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          Chapter One

        


        
          Kestrel

        

      


      
        
          Rosen Varant had been Kestrel Lachlian’s mortal enemy since each slipped from the womb, screaming bloody murder. She hated Roe as well as any rival might, perhaps more when every sneer, growl, and dagger swipe were added up. After all, Lachlians could hold a good grudge for centuries, and her blood was hard-boiled Lachlian. No sense wasting all of that seething hatred on something constructive. Still, they had fought on opposing sides for so long that they knew each other better than anyone else, and a person cannot know someone so intimately for a lifetime without also loving them, it seemed. And that was the end for Kestrel, honestly, because a woman’s heart does what it does. It’s weak and stubborn, making it prime for abuse and revolt if she does not guard it well.


          The sudden screech of an owl pulled Kestrel’s mind from its ruminations. The streets were slick with mud and traces of blood, slowing the cart over the broken cobblestone road leading out of Demacia. Fixing her mind on the drip, drop, plop of the rain had been soothing in the beginning, but after three hours of slipping and scrambling in the back of a prison cart filled with excrement and vomit, it did little to soothe her mind any longer.


          Leaving Demacia might have been a blessing if it had been under different circumstances, but even the crumbling village was superior to the prison in Shimmervale if she even made it that far. To be sure, the name did not do it justice because there was nothing glittering or beautiful in, around, or even under the little town. It was beyond desolate, but Kestrel shivered before a better description came to mind. The old clock chimed, shooting those chills deeper into her bones.


          Midnight.


          What a lady might do for a prince to rescue her at such a dastardly hour, but there were no princes in Demacia, which was entirely her fault. Besides, she was probably not ladylike enough for rescuing. Four men were in the prison wagon with her, one so starved he couldn’t even muster the strength to pull himself out of the muck on the floor. Another stared at his feet, while the other two stared at Kestrel as if she might taste better than she looked. She swallowed bile and bitter anger while her jaw worked to exhaustion, clenching and grinding.


          The owl screeched again, farther away now. Not once had she envied an owl as she did then, stuck in the back of a cart headed to the prison where she would await execution. The owl had freedom and dignity and perhaps would eat better tonight than she would. If she ate at all.


          The moon shone through a slit between two boards, glinting off the lantern’s glass. Kestrel’s mind slipped back to the moment it all went wrong. When her heart took control of her mind and sent her entire future down the wrong path. It was a glint, too, but not like this one. It was steel coated with crimson pressed against a man’s neck, piercing enough to release a stream of life source that dribbled over the handle, dripped from its edge, disappeared in the mud… and the shine of the blade twisting, toying with the last shafts of sunlight as it chose between life or death for Roe Varant.


          After twenty-two years of praying for that moment, Kestrel should have been pulling out a canvas and oil paints, forever cementing the moment of his death in time. Instead, every fiber of her being flung itself toward him. For all the riches in the world, she could never say why she saved Roe’s life, ensuring her own death. Rather, she was a fool if she accepted the reason.


          The cart came to a complete stop, and the driver cursed everything in sight before they lurched forward again. This time, Kestrel managed to keep herself on the bench, but the men all landed in a steaming pile of feces. Their own, of course, so it was about as poetic a justice as she could imagine, but before she could utter so much as a snicker, the whole cart swayed and slammed onto its side.


          “Bloody Kraken,” Kestrel screamed as the same feces splashed around with the vomit, coating everything—including her. She smacked her head on the backside, knocking stars into her vision. Thank the Lord, she had a stomach of steel, but that didn’t stop her from gagging a little.


          “Get yer boot off my face, wench!”


          Kestrel scowled. She didn’t know which man had insulted her in the dark, but he earned a swift kick to his face before she pushed off of him and out of the slosh. The horses were long gone. Their whinnies echoed farther and farther away even as the ruckus around them grew louder. Men yelled, swords clashed, and the rear door of the prison cart splintered and burst inward, sending a hail of wood chunks in all directions. Splinters scratched her face, but she managed to keep from screaming. The silhouette of a man—broad-shouldered and tall, the top of his head illuminated by the moon—filled the gaping hole in the wagon. A twinge of hope rose from her chest and gurgled from her lips. She knew that silhouette, but she hated the man who owned it.


          Roe’s hand wrapped around her arm and yanked her through the hole, leaving the four men behind. Kestrel stumbled but found her footing even in the darkened woods. They were well out of Demacia, but Shimmervale was still far off. Where were they, exactly?


          “Disgusting. You smell like—”


          “Don’t you dare curse at me.” Kestrel shoved away from Roe, who still hadn’t released her arm. He would never let her live this down. He’d rescued her from the executioner’s wagon, and she’d let him. “Let me go, swine!”


          “Swine? You’re the one covered in excrement and vomit. Shut those lips and hurry up! There will be more guards swarming this place soon enough.” He shoved Kestrel toward a horse before mounting his own. He didn’t wait for her compliance before issuing his orders to his men. “To the chariot, my friends!”


          They tore through the trees, leaving broken branches and chaos behind them. Kestrel took a moment to absorb everything around her, gather her senses, and choose a path. The prison guards were all in varied degrees of death, strewn about like little more than dolls. It was a bloody mess of limbs and lives lost, a feat she hadn’t been sure the elder Varant was capable of given his less-than-committed alliance with his occupation. Put simply, he was the least formidable pirate she knew. Kestrel said a prayer the guards’ souls would make it to Heaven. It wasn’t their fault they answered to a tyrannical queen. At least most of them. Some had taken great pride in transporting a Lachlian to her death.


          Noting no other means of escape, Kestrel mounted the horse, a sleek mare with a deep desire to bite her rear end. She narrowly avoided its snapping and settled in the saddle, but she still had no idea where she was, only that it wasn’t home and it wasn’t Shimmervale. The thick foliage suggested the forest surrounding Demacia, but it could just as easily have been Shimmervale’s border, or if the prison transporter had an inkling to sell those men as slaves, they could have been in Gacia.


          “Come on, Princess,” Roe yelled ahead of her.


          Blasted man. He knew she hated that nickname, but he insisted on regularly screaming it at her across the territory line between their properties. Deep in her chores, she’d hear him taunting her from the stable on the Varant property. While training with her father, he’d teased her even more. Her father had insisted she use it to fuel her anger, but all it did was distract her—regularly.


          She had to follow Roe until she figured out where she was.


          It didn’t take long to reach his destination. A rough ride approximately three miles from the toppled cart brought them to the shore. They hadn’t left Demacia yet, which didn’t quite add up in her mind since she was sure the prison cart had left the cobblestone road. Nevertheless, the horse hammered the distance between the forest and the shore, slowed only a little by the wet sand. Kestrel huddled closer to its neck, hoping to avoid the stinging clumps of sand thrown up by the other men’s horses. In the distance, the Varant ship split the horizon with her bright red mast sail. If Kestrel had to admit it to anyone, she’d lie, but personally, she thought the Varant vessel was the most beautiful in the harbor. Except, it was not in the harbor. They had positioned themselves farther north, and the entire ship was prepared to cast into the open seas.


          Kestrel tried to slow the horse, but its mind was made up. The beast was a Varant, and it wouldn’t mind a single command issued by a filthy Lachlian. She smelled herself even over the mist that rose from the water, over the saltiness of the waves slipping onto the shore, and over the marshy border between the forest and the sand. The odor of the frothing, sweaty horse didn’t even cover her reeking scent.


          After another few whiffs, she couldn’t stand it any longer. The horse was in full gallop, but that had never stopped her, so she positioned herself for a good tuck and roll. That or a broken neck. One could never be too sure.


          Roe stopped his horse so violently it almost went romp over head before turning around. This forced Kestrel’s horse to skid to a stop, but she was already primed to jump from its back, which meant only one thing could happen… and it did.


          Kestrel shot over the horse’s head like a cannon, landed on her side, lost her breath, and winced when her ribs took the brunt of her fall. They were surely bruised or cracked, but it hardly mattered how severe her injury was when she couldn’t breathe. Finally, she sucked in enough air to offer Roe her opinion.


          “Salty stars, why did you do that?” she screeched, but it only made her ribs shoot blinding pain through her chest. She forced herself to a seated position. Again, pain shook through her torso, enough to make her sway and faint, so she lay on her back again and focused on breathing… surviving… existing under a blanket of black dotted with stars.


          “You’re determined to get yourself killed today, Princess.” Roe stood over her, his black hair sopping with sweat. It hung over his forehead, stuck to the skin in strips that looked like slices right through his face. Funny how she would have enjoyed that thought a few days earlier, but now, not as much. She rolled on her side again and vomited.


          “Kestrel, we have to get to the ship,” Roe said, kneeling beside her.


          She shoved him away and wiped her mouth with her filthy sleeve.


          “My father will be here soon enough, and if he finds you hovering over me, you know what he’ll do.” She swiped the back of her hand over her mouth again, unable to remove the iron taste. The vomit was bloody, distracting her momentarily, so she didn’t notice Roe inching closer. His hand settled on her shoulder, and he tugged.


          “Let me help you get to the water, then I can bandage your ribs once we’re safely on the ship. But Kestrel, we have to go. Now.”


          She narrowed her eyes and drew away from him. She knew she stank. It was worse than the hogs, but he’d lost his mind if he thought she’d get on his family’s ship with him. Where would they take her? Sell her into slavery in one of the other kingdoms? Toss her overboard when they got far enough out to sea?


          “I think I can bathe and wrap myself, thank you. I’ll wait for my family. My father and brothers will get me out of here.”


          Roe’s determination wavered, and darkness took his already stoic features. He was made for intimidation—muscular, black-haired, blue-eyed, sharp features under that short, well-trimmed beard. His men were waiting, staring at her as if they knew something she didn’t.


          “Kestrel…” Roe’s voice faded.


          She wanted to run, but those busted ribs hurt too much. Breathing took enough effort, so she narrowed her eyes, seeking answers since Roe’s gaze said she should be asking questions. He gave her nothing more than a grunt, scooped her off the sand, and then hauled her to the water. Kestrel assumed he’d toss her in, so she gripped his shirt and wiggled as much as her wounded ribs would let her, all while he tightened his grip around her waist.


          He didn’t throw her in. He waded into the water until it reached his chest, then dipped Kestrel back to submerge her hair. He did so a few times, which was so mesmerizing that she couldn’t do anything but wait. After several dips and swishes, Roe retreated to the shore. Only he didn’t say a word or take her to the horse she’d been riding. Instead, he put her on his.


          Kestrel hissed through the pain, then gasped when he mounted the horse behind her.


          The gasp punctuated her awareness of two things. One, Roe Varant was most definitely as muscular as she had assumed. And two, Demacia was on fire.


          Thick, black smoke swirled between the clouds, blotting out the moon. Tendrils of it toyed with the clouds and taunted the stars as its angry flames ate up the forest between them and their village. Their village. A third thought emerged over the others. Her family.


          “Roe—”


          “Kestrel, on the ship. Let me get you somewhere safe, then I’ll tell you everything.”


          That wouldn’t do, so Kestrel whipped her head backward and smashed the crown into his nose. Blood spewed all over her, but more blood was of little consequence after the day she’d had. Kestrel managed to slide from Roe’s horse—not without a few curses—and hobbled toward the forest, consumed inch by inch with flames even as she moved toward it.


          “You are such a stubborn brat.” Roe growled. “They’re dead, Kestrel. Your father isn’t coming. Your brothers will not save you. It’s gone. All of it. Your farm and mine. Demacia is no more. If you don’t get on my ship now, they’ll kill you, too.”


          Kestrel spun on her heel, wishing she hadn’t, as the breath wheezed out of her. “You tell lies, you bloody Varant swine!”


          Roe waved his hand toward the forest. “Look at it! I cannot possibly lie about what you see with your own eyes. Demacia is under siege, and I will not allow you to be a part of it!”


          “Who? Who did it?” she screamed, but she knew. She knew. She had done it. Demacia’s death was all her fault.


          “You killed a prince, Kestrel. What did you think would happen?” There was no accusing tone, nothing snarky or cruel, just cold, hard truth.


          She’d sentenced their village to death. Her family. His.


          All because she couldn’t stop her useless heart from falling in love with Roe Varant.
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          Chapter Two

        


        
          Kestrel

        

      


      
        
          The forest was aflame, but Kestrel couldn’t let what he said deter her. Her father and brothers would never allow anything to happen to her mother and sisters. They were coming. Perhaps they were delayed or couldn’t find her, but they would not fail. After all, Roe had just abducted her from the prison cart, so they likely waited at the courthouse to rescue her. They had merely passed in the night.


          The only problem with her assessment was Roe’s steady staring and outstretched hand. He was on his knees, soaked to the bone after their impromptu bath, and that softness to his features was still out of place.


          “Kestrel, the guard came to your house just after they took you away. I heard… I heard them.” He swallowed, but Kestrel still wasn’t convinced. The punishment for murder was not the death of one’s entire family. Besides, if her family had been killed, Roe and his family should have been throwing a celebration, not pulling her from her own death sentence.


          Kestrel wanted to refute, to shove him away and run home, but home was, as he’d said, gone. But Demacia on fire was a far cry from her family being slaughtered at their home. Varants lie, and that is the truth. Kestrel reminded herself of what her father had said and tried not to let her traitorous heart beat any faster simply because he looked so handsome, as messed up as he was.


          “You’re lying.” Kestrel held her arms around her torso and tried to stand, but it was impossible. What was injured in the fall was also swollen, stealing her breath every time she tried to do anything alone.


          “As much as it should please me, there is no sport in seeing your family killed after….” He swallowed again. “Why did you do that, Kestrel? Why did you run the prince through with your sword? Surely, you didn’t think you could get away with murdering the crowned prince of Vivaine?”


          Kestrel growled, but she wasn’t angry with him. He didn’t ask to be saved, and truthfully, the prince was probably only trying to frighten Roe and exert his dominance. Prince Isaac didn’t know that Varants didn’t scare easily, but she did. Kestrel pretended to be fierce when inside was a trembling child. Terror scorched her body from toe to crown when she’d spied the prince’s dagger pressed against Roe’s neck, drawing blood.


          “I still don’t believe you,” she hissed.


          “You didn’t answer my question! And whether you believe me or not does not change the truth. The queen sent her guards to kill your whole family, Kestrel! They are dead. Most of my family is dead, or else we would have given yours aid! I came for you because you are the only person left!”


          He was furious, so he didn’t wait for her to be ready. He grabbed her again, hauled her broken body over his shoulder, and tossed her back on the horse. Pain alone stole her voice, but there was nothing left to say. If there was even a tiny chance her family was alive, she wouldn’t find them sitting on the seashore arguing with him. She’d go on the ship, pray they didn’t kill her and use her body for fishing bait, and escape them once she had more information about her family and what happened in Demacia.


          “If you bust my nose again, I’ll leave you to them,” Roe said.


          “I didn’t ask you to rescue me.”


          Roe kicks his horse forward. “I know. Neither did I.”


          If she had known the penalty for saving him from a threat she’d probably made up in her mind, she might have reconsidered. She should have, but her body had never reacted the way it had then. All the training in the world, all of the preparation for fighting, and when they were in the middle of an uninvited investigation from the queen’s royal guard, everything fell away. All that was left was a deceitful heart and singular focus on one man who probably hated her more than ever. He still had his men, some of whom were his cousins, but had the rest of his family truly been killed? Had hers?


          The truth of his words finally struck her. It was not outside the realm of reason to believe such a thing was possible. The queen was wretched, and her son merely waited for her death so he might take her crown and rule it even harder. Kestrel’s throat constricted, but she asked, “Why did they kill your family too?”


          Roe didn’t answer but tensed behind her. She didn’t think he would reply, but he leaned forward, brushed the hair from her ear with his nose, and whispered, “Because they think you are in love with me, Princess.”


          She didn’t want her body to react to this intimate touch, but chills went up her spine. Reminding herself that she was supposed to hate him did no good, but she could not fathom why on earth she ever entertained even a smidgeon of affection for him. He was hardened, obstinate as hogs, often dirty as the same, and his only opinion of her was that she was the wretched daughter of his father’s lifelong enemy, someone to be hated and swindled as often as possible.


          The smoke was so thick now she couldn’t see the ship through it, but Roe’s direction was sure. He led his horse to the small boats meant to take them to the Varant’s vessel. The horses would have to fend for themselves. Roe brought them to a stop, slid from behind her, and tugged her sleeve.


          “Stubborn as you are, you’ll have to suffer through this. You might have broken your ribs,” he said. “Come, I’ll catch you.”


          He had better. Kestrel leaned to her left and grimaced as her body fell from his ridiculously tall horse. Must men have such garish beasts to show off? True to his word, for perhaps the first time in all his life, Roe caught her before she slammed onto the ground. Still, it hurt, so she gasped.


          “I’m sorry. We’ll get you cleaned up better and bandaged on the ship. Evanna survived. She’ll aid you.”


          Evanna. His youngest sister. She would probably boil Kestrel in a bath and strip her skin to make a gown.


          “How did you escape?” she asked, her voice wavering through short breaths.


          “I don’t want to talk about that. Just sit still.” The ship was already too far from the harbor for a ramp, so Roe positioned Kestrel in one of their small boats and sat across from her. He didn’t bother letting any of the others on before rowing toward the Nightbloom, the Varant’s quickest thieving vessel. Of course, it was a trade ship by day, but she knew the truth. It was the same lie her family told. It was also the root of their animosity toward one another. Two prominent pirating families taking up residence on adjacent properties was bound to create friction.


          Roe kept a steady pace, but the bobbing only aggravated Kestrel’s wounds, so she slipped onto her back to relieve the pressure. She groaned, but he said nothing. A blessed gift, but it only lasted a moment.


          “Why did you kill the prince?” he asked again. “I need to know the truth.”


          Kestrel clenched her jaw and stared at the star-studded blanket over them once more. Her eyes stung but not from the smoke that drifted over the water. She was supposed to be hard like her father taught her, and crying over their deaths—claimed or real—was shameful. She should be stronger, fight harder, and seek revenge in their name.


          “I don’t want to talk about that,” she said, swallowing her tears.


          “I don’t care. Before I bring you on my vessel, I need to know where you stand.”


          Ah, he was merely protecting what was left of his family, but Kestrel couldn’t decide if she would prefer he dump her body in the ocean or take her on board the Nightbloom. There was every reason in the world to believe they would torture her or at least trade her once they found something worth trading for, but she was also not fond of being fed to sharks.


          “I don’t care if you don’t care. I’m not talking about it, but you can rest assured that since I have no one left to whisper a single bloody prayer for me, I will be civil until I figure out what to do with myself.”


          Roe froze. Kestrel could hardly lift her head to see what had caused him to stop rowing, but it was merely a stutter before he continued. “The Nightbloom will be your home for some time, Kestrel. You’d better get used to it or leap into the ocean. The choice is yours, but you do have a choice.”


          “Why?” she snapped, fear gripping her throat again.


          Roe’s lips spread into a smirk, the one that Kestrel had always wanted to smack off of his face. There he was, finally close enough for her to do so, and she couldn’t reach him because he’d caused her to break herself in half.


          “There aren’t many places a pirating family can put down roots. You know that. We’ll stop for supplies, but we will unlikely settle on land for some months, Princess.”


          “Stop calling me Princess.”


          “As you wish, darling.”


          “Don’t call me that either.”


          “What shall I call you then?” he asked, his voice far too whimsical for a man whose family had been murdered alongside hers. This alone brought many questions.


          “I have a name, or does it burn your lips too much to say it?”


          He chuckled. “No, and I suppose it does suit you. All the ferocity of a falcon compressed into the smallest body I’ve ever seen for a twenty-two-year-old woman.”


          Kestrel didn’t care how much it hurt her to move, not after that comment, so she kicked him in the face.


          He dropped the oars and clutched his bloody nose, growling. “You… bloody…” He lunged toward her, toppling the small boat. They both tumbled into the frigid water, but only one could swim since the other had injured ribs. Kestrel inhaled as big a gulp of air as she could before she went under, doing all she could to convince her body to work through the pain. To kick. To move her arms.


          Fortunately, the water was so cold that it soothed her aching body, but not enough to do anything more than tread water, barely keeping her head above the surface. Demacia looked entirely different from the water, like a torch burning up the world. Meanwhile, Roe swam toward the Nightbloom, leaving her behind. Now Kestrel had a different choice, feed the beasts below or figure out how to flip a boat over and climb inside when she could hardly move.


          A breath at a time, she approached the bobbing boat. The others were nearly at the ship now, so no one could help her. No Varant would do such a thing twice in one day anyway, so she gripped the edge and tried to turn it. It was too slick and took too much effort to try again, so she ducked beneath the water and came up underneath it. Inside the little bubble under the boat, she tried to turn it from the inside. This was also useless. The suction was too strong, and even if she succeeded in turning it, she could not row it back to shore, where the royal guard would probably find her within a day.


          Kestrel’s teeth chattered, but it would be a lovely way to go. To freeze before the beasts ate her was also a comforting thought, so she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She didn’t want to die, but at least it was on her own terms. It wasn’t at the hand of an executioner, not by a sword or dagger in the hands of her enemy, but a blissful hypothermia that would let her drift toward the ever after in peace.


          “What are you doing?” Roe’s breath warmed her neck so Kestrel didn’t dare turn in the water. He was right on top of her. He’d come back for her again, but only God knew why. Two rescues in one night could make a woman wonder about a man.


          “Trying to right a boat you toppled, swine.”


          He said nothing but grumbled, shoved the boat free from its seal, and righted it. “How do you plan to get into the boat, your royal highness?”


          Kestrel put both hands on his head and shoved herself upward, then fell into the boat, followed by a soggy man and his curses. Once inside, he righted himself and dipped the oars into the water, grumbling nonsense about leaving her to die the next time. He pressed his lips into a firm line and sighed.


          “Why did you kill the prince, Kestrel? I need an answer.”


          Her teeth chattered, and her body practically convulsed with chills, which did not ease the torment of her injuries. “I thought we were past all that.”


          He stopped rowing again. At this rate, they’d never reach the ship before the royal guard discovered it was leaving with two, perhaps more outlaws on board.


          “I can see why you might have thought so, but I need to know why you did it.” Water dripped from his forehead, nose, beard, and Heavens, above his lips.


          Kestrel averted her eyes and shrugged. “Didn’t seem right for the prince to have the honor of taking a Varant’s life. Why did you rescue me from the prison cart?”


          “A debt owed,” he said, calm and collected. “And now it seems you owe me a debt.”


          Her head shot up, forcing a wince. “What? Why?”


          “You killed a prince to save me, so I repaid the debt by rescuing you… twice. The prison cart and again with this boat. Though I must say, the second go around was a difficult decision. Smashed nose and all,” he said, pointing to his already bruised nose.


          “You wouldn’t have had to rescue me if you hadn’t toppled the boat!”


          “I toppled the boat because you kicked me!”


          “I kicked you because you were cruel!”


          “We are always cruel to one another!”


          It was true, but now it hardly seemed worth the effort to trade barbs, not when the ship was still so far away, and the chill in the air robbed her of all comfort. Kestrel turned her head away from him and stared at the horizon. The smoke, mist, and shadows made seeing much past the boat difficult. The only thing marking their way were a few oil lamps on the Nightbloom, which would soon be her home for who knew how long.


          Roe was also silent, making the remainder of the trip the most awkward ten minutes of her life. When they finally reached his vessel, Roe maneuvered the boat alongside the netting. There was only one way he might get her onto their ship without the ramp, and she knew it. They both knew it, and he slowly offered his hand.


          “Just let me get you on the ship with all of my body parts intact, then you can ignore me for as long as you want,” he said.


          She took his hand, trembling. Thank goodness it was cold enough that he didn’t mistake her shaking for fear, which it most certainly was.


          “On my back or… you know…” He motioned as if to hold her in front of him. “I can hold you better from the front, so there is less pressure on your ribs, but it’s up to you.”


          Kestrel huffed.


          “She might be a Lachlian, but she’s still a lady, Roe. For Heaven’s sake, we’ll lower a sling.” Evanna shouted over the banister, shaking her head under the light of a lamp. “Hurry up. Asher spied the royal guard a half-mile from shore!”


          “We haven’t got time to wait for them to fashion a sling to get you up,” Roe said. “What is your choice?”


          Kestrel clasped her hands around his neck, let him lift her close to his chest, and then wrapped her legs around his waist. She’d been wrong about the awkward boat ride. This was worse because she was a lady, and a lady did not cling this way to a man who was not her husband, but how else was she to get on the ship before the royal guard reached the shore with those dreadful canons?


          “Hang on, princess,” Roe said, then commenced climbing the rope ladder just as the first guards broke through the tree line.
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          Chapter Three

        


        
          Roe

        

      


      
        
          Few things in life were more distracting than a woman clinging to a man who smelled like she’d rolled in a pig pen. Despite her lengthened time in the ocean, Kestrel was still a filthy mess, but it surely didn’t hinder her scathing tongue. The woman could deliver a threat like a compliment and have you thank her for it even as she was twisting her knife in your gut. But Roe’s gut ached for another reason. He’d never heard men scream like her father and brothers, and to hear women wail like her mother and sisters was unimaginable. God bless their departed souls. He would never tell Kestrel all that he heard.


          There was a line. On the whole, pirates were not loyal or noble creatures, but there was still a line, a code that was not breached. The royal guard had no such code, as exhibited by how they tortured Kestrel’s family. At least Roe’s loved ones were killed swiftly and did not suffer the same fate as the Lachlians. Roe clenched his jaw and worked through the pain of it. There would be time to grieve, but first, he had to ensure Evanna’s safety… and Kestrel’s.


          A chill shook his body, but Kestrel didn’t notice. She was too busy shivering out of her skin to notice. She slowed him down, but there were no riches in the world worth enough to convince him to leave her behind. He shifted his gaze to her face, but it was tucked against his chest, which disappointed him. Why? Why did he wish to gaze upon her face, to know that she was safe, to feel her breath against his chilled neck?


          Clearly, no good came from a Lachlian, or he wouldn’t have been climbing onto his ship ready to depart Vivaine with half a crew wounded and the rest left behind, dead. Kestrel could not have known the prince would have made good on his threat to slit Roe’s throat. It was not his first run-in with that disgusting boy, but it was undoubtedly the last. A man could never forget the look on a woman’s face while in a homicidal rage, and Kestrel Lachlian had been terrifying. Her eyes held no remorse, no fear, no emotion whatsoever as she ran her sword clean through the prince’s abdomen and stuck him to the front door.


          Did she even know what happened after that? She’d gone into a haze, staring at the young man pinned to a wooden door while his guards stormed her, yanked her nearly apart, then threw her in a cart bound for death.


          “Roe.”


          Kestrel’s quiet warning was all he needed to know he’d better stop thinking and move faster. He vowed to get the truth out of her as soon as she felt better. It would take the royal guard time to set up their cannons, but if her grip around his neck was any indication, Kestrel was in no mood to test his theory. Her breaths grew rapid, fanning against his neck in little heated puffs that made concentrating quite difficult.


          A boom echoed and spread across the water. Ah, well, it didn’t take as long as he’d imagined for the guard to drag their canons to the shore and prepare. Roe practically shoved Kestrel into Asher’s arms and flung himself over the banister, landing hard on his backside just as the sails took the wind. His cousin would waste no time taunting and flirting with Kestrel, broken and weak in his arms, so Roe shot to his feet and reclaimed his bundle.


          “I’m growing weary of being swapped around like a sack of wet laundry,” Kestrel said, scowling at him. Who knew what Asher had said to her during the brief exchange, but Roe was sure that referring to herself as a sack of wet laundry was far kinder than how Asher made her feel.


          “My apologies, Princess.” Roe glared at his cousin, who only shrugged. Asher would have to grow up with a lady on the ship, and one that was not a Varant used to his antics. That or die at the point of Kestrel’s sword because Roe had no doubt whether they locked their weapons in a chest of iron wouldn’t matter. This feisty auburn-haired murderess would simply fashion a blade out of the wind.


          “Get her to Mother’s quarters. I’ll help her bathe and get her clothed,” Evanna said.


          “She might have broken her ribs falling from the horse.” Roe ignored his sister’s tongue clicking, ever the proper lady despite her family ties and pushed open the door to their mother’s quarters. Long dead even before today’s attack, they’d hardly changed a thing about the room if only to honor their mother’s memory. The Nightbloom had been a wedding gift from Mother’s father to them, and now it seemed it was all his.


          Father is gone now, too.


          The thought momentarily seized Roe but not long enough for anyone to notice. Or so he thought. A quick glance down at Kestrel, and he found her staring up at him, a frown pulling at that sassy mouth of hers. He would not blame her for this destruction. He wouldn’t. The others might, but he would deal with that at the proper time. It was time for running, which he was not particularly fond of, but there was no other choice. They would go to Whitehall, restock on the things they didn’t have time to grab on their way out, and then, who knew?


          Kestrel grunted when Roe sat her in the wash basin. Evanna was on his heels, his eighteen-year-old mother figure, despite having six years of life over her. She doted like a hen over the men, often to her own detriment, but the only time Roe had ever tried to lessen her load, it sent her into a spiraling depression. So he left her to her long list of self-imposed chores.


          “Out,” Evanna demanded.


          Roe went but with his sister linked to his arm. He narrowed his eyes. “She had better be in better condition when I return, sister.”


          Evanna sneered. “I don’t plan to drown her in the tub, though I would like to know what got in her head that killing the prince was worth all of this.”


          Roe huffed and motioned over his face. “Is the living face of your brother not worth a dead royal?”


          Evanna shoved him but pulled him back and kissed his cheek. “You are worth more than the whole kingdom, my brother, but that is to me. What about her? Her entire family is gone. I know I should be pleased our enemy is no more, but I simply cannot be.” Tears filled Evanna’s lovely green eyes. “I cannot be pleased about such a brutal slaughter. It wasn’t right, not that way.” She did not mention their family, but Roe suspected that was to guard her heart.


          “Our family and hers shall be avenged, Evanna. You have my word.”


          Evanna’s lips parted, and her cheeks pinked. Her hair had loosened, and stray tendrils flew about, framing her face with ebony swirls. “I do hope you do not intend to murder the rest of the royal family, Roe. It will only bring about a curse worse than death for the lot of us. It is better that we find a new home than to sink into plans of revenge, which, as you well know, belongs to the Lord.


          Roe glanced at the woman sitting hunched in the basin despite her wounded ribs and knew there would be no stopping her once she escaped her shock and guilt. If Roe could think of no other kind thing to say about the Lachlian family, he could certainly say without hesitation that they bred a special sort of woman. They were intense, fearless, and somewhat pig-headed.


          “I will return after checking the ship and ensuring we are well ahead of the guard. Please do not question her right now. Let her recover, and wrap her tightly so she is not in pain.”


          Evanna raised her eyebrows but said nothing. Instead, she pushed him out the door and shut it behind him. On the main deck, the men scrambled without a captain, which he supposed was now his position with Father dead.


          Asher approached him from the right with a full report. How odd it was to lead his father’s vessel, but as the eldest surviving Varant, it was his duty to ensure the remainder of his family survived.


          His cousin’s frown said all that need be said. “Might I ask why you brought a bloody, stinking, no-good—”


          “No, you may not. I need the report first, then you can prattle on about what you think of my actions while I drown myself in ale.” He hadn’t had a drink in years, not since he’d nearly fallen off the Nightbloom in the middle of the ocean, but his comment made his point.


          Asher shook his head, his messy pile of sun-bleached waves falling into his eyes. Evanna would get ahold of him soon with a pair of shears so sharp he’d have to sit still for a haircut or risk losing an ear. “We have enough food for a three-week voyage, clothing to last as long for the men. As for the girls—”


          “Women,” Roe scolded. Blasted, his cousins would never grow up. He couldn’t blame them. Their father was his scoundrel uncle, which made Roe quite glad to have been born of Edvard Varant and not Adam. At least his father taught them some modicum of respect.


          “The women only have enough clothing for a few days, but we have a washing basin and plenty of lovely smelling soaps, which it seems the men will also have to use, thanks to Evanna.” Asher rolled his eyes as if to say he’d rather smell like the boar he was than bathe with rose-scented soap. “Weapons are fully stocked, but I would be more comfortable with additional munitions since we are all wanted now.”


          “We were wanted before in seventeen kingdoms, Asher.”


          “Well, not in Vivaine. I liked it there, but thanks to—”


          “This is not Kestrel’s fault.”


          Asher stopped cold in his tracks, slipping on the wet boards. “Are you standing there claiming that she is not the cause of all of this?” he asked, waving his hands around. “If she had not killed Prince Isaac, your father would live now. My father and mother would live. Your brothers would be on this ship with you.”


          “Had she not killed the prince, I would not be on the ship, Asher.” Roe rolled his eyes. “I would be feeding the worms. Better, I would be nothing more than ash by now.”


          “Oh, well, then I will be sure to comfort my brothers’ mourning with the good news that you live,” he snapped.


          Roe turned on his heel, his face burning. “I did not say it was a good situation, only that it was not her fault. Had we not all been worthless thieves, we might have avoided the greedy eyes of the same prince. We are all to blame. Kestrel merely did what we all wished to do, however short-sighted and ill-conceived a plan it was. She made a split-second decision and has paid for it as well as we have.”


          “No good can come from a Lachlian,” Asher said, reminding Roe of his father’s words. “You used to believe that even as recently as this morning.”


          Even so, Roe was quite sure this was a new time. He felt it in his bones like the ache of cold that seeped in during the night, stealing one’s sleep with nightmares and
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