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A Note from the Author

A Duet with the Siren Duke is an adult romantasy intended for mature readers that tells the story of a woman finding herself and a second chance at love after escaping a failed marriage. There are discussions and recollections of events that touch on thorny and complex topics, such as: emotional trauma and abuse, manipulation, gaslighting, memory loss, and other similarly intense themes. While there is nothing overly explicit regarding these subjects on these pages, in an effort to be truthful to Victoria’s story, I have not ignored them either. In addition to this, A Duet with the Siren Duke is a story that is set in and around the sea, which might trigger common phobias such as drowning, thalassophobia, sea monsters, and more.

I hope that you are able to enjoy this story, but it is also important to preserve your peace, so I encourage readers sensitive to these types of elements to take note. Above all, I hope, dear reader, that you are safe and happy.

Your author,

Elise Kova





Eight

I am standing on a beach as white as bone. The sand is so fine that it seems to shimmer with prismatic iridescence. Waves break on roots as large as ship hulls that wrap around this sandy place in a way reminiscent of a bird’s nest. They connect upward to a massive tree that looks like a thousand smaller trees wrapped into one. It towers so high that its uppermost branches pierce the heavens and tangle with the clouds.

The beach is skewered with pieces of wood. Some have the same golden-brown hue as the tree wrapping around it; others have been sitting out in the sun for so long that the wood has been bleached to a pale ash.

This must be the Lifetree and its beach that Sheel described. But why . . . how am I here? The questions intrigue and excite me. My better sense says I should be afraid. But I have spent the best years of my life stepping into the unknown, going places that no one else would even dream of venturing.

I whip my head around and notice that the world has a faint haze to it. It’s blurry at the edges. I don’t feel the heat of the sand or hear the whisper of wind. Everything seems distant.

It’s then I notice that on the far side of the beach, close to the trunk of the tree, is an older woman and a young man. They look like humans at a glance, but on closer inspection they have the faint cartilage tracts that run up their cheeks and split into the finlike ears of the siren. On their fair skin are the siren’s markings. However, there is one noticeable difference between them and the sirens I know.

They walk awkwardly on two legs, slowly making their way to the main trunk. I focus on them, trying to understand what I’m seeing. Are these beings different from the sirens? Or perhaps another form? The latter seems more likely.

In the water the sirens are powerful, unstoppable rulers of the seas, but on land they’re akin to baby deer.

I look around once more, then walk over to them. It takes no time to catch up with their slow pace, and I notice when I’m about halfway to them that the young man has a narrow trail of scales along his spine that disappear under a wrap around his waist, scales that are in an all too familiar shade of turquoise. I realize I am looking at a young Ilryth.

“It’s not much farther now.” The woman still speaks without moving her mouth despite being on land.

“Mother, I feel as though I will shrivel and crisp here.” This Ilryth can’t be older than fifteen. Even that might be generous.

“You can do this. It’s not much longer. I wouldn’t give you a burden you couldn’t shoulder.” The woman smiles warmly at her son. The family resemblance is unmistakable. Though her hair is long and loose, flowing down to her waist, and the young man’s is cropped close to the scalp, they have a similar cut to their jaw and the same sharpness in their eyes that conveys a clever and warm-spirited nature. “Soon we will be back in the water.”

He carries on with determined steps. But he’s too ambitious. Off-balance, he falters and falls. The woman is at his side instantly, helping him up. She has much more control over her two-legged body.

“I can do it. I can do it,” he insists with all the headstrong pride of youth.

She gives him space to struggle to his feet.

“Hello?” I say, but they don’t turn. I suspected this would be the case when I approached and they didn’t so much as glance my way. There’s not another soul on this beach, so there’s no way they wouldn’t see me if they could see me.

They arrive at the foot of the tree. Here, a doorway is set against the trunk. Branches and vines have grown over it like thick bars. It’s barricaded against the world. There are signs of attempted entry—five woody vines have had pieces cut and pried away. The wounds still weep a dark-red sap.

“Now, just as we practiced,” the woman instructs.

The young Ilryth drops to his knees and places both palms on the doorway. He tilts his head skyward, parts his lips, and unleashes a soaring song that weaves between the falling silver leaves. His voice has yet to completely deepen and he can hit notes of piercing intensity.

My forearm tingles at the sound. It’s the first real sensation I’ve had since arriving here and it draws my attention to the markings on my skin. They seem the same as always.

When the song is finished, they wait, staring at the door.

Ilryth’s shoulders sag. “I could not hear her song.”

“I did not either,” the woman says in a tone that combines warm support with tired dejection. “Her voice has been silent for centuries now. Even the oldest among us have not heard her words. There is no shame to it.”

“But I thought Lady Lellia might tell us another way.” The young man keeps his back to her. His next words are so small that, were they spoken normally, I doubt I could’ve heard them. “I thought that I might be able to help . . .”

“My child, the best way for you to help is to assume the mantle you were born for.” She kneels beside him.

“If I do that, then you—you will—” His voice cracks.

“I will do what I must to protect the people I love.” She sits, pulls him to her, and clutches him tightly. The woman places a kiss on his temple. “And you must do what you must to protect our home, those we love, your sisters, and your father.”

“I’m not ready.” He buries his face in his hands. “I can barely sing the song to walk on her holy ground.”

“You will be ready when the time comes,” the mother assures her son. But she doesn’t look at him when she speaks. She stares over his shoulder with a relaxed and distant gaze that reaches well past the horizon.

“Could there not be another way?”

“Ilryth . . .” She brings her attention back to her son and then to the tree high above. Her mouth is set in a hard line of determination, but her eyes nearly overflow with sorrow. “Duke Renfal says that Lord Krokan wants women who are rich with life and who have held Lady Lellia’s grace in their hands sacrificed to him every five years. That was the knowledge he gave his life for. The other sacrifices haven’t worked; our seas grow more and more dangerous.”

“Yes, but why does it have to be you?” He looks up at his mother.

She smooths hair away from his brow like he’s little more than a small child. In the arms of a mother, every man becomes a boy. “Because who is richer with life than the Duchess of Spears? Who holds a stronger grace in her hands than I do with Dawnpoint? Who better than a singer of the chorus?” She smiles but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “My duty, and yours, is to protect our seas and our people at all costs. You must take your oath so that my anointing can begin.”

“I don’t think I can.” He glances away in shame.

“Of course you can.”

“Do it.” A new voice enters the mix. A familiar one. I look over my shoulder and see, farther back on the beach, the Ilryth I know. A man grown.

He doesn’t have two legs and instead hovers, tail and all, as if suspended in water. He moves like he would in the sea, though here he soars through the air.

“Ilryth?” I say.

He doesn’t hear me and perhaps he can’t see me either, because he rushes past me to the young man.

“Ilryth, what is this place? What’s happening?” I call out.

Ilryth looms over his younger self, oozing disdain and hate, and the young man pushes away his mother’s arms and assumes a position before the tree door once more. But he doesn’t lift his palms to the wood. Ilryth tries to push his younger self forward. The adult’s muscles ripple in the sunlight, bulging with effort. His brow is lined with rage. But the child might as well be sculpted from lead; he is oblivious to the straining of his adult self.

“Ilryth!” I shout.

“Do it!” he yells at his younger self. “Don’t delay! Don’t be the one that holds her back!”

“Now,” his mother says, “swear your fealty to the old gods and to the Eversea. Take your oaths so that you may wield Dawnpoint.”

“Mother, I . . .” The young Ilryth doesn’t move.

The woman opens her mouth to speak, then closes it with a sigh. Resignation softens her brow. Her head tilts down slightly.

“Very well.” She kneels at his side once more. “It was too much to ask of someone so young. No other duke or duchess has ever had to assume their role this early. If you are not ready to pledge your life to the Eversea and take up Dawnpoint as the Duke of Spears, then you don’t have to.”

“Loathsome, wretched, weak coward,” the adult Ilryth seethes. He grips his younger self’s hand and tries to press it directly against the tree, but he cannot influence anything in this world.

“Ilryth, is this your memory?” I ask. I can think of no other explanation. He does not hear me.

The younger Ilryth looks at his mother. Fear wells in his eyes. Vulnerability. He’s terrified but also relieved. “Mother, are you certain?”

“Yes. This is a duty one must accept only when one is ready. It is an honor, not a burden.” The woman gives him a warm smile.

“But the anointing—” the young man starts.

“Does not take that long.” She wraps her arm around her son’s shoulders and helps him to his feet, then starts walking down the beach. “When I must begin in earnest, you will be nineteen. You will be ready to take Dawnpoint then, I’m sure of it.”

Despite young Ilryth’s obvious efforts to contain his emotions, his eyes shine and his lip quivers. “Are you ashamed of me?”

Somehow, even on land, even awkward and clumsy, the woman moves faster than I would’ve thought possible. She grabs her son around his shoulders and presses her lips to his forehead. “No. Never, my boy.”

“Yes!” The older Ilryth continues to try to force his younger self to the tree to take up the mantle of duke, but his strength is leaving him; his shoulders are slumping. “Yes,” he rasps, somewhere between rage and tears. “She will always be ashamed of you, you pathetic coward. It’s because of you that her death meant nothing, that she couldn’t sever her mortal ties sufficiently to quell the rage.”

“Ilryth, that’s enough.” I step forward. Still no reaction to my presence.

“You are my son, the light for the tree of my life. I could never be ashamed of you.” She strokes her son’s head and then releases him with an encouraging smile. “Now, let us return to the sea. We’ll come back in a few years.”

The two leave, but the older Ilryth doesn’t move. He sinks down to the sand where his younger self was, tail bent under him. He hides his face in his hands.

“Come back and fulfill your duty, coward.” He hunches over, digs his hands into the sand, and unleashes a scream that causes the world around us to splinter. “How many times must I be reminded of my failures? How many times must I watch you die?” Ilryth straightens, his arms outstretched, reaching for his mother, who is well beyond his grasp.

I cross to him with deliberate, purposeful steps. His every word sends pain through me; it’s as if this agony is my own. It rumbles through the foundations of this illusory world, causing lightning-shaped cracks of darkness, then it shatters, like a mirror crashing into stone. Between the fractured images, ghostly hands reach out and grasp at the boundaries of this reality, clawing.

“Ilryth, I think we should go.” I touch his shoulder, but my focus is on the monstrosities trying to tear apart this dream turned nightmare. There are faces moving behind the separating picture of this memory, entities that make the tiny hairs on the back of my neck rise as they’re trying to break through.

The duke is as still as a statue. His unseeing gaze is fixed on a spot right before the door. His skin has turned cold; the luster is fading from him. All color drains from his body.

I kneel at his side, tilt my head, and look up into his face. He has yet to register my presence.

“This isn’t real,” I say purposefully. Though it feels quite real to me now. Every rumbling of the earth and every roar of the monster that has haunted my own dreams is tangible. I hope this is not real. “We must leave whatever this place is. Now. It’s over, Ilryth; time has moved on and so must you. There’s no point in losing yourself in what you can’t change. You have to move forward.”

Ilryth doesn’t respond.

I shift, try to place myself directly in front of him. There’s no way he can’t see me now. “You must get us out of here. I don’t know what’s happening, but Lucia sent me here to tell you that, I think. You must come back to the real world with me.”

“Worthless. Coward,” Ilryth whispers with raw loathing. “If I had just . . . let her go. But I couldn’t. Just as I couldn’t hear Lellia’s words. I held her back. She was too good to die. It should have been me offered that day, not her.”

The words are a dagger between my ribs. I inhale sharply. My hands fly to his and I clutch them tightly.

“I know,” I whisper. “I know what it’s like to feel like you’re a burden to those around you. That no matter how hard you try, you’re never good enough. You can’t love them enough, sacrifice enough for them . . .”

He still doesn’t react. The world around us continues to tremble. The shadows are consuming the edges, eating away at the details.

“Ilryth.” My voice is firm. “You’re the only one who can save us from this crumbling reality. You are not that boy any longer. You’re responsible for people; they need you still. I—” The words stick to the inside of my throat. I swallow, trying to dislodge them. They make me sick, churning my stomach. But they’re the truth and right now I can’t be proud. I can’t allow my fears of being dependent on another to hold me back. “I need you, Ilryth.”

He blinks and there’s a moment of clarity on his face. “Victoria?” he whispers across our minds. There’s something unexpectedly intimate about the way he says it, made more intense by our hands being clasped.

“Ilryth, we—” 

A loud roar interrupts me and a blustering wind rips over the beach. The roots of the tree groan and crack, falling into a pale sea. In the distance, the fog condenses into a face that is locked in an eternal angry scream. The visage of hate itself.

Ilryth hunches over once more, his eyes going blank as he looks at the sand. He’s reverted to his numb statue self. “What was the point of it? Of any of it? Have the gods truly abandoned their stewards?”

Mention of the gods draws my eyes to my forearm. It’s words—song given shape upon my flesh. Lucia wanted me to do this because I had their magic. I look from it to the distant face that is sharpening as it grows nearer.

I don’t know what I’m doing but . . . “I’m a bloody wretched singer, Ilryth. You see what you’re driving me to?” No reaction to my bitter words. Damn. “Fine. Here goes nothing.”

I open my mouth and begin to sing. Not with my mind but with my actual voice. It’s a few wobbling notes. Terrible, really. I have never been a good singer. But I sing words as they come to me on instinct, whatever feels right.

Come to me.

I call to you.

Come, come—

Clarity dawns on him. Ilryth’s eyes widen. I stop singing immediately. He grabs my painted forearm.

“You sang.”

“Told you it was bad.”

He stares at me as if my singing is better than the most skilled prima donna’s. But the moment is short-lived; Ilryth looks around, finally seeing the deteriorating world. Yet he’s not surprised by it. He sighs softly and it betrays an exhaustion deeper than the lowest point of the ocean. His eyes land on the face in the distance that’s rushing toward us as if to consume this whole island in a single bite.

“We need to go,” I urge.

“You should never have come here.” His eyes shift to me, and for a moment, all the sorrow a person was ever capable of is mine. He gives it all to me: Sympathy. Empathy. Longing. “This is a nightmare no others should endure.”

Ilryth rises until he is suspended in the air as though it were water. He extends a hand to me and I regard it warily. My palm slides against his, and for a heartbeat, he does nothing but grip my fingers. I meet his intent stare and a thousand unspoken words pass between us. Nothing is said, but an understanding that transcends words sinks into me like the warmth of his fingers. In that fleeting breath, the barriers between us are no longer strong. We gain a rare glimpse into the other’s soul.

There is a part of me that wants to withdraw, to hide my face and my heart. But a lonely corner belonging to a woman who cried one too many nights alone, craving the comfort of an embrace, wants nothing more than to linger here, to have this moment drag on until my pain becomes a shared burden, even if the idea of someone else truly seeing my raw and tired heart is as terrifying as carving out a piece of it and handing it over.

“Let’s get you out of here,” he whispers as the howling picks up, breaking the trance.

I nod, unable to say anything.

With a flap of his tail, he swims upward through the air. I am pulled along with him, weightless. The air rushes across my skin and it’s the first thing I feel.

No . . . not air.

Tiny bubbles.

I blink as we rise toward the sun and away from the roaring underneath us. The world continues to fracture, spiderweb cracks chasing us upward. Ilryth glances down as he soars with strong strokes of his tail.

“Hold on.”

I squeeze his hand tighter.

The bubbles rush over me. We crash into the branches of the tree and are met with blinding light. I flinch instinctively, waiting for pain. But there is none.

I blink as the light fades and I’m no longer blinded by it and realize I am still hovering above Ilryth in his bedroom. Lucia’s fingertips are still over mine, resting on his temples. But now his eyes are open.

The duke stares up at me as if he is trying to crawl into my mind. Then reality crashes around us both, and his brow furrows with anger. His gaze shifts to Lucia, who lets out a surprised chirp and pulls her hands away.

“How dare you involve her.”





Eleven

“If this is some ploy to escape—” he starts.

“First, didn’t you say I couldn’t escape since I was already anointed with the words of the old ones and in the Eversea and all that?” I interrupt, moving my hands through the water to encompass all the warnings he’s given me.

“Yes, which is what I was about to remind you of,” he says, backtracking.

“Second,” I continue as if he said nothing, “you know what I need to sever my ties, and this is the only way to get it. Just one of the silver bars we were carrying is worth a thousand crons. All twenty, and then some, could fit in there.” I gesture to the chest with a palm. “This is the best plan we have.”

“You would go back to the wreckage of your ship?” His expression is torn between horrified and impressed.

“If there were another way, I’d suggest it.” I guard my emotions and all the thoughts I want to keep private. “Sometimes the only path is into the storm.”

Ilryth curses softly in the back of his mind and puts his hands on his hips. “This is foolish. It’s too risky for us to go into the Gray Trench, cross the Fade, and linger in the Gray Passage. I should never have agreed to indulge you in this.”

“But you did, and now you have to see it through.”

“Do I?” He whirls in the water to face me again. To loom over me. I sigh dramatically enough for him to realize that his posturing has no effect on me and tilt my head, conveying that I’m not backing down.

“You gave me your word that—” I start.

“And you gave me your word that in five years, you would be mine.”

“Well, who came early?” I arch my brows. “All of this could’ve been avoided if you’d let me get through the Gray Passage.”

“If I hadn’t, you would have been turned into chum by one of Lord Krokan’s emissaries and then all of the Eversea would be damned for it,” he growls, leaning in. I still don’t back away. Our noses are almost touching. “Moreover, I never specified it’d be five years to the day.”

“You also never specified otherwise,” I counter.

He opens his mouth to say something. Abandons it. Then starts again. “Have you ever had a day in your life when you haven’t been unrelenting?”

“No.” At least not since I began life anew as Victoria. And I’m proud of it.

A low rumble crosses my mind as he edges away. I didn’t realize just how tight my chest was with him so close. The tension between my shoulder blades eases some.

He swims over to the opposite corner of the room and rummages around. I can almost hear him muttering to himself, and I close the gap between us as if that’ll somehow enable me to hear him better. Of course it doesn’t, since the words are entirely in our heads.

“Yes. Here—” He lifts a large slab of wood that looks like a cutting board and sets it on a barrel. A map I recognize from sailing those waters countless times has been carved into its warped surface. “This is your Gray Passage.” He points to a rocky stretch along an arc of land by the northern mountains. “About here is the Fade.” He gestures to the edge of the map with the side of his palm. It’s the sea to the east of the Gray Passage, where no one has ever returned from.

“Which means this is Midscape?” I gesture to the other side of his hand.

He nods. “And right about where you’re pointing is what we call the Gray Trench. It is a deep ravine that comes off Lord Krokan’s Abyss.”

“I was wondering if it was connected, given the names.”

“We were once one world, after all.” Ilryth indicates the other side of the Gray Trench. “And here is where we are right now.”

“The Gray Trench is what’s on the other side of the reef.” My suspicions are confirmed. Ilryth nods again. “And where the wraiths, monsters, and rot come from.”

“Exactly. It stretches all the way”—he drags a finger over mine to a region that’s nothing but water far to the northeast—“to Lord Krokan’s Abyss.”

The perpetual storms. The ghost stories. The ships going down. This is the explanation. “The Gray Passage is connected to your old god of death.”

“Yes.” Ilryth relaxes his hand and I can’t help but notice how it brushes mine when he does. “The Gray Passage is on the other side of the Fade, where siren magic is weaker, so it’s too risky for my warriors to patrol. Besides, most wraiths who cross the Fade don’t last more than a day or two in the Natural World if they don’t possess a host.”

“Like the ones that attacked me tried to,” I say. Charles’s lighthouse is at the end of the Gray Passage that’s closest to Dennow.

“Yes.” He doesn’t meet my eyes. His expression is soft. Haunted. “They were my men. I’d led them on a reckless mission; it was my fault that happened to them. I was chasing after them to give them a clean death.”

“If the wraiths move from the Abyss up through the passage, it is likely we’ll be attacked on our journey,” I say. He nods. “Why not avoid the passage altogether, then? Use the same magic you used to bring me back quickly when Krokan’s monster attacked?”

“That was something special; I can’t do it again. And I told you—travelers’ pools are restricted to almost no use at all to prevent the spread of the rot. I might be able to use them once undetected. But it’s better to save that for bringing the silver to your family.”

“Fighting it is, then.” I raise my thumb to my mouth and bite on the cuticle. “There’s a way through the Fade at the end of the passage?”

He nods. “It was how I followed my men on the night we met. I saw how the wraiths made it through.”

“Good. Then you can do it again.”

“I did it one time. When I was younger and far more foolish.” There’s a bitter note to his voice. It has the same tone as the self-loathing I heard in the memory. I can’t stop the ache between my ribs. I know that endless cycle of self-hatred, when every little thing reminds you of your failures and shortcomings, yet also inspires you to fight to prove that terrible inner voice wrong.

“Well, thank you for being so foolish,” I say softly. Reluctantly. “Otherwise I would’ve died that night.” Have I ever thanked him for what he did for me? I can’t recall. Even if it didn’t work out how I’d hoped, I had five years of life that I wouldn’t have had without him.

Maybe I haven’t thanked him, because at my gratitude, he turns in my direction. His lips are parted with surprise. It feels like there’s so much that he’s not saying. For the first time, I wish he were as clumsy with his thoughts as I am, that I could have a glimpse within his mind.

Keeping his eyes locked on mine, Ilryth glides through the water and perches on the edge of the map. He leans over. I freeze, and the world seems to hold its breath. “The only way for us to get to the Gray Passage to your ship is to go through the Gray Trench here in Midscape. It’s perilous, risky, and—I can’t believe I’m saying this—if we’re going to do this, I need to be more confident you will be protected.”

“I’m useful in a scrap. I’ve ended my fair share of bar fights, even fended off pirates.”

“Above water and against mortal men, I’ve little doubt you can hold your own.” His confidence in my abilities surprises me. “But I doubt you’d fare as well beneath the waves and against wayward spirits.” He arches his brows. I give a small shrug, pride not allowing me to admit he’s probably right. “We will teach you, though.”

“Teach me what?”

“You’ll learn more of siren magic and the words of the old ones.”

That sounds a lot like he’s getting what he wants . . . “This isn’t some trick where you’re going to back out of helping me once I know the words, is it?”

His fingers settle under my chin, and the scowl my face was working into relaxes away. He’s as ethereal as always, a fitting acolyte for the god of death. So gorgeous it hurts. Seductive enough to have women throwing themselves overboard to be in his arms. Don’t trust a pretty face, Victoria; you know how that ends. “I shouldn’t have to trick you. You already agreed.”

I nod; his fingertips continue to press into my chin. I fight a shiver and say, “All right. Let’s begin, then. The sooner the better.”

“Follow me.” He pushes off the map and swims into one of the four tunnels coming off the treasure room. I do as he says.

The tunnel pitches downward. Coral becomes carved stone. Intricate lines are etched into the rock, similar to the whalebone cage I was kept in.

We emerge into a landscape of deep blue, richer than the purest indigo dyes Mother ever procured. Sunlight dances through beams of wood that crisscross the opening above, more carvings upon them, and across the surface of tiered steps arranged in a semicircle with a half-moon platform at the bottom. It’s an amphitheater, I realize.

“We’ll practice here,” he announces, heading to the lowest point. I follow. “Now, let’s begin—”

I hold up a hand. “Wait. I have questions.”

“More?” His tone is exasperated, but a smirk curls just the very corners of his lips. As if he’s fighting amusement.

“I am trying to grasp a whole world beyond my own. A magical one, at that.” I sink onto the lowest step. “While I’ve gathered bits and pieces, I feel like I’m missing the whole picture, which would be nice to have. Plus it would help me understand the magic better.”

“You seem fairly sharp; I’d be surprised if you didn’t have the sense of it all.” He folds his arms. The smirk spreads wider.

“Flattery will get you nowhere.”

“And here I was hoping to soften your crusty exterior.”

“Sorry, ‘Crusty’ is my middle name.”

He snorts. “Victoria Crusty . . .”

“Datch,” I finish. “My family name is Datch.”

“Victoria Crusty Datch.”

There’s something about hearing my name—even with the Crusty—without Charles’s that brings a smile to my lips. “Now, indulge me. Start from the beginning and explain everything like I know nothing.”

“If you wish.” His expression turns serious. “Roughly fifty years ago, Lord Krokan began to revolt. Our seas became dangerous. From an increase in storms and deadly currents, blight in our crops and lands, his leviathan emissaries turning hostile, more wraiths, indicating souls were not able to cross the Veil as they once were, to the rot . . . every year was harder than the last.”

This aligns with the history I know from my world. In my research, the stories of siren attacks began about fifty years ago. And if those attacks were caused by wraiths rather than the sirens themselves, it all lines up.

“We tried many things to appease Lord Krokan, and when we could not, we began to carve out pieces of the Lifetree to protect ourselves. Using Lady Lellia’s magic was the only way we knew to shield the living from the plague of the dead. But it wasn’t enough.

“Our previous Duke of Faith, Duke Renfal, spent many years in quiet meditation on the hymns of the old ones. His studies bore fruit, and he was finally able to commune with Lord Krokan.”

I recognize the duke’s name from Ilryth’s memories. “And what did Duke Renfal learn?” I ask, though I suspect it has something to do with the sacrifices.

“The duke received a message from Lord Krokan: The old god wanted women who had a zeal for life to be sacrificed to him and his Abyss on the summer solstice roughly every five years.” His words are devoid of emotion, as though he has practiced many times saying them without betraying his thoughts. But he strikes me as deeply uncomfortable. Even with his trained presentation, his eyes lose some of their focus and he peers right through me. The small muscles of his jaw tense.

His mother in the memory ties to all this, somehow. From what I’ve gathered, the wraiths draw out the worst in individuals—their most horrific memories—to feed on their souls. Out of all the memories that Ilryth might have suffered from, it was that one.

There’s more to the story . . . I have my suspicions, but I don’t probe. There are questions about my own past that I don’t want him to ask. We don’t need to know too much about each other to work together. This can be as professional as the rest of my business dealings.

“But the sacrifices clearly haven’t been working,” I say.

“No.”

“Why?”

Ilryth shakes his head. “No one knows.”

“Nothing more from Duke Renfal?”

“The only other thing we learned from him was that the anointing must take place before a woman could be sacrificed to Lord Krokan. Merely communing with the old god destroyed the duke’s mind and then took his life. No sacrifice would survive the Abyss long enough to stand before Lord Krokan without the anointing; it clears the mind and purifies the soul, creating a worthy offering that can exist before an old god.”

When I’m not thinking about it relative to myself being the sacrifice, it’s fascinating. Horrifying, but also fascinating.

I shift, leaning back slightly on my hand. “And you wanted me because none of these other sacrifices were working?”

“Yes. Though it could’ve been any human. You were purely by chance.”

“You really know how to make a lady feel special,” I say dryly.

He chuckles. But then his tone turns serious once more. “When I became the Duke of Spears, I gained access to the songs of Duke Renfal. There was a line of the song he’d sung recounting his time communing with Lord Krokan about ‘hands of Lellia.’ Most sirens took it to mean that Lord Krokan wanted those touched by life—living sacrifices. Others assumed that he wanted blank vessels to mirror his wife.”

“His . . . wife?”

“Lady Lellia, goddess of life, is wedded to Lord Krokan, god of death. Together, they complete the circle and maintain the balance.”

“The giant sea monster is the husband of a . . . tree?” I blink as if somehow that will help it all make sense. It does not.

“They are literal old gods, Victoria.” He grins as if the question and all its unspoken implications and wonderings have crossed his mind too. “Besides, Lady Lellia is inside the tree. She’s not the tree itself.”

“Right . . .” Something he said earlier strikes me, about how humans were crafted by the dryads but guided by Lady Lellia. “You think what Lord Krokan wanted was a human, not a siren. That’s what the ‘hands’ bit meant. That’s why the other sacrifices didn’t work.”

His expression is almost proud that I’ve pieced together his logic. “When I saw you in the water that night right after . . . well, it was too good an opportunity to pass up.”

Right after the last sacrifice, if one is owed every five years. Meaning the last one was a failure too. His mother? Likely. But I don’t pry and instead focus on keeping the thoughts from escaping.

“That’s why you gave me five years,” I reason. He nods. It wasn’t kindness; it was pragmatism. He had no use for me until now. He probably couldn’t even anoint me with the magic needed to keep me under the waves of the Eversea without me dying. “There I was, in a position to agree to anything, since death was my only other option. You had a willing participant. Someone who agreed to sever her connection to the world and be sacrificed.”

Another nod and then Ilryth levels his eyes at mine. “Five years ago, I swore to myself and my people that I would find an end to the blight of our seas brought on by Lord Krokan’s wrath. That no sirens would have to sacrifice themselves ever again.”

To my human mind, it sounds callous and cruel. He would sacrifice humans to spare his people. But can I blame him? It’s no different than what the Council of Tenvrath would do if the roles were reversed.

Moreover, that’s not really what he’s saying . . . 

“No person will ever have to sacrifice themselves again.” I push off the step, float up, and hover just before him. Even though Ilryth is much taller than I am from the top of his head to the tip of his tail, one of the magical things about being underwater is that I am able to look him in the eye. “If I do this, if I can be a worthy sacrifice and quell Krokan’s rage, then no human or siren would ever have to be killed again?”

“Yes, if you’re able.”

If I’m able . . . Are there any words that are more of an invitation than those? There is nothing like a challenge to prompt me to action.

“I’ve overcome more fearsome things than dealing with an angry old god.” Charles is at the forefront of my mind.

“I hope your confidence isn’t misplaced.”

“It won’t be.” Perhaps there is one last thing for me to do while I walk this earth. One last good work I can do in a life that’s been full of punishments for good intentions. “Now teach me how to use this power.”





Eighteen

The rest of the night is peaceful. No more nightmares haunt me.

I don’t sleep, but I’m not quite conscious either. I’ve noticed that I need sleep less, much as I don’t need to eat any longer. The more I am marked by the old ones, the less I need to tend to my physical body. Still, my awareness slipped from me at some point in the night long enough that when I stir and sense someone hovering at my bedside, I spring from the spongy bed and shoot halfway across the room.

“You wound me with your reaction to my presence.” Ilryth folds his arms.

“You startled me! You cannot just come into my bedroom without warning.” I put my hand to my heart. This man is going to be the cause of my third death if he keeps pulling things like this.

“Why not? You didn’t seem to have a problem with sneaking into my room last night. I thought this was how you preferred to be greeted—a human custom I do not understand.” He’s fighting a smirk and I can’t tell if it is a result of my reaction or if he knows full well that this isn’t a human custom.

“Humans do not enter other people’s bedrooms without invitation,” I huff, erring on the side of him genuinely not knowing.

“But you—”

“I know I did.” I roll my eyes. “But you, sir, are an exception.”

“Lucky me,” he says playfully enough that I can’t determine his true feelings on the matter. But his expression quickly sobers. “We should begin our preparations early. The wraiths are worse at night, so we will want to leave while the sun is high.”

Today is the day, at long last. I’m going to get the silver and save my family. While relief surges through me, it’s tempered with a gut-wrenching horror about the unknowns that await me in this infamous Gray Trench. The glimpses I have seen of it are horrifying enough. What else lurks in those depths?

“I’m ready,” I say with confidence. I’ve faced the unknown before. I can do it again.

“If you would rather—” He crosses to me.

I stop him with a gentle hand on his chest. When we’re alone, touching him is easy—natural. “My mind is made up; I’m going, Ilryth. They’re my family, my responsibility. I cannot abandon them.”

His fingers close around mine and he gives a firm nod. “I understand.”

“I know you do,” I say softly. I truly believe he does. After all I’ve seen, all that weighs on him, there’s no doubt in my mind. “Now, let’s begin these preparations.” I free my hand and busy it by smoothing it down my front, pressing out invisible wrinkles on my shorts. My attention snags on the colorful and golden markings that shine on my arm.

It’s very odd not to regularly put on fresh clothes. But in this form, I don’t sweat; I don’t seem to collect grime. My skin is as clean as it was when Ilryth first took me here. My hair remains untangled even though it drifts through ocean currents unbound by braids. As uncomfortable as it is to have a nagging feeling that I am living in filth, it’s terribly convenient, as my mornings and evenings are much more streamlined when I don’t have to worry about maintaining a physical form. Becoming more magic than flesh and blood has its benefits.

“Are you all right?” he asks.

“Yes. Just thinking about how much I’ve changed over these past few weeks.”

Ilryth doesn’t answer. I turn my eyes to him. I half expect him to tell me that I haven’t changed. It seems like the polite thing to say. The kind thing to say. But he doesn’t. And somehow . . . well, it doesn’t make me feel better, but there is comfort in it. In knowing he’s realistic. Pragmatic. That he’s going to tell me the truth and not just offer cozy platitudes. I admire that in a person.

“It’s all right,” I say, mostly for my own benefit. “I’ve gone through many journeys, many evolutions.” I chuckle softly. “I even changed my name once.”

“You did?”

“Well, I began going by my middle name.” I avoid mentioning that the more official name change was dropping Charles’s family name.

“Why?” He seems genuinely curious; he leans in as if he’s hanging on every word.

“Because the woman I was died in the ocean the night we met. I didn’t want to be her anymore. Her name didn’t fit me any longer.” Maybe, in a way, forgetting the memories of Charles and all else that I’ve lost is stripping off the last of Elizabeth’s old skin that still clings to my bones.

He opens his mouth to say something, then closes it. I don’t press to hear whatever he was thinking of saying.

Finally, Ilryth says simply, “We should go.”

“Right. Lead the way.”

Ilryth swims over the balcony with me at his side. We head for a square building toward the center of the estate. This building is blockier than the majority of the constructions. There are no open archways or flowing kelp screens. It’s a solid structure—cut into a hulking rock—with only one entry, which is curiously sealed by a door that looks like a porthole. Ropes are stretched across it.

Lucia and Sheel wait on either side of the entry with worried expressions.

“Lucia. Sheel,” Ilryth greets them.

“This is a terrible idea,” Sheel grumbles. Lucia is silent but radiates agreement.

Ilryth ignores the remark and unfastens the ties of silvery kelp that hold the large porthole shut. He hums softly as he does, and the ropes shimmer with a rainbow sheen as he loops them around a knob off to the side. Ilryth pulls open the porthole and leads us into a dimly lit room.

The room reminds me of the houses of worship to the old gods I saw in the countryside where Lord Applegate was from, buildings with tall towers and rare stained-glass windows. This has no such glass, but it is ornately carved inside. Giant roots of stone wrap around the sandy floor of the room, coalescing into the base of a sculpture of a tree that stretches to the ceiling. Its carefully rendered canopy supports the roof as rocky beams. Lifelike leaves glisten in the hazy light coming in through the porthole.

The carved roots and branches tangle across the walls, changing with the skilled hand of a master sculptor into tentacles. The limbs collect and weave together like rolling waves crashing into each other. They circle around the sunken visage of a beast.

No, not a beast. A god.

Krokan is portrayed with an almost humanlike face. He has an elongated chin and a severe jawline that give the lower half of his face a V shape. His temples cut in sharply near the eyes, only for his head to flare out like the spiked mantle of an armored beetle. Four eyes are set in two diagonals opposite each other. His beaked mouth grips the porthole we entered through. The rest of his body is impossible to see; it is lost behind all the tentacles. Perhaps completely unknown.

I stare at the figure in awe. In horror. The markings on my skin become ropes on me. My whole body feels tight in a constricting, wrenching way. I almost want to claw my skeleton out of my flesh. Carve my mind from my skull to escape the whispering song that’s humming in my marrow.

Look away, Victoria, I command myself. But I can’t. I’m stuck. Staring. I am going into the trench that connects to his Abyss. Where his emissaries lie in wait. Will Krokan feel me there? He knows I’m marked for him. He’s calling me. Calling . . . 

Victoria . . . 

“Victoria?” Ilryth jolts me from my thoughts. I whirl. The room spins until I lay eyes on him. Then everything comes into focus. “Are you all right?”

I glance past him to Lucia and Sheel down below. They’re around a ghostly tree wrapped in a nest of sculpted roots at the back of the room.

“I am,” I say just for Ilryth.

He nods and swims away. I glance back at the statue and the same creeping feeling is there . . . but I don’t let it overtake me again.

“Are you sure this is the right course of action?” Sheel asks as we swim over. At the center of the ghostly tree in the far back of the room is a spear. It’s not different in shape or material than the dozen others skewered into the floor of this room, but the wood seems paler and bears an aura of importance.

“It won’t be long enough for the magics holding back the rot to be disrupted,” Ilryth assures him.

“How can you be so confident?” Sheel is less than convinced.

“I will lead a group in the songs of protection here; Fenny will do the same in the amphitheater,” Lucia says.

“And you will be at the ready with men. Take the spears you need from the armory. But I do not think you will have to use them.” Ilryth motions to the sand around them, then reaches for the spear at the center of the ghostly tree.

Sheel grabs his wrist. Ilryth gives him a look that conveys offense at the boldness, the challenge. Sheel slowly unfurls his fingers and drifts back.

Without a moment of hesitation, Ilryth lifts the spear from its spot on the floor. The shift in the waters happens immediately as the anamnesis fades. Everything stills. Shadows are longer, colors duller. It’s colder.

“If something happens to you and, as a result, Dawnpoint, the rot will claim the duchy. That is one of five great spears—there is no replacement.” Sheel drifts forward as his torso pitches. He’s pleading.

“Do we need to take Dawnpoint?” I eye the spear. This must be the one his mother was carrying in the memory, the infamous weapon that Ilryth left behind the first time I saw him go into the trench because it was protecting the duchy.

“It will be safest and fastest this way.”

“I don’t want to leave the Duchy of Spears at risk because of me.” I’m supposed to be helping people, not hindering them. I won’t hinder them. I can’t prove Charles right and be a burden . . . though I suppose I already have by demanding this trip to begin with. My stomach knots. What is worth more, my family or the whole of the Eversea? I know what the answer was for me and what it should be. But what it is now, I’m no longer sure.

“Yes, Your Grace, please. Reconsider this,” Sheel urges.

“It’ll be all right.” Ilryth speaks mostly to me. “I’m taking Dawnpoint because it improves our chances of success. If I didn’t, we’d risk more because we’d risk your life.”

If I go, I risk being killed by the wraiths or the monstrous emissaries of Krokan or the rot or whatever other horrors are down there. I’d leave the Eversea in turmoil. They’d have no sacrifice to offer and only a few months before the summer solstice. Given how much time they’ve spent anointing me—and I’m not even halfway through the process—I doubt they could find someone else. And if I was killed, the Eversea, maybe the world, could be lost.

If I don’t go, my family will be sent to debtors’ prison. Charles will demand Em’s hand. She will be his lighthouse attendant and suffer the fate I escaped.

I love my sister more than anything. I owe my parents everything. I can’t let them down. I won’t. But I also won’t fail and leave the Eversea struggling.

Never have I felt more torn.

“I won’t let you all down,” I say with conviction. Everyone’s eyes are on me. But I’m focused solely on Ilryth. “We can keep each other safe. We will do what must be done, as we have until now.”

“What do you think you can do?” Sheel asks plainly. It isn’t intentionally rude, but the words still sting. He must realize it, because he backtracks. “I am grateful for your help with Yenni, but cleansing rot and fighting a wraith are two very different things.” He’s not wrong.

“Ilryth has been teaching me how to use our duet and harness the magic within me. We’ve been preparing for this.”

“For how long?” Sheel side-eyes Ilryth, who ignores him, focusing on Lucia.

“She might actually be able to help a great deal,” Lucia chimes in as if on cue. I suspect Ilryth has been consulting with her about our plans. “As an anointed, she has unique immunities from the call of the Veil and the Beyond. It might offer her protections similar to the armor from the Lifetree. Or better, even, since it’s imprinted on her soul. In fact, it is possible that she is like a tree spear just by existing.”

“I did see her power against the rot,” Sheel says thoughtfully. “But the wraith targeted her specifically.”

“Weeks ago,” Lucia says gently. She turns and regards me with wary confidence. I try to reassure her with a look alone. “She is stronger now. Even if she does attract them, she can defend herself.”

“There’s only one question that matters.” Ilryth’s focus remains on only me. “Are you ready?”

“I am.” Once more, I will charge ahead into the vast unknown. Keep moving forward. Keep putting distance between myself and the past.

“Lord Ilryth, I should give one cautionary note: We’ve never tested this before. It’s impossible to know how her markings will be affected by the trench or by her going back to the Natural World,” Lucia says. “Everything we’ve discussed has been my speculation.”

That further confirms my suspicion that they’ve been planning this together. My opinion of Lucia is increasing by the moment.

“Your Grace, as your general, I must advise against this.” Sheel’s attention darts back and forth between Lucia and Ilryth. “We shouldn’t take any unnecessary risks with the offering. Think of what the Duke of Faith would say if he caught wind of this.”

“We’re doing it,” Ilryth declares as if emboldened by Sheel’s continued objections. He extends a hand to me.

I make my choice and take it.

Ilryth bends at the hips, draws his tail in, and thrusts his elbows back. Then he explodes with power, jetting out into the open water and taking me with him.

As he does, I twist, lifting my right hand to his right shoulder. Ilryth understands my movements and reaches back to help me. I settle behind him, gripping his shoulders. Our bodies move together effortlessly. The feeling is familiar enough and my thoughts are too far elsewhere for me to be too distracted by our proximity. I’m focused on the trench ahead.

We soar over the coral barrier and wooden walls that serve as the defensive line for the trench. Much like the way the water changed when Ilryth removed Dawnpoint from its place, the water shifts instantly when we pass the barriers. There’s a faint bloody tint to the seas. The sand is paler. Gray.

Not far off is a large chasm, greater and deeper than any I’ve ever imagined. We run parallel to it for some time. I regard the swirling depths of thick rot warily, peering into the darkness for any sign of a wraith creeping over the edge . . . or the curl of a massive tentacle.

Eventually an underwater mountain range obstructs our path.

“Hold on tight. It’s difficult for light to penetrate the depths, so you need to stay with me.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” I squeeze his shoulders.

“Good. I want you nowhere but by my side.” I wonder if he knows all the things I could read into those words but choose not to.

We pitch over the vast trench and descend. Night has pooled in its depths, like a sea within a sea. The water beneath us is somehow denser still and swirls with ominous curls of rot.

Steel yourself, Captain, I tell myself.

The gloom and red swallow us. All light has vanished. Ilryth cuts through the darkness with the spear, which is emitting a faint glow. He waves it from side to side now and then, swirling away the muck that clings to his arms.

Frost creeps up my legs, biting into my marrow. I imagine that without the magic woven into me, I couldn’t survive the pressure between my ears or the rot that clots my nose . . . and certainly the cold would’ve killed me by now. This far below the waves, there is no light, no warmth, no life.

This is a place only for death.

Yet we are not alone. I can sense movement in the waters around us. Monsters? Wraiths? Large or small? One or many? Impossible to tell. I can’t see anything.

I feel the phantom sensation of Krokan’s tentacles wrapping around me and fight a shudder. The monster of my imagining cradles me in one of its limbs, then crushes me and brings me to its toothed beak for consumption as it did my crew. For a second, I feel as if I might never see the light of day again.

“Hold steady, Victoria,” Ilryth says, cutting through my grim thoughts. “Don’t let them take your mind.”

“Them?”

“The dead. They’re here.” The words are as solemn as bells tolling for a funeral. I feel that cold grip around my neck once more, prompting me to glance over my shoulder. But there’s nothing there. “Steady yourself and guard your mind. Don’t let them drag out your thoughts.”

“I know how to protect my thoughts from others.” The Eversea helped; I’ve had to be mindful of what I think since I arrived here. But well before that, I was practicing: Bury it all, deep down. Don’t let anyone—don’t let him—see what brings you joy or it will be taken from you and destroyed.

“Good. That skill and more will be needed very soon.”

“How soon?”

“Now!” Ilryth twists, nearly throwing me. If not for my years clutching the deck railing of ships, I might have lost my hold. He thrusts out his spear and lets out a sharp sound followed by a descending trill of notes.

Light flares, illuminating the wispy, tortured visage of a wraith.
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