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Dedication



 

If this is not the life you planned,
if you can’t go back to who you were,
if you lost some part of yourself to survive,
you can still have something beautiful.

 

You still deserve that.







Author’s Note

This book contains sexual situations. It is not intended for anyone under the legal age of adulthood. All characters depicted in sexual situations herein are over 18 years of age. This book is not to be used as an informational guide to any type of sex or sexual education.

 

Some topics within this book may be sensitive or disturbing to some readers. Reader discretion is advised.

 

For detailed information on the topics addressed, please visit the author’s website or scan the code below.

 

[image: Image]








ONE

Cav

 

Captain Heathen is going to kill him, but at least he’ll leave a pretty corpse.

That’s what Cav tells himself as he rows toward the Silver Spoon, his dragon scales flattening against the wind. From his dinghy, the luxurious restaurant ship looks impressive, a wooden double-decker covered in carvings and candles flickering against the night. The Spoon’s path of travel is a meandering circle around the wealthiest island, reminding the rest of the archipelago where the elite reside.

Cav churns the oars and hisses when his shoulder twinges. That old wound seems to flare up when he’s doing something he shouldn’t. Cypher would say that’s a sign, but Cypher says a lot of shit, like —

Cav’s fingers tighten around the oars. No distractions. Either he catches the Spoon before it passes again, or he has to row all the way back to shore…and he’s not leaving without something to show for it.

As he travels, he faces the smaller island where he cast off. How poetic that he’s forced to stare at the reminder of where he’s supposed to be. Over the tops of the palm trees, he can barely make out the crow’s nest of the Indulgence bobbing on the sea.

Cav’s captain will be pissed once word spreads about what he’s done, but Cav’s not yet sure what that’ll be. All he knows is he’s not letting this loose end slip away. He ties his hair up and blows auburn bangs out of his face. Fuck it. He works better without a plan. Once he gets an idea in his mind, his jittery body pays the price until he turns that thought into action. Hyperactive, Cypher describes it. Deficit of attention. Lack of —

Cav’s sharpened teeth grit. Focus. He has to focus. The Spoon is here.

The large ship cruises by and casts him further in shadow. Out here, his tiny dinghy is nearly invisible; the rich patrons of the Spoon don’t notice him bracing on the edge of his boat. When the Spoon’s rope ladder passes, he leaps and grunts as his body knocks against the hull before he climbs.

Piano music trickles from the Spoon’s open windows, muffled by the clatter of dishware and conversation. Cav clings to the top of the ladder and peers through the slats in the railing. Guards lean against the stern of the ship, rolling cigarettes and grumbling in a cloud of smoke. The rest of the deck is enclosed, except for the grand entryway that stretches before Cav. It’s certainly eye-catching, with dozens of lanterns hovering over the ornate host stand…and it’s the only way in or out.

Cav cranes his neck to catch a glimpse of the lavish dining room inside it. The dim lighting adds to the ambience, highlighting flashes of jewelry in candlelight. Waiters weave between tables, presenting meals and bottles that would cost Cav a month’s wages.

He scrapes his muddy heel against the ladder, ignoring the hem of his breeches clinging to knees. His entire ensemble is too tight, but it’s all he could find in a pinch. If nothing else, it complements the fiery hues of his scales. He’ll blend in as long as no one looks too closely.

Ignoring the protests of his shirt, Cav pulls himself over the railing with a distinct ripping sound.

“Shit.”

A breeze teases the snag in his waistcoat, but he can’t stop for it. It’ll have to hold until he’s finished. Maybe he can distract the staff with something else…

He reaches for his top button to expose his cleavage before he thinks better of it. This isn’t the Indulgence; people in these places can be bizarre about that sort of thing. Best not to draw attention to himself.

With a sigh, he positions his hand over the rip and strolls through the entryway.

The host lifts his head, eyes darting to the wet footprints Cav has left across the floor.

Cav blocks them from view, sweeping his tail through the tracks and leaning against the host stand. “Good evening.” He drapes on his most charismatic smile, tucking his bangs behind his horns and keeping his shoulders hunched to disguise his chest. “I took a bit of a self-guided tour when we set sail, and I’m afraid I got separated from my companion.”

The host smiles mildly. “What’s the name?”

Cav fights not to clench his jaw. “Roderick.”

While the host checks the reservation list, Cav squints toward the tables behind him. It’s like the Spoon wants their guests to be unidentifiable. Even if the technology from the continents doesn’t function out here, surely this luxury diner can provide more than a couple of candles per table.

It’s not until Cav’s second sweep that he catches the bastard. Roderick sits at the furthest row of tables with a ring on every pale finger, his eyes outlined in kohl and a smug grin on his face.

Asshole.

The host clears his throat. “I’m afraid the Roderick reservation is for a party of two.”

“Exactly.” Cav maintains his smile. “I’ll just —”

“And both members are already seated.”

Cav flexes his fingers. There’s no need to panic. You’re supposed to be rich. Think rich. Summoning a chuckle, he knocks on the host stand with a playful lift of his brows. “He must have made a friend when we boarded. I’ll make sure we each have a chair.”

The host sputters, but Cav is already slipping away into the dining room.

Lowering his head, he snakes between floral arrangements and serving trays. He rounds on the last row of tables, and Roderick is still oblivious, trailing hungry eyes over his companion. It’s no surprise Roderick enticed some unsuspecting ingénue to join him for dinner. Poor girl. She has no idea what she’s gotten into.

Cav knows he shouldn’t say anything yet. He should play it cool, he should sit at the table, but the fire inside him burns up his better judgment. He opens his mouth to call out —

But something stops him. He can only make out the woman’s back, but that’s enough to make his mind grind to a halt. Her body is as plump and juicy as peeled lychee, her luxuriously wet hair piled atop her head. Her dress clings to her curves, styled to look like she’s dripping in pearls and absolutely nothing else.

Heat surges up Cav’s throat, and he swallows to stifle the draconic ember in his chest. He shouldn’t stare. He’s here to keep an eye on Roderick, and despite what a disappointing subject that is, he has a job to do.

A waiter squeezes past, setting a charcuterie board and drinks on Roderick’s table. Roderick doesn’t so much as glance his way, gesturing instead to the view out the window. The woman follows the motion, but Cav doesn’t. He watches Roderick flip back the gem on one of his rings and tilt it over the woman’s glass, dispensing something powdery. Then, Roderick lifts his own drink in a toast.

Cav digs his claws into an empty chair beside him and drags it across the aisle until it’s right next to Roderick.

The man recoils at the instruction, but his eyes sharpen when he recognizes Cav.

“Ordered for me already?” Cav asks sweetly, snatching the woman’s drink and lifting it toward Roderick in mock-salute. “You know I hate when you don’t ask.”

Roderick’s slimy smile stays in place. “I’m entertaining a guest.”

Cav reaches past Roderick to dump the woman’s drink into a plant. “Then they’ll have to forgive me.”

Around them, the buzz of conversation falters. Roderick shifts in his seat, but Cav sinks back in his chair, plucking the lemon wedge from Roderick’s drink into his mouth.

Roderick straightens his ascot. “I paid for my visit to your ship.” He lowers his voice. “In full.”

“I’m not here about your payment,” Cav spits, dragging his finger inside the woman’s glass. When he holds his claw to the light, it sparkles with grainy dregs. “I’m here about what you tried to do during your visit. What you tried to do here.”

“Do you mind?” Over Cav’s shoulder, the woman grows impatient. “You’re interrupting our evening.”

She doesn’t realize the danger she’s in, but Cav does. He refuses to look away from Roderick. “Trust me, I’m doing you a favor.”

“Well, undo it.”

That voice stirs a chord deep inside Cav. It’s hauntingly familiar, a tune he hasn’t heard in so long, but one he’s never forgotten. It reverberates inside him, singing through his veins when he turns to face the music.

Everything about Lyx is cool, like splashing into water on the longest day of summer. Strands of soft pinks and purples color her hair like a fuchsia flower. Her milky blue skin glows nearly translucent before it darkens at her hips. Purple scars wind around her arms and chest in thin ropes across her skin.

She looks exactly as he remembers. She is the siren who haunts his dreams, even if the hollows under her eyes are darker. Her brows knit tighter. Her scowl deeper, like it’s daring a smile to cross her face.

There’s no recognition for him in her eyes; she’s as detached as if she were looking at a stain on the tablecloth.

Cav’s heart twinges. He can’t blame her. The last time she saw him, he was so weak he was hardly recognizable, battered by waves and sun. She doesn’t remember the two of them in her grotto. Her frustration butting up against his lazy smile, her hands roaming his skin, her gasps against his mouth…

That’s what does it. As if the memories are playing across Cav’s face, Lyx’s expression changes. She does remember him. Her fingers curl into the tablecloth, pupils blowing wide before they shrink to slits of unadulterated hate.

“You.”








TWO

Cav

 

Loathing rolls off of Lyx in waves. She doesn’t hesitate, grabbing a cheese knife and slamming it down into Cav’s sleeve. The blade tears through the fabric, narrowly missing his arm.

“Lyx —”

Behind Cav, Roderick tries to stand, but Cav and Lyx both grab for him to force him back into his seat.

Whispers ripple through the restaurant. Across the room, the host speaks to a burly man and points in Cav’s direction.

He has to wrap this up, but his guilty conscience has him turning back to Lyx. “Listen, I know —”

“You are ruining this!” she seethes, yanking the knife out of the table.

More muscular guards appear behind the host. Cav’s grip tightens around Roderick’s wrist. Things have gotten out of hand; he needs to get them back under control.

This time, Lyx’s knife finds his forearm. He recoils with a hiss, and Roderick seizes the opportunity, knocking over a chair as he flees toward the back of the boat.

Goddammit. Cav knows he has to stop him, but he doesn’t want to leave. Something inside him begs to stay with Lyx and all her anger.

He forces himself to his feet. “Stay and take another stab at me. Please.” Then he yanks the knife from the table and takes off after Roderick.

There’s no use trying to blend in now. The top button of Cav’s shirt pops when he picks up the pace. Roderick glances over his shoulder, foot catching on a tablecloth and sending him tumbling into a bar cart. Dinner plates smash to the floor. Guests scream over the sound of shattering glass, splattered with creams and sauces. Cav snatches the back of Roderick’s shirt and hauls him to his feet as they crash onto the open deck.

The doorjamb slams into Cav’s ribs. He gasps for breath, but Roderick’s fist finds his face and cracks his cheek. Teeth grit, Cav coils his tail around Roderick’s ankles and hoists him over the railing. There’s a thirty-foot drop into nothing but dark ocean, and Cav’s shoulder throbs, but it’s nothing compared to the adrenaline of dangling Roderick over open air.

Roderick flails. “It won’t happen again! It won’t!” He grasps for the front of Cav’s shirt. “I can get you the drugs for free! Free of charge. You can use them for —”

Cav releases his hold, and Roderick plummets with a scream.

Shouts rise from the restaurant. Cav braces to be tackled by guards, but Lyx appears instead, leaning over the railing and cursing.

Behind them, the restaurant clamors. Cav scans the rest of the deck for lifeboats that hang only a few meters away. If he doesn’t make a move, he’ll be in chains before the night is through. With a pained grunt, he retrieves the cheese knife from the floor and swipes at the blood dripping from his mouth. “You need a ride?”

Lyx scoffs in disbelief. “Me? They’re coming for you.”

In the dining room, the panicked crowd presses against the windows while the guards struggle to push through. Cav shrugs weakly. “I’m sure they’ll have some questions for you, too.”

Lyx balks, but he doesn’t move, not even when the commotion behind her grows. An alarm bell clangs in Cav’s head, but it’s not as loud as the foolish, hopeful ringing that keeps him here.

He turns the knife in his hand and extends the handle toward her. “I promised you another stab at me.”

Her glare is venomous, but it seems she’s actually considering it. After a moment, her hand darts toward him, bypassing the knife and shoving him toward the lifeboats. “Arrogant fucking pirate.”

A smile breaks across Cav’s face, and the two of them race toward the dinghies hanging off the side of the ship. Cav hoists himself over the railing before he extends his hand back toward her.

Her expression darkens. Somehow, this offer is the riskiest thing he’s done this evening.

The footsteps behind her grow closer.

Reluctantly, she grabs onto him and yelps when he hoists her into the boat. “Hang on.” He clears his throat to stoke the ember in his chest. Fire builds in his mouth, flowing between his lips and catching on the rope that keeps them attached to the Spoon.

With the guards hurtling toward them, the dinghy drops out of the sky.

Wind whizzes past and whips Cav’s hair into a frenzy. He braces against the bench as the dinghy splashes into the water, sending him sprawling on his back and knocking against the side of the boat.

He groans under the weight on his torso. Lyx winces and tries to right herself, but their legs are tangled, chests heaving against each other as she stares down at him.

The sounds of the Silver Spoon fade in the distance. Moonlight washes over her skin, her breath soft across his face. He remembers this. He remembers having her this close, the two of them in the middle of the ocean, no one else around for miles.

Then she grips his neck and forces his head down into the sea.

The boat nearly capsizes. His fingers close around her wrists, mouth spluttering as he’s submerged. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry!”

They’re going to flip if she keeps pushing. Water churns around him, soaking through his clothes and over her wrists. Only then does she pull back, jostling to the other side of the boat.

Cav’s voice is hoarse. “Lyx —”

“Don’t start.”

“I need to apol-”

“I don’t want to hear it!”

The silence resonates. She doesn’t lunge for him again, but most shocking of all, she doesn’t dive into the ocean to make her escape. She just keeps her arms crossed, fingernails digging into her skin.

Cav can do nothing but catch his breath and reach for the oars. His shoulder throbs in protest, but he grits his teeth. It’s a mile to the wealthy island; he can push through the pain. It’s the least he can do.

Carefully, he begins to row. Despite the darkness, the two of them glow like beacons in hazy shades of blue and red. He’d forgotten her body could do that, as bioluminescent as a jellyfish, the light highlighting the tension between them. For a long time, there’s nothing but the sound of ocean waves until he can’t help but speak. “I didn’t mean for it to happen.”

“I don’t care what you meant,” she hisses.

“I wasn’t trying to send hunters your way.”

“Oh, weren’t you?” Mockery thickens her voice, but her sharp tongue slices through it. “You washed up in my grotto, and I kept you alive. Senselessly. And how do you thank me?” Her fists tighten like she wants another swing at him. “By telling the first port you land in all about your adventure.”

Shame creeps Cav’s neck. “That’s not —”

“Spare no details, Cavalier. You certainly didn’t then.”

The boat drifts on the tide. Cav tries to row again, but he sucks in a breath when his shoulder spasms.

Lyx’s gaze jerks toward it.

“It’s fine,” he insists.

She ignores him, snatching the oars and jamming them into the water. “And I knew better.” She puts all her strength into rowing, like it’s the only way to escape him. “Of course you sent hunters after us. Of course you told them exactly what to look for. Just like a fucking pirate.”

Cav wants to argue, but how can he? No matter what he intended, she’s right. The only reason hunters found the siren hive was because Cav made that fucking map. Because he was careless with it. Because he couldn’t stop searching.

“Really, it’s my fault,” Lyx sneers. “Perhaps I was too vague. Should I have sworn you to secrecy? Should I have specifically requested that you not pinpoint our location? Silly me. Here I was thinking I’d been clear when I made you promise never to return.” Her eyes spark humorlessly. “At least you followed one command.”

He bites his cheek until it throbs. “What happened to the rest of the sirens?”

“Vanished. Captured. Killed.” She slaps the oars into the water. “Take your fucking pick.”

Cav rests his elbows on his knees. Sirens have been the mythical monsters of sailing stories for as long as he can remember, but he never wanted to harm them. Hell, he wasn’t even sure they were real until he washed ashore in Lyx’s cave. Now, he’s played a part in their destruction.

“I am truly sorry.” He wrings his hands. “For what little it’s worth.”

“It’s not worth little.” Lyx shakes her head bitterly. “It’s worth nothing. You might as well be proud of yourself. At least I could respect that.”

Cav’s mouth falls open. “I’m not proud.”

There’s no use fighting it. He could never grasp the siren notion that any pain is good, that they would seek discord to their own detriment.

A cloud crosses over the moon. Cav scratches his claws against the side of the boat. “Is that how you ended up with Roderick?”

“That’s right…” Lyx takes out her renewed fury on the paddles. “Yet another thing you ruined for me.”

“He’s a bad guy.”

“I’m supposed to take your word for it?”

“He spiked your drink!”

“I know!” The oars slice through the water. “I had it under control. Everything was fine until you showed up.” She leans back, putting her full weight behind the rowing. “Is this what you do now? Sneak onto fancy ships and toss their guests overboard?”

“That guest pulled some shit on our pleasure ship.” Cav winces when the tender skin under his eye pulls taut. It’ll be swollen tomorrow. A small price to pay for how he fucked this up. “I was taking care of business.”

The oars stall as Lyx looks up at him. “You work on the Indulgence? For Heathen?”

It’s strange hearing the familiar names from Lyx. Despite the pain, Cav narrows his eyes. “How do you know Heathen?”

Lyx’s spine straightens, like she’s been forced into civility. “I didn’t realize you were acquainted.”

“Or you would’ve been happier to see me?”

Her sour look returns. “Roderick said he had a connection to her. That’s why I was meeting him.”

“Of course he did,” Cav huffs. “But why are you looking for Heathen?” He gestures behind her to the wealthy island now looming over them. Light glints off the sleek materials, buildings dotted with contraptions Cav has never even heard of. “If you’re meeting with people who run in Roderick’s circles, I don’t see what Heathen could do for you.”

Lyx’s jaw clenches. It’s so brief, Cav wonders if it was a trick of the light, but whatever it was is replaced with her unflinching expression. “That doesn’t concern you.”

“But you want my help.”

Her eye twitches. No doubt she’s itching to be free from Cav and everything he brings with him. Maybe she would rather take her chances with Roderick. Gods, what does that say about Cav?

“Or maybe you don’t.” Cav holds up his palms. “I shouldn’t assume. I’m sure you’ve got —”

“I do,” she interjects, neck straining like it pains her to say. “I do. Need…”

There goes that foolish hope in his chest, refusing to die out.

As the boat floats into the dock, Cav digs into his pocket and holds out a cloth pouch between them. “You see that island?” He points to the smaller shape in the distance, a stark contrast to the opulent one before them. “The Indulgence is docked there. Come before sunrise, and you can meet with them.”

Skeptically, Lyx opens the pouch and withdraws two coins. “I have to pay my way?”

“No. Consider it a token of atonement.” Cav reaches out to brace against the dock, steadying the boat against the waves. “Since I ruined your dinner. Among other things.”

There’s the barest hint of emotion in her eyes. Maybe Cav imagines it, because he wants it to be true, because he wants to say more, to ask if she’ll show up tomorrow, to plead for another moment alone.

As if she senses it, Lyx rises abruptly to her feet. She tips backward, and Cav catches her around the waist to keep her from falling. Her body is solid against his, her eyes clinging to his mouth like it’s against her will. Like she hadn’t allowed herself to look until this moment.

When his lips part, so do hers. He can almost pretend she remembers this, too, that Cav hasn’t been the only one clinging to memories…

Then she clamps her mouth shut, shoving his chest and sending him splashing into the water.


In the Grotto

Lyx

 

Of all the things washed up in Lyx’s grotto, the biggest surprise is a pirate.

At least, one who’s still intact. Plenty of bodies litter this place, skulls crushed between rocks while their bones lie ensnared in plants. By the time the corpses make it here, they look very different from the way Lyx left them. All that remains is gold teeth and rotted clothing, but she remembers their faces from the shipwrecks — the hopeful lust in their eyes, the seaweed reaching toward them, the blue tint of their skin as they sank deeper.

This pirate, however, she doesn’t recognize. He’s pale and sickly from the sea, but there’s still a red hue to his skin. The shape of his face is human, but there are horns sprouting through his short hair. Salt clings to his eyelashes and the spiked tail curled limply beside him. Despite the patches of scales on his body, it’s clear he’s not amphibious. He wasn’t made to withstand the ocean as she is.

The tide lifts Lyx onto a rocky ledge. Water drips from her body and takes her siren form with it, her jellyfish tentacles weaving into two legs, fins and webbing shrinking until she looks almost human. This is the body pirates expect when they hunt for sirens. Beautiful. Vulnerable. Intriguing, but always familiar.

Waves splash against the pirate and rock his body closer to deeper water. If Lyx doesn’t intervene, he’ll drown.

A smile flits across her lips. Good. It will be her gift to the sea.

But the sea doesn’t need his trinkets. Kneeling in the shallows, Lyx feels along his body for pockets. Most of his clothing is torn, leaving his skin exposed to the elements. She runs her hand over one muscled thigh and traces up his abdomen.

Her head tilts, wet hair slipping down her back. Where she expects to find flat pectorals, she’s met with the curve of two breasts. Across his chest are faded marks, like a strip of fabric had been wound around it. More surprising, the pirate’s shoulder bends at an odd angle with muscle pulled taut over the joint.

She hovers over the injury. Feebly, volcanic cracks spread between his scales as if a fire burns beneath the surface. When she leans closer, there’s the faintest scent of soot and cinnamon —

“What a…way to go.”

Her hand clamps instinctively around his throat. Did he speak? She can’t be sure. His mouth doesn’t move now, lips chapped and still. She must have imagined it. The waves are so loud, and whatever she thought she heard was as faint as two grains of sand rubbing together.

But then the pirate rasps in a breath.

Her fingers flex around his fragile neck. Any pulse he has is overpowered by her own, amplified when his golden eyes flutter open. This changes nothing. She will do as she always does, holding him underwater until the bubbles stop rising.

She waits for him to fight her. It’s better when they do, yet even with her choking him, he doesn’t move. Doesn’t speak. Doesn’t beg. If anything, he looks…serene. Her palm grows warm. Beneath her hand, his skin flickers with light.

She tightens her grip. “You’re pathetic for a pirate.”

His mouth twitches upward. One of his top teeth is chipped. “Apologies,” he wheezes. “Presently, I’m…indisposed.”

There’s not an ounce of strength in his body. His hands lie feebly at his side, and there’s not even a knife in his belt to fend her off with.

Her nose wrinkles. “You didn’t bring a weapon?” Insulted, her tongue clucks. “It’s always the most arrogant hunters who die in these waters.”

“Consider,” he pants, flinching when her fingers tighten, “that I’m simply foolish. Not arrogant.”

Never has a pirate admitted to his shortcomings, but she won’t be tricked. “You truly are a fool if you think I believe that.”

“I’m not a hunter,” he gasps. “I work…on a ship. I took a boat…to get supplies. A storm blew me off course.”

Her fingers flex. She had called upon the sea for a storm…but it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that he’s here. “Your story won’t spare you.” Power builds in the base of Lyx’s throat as she sets back on her heels. She doesn’t have to kill him herself. With her song, he’ll destroy himself, and he’ll be grateful for it. She opens her mouth and plucks the persuasive strings of her vocal cords —

“I’m not asking,” the pirate breathes, “for you to spare me.” There’s a long pause, like he’s used all his strength to speak. “But I hate the thought…of dying…while you think so poorly of me.”

Bewildered, Lyx blinks. Surely she misheard him. It’s the strangest attempt to save himself that she’s ever seen, yet he seems completely at ease.

“Will you give me that…one kindness?” His crusted eyelashes brush his cheeks like he might drift off to sleep. “Think generously of me…before you kill me?”

Lyx scoffs. Why is she entertaining this? Granted, it’s the least offensive thing a pirate has asked of her. It’s the only thing a pirate has asked; most of them are too busy making demands to realize their fate is sealed.

“Please,” he whispers. “If you do it…then I’ll…go quietly.”

“I don’t care how you go,” she growls, “all that matters is that you’re going.”

That should frighten him, but he doesn’t respond. Perhaps he can’t. His chest rises and falls shallowly, skin more ashen than when she arrived.

Pitiful indeed.

Her eyes roll. This pirate won’t last another hour. The faster she gets rid of him, the faster she can comb the shipwrecks for spoils. With some struggle, she searches for the unfamiliar words. “I think — passably of you. Now, drag yourself —”

“What are you thinking?”

Her thoughts slip away like a fish. “What?”

“What passable things…” He breathes slowly, eyes fluttering again. “Are you thinking about me?”

She swallows. They’re closer than she meant to be. His expression is familiar, the dreamy look of a hunter under her thrall, but she hasn’t yet used her song on him.

He sounds delirious. “Are you thinking, ‘He’s…adventurous. So brave. Ruggedly —’” A vicious cough overtakes him, water spluttering from his mouth until his voice is rough with salt. “Handsome?”

Her cheeks heat. She’s not sure if it’s humiliation or something else. This half-drowned pirate is making a mockery of her, like she doesn’t hold his very life in her hands. With gritted teeth, she digs her nails into his broken shoulder. “I could command you to drown!”

A pained noise escapes him.

She tightens her grip. “I wouldn’t even have to touch you. My voice alone would send you to the bottom of the sea. If I speak it, then you obey.”

He gives another helpless gasp before she jerks her hand away, splashing it clean in the pool of water beside her. The pirate can do little more than pant, grimacing until his face contorts into something else.

Lyx gapes at him. “You’re smiling?”

Even in his state, it’s undeniable, his mouth tilted up at the corners as if death isn’t waiting to greet him. “If that’s how I’m gonna go…” With chapped lips, he gives a poor attempt at a whistle. “Kinda…poetic.”

Her teeth grind. “Poetic?”

“Pirates ‘n sirens…” His words turn to slurry, fading as swiftly as the rest of him. “Tale as old as…”

Finally, the pirate falls silent. Slowly, Lyx rises to her feet, fearing the movement might rouse him into another inane conversation. But the longer she waits, the quieter it grows. Soon, there’s nothing but the shush of waves disguising any rise and fall of his chest.

She doesn’t even have to kill him. He’ll be dead before sunrise.

Still, she should do it herself. Killing him would fuel her, stirring up chaos to bask in like a lizard on a rock. Her siblings wouldn’t pass up the chance to feed; they would drown him and eat the remains for fun.

But this pirate is so weak already. He wouldn’t even put up a fight. Where’s the fun in that?

She watches him down her nose. Such an odd creature. He’s as brazen as a seagull, but placid as a whale. It’s…unnerving. Only like this can she tolerate him — when he isn’t speaking, isn’t saying strange things that no normal person would utter, isn’t looking at her with those eyes as warm as wax.

Why does it rattle her? What about this pirate is so confounding?

Her toes curl against the rocks. It doesn’t matter. He’ll die the same as all the others, and when she returns tomorrow, all that will be left will be a corpse…or nothing at all.

With that, she wades to the edge of the ledge and dives back into the sea.


THREE

Lyx

 

Killing Cav is always an option.

Lyx jerks to a halt where she’s stalking down the beach. The temptation is strong; she could turn back. Cav can’t have gotten far from the docks. She’ll find a broken bottle along the way and entice him into a dark corner before she drags the jagged edge across his throat.

But killing him isn’t enough.

Not for all the time she’s spent imagining it. For the past two years, that vision has hung like a portrait in her mind. It’s the backdrop to all her thoughts, a work of art that she pours over day after day. There are always new details to enchant her. What sounds will Cav make when she gets her teeth into him? Which will die first: the ember inside him, or the light in his eyes? Will he fight her off, or will he embrace this urge the same way he welcomed all her others?

A shiver darts through her. No. No matter how the memories try to crawl back into her conscience, she sloughs them off. Killing Cav is too easy. After all these months, she wants to take her time with it. Saliva gathers in the back of her throat. It’s not Cav’s death that entices her; it’s the thought of ripping him apart and devouring the pieces, a torturous end that she can draw out for as long as she pleases. He doesn’t deserve a quick death. He deserves the agonizing pain he’s caused her. He deserves to have every second of his life invaded the same way he’s done to her.

Her foot snags on a clump of seaweed. She kicks to free herself, but the tendrils tangle around her legs until she’s forced to tug off her sandals.

For all this time spent imagining Cav, she wasn’t prepared for what seeing him again would do to her. He looks different now. His hair is longer, half-covering the slit pupils of his eyes. Even the vibrant color has returned to his skin.

She clamps her lips together, like that will stifle the thoughts. The pearls of her dress clack as she picks her way along the beach. She doesn’t know which direction she’s headed, but she knows it’s the right one; the tugging sensation at the base of her throat tells her that. Eventually, she comes to a shallow inlet where the waves roll deep into the island.

Her shoulders tense. She has to cross here. Wading across would be simple, but her gills flutter anxiously. The ocean is not her home anymore; she lost its favor when she lost everything else. Waves that once created her now roll past with white cap warnings that she doesn’t understand, spoken in a language she can no longer decipher.

She dares not even dip her toes in.

Instead, she moves further inland until she finds some jagged rocks poking out of the water. With each step, the sharp edges dig into her feet, but she bites her cheek to keep moving. Past the shrubbery and driftwood, an abandoned cottage comes into view. It can hardly be called a building any longer, vines growing wild over its sides and leaving little more than broken windows and a lamp flickering inside.

Lyx’s stomach drops. Tidus beat her back here. Who knows how long he’s been waiting? No doubt he’s been stewing in the dark, turning his anger over in his hands until it sharpens into something worse.

She has to remind herself that’s what she wants. It’s what she needs. Chaos. That thought alone stirs the hungry pit inside her until it opens its jaws to be fed.

The splintering cottage stairs prick her. She feels for the door, but when she pushes, it doesn’t budge. She has to jam her shoulder into it twice before it opens. Its rusty hinges squeal, a grating sound outdone only by the stench of mildew. When Lyx finally squeezes inside, grains of salt and sand dig into her feet.

Across the room, a busted crate hosts an oil lantern that sheds less than a foot of light.

Lyx lingers in the shadows for an entire minute. It’s a foolish act of rebellion, but she relishes the small hit of power, like she can control what happens. She’s not naive enough to believe that completely. Her defiance will be nothing more than foreplay, but it works for now.

A figure finally leans forward into the light, lips curled back over his teeth. “You lost our fucking mark?”

There’s no use denying Roderick is gone, but giving into Tidus does nothing for her. He’ll be pissed no matter what she says, and the air is already thick with discord. She might as well get her fill. Without a word, she slinks across the room, bending at the waist to twist the lantern’s knob. As the wick grows, so does Tidus’s scowl.

He looks different than the day he captured her. He was brutally handsome then, but now, he’s just brutal. His teal skin has faded to a sickly gray under strands of seaweed tangling in his hair. Barnacles cling to his face next to sand dollars embedded in his dry gills.

The sea is trying to reclaim him. It’s a part of their pact, the agreement all marine species made with the ocean long ago. Whatever they do must embody the powerful allure of the sea. Sirens are given their songs in exchange for inciting chaos. Undines are free to traverse the land, so long as they have a band of loyal followers behind them.

Unfortunately for Tidus, his company has dwindled to only Lyx and a small sloop. When he caught her, he boasted a massive ship and a crew of thirty men, pickpockets and crooks and racketeers. They were all hungry for glory, but Captain Tidus’s cruelty and greed drove even them away until he was left with nothing.

Nothing but Lyx.

Yet Tidus refuses to return to the ocean. It’s as if he thinks he can outsmart the sea itself, taunting the waves by sailing from one con job to another and upsetting the balance of nature. Most infuriating of all, it works. No matter how many storms they weather, Tidus always finds a way back to land.

The sea always claims its due.

That’s what Lyx reminds herself, even if she is powerless to make it happen. Whatever sway she had with the ocean was destroyed the moment she was forced into Tidus’s service. She hasn’t stepped in the sea in years. If she called out to it, she fears she’d hear only an empty echo in return.

Impatient, Tidus presses his pointer finger down against the table. “You heard me.”

The hungry pit inside her takes a long drink. Despite the pandemonium on the Silver Spoon, she needs more. With one hand, she plucks a pin from her hair and turns away. “Relax.”

Tidus’s chair creaks under his weight.

She refuses to flinch, no matter how her skin crawls. Give Tidus an inkling of fear, and he’ll hunt it down like a shark with a drop of blood. Placing the pin between her teeth, she unwinds the tendrils of her hair and takes a steadying breath.

Tidus’s voice is low and threatening. “I’m sure I didn’t hear you correctly.”

The scales on the back of her shoulders lift. It’s like she can’t help herself, her hunger egging her on. She pulls another pin from her hair and slips it between her knuckles. It’s a flimsy weapon. She should have kept the cheese knife from the ship, but using that on Tidus would only enrage him.

Which is what she wants, she reminds herself again. Fighting means feeding. Fighting is what she needs.

Her voice is clipped by the pin between her teeth. “I got what you wanted.”

Tidus pushes to his feet, and the rotting floorboards groan. “Is that so?”

She hates having him at her back, blocking out the light when he towers over her. With one finger, he twists a lock of her hair until it tugs at her scalp.

She doesn’t gasp. Doesn’t even breathe.

His teeth scrape her neck, but any tenderness is a mask for his barely-concealed fury. “How could you get what I want,” he asks slowly, “if our mark is at the bottom of the fucking ocean?”

Her throat constricts. Depths, she wishes she could command him away, but she can’t even look at him. That would be an invitation, a strike of the match she was so eager to light moments ago. She thinks of all the sailors she’s drowned. Is this how they felt as she pulled them beneath the waves? Is this what it’s like to dangle over the mouth of a beast?

Tidus’s fingers clamp under her chin to jerk her toward him. She resists, but he wrenches harder, and she bites down a pained gasp when the broken shells that coat his hands dig into her flesh. “You seem distracted, little fish.” His saccharine tone curdles in her stomach while his fingers tighten. “Which is odd, because I’m speaking to you.”

Her pulse races. She has to remember that this is what she needs, an appetizer for the feast that comes after. The danger is a necessity. It’s the drink that fills her, drizzling down her throat until she can’t swallow any more. She chokes on it and spits back all the venom she has. “I told you, I got what you want.”





FOUR

Lyx

 

Curiosity overtakes Tidus’s rage. “You got a meeting with Heathen?”

Pain tingles through Lyx’s jaw. She jerks out of his grip. “Turns out your favorite little rat works for them now.”

Tidus lifts a puzzled brow.

“Cavalier,” she reminds him. When Tidus looks at her blankly, her skin prickles. “The one who drew the map!”

“That’s who threw Roderick overboard?” Tidus balks before he laughs heartily. “Well, I’ll be damned; that chatty little dragon keeps coming through for me.”

His delight makes Lyx’s blood boil. That chatty dragon has haunted her for the past two years, yet Tidus can’t be bothered to remember his name. She yanks another pin from her hair and curls her fist around it.

With a sigh, Tidus returns to his chair and basks in the glow of a job well done — Lyx’s job well done. “You know…” His voice shifts lower than before. “Heathen doesn’t give meetings to just anyone.”

Lyx doesn’t like the way he looks at her, gaze traversing the pearls that cling to her thick frame and curve over her breasts. It was Tidus who dressed her. She had to look the part for the Silver Spoon, draped in her last remaining piece of finery. Tidus likes when she wears it. It reminds him of when he was on top of the world, flush with gold and jewels and parading Lyx to distant ports to show off his siren catch. A reminder that he had her, and no one else could.

“You must have looked like quite the damsel in distress.” Tidus props his elbow on the table and opens his palm toward her. “Maybe we can use that to our advantage.”

Her jaw twitches. A new plan is brewing in his mind, leaving the room as heavy and humid as a storm cloud.

He opens his legs to make space for her. It’s an instruction, not an offer. She knows it well. Just like she knows the best way to weather Tidus’s schemes is to grin and bear it, but still, her feet stay rooted in place.

For a moment, she allows herself the fantasy of resisting. In another world, she would tell him no. She would spit in his face and smack him until her hand burned with pain…but that isn’t this world. In this world, she lowers her lashes and sways toward him.

His eyes follow the motion of her hips like a pendulum. She comes to a stop in front of him and flicks a loose scallop shell off his shoulder. “What is it you’re asking?”

His fingers skim the backs of her thighs. “I’m not asking.”

Her hands curl into fists. Of course he isn’t. Why request anything when he has the power to command? The screech building in her throat turns into a smile. “What would you have me do?”

Her body jerks when he pulls her into his lap and presses her back to his chest. “Take that meeting with Heathen.” His breath is hot against her ear, his hands wandering her ample waist. “Give her some sob story. Say you’ve always dreamed of working on that pleasure ship.” His smile stretches against her cheek. “Tell her you’re running from your captor. That you’re trapped. That you need safe passage.”

She digs her nails into his arms, but they tighten around her. A leaden weight fills her stomach until she can barely breathe. This is what life with Tidus has always been like: a drowning, suffocating well of chaos with no end.

Exactly what she needs.

“Make up something pathetic.” He squeezes her hips. “Something that’ll get you on board. We’re gonna take down that bitch’s business from the inside.”

Lyx squirms, but her body is heavy and drunk from feeding. There’s no use trying to fight her way free, so she settles back against him until his grip loosens. “Why?”

Tidus’s lips skim her throat. “Heathen has plenty of followers. Once we destroy her livelihood, the crew will be looking for a new captain to serve.”

“But why this ship?” Her heavy eyelids struggle to stay open. “What’s your obsession with her?”

Tidus tenses.

Lyx tries to remain still, fighting not to flinch as his heart picks up its pace against her. When Tidus gets quiet is when he’s the most dangerous. Her throat goes dry. She wasn’t thinking. She shouldn’t have said anything. Her mouth opens to pre-empt his anger, but then, he laughs loud and long.

“The Indulgence is an easy mark. Running a pleasure ship is simple.” He buries a chuckle against her hair. “Loyal followers come with the territory.”

Shakily, Lyx exhales. She should be grateful for his unexpected pleasantness, even though she’s waiting for lightning to strike. Still, his good moods are few and far between. She can’t help but push her luck. “And if I do this for you, what do I get?”

Tidus laughs again. It’s a joke, but she never finds humor in it. It’s easier for him to give her something if he wants the job done without a fight. If he wants her to do it well.

Easing off his chest, she lifts her hair and looks at him over her shoulder. “Unclasp me?”

His eyes narrow, but she knows him; he can’t resist temptation. Sex always manages to distract him. He brings his hands to her neck, unhooking her dress before he drags his roughened palms down the bare skin of her back. He hums in his throat, leaning forward to press his lips to her hairline. “If you do this for me,” he murmurs leisurely, “I’ll return your song.”

The pins drop from her hand and clatter to the floor. She grabs the table to stay upright, her body thrumming like the hammered strings of a piano. Tidus has never offered that. Surely she heard him wrong. She has no doubt that if she turns, she’ll be met with his merciless smile and the crushing truth, so she doesn’t move. She doesn’t even speak.

“You want it that bad, huh?” He traces the tense muscles of her shoulders that wind down her spine. “I’m starting to think this song controls you, not the other way around.” Pityingly, he clicks his tongue. “You’re never gonna free yourself like that.”

Fuck him. He doesn’t want her to be free at all. He enjoys this too much, dangling her song in front of her like a worm on a hook.

Acid swells on her tongue, but she bites it until it bleeds. “Why would you give me that?”

“What use is it to me?” Two years of irritation seep into his tone. “I can’t get it to work. You can’t use it for me.” He curls his arms around her. “The only thing it’s good for is keeping you close.”

She waits for him to change his mind, but it doesn’t happen. He’s serious. Foolish hope darts through her chest, and she turns to push open his shirt.

Scar tissue grows around the spiral shell embedded in his left pectoral. When she hovers her hand over it, it glows, like her song is a living thing trapped inside. The light’s not as strong as it used to be. Over time, its sheen has faded, returning only when she craves something to desperation. These days, it only shines when she imagines her freedom.

There’s no stealing it from Tidus. Depths know she’s tried. There’s no running from him, either; she aches when she’s apart from it, a pain so deep that she swore it would kill her. Her song is so frail now. She fears it needs a host, that Tidus is the only thing keeping it alive outside of her body. As much as she hates him, she dreads what would happen to her song if he dies.

He snags her wrist to pull her focus back toward his face. “See? I’m not as bad as you tell yourself am.”

Her fingers flex. She wants to drag her nails into his face, but she lifts her other arm to watch her song react to her presence. It casts light into her hand, a soothing reminder that she’s not alone.

“To think I almost caught two sirens.” Tidus sighs and leans back in his chair. “That would’ve made shit so much easier. I’d have an entire fleet of ships by now.”

The memory blisters in Lyx’s mind. Mollo. It’s so easy for Tidus to recount the day Lyx’s own sister betrayed her. Lyx still doesn’t know how she did it, using magic to snatch Lyx’s song and trap it inside that shell.

Just like a siren
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