, and Court Lust. The seven courts exist in a state of perpetual feuding for power, as has always been the way of demonkind. It is woven into the very fabric of our society. It is a part of the marrow and bones of the creatures we are. There is a beautiful savagery to demonkind that is unmatched by any other species.

—Excerpt from A Comprehensive History of Hell’s Courts by Neehamia Kinnkay’d


I

In two days’ time, Seraiya was supposed to marry the love of her life. Coincidentally, she was also supposed to kill him on their wedding night. A royal presiding over one of Hell’s seven courts hadn’t successfully deposed the royal of a rival court in the last three thousand years. But Seraiya had been conceived, birthed, and raised to achieve that sole feat.

Lucky me, she thought as her dress maid yanked the strings so tight on her corset that she feared her spine would snap clean in half.

For a brief moment, Seraiya imagined such a comical fate befalling Court Envy’s venerated princess. It wouldn’t kill Seraiya as it would a mortal, but it would incapacitate her, and such a severe injury would likely take weeks to heal. Then her mother’s schemes would go to shit. Leontonia, Queen of Court Envy, had a narrow window to marry her offspring off to Court Wrath’s newly ascended young king, after all. The celestial alignment that left those who hailed from Court Wrath at their weakest and from Court Envy at their strongest would last only for the next three days.

“You look stunning,” crooned Seraiya’s mother, whom people said Seraiya looked the spitting image of. Down to their shared dark copper complexion, silver eyes, bone-straight raven-black hair, and enviously sharp beauty. “Doesn’t she look beautiful?” Her mother asked the dressing maid who now gazed glassy-eyed at Seraiya.

“The princess is incomparable. Matchless,” the woman responded in a singsong voice warped by Leontonia’s magic.

Seraiya frowned. Her mother was cruelly toying with the woman, using the magic she wielded as a Court Envy royal to hijack the poor servant’s emotions and heighten whatever innate envy she felt while beholding Seraiya.

Seraiya wiped away her scowl before her mother’s attention shifted back to her. She smoothed a hand down the snug bodice of the dreadful wedding gown. She kept her fingers splayed against her belly, willing the knots that had existed since she’d stepped into the gown to unravel. Not that there was any chance they would. She pasted on the haughty smile she knew her mother would want to see.

“I do look like the jewel of our court, exactly as I should appear on my wedding day,” she proclaimed arrogantly. Her mother would accept nothing less. The Queen of Court Envy didn’t do demure, and she expected her daughter to forgo it as well.

The queen smiled approvingly. “You are priceless,” her mother began the spiel that she’d delivered countless times to Seraiya, making it the foundation upon which she’d raised her daughter.

“A gift and a queen-to-be.” Seraiya recited the words that Leontonia would utter next.

“Don’t ever forget it. No matter what,” her mother finished what had become a call-and-response ritual between them.

What if I want to be a queen on my own terms, not yours? The desperate question left a bitter taste on Seraiya’s tongue. She didn’t bother voicing it. Didn’t dare diverging from their ritual. She knew doing so was a moot point.

All seven of Hell’s realms could’ve been crumbling down around them and the queen would’ve still carved out the time to attend today’s affair. Leontonia was a perfectionist, and she wouldn’t abide even a thread out of place in the carefully woven tapestry of ruin, vengeance, and seized thrones she’d been stitching since before Seraiya was born. Leontonia stood up from the velvet settee and walked toward her daughter. She fingered the bodice of Seraiya’s gown that glittered with rubies—the signature color of her fiancé’s court. Her eyes swept down the length of the dress, appraising the sleek fishtail skirt that hugged Seraiya’s hips before flaring out at her knees. Leontonia beamed.

“You will ensnare every eye in the room, be the object of hundreds of fantasies and bitter hatred. More importantly, the young king will be so enthralled that he’ll be rendered utterly defenseless by his desire for you alone,” she praised her daughter. The small bite of a pastry Seraiya had forced down this morning threatened to come up as her stomach violently clenched.

“I am glad you approve, Mother,” she said dutifully. “My wedding cannot come soon enough.” I wish I could stave off the day for all eternity.

How could she not just betray but murder the boy she’d irrevocably fallen in love with—the boy who had nothing to do with her mother’s vengeance? Like Seraiya, Andreas hadn’t even been a glimmer of a thought when bloodshed on both sides had ignited their parents’ feud three centuries ago. And yet, how could she betray her very own mother, whose burning need for revenge was righteous? The former king of Court Wrath had been heinous. He’d kidnapped her mother from Court Envy and held her hostage for a half century until Seraiya’s mother had freed herself. Wrath’s former king had committed horrific crimes, and he deserved the death Leontonia had orchestrated. Andreas wasn’t Wrath’s former king. Yet Leontonia was intent on the son paying for the sins of the father too.

When Leontonia conjured a dark green dagger into her hand and held it out to Seraiya, she couldn’t help visibly flinching. The dagger Andreas had wielded two moon cycles ago hadn’t been this dagger, but it had been an adamantine dagger, a coveted weapon that only the reigning monarch of a court possessed the magic to manifest.

Seraiya had pressed an identical blade into Andreas’s palm, after impressing the importance of killing his own father to protect her.

Since then, she’d told herself over and over that she hadn’t completely manipulated Andreas. Once she and he married, his father would’ve posed a danger, and then he would’ve needed to protect the girl he loved. The girl he’d claimed as his.

“Give it back to me,” Seraiya had coaxed softly when Andreas came to her after driving the adamantine dagger through his father’s heart, tunic disheveled, hands bloodied, eyes haunted.

There was no resistance when she took the blade from his grasp. His fingers unfurled and the dagger slid into Seraiya’s hand as easily as water slipped between one’s fingers. Andreas heaved a sigh, welcoming handing over the burden of carrying it after what he’d used it to do.

When her skin made contact with the dagger, she was prepared for her particular brand of magic to kick in. She braced for the onslaught of seeing and feeling the most potent history tied to the blade. The mental impressions slammed into her with the force of a battering ram. The air emptied from her lungs as she saw Andreas prowl to his father’s bedchamber, an unflappable, terrifying coldness coating him. Not an inkling of remorse slithered into him as he plunged the dagger into his sleeping, defenseless, and unaware father’s chest. Then, that cold, silent version of Andreas remained. His eyes—which normally shone a dazzling dark amber—were empty and flat. Andreas simply wiped the dagger clean on his father’s furs and stalked from the room.

She’d pushed him to become that cold, emotionless creature. He’d transformed into that for her. The thought carved into her, left jagged lacerations behind.

The dagger became a scalding, condemning brand that seared her hand. Eager to be free of its weight, Seraiya dropped the weapon atop the vanity. Unable to look Andreas in the eye, she laid her head against his chest and let him enfold her into an embrace. She had no right to soak up how warm and strong and soothing and perfect he felt. Andreas buried his face in her neck and inhaled her scent—a thing he routinely did to anchor himself—and further guilt gnawed at her. She was never supposed to fall in love with the King of Wrath’s son. Andreas had been a mark, a conquest, a means to an end, a blade for her to polish and sharpen and then point at the King of Wrath.

“Take it.” Leontonia’s order yanked Seraiya out of the horrific memory—not that rooting herself back in
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