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For Kevin, who makes me believe in true love and for

our daughters, Evie and Mira, who light up my world
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Go past the horizon, across the sea

And there you’ll find your destiny
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CHAPTER 1

Marino
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Captain Marino Pegasi could not remember the last time he had spent so much time on land.

He was at his fourth ball in as many weeks and had been introduced to countless ‘eligible young ladies’, who had all started to look the same after a while.

It was not that Marino didn’t love to dance. He enjoyed a party as much as anyone, maybe even more than most, but where some might become seasick after weeks bobbing above the waves, he found himself becoming waltz-sick after weeks bobbing around the dance floor.

The constant spinning round and round and round, the faces changing but the conversation ever the same. He stayed courteous, bowing to each partner at the end of the dance, even as he heard the whispers from the nobles and royals of Eana, wondering who, if anyone, Captain Marino Pegasi would dance with a second time.

He knew he made a striking figure in the ballroom, standing taller than almost all the guests in his perfectly tailored burgundy frock coat and fitted black trousers, with an embroidered waistcoat over his starched ruﬄed collar and rakishly tied cravat. And of course, he wore his earrings, three simple gold studs on one earlobe, and two small pearls on the other. At these events, Marino had his tightly coiled black curls tied into a knot at the nape of his neck, but a few always managed to spring free, brushing against his cheekbones as he danced.

And dance he did, with partner after partner. Until the evening came to an end, and he could collapse in a luxurious bed in his guest room at Anadawn Palace, wishing that he was in his own bed on his ship instead.

But he knew that would be rude not only to Queen Rose and King Shen, who were graciously hosting him at Anadawn until his next voyage, but also to his sister, Celeste, who expected to see him at breakfast where they could regale each other with tales of the evening before.

Marino feared he was becoming more proud by the day, increasingly unimpressed with the ladies paraded in front of him.

He would never admit as much to his sister or to Rose, who was almost a sister to him. He knew they were trying to help him. And he had learned long ago that when they teamed up they were a force to be reckoned with. They were certain that this time spent on land, away from his ship, was the perfect opportunity for him to find his match, someone to keep his bunk warm. Someone to care for him, they claimed. So, he kept smiling and laughing and made sure they only ever saw the charming Marino they knew and loved.

How could he tell them that for him love was complicated? Marino had his sights set on a life of adventure, and that meant he was always going to be at sea, looking to the horizon. He was far too much of a gentleman to make any false promises of settling down to the ladies presented to him.

In his heart, Marino dreamed of a romance greater than any he could find in a ballroom. It wasn’t that he didn’t want love, the opposite of it, he wanted the kind of love that inspired grand gestures and epic adventures. The kind of love those closest to him had found.

It felt like everyone around Marino was starry-eyed and love-drunk. Everyone but him.

Queen Rose and King Shen had wed several months ago, but Rose was still the blushing bride. She could not stop looking at Shen. And when he looked back at her, well, the heat in his gaze was enough to raise the temperature of the entire room. It made Marino feel oddly … lonely, in a way he never felt when he was on his own in the middle of the sea.

And nothing had surprised Marino as much as Celeste finding, and keeping, love herself. Celeste had always sworn off true commitment, saying there were too many fish in the sea for her to ever choose only one, and yet here she was, canoodling with Princess Anika of Gevra. Celeste shunned propriety and only danced with Anika at the balls, and the two were a liability on the dance floor – twirling and prancing around with no regard to what song was playing, only dancing to the tune in both of their hearts.

At least Rose’s sister, Queen Wren, and her beau, Tor, were away, spending the summer in Ortha, where Wren had been raised. As much as Marino liked both Wren and Tor, he was relieved not to be entirely surrounded by loved-up couples.
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Finally, it was the last ball of the summer.

It was nearly autumn, but the night air was still warm and inviting enough for the ball to be held outside in the grand Anadawn courtyard. Queen Rose had enchanted the candles to float in the air and garlands of flowers were strung overhead. The musicians played the favourite songs of the season, songs Marino had heard so often, he knew he would never forget them even if he tried.

His back was straight as he twirled Lady Sophie, a petite blonde noblewoman visiting from the northern coastal town of Norbrook. Next to them, Celeste and Anika twirled and laughed, and Marino wished he could dance with someone with as much abandon. Celeste caught his eye and nodded her head towards Lady Sophie, eyes wide with a silent question. Marino shook his head slightly. No, Lady Sophie was not destined to be the great love of his life. Celeste rolled her eyes in response and then focused her attention back to Anika.

‘Are you enjoying the evening, Captain?’ Lady Sophie asked, and Marino felt a quick pang of guilt for not trying harder to get to know her. It was so easy to keep things at surface level, to smile and charm and never truly let his guard down. Perhaps he should at least make a small effort. It was the last ball, after all.

He rewarded her with a warm smile. ‘I am,’ he said. He saw how she blushed in response to his smile, which he had to admit was pleasing, even if he had no romantic interest in her. He knew that dancing at a ball, being seen as the catch of the season, was no true hardship. He simply missed the sea, and that wasn’t Lady Sophie’s fault. ‘It is a beautiful night. Queen Rose is, as ever, an exceptional host.’

‘This is my first Anadawn ball,’ Lady Sophie said, sounding a bit breathless with excitement about it all. ‘I’ve never seen magic before, not until tonight. It’s spectacular.’

The land of Eana was ruled by witches gifted with a unique magic. For all of Marino’s childhood, witches had been banished and abhorred, and they had only come back into their rightful power when the twin witch queens, Rose and Wren, had been reunited just before their eighteenth birthday.

Rose had been raised in the palace, with no knowledge of her true heritage nor the existence of her twin. Meanwhile Wren had spent her whole life living with a hidden sect of witches far on the western coast of Eana, preparing for the moment when she would take Rose’s place and usher in the reign of the witches. Back to their rightful place, ruling the land that had been created by, and named for, Eana the first witch. And while things had not gone exactly to plan for either twin, the result had been something even better – two queens working together for the good of their people. And with the return of the witches to power, and the strengthening of the land itself, many Eanans had discovered their own latent magic. Including Marino.

Marino hadn’t known he was a witch until Rose and Wren welcomed magic back into the kingdom. He had been surprised, and then pleased, to know he had the gift. It had once been believed that witches were only able to access one of five distinct strands of magic. Enchanters could do small magic and minor spells of enchantment or manipulation. Healers were gifted with the ability to cure those who were ill or injured. Tempests could control the weather, calling down storms or shifting the wind. Warrior witches had tremendous strength and agility and were unparalleled on the battlefield. Seers could glimpse the future, usually by reading the movements of flocks of beautiful starcrest birds that were unique to Eana.

When Marino had first discovered his witch heritage, he realised he was a natural tempest. It was a joy to sail on the sea and practise his gift – catching a strand of wind in his hands and then sending it to fill his sails so his ship practically flew over the waves.

Now, since Rose and Wren had freed all five strands of magic, Marino could access all his gifts. Every witch still had a dominant power, but with practice, they could master all five strands. Marino’s power was growing stronger all the time.

Hearing Lady Sophie’s awe made Marino feel a twinge of guilt for being so immune to it all. ‘There is nothing quite like an Anadawn ball,’ he said, and he meant it. Then he turned his attention back to Lady Sophie. ‘And what do you like to do in Norbrook?’ She was a beautiful dancer, but he felt no draw towards her, nothing made her stand out from any of the many others he had danced with all summer, but he should give her a chance.

Lady Sophie held her head high. ‘I am quite an accomplished pianist. And I paint as well.’ She sounded unbearably smug, and Marino had a sneaking suspicion that she was exaggerating her talents.

He nodded, trying to muster more interest. ‘What do you like to paint?’

‘Horses, mostly. We have quite the impressive equine collection, you know. And the occasional self-portrait, of course.’ She fluttered her lashes coyly, as if even she was immune to her own charms.

Marino cleared his throat. ‘And do you like the sea?’ Perhaps she painted seascapes. ‘I’ve not been to Norbrook, but I’ve sailed past it before. The coast is quite dramatic.’

She scrunched her nose up. ‘The sea! Goodness no. The salty air ruins my hair, not to mention my jewellery!’ Her laugh was high and sharp. ‘And the smell of fish! No, it is not for me. I prefer to stay in town. Or go riding.’

‘But!’ she went on, clearly seeing Marino’s disappointment and seemingly remembering what he did. ‘I do love to watch the sun set from my father’s house. The light is very pretty when it dances across the waves.’

‘So it is,’ said Marino, with a deep sigh. Saying she liked sunsets did not endear her to him, not because he disagreed, but because he had yet to meet someone who didn’t enjoy a sunset. It was akin to saying that she enjoyed breathing.

They finished the dance in silence, and Marino bowed politely before turning away and striding to the edge of the dance floor.

‘Marino!’ Rose swept towards him with a warm smile. ‘Come, let us dance.’ Rose looked radiant. She was wearing a flowing pale green gown embroidered with golden thread and her long chestnut hair was loose and hung to her waist. On her head was a delicate gold crown inlaid with emeralds, and matching jewels winked on her wrist and fingers. She beamed at Marino, green eyes sparkling, and Marino couldn’t help but smile back at her.

‘How did you find Lady Sophie?’

‘A very fine dancer,’ said Marino diplomatically.

‘And? Do you want me to invite her to tea tomorrow? I’ve not spent much time with her, but I am happy to get to know her better if you enjoyed her company.’ Rose’s eyes were wide and hopeful.

Marino raised his brows. ‘I do not think she is the one for me. But I appreciate the effort.’

Rose sighed. ‘Marino! It is the last ball of the season. And none of the ladies in Eana have caught your eye. No noblewoman or any of the witches! How will we ever find you a love match?’

‘Rose, with Wren away, surely you have more important things to do, like running a kingdom? Playing matchmaker for me should be at the very bottom of your to-do list.’

Rose wound her arm through his and guided them towards the drinks table, the very place he had been heading before she caught him on the dance floor. ‘Marino, finding you a love match is not on my to-do list. It gives me much joy!’

‘At least one of us is enjoying it.’

Rose rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, Marino! You are impossible. But you know I am not one to back away from a challenge.’

‘I know that all too well,’ said Marino, with an affectionate grin. ‘We grew up together, remember?’

‘Rose, my love, my forever queen, are you badgering poor Marino again?’ Shen had appeared next to them, looking debonair as always in his red and gold royal regalia. Through his marriage to Rose he was now a rightful king of Eana, but he still ruled his own land, the desert-based Sunkissed Kingdom.

The Sunkissed Kingdom had been lost in the sands long ago, hidden from the rest of Eana, but Shen and Rose had rediscovered it. When they did, they found not only an entire kingdom, but Shen’s history and heritage, as well as his right to the throne. Now the pair of them ruled both lands together, allowing the Sunkissed Kingdom and Eana to prosper alongside each other.

Rose pouted. ‘Shen! I’m not badgering him. I’m helping him!’

Shen raised his brows. ‘Marino?’

Marino cleared his throat. ‘Ah, well, she did take me to the drinks table when I sorely needed a drink. So, yes, she has been helping.’

Rose preened. ‘See?’ Then she swatted Marino on the arm. ‘Marino! I am helping more than that!’

Shen laughed as he handed Marino a glass of wine. ‘I’m sure you are missing your ship. And the freedom that comes with it. Perhaps I can join you on a voyage one day.’

‘You will do no such thing,’ said Rose. ‘Leave me to run both of our kingdoms while you go off gallivanting with Marino? I think not!’

Marino clinked his glass to Shen’s. ‘Ah, as we both know, the king answers to no one but his queen.’

‘Too true,’ Rose said smugly. But then she leaned up to press a kiss to Shen’s cheek. ‘I suppose if you really wanted to join Marino on a voyage you could. But wouldn’t it be more fun if I came along too? And Celeste and Anika! Why don’t we plan it for when Wren and Tor are back?’ She turned to Marino. ‘You know, I’ve never been to the southern continent. And I’ve always wanted to go to Demarre. Is it nice in the autumn?’ She clapped her hands together with glee. ‘Oh! It could be an oﬃcial royal visit. What a wonderful idea, Shen!’

Shen shook his head in bewilderment. ‘Ah, yes. That was my exact idea.’ But he was smiling at Rose, taking delight in her clear joy.

‘Marino, what do you think? You’ve been missing your ship all summer, and this way you can be back at sea and we can all still be together!’ Rose beamed at him.

Marino took a small step back, suddenly dizzy from more than the wine. He felt overwhelmed by all of Rose’s plans. It was one thing for her and Celeste to decide what he was doing while he was in the palace, and entirely another thing to imagine them all on his ship for weeks on end. ‘Autumn is a wonderful time to visit Demarre.’

‘Oh, there will be so much to plan!’ said Rose, sounding delighted by the prospect. ‘And Marino, who knows? Perhaps you’ll find someone to your liking in Demarre.’

‘Perhaps,’ he said with a smile. ‘Perhaps. Now, if you’ll both excuse me, I think I must retire for the evening. It has been, as ever, a delight.’

‘Won’t you stay for the fireworks?’ asked Rose. ‘Please? This is the last ball of the season, after all.’

Marino didn’t want to disappoint Rose, so he slung an arm around her and Shen and grinned at them both. ‘I wouldn’t miss it for anything.’
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After what Marino had to admit was a truly spectacular fireworks display, he said his goodnights and slipped back into the castle and up to his guest room. The windows were open, and he was grateful for the evening breeze. He went over to the window and gazed out at Wishbone Bay, thinking he could spy his own ship, the Siren’s Secret. The summer Marino turned fifteen he’d joined a crew and set sail, and he knew he was meant for a life at the sea. By the time he was seventeen, he had the Siren’s Secret. And now, at twenty-one, he had his own crew. They spent their days sailing to far-off lands and bringing back goods to trade and sell in Eana. Now that Rose and Wren were the queens of Eana, he had been given the title of Royal Captain of Eanan Sea Merchants. So, he was captain of his crew, of his ship, but apparently not of his own destiny.

For Marino, being on land this long felt more punishment than reward. He found the palace air stifling; he missed the sea winds. Most of all he missed seeing nothing between him and the horizon and feeling like adventure could be anywhere.

Well, it sounded like he would be joined on his next adventure by the whole palace.
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CHAPTER 2

Marino
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The next morning, Marino overslept.

His dreams had been full of the sea, which wasn’t unusual. What had been different, and deeply unpleasant, was that he hadn’t found himself on his ship. Rather, he had been deep beneath the waves. He’d dreamed of drowning.

He woke up in a sweat, his bed sheets tangled around him as if he’d been battling them in his sleep. Marino reached for the jug of water on his bedside table, trying to keep his hands from shaking. The dream had felt so real, unsettlingly so. But dreams were nothing more than dreams, he told himself.

Except when they are a prophecy, said a small voice in his head. Didn’t he also have the seer strand of magic within him? Seer witches saw the future in the movements of the starcrests, who would spell out a hint of tomorrow in their movements, discernible only to those with the seer gift.

Seeing was the strand of magic that Marino was least comfortable with. Celeste was the seer, not him. Occasionally, out in the ocean, he would turn his gaze to the sky and try to read the movements of the starcrests, but he could rarely get a grasp on any true visions of the future.

He had never had a dream that had felt so real before, though. It unnerved him, and it made him uncharacteristically glad to be on land, and not at sea.

Marino gulped down a glass of water, and then strode to the window to fling open the curtains and look at the distant Wishbone Bay. He knew Rose had deliberately put him in this guest room so he would still be able to see the water, even glimpse his beloved ship. Perhaps his dream had been nothing more than his heart telling him what he already knew – that he needed to be back at sea.

For the first time in a long time though, he felt worried by what was waiting for him in the waves.
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By the time Marino came down to breakfast, everyone else was already there.

Breakfast was always served in the morning room, a beautiful space with large windows overlooking the palace gardens. Rose sat at the head of the table, laughing with Celeste as she slathered butter on a piece of thick bread. Celeste was in a yellow silk dressing gown, with her dark brown curls piled up high on her head, and dark eyes sparkling at whatever it was Rose was saying. Shen was on the other side of Rose, pouring tea for Anika, who was demonstrating something with two knives and a napkin. Marino was certain it was some kind of battle enactment. As a princess of Gevra, a country known for its military prowess, Anika wasn’t afraid to use a weapon, and as a warrior witch, Shen was a natural in combat. Anika wore a white nightgown trimmed in blue, and her long red hair was pulled back in a braid. Oﬃcially Anika was a visiting royal – but she had never been one to worry about propriety.

In the centre of the table was a platter of glistening fruit – strawberries, blackberries, cherries and pears – as well as a large basket full of fresh bread. There were bowls of jewel-coloured jams, a jug of golden honey, and plates of sliced cheese and meats. The atmosphere was relaxed and warm, and Marino stood for a moment in the doorway, watching the scene. The two couples, the close friends. He had a brief pang of feeling like an outsider, like an extra piece to a completed puzzle.

But then his sister looked up and grinned at him, and he felt silly for letting his insecurities get the better of him.

‘Marino! There you are! We’ve been waiting. Come, come!’ Celeste stood and moved one chair down, so Marino could sit between her and Rose.

He strode in, hiding his momentary feelings of inadequacy with a broad smile. ‘And good morning to you all.’

‘Rose has already told me that you didn’t take to Lady Sophie, which is a shame.’ Celeste clicked her tongue with disapproval.

Marino raised his brows. ‘You wouldn’t say that if you’d met her.’

‘Marino!’ Rose whacked him on the arm. ‘That isn’t very gentlemanly of you!’

Marino arced an eyebrow. ‘Who said I was a gentleman?’

Celeste rolled her eyes. ‘Just because you carry a sword now, you think you are some kind of rogue.’

‘Excuse me, dear sister, I have always carried a sword.’ Marino leaned back in his chair, affronted. ‘And I would argue that I have many other rogue-like qualities.’

‘He could absolutely be a rogue,’ Shen agreed. ‘Look at his smirk. And his earrings.’

‘What’s wrong with my earrings?’ Marino was even considering adding a few more. He enjoyed the occasional scandalised gasp the sight of them elicited in ladies he met in ballrooms.

‘Nothing! They add to your roguishness. Perhaps I should get some earrings.’ Shen tilted his head as he pondered.

‘Since when are you the expert on rogues?’ asked Rose, pressing a kiss to Shen’s cheek.

‘Well, I might wear a crown now, but I’ll always be a rogue at heart.’ Shen spun a knife in the air with perfect precision.

‘A king of rogues,’ said Marino, tipping his teacup towards Shen.

‘Exactly.’ Shen grinned back at him.

‘You two are ridiculous.’ Rose attempted a stern expression, but Marino saw her lips were quivering from trying not to laugh. ‘And whether or not you are rogues –’

‘I believe it has been established that we are indeed rogues,’ Shen interrupted with a wink.

This time, Rose couldn’t hold back her smile. ‘Ahem. As I was saying, whether or not you are rogues, which is still very much up for debate, is beside the point. We were discussing my absolute failure to find Marino a match. And making a plan for what to do next.’

‘We all have to admit defeat sometimes,’ said Shen. ‘Even you, my darling.’

‘Not me,’ said Anika, tossing a blackberry in her mouth and biting down with relish. Dark blackberry juice dripped down her chin.

‘Is that a challenge?’ Celeste said, leaning towards Anika and wiping off the blackberry juice with her thumb.

Anika gave Celeste a wicked smile. ‘Oh, this could be fun.’

Marino stared up at the ceiling. ‘Not fun for all of us, I have to say.’

Anika cackled with glee, and Celeste rolled her eyes before throwing a bread roll at her brother. ‘Marino, since when are you so proper?’

‘I just want to keep my breakfast down,’ Marino retorted. ‘And that is hard to do when your sister is being wildly inappropriate at the breakfast table.’

He kept his tone light, but he didn’t miss seeing Celeste’s eyes flash in annoyance. He let out a long breath. ‘Sorry, Lessie. I didn’t sleep well last night.’

‘Well, you’ve certainly ruined my morning mood,’ sniffed Anika. She stood up and tossed her braid over her shoulder. ‘Celeste, I’m going back to bed and I suggest you join me. And bring some more of those berries.’ She stalked out of the room, pausing in the doorway to turn and stick her tongue out at Marino. ‘We really do need to find you someone to warm your bed, clearly it has been far too long and it is making you unbearable.’

Marino felt heat rise to his face but held his tongue. He hadn’t known Anika long, but he had learned that when the Gevran was in a temper, it was good to give her a wide berth. And he had been rude. Although, it could be argued, so had she.

He turned back to Celeste, expecting another rebuke, but instead she looked worried, her dark brows furrowed. ‘It is true. You haven’t been yourself recently.’

Marino shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘You are so moody. And don’t think I haven’t noticed how you barely speak to your dance partners. Or any of us, really.’ Celeste looked over at Rose, who was focusing very hard on putting jam on a slice of bread. ‘Right, Rose?’

Rose cleared her throat. ‘Oh, I couldn’t speak to that. Marino, I know you miss your ship. And I know I’ve been meddling. But I promise, it comes from a good place. I want you to be happy. You deserve true happiness.’

Marino heard the words she didn’t say. ‘The kind of happiness Shen and I have.’

‘Rosie, you wouldn’t be you if you weren’t meddling,’ Marino rarely used her childhood nickname these days, she was queen now, after all, but it felt right in this moment. He gave her a gentle smile. ‘And I’m sorry if I’ve been rude. Truly. That is the last thing I want to do.’

Rose reached out and took his hand. ‘You haven’t been rude. But …’ Her voice trailed off.

‘Go on, Rose. I can take it,’ said Marino wryly.

‘You’ve been distant. That is certainly true. And I kept thinking that if we had another party, another ball, well, it would make you happy to be here at Anadawn for the summer.’

‘Ah! If only I had found my true love at the first ball of the season, I could have saved you a fortune.’

‘Marino! Don’t be such a dunderbrain.’ Celeste whacked him on the arm. ‘You know what Rose means.’

‘I do. And I appreciate it. Truly. I am grateful to have been here all summer.’ And he was, in a way. Marino sighed. ‘But I am not meant for this life. A palace life. You both know that.’

‘It is more than that, though,’ said Celeste. ‘You can’t fool me, Marino. I know you better than anyone. And there is “Marino misses the sea so he’s being a bit antsy” and there is whatever …’ She waved her hand in the air. ‘Whatever this is.’

Rose cleared her throat and stood. ‘I suppose Shen and I should head up to the throne room. We’ve got a meeting about …’ She trailed off. ‘A meeting about trade. And the treasury! Yes. That’s it.’

Shen, who had been silently watching this conversation unfold, nodded and stood as well. As he passed behind Marino, he patted him on the back, and Marino knew he was wishing him luck in the ensuing conversation with Celeste.

As the door closed behind Rose and Shen, Marino rubbed his temples. He hadn’t meant for breakfast to go so sideways and wished he could start it again.

‘Celeste, truly, nothing is wrong. Please don’t make this into something it isn’t. Can’t I just be tired?’

‘Something is wrong, Marino. I can tell! Sister’s intuition. And I’m going to figure out what it is whether you tell me or not.’

Marino scowled at her. ‘You know I don’t like it when you try to see my future.’

It felt like an invasion of privacy, like she was peeking into his brain. It was his future, after all. And wasn’t his future tied up in his wants and his wishes? He didn’t like anyone knowing what might befall him before he did.

Hurt flashed across Celeste’s face. ‘I said sister’s intuition, not seer’s intuition. But I don’t need to be a seer to tell you that if you keep pushing people away and rejecting offers of help, you are going to be miserable.’

Marino felt his bottled-up frustration bubble over. ‘I don’t need your help! Or Rose’s! There isn’t anyone for me here in Eana, can’t you see that?’ He glared at his sister. ‘I think this summer we’ve all learned that I don’t belong in Anadawn. I outgrew this place a long time ago, Celeste. And it is best that we all see that.’

‘This is your home, Marino.’ Celeste sounded close to tears.

Marino softened his voice and took his sister’s hands in his own. ‘No, it isn’t. You are my sister, and I love you, but Anadawn hasn’t been home to me for years. Stop trying to force me to live a life that I don’t want.’

Celeste ripped her hands out of his and stormed across the room. ‘Trying to help you find love isn’t forcing you to do anything! You can’t just sail the seas until the end of your days.’

‘Of course I can,’ Marino scoffed. ‘Why do you take it so personally?’

Celeste turned to gaze out of the window. ‘Because our mother left. She couldn’t stand to be in Anadawn and she left us. I can’t lose you too, Marino. I know you love the sea, but I won’t lose you to it.’ She turned back to him, eyes glazed with unshed tears. ‘You need to put down roots at some point. Maybe not now, but one day.’

Marino stilled at her words. Their mother had left when they were young. Marino still remembered the night before she disappeared. She’d seemed tired, and sad, which was unusual because she had always been joyful and energetic. His earliest memories of his mother were of her laughing and singing. But on this night she’d been solemn. She had hugged him and Celeste close, told them how much she loved them. Told them they had to look out for each other, no matter what. She’d said Celeste needed to keep her gaze on the sky, and that Marino was meant for the sea. She’d kissed them both on the forehead and sung them to sleep, a last lullaby that Marino would never forget.

And then, in the morning, she was gone. She’d taken her cloak and her jewels. Celeste had cried for days, but Marino hadn’t truly believed she wasn’t coming back. He would stay up until dawn, watching out the window for her, waiting for a secret message that never came. When he was a little older, he’d begun to lurk around the docks, certain that he’d spot her. Hoping that when she said he was meant for the sea, he would find her there. Or at least meet someone who had news of her. But he never saw her or heard word.

Their father would not allow them to mention her. He was embarrassed by her disappearance, Marino could sense that even as a child. Marino wanted to blame someone for their mother leaving, and he decided it must have been his father. But still, he wondered if he could have done more to make her stay.

For a long time, Marino and Celeste used to make up wild stories about their missing mother. She’d been kidnapped. She’d turned into a bird. She had swum to Gevra. Become a pirate. Anything that meant that one day she would come back.

But she never did. And slowly, they stopped making up the stories. Stopped mentioning her at all.

Marino crossed the breakfast room and gathered his sister up into a hug. ‘You’ll never lose me, Lessie. You know that. I always come back.’ He pulled away to grin at her. ‘You know all about birds, right? I’m like one of those birds that comes home every season.’

Celeste laughed and wiped her nose. ‘Just because I’m a seer doesn’t make me a bird expert. I know about starcrests, and that is all.’

‘Well, know that no matter what, I’ll always come home to you. I promise.’
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CHAPTER 3

Marino
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Marino waited until Celeste had left the breakfast room to drop his head into his hands, exhausted by the exchange. He had meant everything he had said, he would always come back to her, but it didn’t change the fact that he felt claustrophobic in the castle. Trapped.

Marino felt the air closing in around him and knew he had to get away, if only for a few hours. So, he slipped out of the palace unnoticed and spent the day down at Wishbone Bay. He ate at his favourite tavern – feasting on a platter of shrimp – and listened to the stories the sailors were telling. Everyone in the tavern knew him, and it was almost as good as being back out at sea. By the time the sun was setting he had cheered considerably, and decided to invite Shen to the docks with him the next day. King he might be, but a day down at the bay would do him good.

Marino whistled as he walked back to Anadawn along the Silvertongue River. He was in high spirits until he reached the golden gates of the palace, and Anika stepped out of the shadows, like she’d been waiting for his return.

‘Where have you been?’ she demanded, glaring at him. She was dressed in a corseted black velvet gown embroidered with tiny silver snowflakes. A regal nod to her Gevran home, Marino assumed.

He raised his brow at her question. ‘And good evening to you too, Anika. I’ve been down at Wishbone Bay, not that it is any of your business. But I’ve had a lovely day and I hope you have too.’

Anika poked him in the chest, hard. ‘I have not had a lovely day. Celeste has been worried sick about you. And I do not like that for her or for me.’

Marino frowned. ‘But everything was fine when I left this morning. Perhaps you two have had a lover’s tiff? Sounds like you need to work it out with her. I kindly request not to be involved.’ He went to step around Anika.

Anika stepped back and poked Marino again in the chest, harder this time. ‘She came to the bedroom in tears! Something about her mother telling her to always take care of you, and she was letting her down, letting you down.’ Anika threw her hands up in the air, like she was tossing Celeste’s words in Marino’s face.

Marino flinched as the words struck their mark, and his good mood evaporated. ‘I already told her I’m not like our mother, that I’ll always come back.’

‘Well, she thought you had followed in her footsteps and disappeared. You could have told someone you were going to be gone all day.’ Anika wagged her finger in Marino’s face and he gently but firmly moved it to the side.

‘Anika, I am twenty-one years of age. I am captain of my own ship and crew. And of my own life. I do not need to tell anyone where I am going, nor ask for permission. Does your brother, Alarik, let everyone know where he is at any given moment?’

Anika let out a sharp bark of a laugh. ‘Alarik is the king of Gevra. He does as he pleases. But when I am home, of course I know where he is! Even kings and captains are not exempt from sisters knowing their whereabouts and worrying about them.’

Marino took a deep breath. ‘Let me speak with Celeste. Where is she?’

Anika scowled. ‘Celeste is sitting on the damned roof, of all places, trying to make out a message from those birds that everyone in this country is so obsessed with. A message about you, I’m sure. We were meant to be having a romantic evening together, but no, she had to go and look at the birds.’

Marino frowned. ‘The starcrests only come out at night.’

‘Well, she’s been waiting for them for ages. And for you.’

Marino ran a hand through his curls. ‘I am sorry, Anika. Truly. I only want Celeste to be happy.’

‘Well, she only wants the same for you. You are both incredibly stubborn. Must be genetics.’ Anika wasn’t quite smiling, but she had stopped scowling, which Marino took as excellent progress.

‘Thank you, Anika. For coming to find me and telling me where Celeste is.’

‘Don’t thank me yet, I’m still furious at you. Now go! And make whatever heartfelt conversation you need to have a quick one, all right?’ With this, Anika finally did smile – and it was bright and beautiful and wild – and Marino caught a glimpse of what his sister saw in her tempestuous lover.
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Marino hurried up the stone steps to the room that Celeste had slept in ever since their mother left. Before that, they had lived in a small house in the nearby city of Eshlinn. But after her disappearance, their father had moved them to the castle. As the royal physician, it had been his right to have quarters there.

He knocked once, firmly, before pushing Celeste’s door open and striding into the room. It was sumptuously decorated in blue and yellow, Celeste’s favourite colours, and smelled of jasmine. As Anika had said, the window next to the wardrobe was open. The way the blue curtains billowed in the breeze in an otherwise empty room made Marino think of ghosts, and he gave an involuntary shudder. ‘Celeste?’ he called out. ‘Are you truly out on the roof?’

There was a long silence and then a muﬄed curse. ‘I almost had it! Don’t distract me!’

Marino sighed and poked his head out of the window. Celeste was lying on the sloped roof directly below her window. Her head was near the window, on the highest point of the roof, with her bare feet nearly over the edge, and her eyes were glazed as she stared up at the sky above. Dozens of starcrests, small white birds with a star-shaped crest on their breasts, were soaring in intricate patterns.

Even looking at the patterns for a moment made Marino’s head spin. He couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to watch the birds for hours. ‘Celeste, come inside. You are a gifted seer. If the starcrests aren’t showing you their secrets, there must be a reason.’

Celeste ignored him.

‘Anika told me you were upset.’

This got Celeste’s attention. She sat up, quickly, and turned her gaze to Marino. Her eyes were still cloudy from trying to divine the future.

‘Anika shouldn’t have gone to you,’ Celeste muttered. ‘And I’m fine now. Or I will be once the starcrests show me the future I’m looking for.’

‘My future, is it?’ Marino ran his hand across his jaw. ‘Lessie, let it go. My future and my fate is mine and mine alone. I will decide it. There is nothing you can see in that sky that will change that.’

‘But Marino …’ Celeste’s voice trailed off and then she flicked her eyes back up to the starcrests and gasped. ‘Oh! I see! I see now!’ She tilted her head back and began to grin. ‘Marino, you must listen to me. You will find love. The starcrests are certain. The signs are strong. You will find love and you will find it soon. But it will be hard and …’ She squinted as she tried to decipher what the starcrests were trying to tell her. ‘Hard and unexpected.’

Marino snorted. ‘How helpful. Finding love in an unexpected way. You don’t need the starcrests to know that. I could have told you that. Anyone could have told you that.’

‘Marino, just hold on! I can sense it. The starcrests are trying to tell me something that I can’t quite understand. It feels like two separate visions that are somehow linked. Don’t you want to know?’

‘No, thank you. I’ve asked you to stop.’

‘But …’

‘Why don’t you look up Anika’s future? Or Rose’s? Or anyone else’s but mine? I know my future. My future is at sea. Mama told me, remember?’

Celeste twisted her body around to look right at him, and this time Marino wasn’t sure if her eyes were glazed from staring for too long at the sky, or if she was going to cry again.

‘She told me to keep my eyes on the sky. And to stay close to you. How can I stay close to you if you are always sailing off every chance you get?’

‘Celeste, we’ll always be close. No matter where I sail or how far I go. You know that.’

‘You don’t think I can see your future, do you? You don’t think my seer gift is strong enough. You think your future is so special that it’s hidden from even the starcrests.’

Marino sighed heavily. He was beginning to regret coming to Celeste’s room. He wished he had gone straight back to his chambers and gone to sleep and left Celeste to stare up at the starcrests to her heart’s content. Left Anika to deal with her. ‘I think that your wish for me to find happiness, to find love, is clouding your seer ability. I think you are seeing what you want to see.’

‘And I think that you are an ungrateful dunderbrain who doesn’t know how lucky he is to have people who care for him!’ Celeste’s voice cracked, and she blinked back tears.

‘I won’t sit up here all night, waiting for you to find me the future that you think is suitable. I’m going to sleep. And you should too. You’ll exhaust yourself trying to summon a vision that isn’t there.’

‘I’m not summoning a vision. That isn’t how seeing works!’ Celeste spoke through clenched teeth. ‘I am trying to help you. How many times do I have to tell you?’

‘And how many times do I have to tell you I don’t want your help! I don’t need to see a vision of my future, Celeste. I know what my life holds. You can stay up here as long as you want, sleep under the starcrests if you must, but know that you aren’t doing it for me – you’re doing it for you, so you can claim some kind of control over my life. I know what will happen if you get a clear vision. You’ll tell me the version you want to believe, that you want me to believe.’

Celeste turned away from him again and settled herself back on the roof, eyes back on the starcrests. ‘I won’t dignify that with a response. It is insulting to me as a seer and to me as your sister.’

Marino blew out a long stream of air. ‘I’ll tell you something – the more you try and force me into a future that you want for me, the further away I will go.’

‘Just leave then, Marino.’

And so he did. He left his sister on the sloped rooftop, watching the starcrests with a furious focus. He went back to his guest room several floors down and got ready for bed, feeling like a right ass. It was fine. He’d apologise to Celeste in the morning at breakfast. Offer to take her and Rose and Anika out on his ship so she could be reminded that she too loved the sea. But right now, he knew that if he tried to talk any kind of sense into her, they would argue again. And he was tired. Bone tired. So, he went to bed and tossed and turned and tried to convince himself that he was in the right.

Marino didn’t know how long Celeste sat up there, trying to see his future. Trying to solve his problems. Trying to find him a love that might not even exist.

But he knew the moment she fell.

She screamed once, high and sharp. Marino had heard her scream like that only once before, when they were young and had raced each other up the mast of one of the Anadawn ships, clambering up using their hands and feet. Celeste had been faster than him, reached the top before him, and as she had gloated her victory, she’d lost her grip. Marino would never forget the sight of his sister falling to the deck. They hadn’t had healers then, the witches were still in hiding, so it had been their father who had set her broken bones. Their mother was already gone, and so it was Rose and Marino who comforted Celeste when she cried out from the pain.

The roofs of Anadawn were much higher than the mast had been. So Celeste screamed longer, until suddenly, she wasn’t making a sound at all.

When he heard that terrible scream, Marino ran to the window, panic making his heart pound. And he saw his sister plummet towards the ground at a sickening speed. He lunged out of the window, grasping for her, but his fingers closed around empty air.

Then, in the garden below, there was a whisper of steel and a burst of speed, and Shen Lo was somehow there. He and Rose often walked the gardens at night, Marino remembered now. Rose was right beside Shen, running in her pink nightgown, and even though everything was happening so fast, too fast, Marino felt like he was watching it happen in slow motion.

Rose flung her hands up, snatching a wisp of wind, and flinging it up into the air towards Celeste, using her tempest magic to bend the wind to her will. The wind cradled Celeste, slowing her descent, but she was still falling. Until Shen leaped up and caught her. He did it with such ease that for a moment Marino thought he must have imagined it. Imagined the King of Eana and the Sunkissed Kingdom practically taking flight to save his sister.

Marino waited for Celeste to sit up. To laugh brazenly at her close brush with death. To demand that they get a drink to settle their nerves.

But Celeste lay limp in Shen’s arms. Shen held her as Rose smoothed Celeste’s hair off her forehead, held her wrist to check her pulse, put her head on her chest to listen to her heart. Marino knew that she would be using her healing strand to find the golden thread of life within Celeste, to mend it. To mend her.

Marino watched this all from above, like he himself was a starcrest flitting in the sky, with knowledge of what was to come but no way to stop it. He felt strangely frozen, unable to snap himself out of the daze he was in. After a few agonising minutes, Rose lifted her tear-stained face and locked eyes with him, and the expression on her face made his blood run cold as reality came rushing back in. And with it, a shattering realisation.

If Rose could not heal Celeste, he did not know who could.
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CHAPTER 4

Marino
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Marino did not remember running up the stairs to Celeste’s room. He only remembered how he felt when he saw Shen carry his sister in and lay her gently on her bed. The panic that clawed its way through him, the helplessness that left him standing paralysed at the side of the room.

Celeste was still as death.

Rose was trying to stay calm, but her hands were shaking. ‘Shen, please go and wake Thea. Tell her it’s urgent.’

Shen nodded and strode out of the room. As he passed Marino, he squeezed his shoulder. ‘She will be all right,’ he said, and Marino hoped he was right, even as he felt deep in his bones that something was very, very wrong.

Rose lovingly pushed Celeste’s hair out of her face, before turning to Marino, eyes shining with unshed tears. ‘Do you know what she was doing on the roof?’

Marino’s mouth went dry. ‘She was watching the starcrests. She was looking for my future. We … we fought. And then I left her there, all on her own.’ He found himself sliding to the ground, as if his legs could not support his weight, as if his body could not process what was happening. He put his head in his hands, unable to look Rose in the eye. ‘It’s my fault. Whatever happened, it is my fault.’

There was a rustle of skirts, and then Rose was next to him. ‘Hush. Celeste often watched the
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