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Prologue

Somewhere, sometime . . . 


Sierra laughed as she spun and ducked under the pirate’s sad attempt at a punch to her face. He was a big, brawling figure.  
Strong? Yes. But any match for her? 
She whipped behind him like wind and shoved him over the side of the ship. Sierra howled with delight as the pirate struck the water so forcefully that droplets landed on her hair. 
She flicked the dark strands over her shoulders while she caught her breath and studied the stars. The sounds of her sisters fighting the other pirates dimmed as adrenaline took its thrilling course through her body. 
It was nearly dawn, but the full moon was bright in the sky, illuminating the waters beneath her: a lake fed from Grace’s crystal fountain itself. Clear. Pure. Beautiful. Sierra would die to protect it. 
‘Such a lovely night for murder,’ she whispered to herself.
She’d kill for Grace’s Territory, too. With a grin, she scanned the ship – smaller than the Reeds’, but a decent pirate vessel nonetheless – for her next opponent. Bruises were already forming on her arms, but she didn’t care. She’d heal. She’d show her sisters and her parents her wounds, and prove to them her worth. 
This was the perfect opportunity for it: one of the rare patrols her sisters actually allowed her to join. 
The eldest, Irene, shot Sierra an impatient look from across the deck as she punched a young man in the face so hard they both recoiled. Irene steadied herself expertly; the pirate dropped unconscious to the wooden floor. 
Sierra yawned. Nearly all the pirates were down, and how long had it been, ten minutes? 
She wasn’t sure why people even bothered to fight the Reeds, but pirates were known to be idiots. These were people who weren’t smart enough to work legitimately – cowards who ran from honour.
The other five sisters danced around the boat, battling its remaining crew. Sierra had seen these pirates before – they were a small, insignificant group who mostly relied on stealing quickly and minimally, or doing odd jobs for bigger criminals. Their enchanted ship – the Neptune – piloted itself, which was the only reason their measly crew of six had survived this long. Most appeared to be around Sierra’s age, though the youngest couldn’t be older than thirteen. 
Sierra tapped her foot and impatiently pondered as to why had they chosen now to attack the protectors of Grace’s Waters. Everyone knew Sierra’s family ran the territory. They controlled the trade, protected the waterways from crime. And they never failed. These seven young women alone – the infamous Reed sisters – had seen to it that no pirate had found any success near Grace’s Capital in years. 
Sierra was a major part of that, though none of the others would admit it. The six Reed sisters were a perfect machine, while Sierra was an extra cog: an unwanted baby sister who, for years, was only a burden. But she was useful enough now. Sierra would prove herself in time. 
She spotted Emika – the youngest of her older sisters, who still had a whole decade over Sierra – wrestling with a red-haired pirate. She struggled slightly under his weight; Emika must have been wounded, because although the pirate was tall, he was slim and flimsy. 
Bored and ready to maim someone, something, anything, Sierra grabbed him by his neck and yanked him off her. Something cracked – nothing fatal – and the pirate thrashed around in shock, hurtling backwards. 
Oh, it was always too easy.
Emika glowered at Sierra, as if she’d taken something from her. A kill? Yet she didn’t refuse Sierra’s help in tossing the young man off the boat. 
Maybe it was for the best that Sierra’s sisters refused to work with her. It added some difficulty to each fight, keeping her on her feet. If she relied on others, she might become complacent.
But sometimes she wished for a real challenge, for something to hurt, and make her adrenaline race as it had when she first started training herself. She knew she was cocky; her sisters told her constantly. But she didn’t care about that. She was going to be the best of them, so what did her attitude matter? They wouldn’t love her any more if she were kind, humble, or fair. She’d tried that. One could not find any place in the world that way. 
Sierra knew that if she wanted something, she had to take it. 
Sierra swore as pain seared the side of her calf, and she spun to watch with pure fury as one of the pirates’ swords sliced her leg. She screamed at the girl responsible and used her boot to knock the sword from her hand. Sierra groaned as her weight fell back on her wounded leg, but she managed to kick the girl in the ear, bowling her over.  
In retaliation, the youngest pirate ran at her, twisting knives around her fingers like a tiny assassin. Fairies. Sierra was nearly spent. The hot blood dripping down her leg was burgundy in the moonlight, and if she didn’t find a way to bandage it soon, she’d be in serious trouble. 
But she couldn’t call for help. She wouldn’t. 
The young girl tossed a knife, and Sierra dove out of its way just in time. It grazed her arm instead of slashing the artery in her neck. 
This child was becoming a problem. Sierra didn’t want to hurt someone so young, but if it was Sierra or the girl, the girl or the territory, there was no choice. Besides, Sierra had been killing by this girl’s age, and she wouldn’t have wanted anyone to go easy on her just because of her youth. 
Sierra’s sisters shouted around her. She didn’t know who they were fighting, but there was a strange panic in their voices. Had more pirates boarded? Was anyone else wounded? 
She shrugged and refocused. She had to concentrate on keeping herself alive. 
Sierra screamed and lunged at the red-haired girl. Sierra’s fingers were cut open as she wrestled the second knife from her hands and flung it into the water. She was about to pull the little pirate down and bash her head against the wooden floor when the ship lurched to one side. 
Sierra went flying, barely noticing her sisters shrieking and lashing out for grip. She whacked the ship’s barrier with a crack that knocked the wind from her chest. People shouted in an incoherent roar as her head spun. 
The stars cleared from her vision and her jaw dropped. The Neptune‘s captain had climbed halfway up the sails. Bright blue magic swirled out of his hands in massive streams, flowing and crashing like glowing waves. The black-haired young man stared at the Reeds with a laugh on his lips, and his magic wrapped around the boat again, threatening to capsize them all. 
‘Thief!’ Irene screamed at him. ‘You are not worthy of Grace’s magic!’
He raised a brow and drawled, ‘That’s too bad.’ 
Sierra whipped her head around, trying to account for all her sisters. Each lay on the deck, bleeding and struggling as much as she was. When had the pirates gained the upper hand? Had this fight been too easy for a reason? 
Sierra didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t fight. She’d faced battles with magic before, but this man had a lot more power than most humans could get hold of. Fairies. The pirates had not been trying to win; they wanted all the sisters weakened, together. They were only biding time until the right moment to use magic to kill every Reed at once. 
So Sierra chose her last resort. She decided to be a coward. Heart racing, she bit her bottom lip to hold back a whimper. While the pirate was busy arguing with Irene, preparing his magic, Sierra picked herself up and slipped off the side of the ship. 
She landed as soundlessly in the lake as possible. She was trained to dive into water with barely a splash – but injured as she was, it was impossible to be discrete. She couldn’t help but gasp as cold liquid hit the open wound on her leg, the sting enough to make her scream. Luckily, the water muffled her cries. 
She let out all her breath through her teeth and sunk as deep as she could, using the light of the moon to see through the murky lake, freshly churned up with mud. The pirates had made a mockery of Grace’s crystal water. 
As the pirate’s azure magic spread out above her, she thought of her sisters. Were they all going to die tonight? It didn’t seem possible. Not the invincible Reeds. To her left, a warm light began to shine through the lake. Morning. Had they been fighting this long?
She was weak for hiding like this. But she would rather drown in the water with her dignity than be killed by a pirate. Sierra could hold her breath for a long time, and she would not return to the surface until either she was dead or the pirates were gone. 
His magic arced over the ship in a tidal wave of blue – a killing blow. Sierra’s heart hardened as she imagined her sisters caught in the power. Dying. Yet her limbs relaxed with relief, knowing she would be spared. She just had to hope the pirates forgot about her. 
But the captain’s magic dove into the water, illuminating, rippling, bubbling as it snaked around her. Sierra tried to swim away, but her wounds ached in protest. The magic engulfed her, and it was cold. So much colder than the water. 
Her body froze all over and she shook her head frantically. She did not know she could feel fear like this. She thought she’d lost the ability to. Not just the quick breaths of a near-miss, but a raw, thundering terror. And more than that: something in her heart felt a sense of wrongness. A gut feeling, as if her body could already feel the magic willing her to transform, begging her to fight it. 
Sierra’s eyesight snapped into sharp clarity. As the sun made its way over the horizon, she could see every beam of light bursting through the water. 
Then, her body started to twist and pull, cave and grow. The pain in her leg was gone – but so were her legs. She tried to breathe, but her lungs were . . . were . . . 
It happened in seconds, but she remembered every detail. 
Sierra’s body was her legacy, her tool. It protected people. Now, she no longer had hands or arms, which she had relied on for strength and agility. She no longer had strong, agile legs to run. Different colours entered her sharp eyes, and it was difficult to make sense of the images before her. 
Her webbed feet kicked and pushed her through the water; her once silky but scarred skin was covered with feathers that bristled as she swam. Her mind tried to make her gasp, but her pointed beak only let out a heaving screech.
She tried not to twist her impossibly long neck, tried not to open her massive wings, tried to pretend it was all a dream, because that’s what it felt like. Sierra had never felt so far from her surroundings, from her own body. Because this wasn’t her.  
Her chest constricted. In the seconds that passed while the sun rose, the original Sierra Reed was lost forever. She rose to the top of the lake and pulled in a sharp breath. When her eyes opened, she finally saw herself reflected in the rippling water. 
A black swan. 
[image: image-placeholder]Sierra scanned her surroundings for the pirates, hoping she could attack them somehow, seek revenge, but they were already gone. She did not yet know how to use her new body well enough to chase her enemies. Only the Reeds’ ship remained on the lake.  
She watched the six white swans who had appeared on the deck. When she tried to approach them, they pecked and screeched. Of course, swans were not known to be friendly creatures, but at least one thing was certain: these creatures were what was left of the Reed sisters. 
They didn’t seem as confused as Sierra, and they had more control over their bodies. She could see in their eyes that they no longer had their minds like she did. As Sierra stumbled and struggled to breathe, her sisters airily flapped their wings and hopped into the water. If they knew themselves, they would never give up so easily. They would already have flown home if they were capable, searching for help. They wouldn’t be meandering like brainless birds. 
Sierra did not want to leave them, or their ship. Who knew what might happen? But there was no choice. She had to return home and seek her parents’ help. Grace could reverse this magic. The fairy would have to.
But how would Sierra communicate with anyone? They wouldn’t know her in this form. 
On her clumsy feet, she waddled across the ship. She would find something to bring back, to prove to her family that she was a Reed. But – fairies – she couldn’t open any doors. She couldn’t get below deck, so her only idea was immediately ruined. 
All their clothes, jewels, everything the women had been holding when they transformed seemed to have changed along with them. If those things hadn’t, Sierra likely would have drowned, caught up in her fighting outfit. 
And Sierra looked amazing in that outfit. She had better get it back once this was fixed. 
Sierra bowed her long neck, using her wide wings to shield her eyes from the early morning sun, hearing her sisters cawing as they flew off together to explore the lake. She wanted to cry, but this body was even worse at feeling emotions than her natural one. So, exhausted, she gave in and let herself rest until the sun was high. 
By then, she felt more comfortable in this new body. She expanded her wings, feeling the warm midday light reflecting off her black feathers. Of course she would be the black swan, distinct from her pure-white sisters. And the only one to remember she was human. Even cursed, she was apart from her family. 
She let out a long, pained shriek – and then choked, horrified at the sound. 
Sierra flapped her wings and craned her neck like she’d watched the swans around her do for years. It took her the entire journey home to learn to fly, but by the end, it was easy. It did not matter what body Sierra was in. She was adaptable. A fast learner. She would not be stopped by a simple curse. 
Still, as she returned home and her family’s great, grey manor came into view, she had no idea what to do. If she tried to enter the house in this form, she would be expelled immediately. How could she get her parents’ attention without them shooing her away?
At a loss, she spent an hour floating sorrowly in the canals around her home, passing the moat and the garden creeks, the sparking fountains, the hedges carved into creatures of the water. She nearly screeched when she came face-to-face with a topiary swan, its wings outstretched. 
Fairies. 
Sierra’s mother and father exited the wide front door, their white clothes reminiscent of their daughters’ white feathers, their faces pale with an expression that might have been worry or concern. She’d never seen that look on her parents before. Did they already know what happened? They weren’t sentimental people, but even they knew the consequences for their family and the territory if something happened to their daughters. 
Someone was talking to them. A fisherman. Sierra swam closer, craning her neck to listen.
‘We found their ship abandoned,’ the fisherman said. ‘Nothing stolen or wrecked. They were all just . . . gone. I’m sorry.’
Sierra’s heart rate slowed as she realised she could still understand human language. That meant someone might be able to get through to her sisters. Yet, even when they were human, they were difficult to communicate with. Whether or not they could understand speech, would the soulless women respond? 
Sierra’s mother gave the fisherman a hard look. ‘Impossible. Why would they leave their own ship? And if someone took them, why not take anything else?’ 
The fisherman stammered, clutching his hat. ‘Well, it did look as if there’d been a struggle. There was fresh blood on the deck.’
‘No.’ Sierra’s father rubbed his temples. ‘They’ll turn up.’
‘Could they have run away? Staged all this so you wouldn’t know?’
‘Don’t you dare,’ Sierra’s mother hissed, her face reddening, ‘ever suggest our daughters would be capable of such a thing.’ 
The fisherman recoiled. 
‘They’ll turn up,’ her father repeated. ‘They will. They will explain everything soon. That, or we’ll receive a message for ransom. Either way, I won’t waste my time on it. We have a territory to lead.’
With a dismissive wave, he stormed back into the manor, and Sierra’s mother followed coldly. 
Sierra let herself drift with the weak current of the moat. Of course her parents wouldn’t care about her sisters – only the consequences of their disappearance, and how it made them look. They were deep in denial, and even once the truth hit them, they wouldn’t be upset. They wouldn’t grieve. They would only be ashamed. 
She understood. They had a responsibility to the territory. As its protectors – the warriors whose very existence struck so much fear in most criminals that they didn’t even try to attack Grace’s Waters – they could not look weak for a moment. 
But Sierra’s heart sank with the realisation that her mother and father wouldn’t be coming to save her. She didn’t even know she’d had hope, but now that it was gone, all she could do was lay on the shore and let her swan eyes spill with tears. 
[image: image-placeholder]It was early evening when Sierra’s parents finally left the house to collect the ship. They couldn’t be seen searching during the day. If anyone knew the girls were gone, chaos was guaranteed. Besides, they probably still thought the women would show up. Sierra took to the skies and followed their small boat closely as they travelled to the part of the lake where the fisherman found the ship.  
The sun touched the horizon, and the waters became harder to see. Sierra sank lower as she followed the boat, soaring just above the rivers, following closely. After a while, she impatiently overtook, flying ahead as if that would get them there faster. 
What would they think when they arrived? Would they understand that the swans were their daughters? Would the swans even still be there? 
Sierra cawed ahead of them, and her parents peered up from their seats. She flapped her wings and spun around, trying to point them towards the ship. The sun descended, its last beams gone. 
And as her mother and father watched, Sierra’s body became her own again. Her wings disappeared, and, flailing through the air, she crashed into the water. 
[image: image-placeholder]The first thing Sierra heard was the familiar sound of her parents’ yelling. As she came to, she realised she had swallowed water when she fell, and she coughed it all up at once. Someone must have dragged her out of the river; she had fallen unconscious the moment she landed.  
Her parents’ faces appeared above her. Their black hair glinted in the night, and as Sierra’s eyes focused, it was like she was seeing them for the first time. Through the eyes of the swan, everything was so clear, but felt almost far away. Through her normal eyes, everything was close-up. Blurrier, maybe, but with so much more meaning. 
When her gaze focused enough, Sierra was met with the cold, expectant stare of her parents’ unflinching eyes, void of any love or concern. Her gut wrenched with real pain. But this, at least, felt human. 
‘What is going on?’ her mother demanded. 
Sierra sat upright, her body sore from landing so awkwardly. They were on the riverbank, sand running softly through her fingers. Fingers. ‘We were cursed,’ she whispered, her mouth moving in strange ways as she became accustomed once more to the ability to talk. She stammered through an explanation, recounting the events until she came to the present moment: the pirates, the magic, becoming a swan and then human again. 
‘So the curse was lifted?’ Sierra’s father had no sympathy for her story. If anything, he looked disgusted. His daughters did not show weakness. Not like this. ‘It can’t have been that much magic if it barely lasted a day.’
Sierra let out a sigh of relief. It seemed like a lot of magic at the time, but surely her father was right. He had to be, and she held on to that hope, desperate for something to tether her to normalcy. She was free. This nightmare was over. Her sisters must be out there somewhere, also returned to normal. Still, she kept her face neutral. ‘I suppose so.’
She tested out her hands and feet, stretching out her featherless arms. She breathed oxygen into her deep lungs, brushed her hands through her long hair. The wound on her leg was gone, as if the transformation had healed her. 
The desire to cry had turned into a desire to sob, but she wouldn’t. No. She was Sierra Reed once more, and Reeds did not cry. 
[image: image-placeholder]It took hours to find Sierra’s sisters. Their small boat wasn’t meant for these larger lakes, and it was especially perilous in the dark. But since they had to remain inconspicuous, this was all they could use. Sierra had never spent so much time alone with her parents.  
She found that she did not enjoy it very much. 
She also found, with every passing minute, that she wasn’t sure she even wanted to find her sisters. Surely they would find a way to blame all of this on her, and punish her for it. And, of course, endlessly abuse her for hiding under the water. 
But eventually they happened upon a small group of swans, six of them, their white feathers glowing in the night, and Sierra called to her parents to stop the boat. 
No. She would not be punished by her sisters – but this was far worse. 
‘That can’t be them,’ her mother said. ‘You told us the magic wore off. There are hundreds of swans in Grace’s Waters.’
Sierra shook her head. ‘I know that’s them. I—’
Her father grabbed her wrist and spun her to face him. ‘What have you done?’
‘Me?‘
‘You! Why you?’ he shouted through flared nostrils and gritted teeth. He was angrier than she’d ever seen him, and she’d seen him in a million rages. His entire body shook. ‘Why are you the only one the curse didn’t affect?’
Sierra’s jaw hardened. ‘I don’t know . . . I was . . . I was under the water when it happened. They were all on the deck. I didn’t think the pirate saw me.’
‘You hid?’ Her father’s voice was low and terrible. He raised his hand as if to hit her. It would hardly be the first time, but that didn’t make the thought of it hurt less. To Sierra, a hundred wounds in battle were nothing compared to the deep scars that came from her family. 
Hands trembling, she forced herself to look him in the eyes. Why hadn’t she just lied? ‘I was too hurt to fight. I thought if I could get away, I could get help.’
Her mother watched the swans, not even bothering to look at her. Somehow her cold indifference stung worse than her father’s anger. ‘You are a coward, Sierra. You’ve been a burden on this family since the day you were conceived. Small, timid, weak – a stain on our bloodline. First you took me off the water, and now you’ve ruined your sisters, too.’ She sneered at her youngest daughter. 
Once again, Sierra was filled with shame. Her mother’s life was ruined by the complications of her last baby. They tried to terminate the pregnancy, knowing it was a risk, but Grace forced the Reeds to keep Sierra and raise her. Worse, Sierra was a sick child, needing extra help and attention when her family already wanted nothing to do with her.
The Reed warriors went from seven to six, and though Sierra tried to live up to her mother’s legacy, she was stained by her family’s resentment. To the Reeds, Sierra was not only a mistake – she was a parasite. 
‘And yet,’ her mother finished, ‘you’re still here. You’ll pay for that.’
Sierra’s bottom lip quivered, but she was used to this, she would not cry. Her father raised his hand, and she knew what was coming. She squeezed her eyes shut as his palm came down on her cheek. 
Her skin seared, but at least she was human. At least this pain was hers. 
[image: image-placeholder]Sierra’s parents went to Grace first, rushing before the sun rose so they would not be seen going to beg. Sierra was not allowed to attend. Not the youngest Reed, the disgrace of the most important family in the territory. Not the girl who had failed so terribly.  
But Grace refused to help. She would not interfere in their problems. 
And, to Sierra’s dismay, as soon as the sun rose she once again became the swan. Disgusted by the bird they saw, her parents cast her out of the manor and forced her to wait outside, swimming in the nearby canals, until she turned human again. 
When she did, at the fall of night, she knocked on the manor’s door, sopping wet and fighting tears. This time the transformation had been easier, but with the deep shame in her heart, she almost hadn’t wanted to turn back.
Her father threw open the door and she stumbled backwards. She had no idea what to say or do. So she stood there gaping, waiting for him to start. 
Her mother appeared next to him. Fire glowed inside the house, illuminating them from behind. ‘You are not welcome here anymore,’ she said. ‘Leave.’
‘What?’ Sierra nearly reached forward; she longed so terribly for the manor’s warmth.
‘She said that you aren’t welcome,’ warned her father. ‘Do not return until you find a way to fix the curse. Don’t come back until your sisters are human. We would rather people think you’ve all been taken for ransom than let anyone realise this.’ He gestured in Sierra’s direction. ‘I won’t have a cursed, broken girl in my household. Not when we never wanted you in the first place.’
‘If you come back without a cure,’ her mother added softly but venomously, ‘you will wish you hadn’t.’
Sierra had not cried in front of her parents in many years, but with nothing left to lose, she let her tears flow. They were so hot on her cheeks that they burned her eyes. Why was crying such a fiery pain? ‘You’re . . . banishing me?’
Her father lifted a fist. ‘Must I make myself clearer?’
‘But—’
He grimaced at her, stepping back into the manor as he waved away an approaching servant. ‘They say that the kiss of a royal – a kiss of love – can break a curse. Find yourself a prince, Sierra, and if he kisses Irene, the curse might be lifted for you all. Though I would not count on it.’ 
Sierra reached for her father, fell to her knees to beg. ‘I don’t know how—’
Her mother slammed the door in her face. 
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Chapter One


The jungle is bearable this time of year. Warm, but not stifling. The trees are thick and green, and the sounds of life are clear and crisp in my ears. I fly high above the canopy, dipping occasionally to keep sight of the river I know he’ll be following.  
One pirate ship. One captain. One curse that only he can break. And I know where he is. I always know where he is. 
But finally, it’s time to strike. I have not failed many times in my life, and I do not intend to fail ever again. 
Weeks ago, I was given three blessings: a blessing of Strength from Rhiannon, a blessing of Justice from Grace, and the ability to transform into a black swan at will, even if my curse is not yet broken. The latter came from a boy called Teddy – another person I intend to strangle as soon as I get the chance. And I will. 
Right now, I have the most power I’ve ever had. I’m going to use it. 
My wings expand as I soar through the skies of Rhiannon’s Territory, tracking my target: the Neptune. The pirate ship glides through a stretch of river so wide it isn’t covered by the canopy of trees. Its tall sails wave in the hot air and the deep, dark-wooden hull creates a heavy wake in the river. With my sharp bird’s eyes, I can see all six pirates on the deck. The Neptune isn’t large – my family owns much larger and more stunning vessels – but this one pilots itself with magic, cruising along without the inhabitants needing to put in any effort. 
Typical pirates. 
Something whooshes right by my head and I tumble. 
Fairies, was that an arrow? I regain my balance and widen my wings before I hit the water, then take the wind upwards again. 
Another arrow shoots straight for my heart. I beat my wings and rise just in time for it to sail beneath me. 
So the pirates have spotted me. But they’ve never attacked me as the swan before. I’ve watched them many times without them realising who I am, or at least not seeming to care – what’s changed? Why are they already attacking, when they don’t know I’m planning to attack them?
Sinister excitement flows through my veins. Why do they think they have a chance?
I spin away from another arrow and continue towards the ship, my neck outstretched, wings pulled in. I swing left and right, up and down, to hinder the archer’s aim. The arrows are enchanted; I can feel the magic. It ripples against my feathers like sparks on the breeze. 
Magic is rarely enough to stop a Reed – rarely.
The captain’s magic must be weakened by now. Even with his five crew members, I can defeat him. But, unfortunately, killing them is not my plan. Yet. If I’m going to fix the curse, its creator must reverse it. Which means I’m taking over the ship, forcing the pirates to accompany me to Grace’s Territory, and having them fix my sisters. 
Simple. 
When I’ve almost reached the back of the deck, swerving past another spray of arrows, I turn human and roll onto the wood in a smooth landing. It takes a second for my mind to clear – for me to accustom to my different body and senses, to the black fighting outfit that clings to my skin, the scratches the deck leaves on my knuckles – but I don’t have the luxury of time. 
They’re already on top of me. 
The big one grabs my arm, tries to pin me down, but I pull myself out of his grip and slide underneath him. The small one prepares her knives, ready to slash at me like she did a year ago – fairies, she’s improved; I can sense her confidence – and this time I don’t underestimate her. To combat her nimbleness, I use Strength to hit her wrists and weaken them enough that the knives drop. I pick one up from the ground and point it at the next pirate who tries to attack; she has the arched nose and medium-brown skin of an Amoran, with a heavy sword at her side. 
I swallow at the sight of the weapon. It glimmers with magic. Everything these pirates have teems with enchantment. She swings the sword, then narrows her eyes, seeming to think better of it. I’m distracted for a second as the weapon transforms into a smaller knife, like the one I’m holding. 
She lunges at me but I step aside and let her fall onto the big one. The small one glares at me, angry and calculating. When the big one and the Amoran stand, the three circle me. 
I try to track the six pirates. Where’s the archer? The captain? There’s a second Musan, too, one that looks like the older brother of the young girl. Still, the only real threat seems to be the Amoran. She has training – real training – the others are only masquerading as warriors. 
An arrow misses me by a splinter. I gasp and step to the side. My heart is racing, but I grin. Now it’s getting interesting. Fairies, I’ve been waiting a long time for this. 
Please, at least let this be slightly challenging, or it won’t even feel worth it. 
The big pirate jumps as the arrow I dodged sails past him, and I use the distraction to kick him in the chest. He falls with a thud, his pale face reddening. 
With a sigh, I remember that although I so desperately want to, I can’t murder anyone today. Ugh. ‘All of you calm down,’ I order, pulling back my small knife. ‘I’m not here to hurt you.’ They glare back at me in disbelief. ‘Okay,’ I add with a sneer, ‘I’m not here to kill any of you. Yet.’
The little one comes at me anyway, but I block her with a punch to the chest. She reels and steadies herself on the big one. 
I finish, ‘I’ve come to demand that you right the wrong you brought upon my family. You will travel to Grace’s Capital with me, bring your magic, and break the cygnus curse.’
It kills me to say it, to ask them for help – it’s absolutely foul, really; why can’t I just murder them already? – but I can’t maim them beyond capacity if I need them. 
There’s a laugh behind me, and I turn to see the captain, finally revealing himself. He has dark hair and eyes like me, a sharp face, and I wonder if he grew up in Grace’s Territory. If he did, despite appearing my age, I never knew him. ‘The princess of Grace’s Waters has finally come for her revenge, has she?’ His lips curl into a violent smile. 
I hold the knife in his direction and raise a brow. 
He swings a pretty sword – stolen, no doubt, though it’s the perfect size for him. He stands lazily, boredly, an irritating reflection of the nonchalance I work hard to maintain. ‘Go on, then. Do your worst.’
I growl. ‘I will have my revenge. But not before you turn my sisters back.’
‘Unlikely.’ He squints into the sunlight, wiping sweat from his forehead, and leans against the barrier that surrounds the Neptune’s deck. His white button-down billows in the breeze like the sails; it’s a nicer, cleaner shirt than I’d have expected on someone of his sort. ‘Your family terrorised Grace’s Territory for long enough, and I did the world a favour by stopping them.’
‘Terrorised!’ I laugh humourlessly. ‘You would say such a thing, wouldn’t you? We protected the territory from filth like you. And we will again once you use your stolen magic to break the curse.’
The big one snickers, his skin nearly as white as his teeth – which aren’t as cracked and rotten as I’d have expected. I’ve been watching these people for a long time, but up close, they aren’t the disgusting creatures I imagined. ‘Great idea,’ he says, ‘but to do that, we’d still need to have the stolen magic.’
My muscles tense. ‘You’d need to . . . excuse me?’
‘Ah, well,’ he says, staring me down, ‘our brave, fearless, valiant captain lost it.’ He’s still laughing, and I resist the instinct to punch the wind from his chest. ‘It was stolen from us several weeks ago. You’ll likely never find it now.’
‘How dare you— You can’t mean—’ I shake my head and push back the urge to vomit. And the urge to break someone’s arm. ‘Do not lie to me. Do not presume to trick me so I’ll leave you alone. I am not stupid. And, and . . .’
‘It’s true,’ says the Amoran girl. ‘It was our captain’s fault.’
‘I don’t care whose fault it was.’ I slam my palms on the wooden railing. ‘You’re supposed to break the curse!’
‘But it was Arden’s fault,’ says the archer. 
‘Enough,’ orders the captain, his cheeks turning rosy. He attempts to hide his embarrassment by sneering at me, but there’s a sudden youthfulness I see in him now he’s been unmasked by his own crew. ‘Could we not point fingers in front of the enemy?’
I take another note of the pirates’ locations. The captain is in front of me, with the big white one and the Amoran fighter by his side, and the small red-haired girl behind the Amoran. The archer is above, poised at the mast, waiting for a signal to shoot. The sixth pirate, the young girl’s older brother, appears on the far side of the deck, with only a small sword at his side. He holds it with a wobbly timidity. They all stare at their captain with anticipation and, it seems, impatience.
As if he knows they’re punishing him, the captain rolls his black eyes. ‘Fine. It was my fault we lost the magic. But we don’t need it anymore. Now we can finally sail Grace’s Waters without being attacked by Reeds, everyone’s better off.’
‘You truly believe you’ve won?’ I say quietly, stepping towards him with my shoulders back and chin high. ‘In the last year, all you have done is steal scraps, just like always.’
‘I don’t need to explain myself to you.’ He moves the hilt of his sword into his other hand. Is he scheming how he might take me down? How hilarious. ‘Poor Princess Sierra, the lonely Reed our curse didn’t quite take to. It took us a long time to realise the black swan following us was you. A Reed who could still turn human. You are more than an inconvenience to us. But you’re used to that, aren’t you? I’ve seen how your family hates—’
‘Are you attempting to distract me? Anger me?’ I spit my words without letting my voice falter, not letting the sting show. ‘It isn’t working.’ 
‘Okay,’ he says, crossing his arms. ‘No more games, no manipulation. Let’s do business. We can’t beat you, and you can’t kill us. I’ve been waiting for your return, Sierra Reed. How can we resolve this so we never, ever have to see you again?’
I run a finger down the cool metal of the girl’s knife, still clutched in my hand. ‘Considering that you can’t help me, I would love to kill you without delaying any longer.’ I glance at the girl, making the pirates shift. ‘All of you.’
Her brother steps towards us. ‘Are you so certain you could kill us all?’ The red-haired Musan isn’t a fighter, but I won’t make the mistake of underestimating him – Musans are adept at using their words as weapons. ‘It’s six against one, Sierra.’
I flinch at the use of my name, again. Like they know me. It’s a tactic, certainly. They want to catch me off guard, show me how much they know, show me I should fear them. They may be young, but like me, I doubt they were ever children. Six pirates against one Reed aren’t bad odds. They’re placid now, but there are ploys behind each of their eyes. If I don’t prove immediately that I’m capable of killing each one of them – painfully – they won’t help me. Fairies, if they even can. 
So I gamble. I spin and land behind the captain, yanking one of his arms back. My knife meets his throat and his sword drops from his grip. He grunts, but I’ve got him so he can’t move. If any of his friends try to stop me, the knife will open his bloodstream spectacularly. 
‘This also feels like our captain’s fault,’ says the archer, hurrying down the mast in a flurry of skirts. She’s very overdressed for pirating, but I respect it. I’m looking forward to killing her, but it is so nice when other people remember that looking good and murdering can go hand in hand. 
The crew stand to attention, waiting for orders, but none move. 
‘How do I know you’re not lying?’ I wrap my leg around the captain and stand on his foot, pressing down hard with my boot to add impact. It feels so good to hurt him. ‘How do I know you really don’t have the magic?’
‘If I had it, would you be winning this fight?’ As he speaks, the knife nicks his skin. 
I almost let the weapon slip as the truth sinks in. ‘You . . .’ Oh fairies oh fairies oh fairies fairies fairies! ‘You really lost it.’
‘Unfortunately,’ he says slowly, deeply, so I can feel his breath on my hand, ‘yes.’
I stare around the group, the six pirates, five of them glaring at me from various positions on the deck, weapons ready. ‘I did not expect a slaughter today,’ I snarl, ‘but if you’re telling me there is no way to save my family, I’ll be incredibly happy to start the bloodshed right this second.’
‘Wait!’ says the soft Musan boy. His eyes have a strange warmth to them, and I’m reminded of Teddy, which angers me even more. ‘There’s still hope, if we can just find the magic.’
‘Find it?’ his sister argues, as if he’s told her they can’t have ice cream for dinner. ‘It could be anywhere in the world, or already gone forever.’
‘Wren,’ he scolds her, then speaks to the captain. ‘I warned you that we shouldn’t cross the Reeds, but we did, and now we have to face the consequences. If we can work together and undo the curse, it could save us all.’
The captain groans in my arms. ‘It took everything to create that curse. I’m not sorry the Reeds paid the price.’ His voice lowers, making my heart rate jump. ‘Sierra, what did they do to you? Kicked you out. Blamed you. Hurt you. Why would you want to save them? You have power now. You don’t need anything from us.’
I twist my grip on his wrist. My stomach is at my feet, but I refuse to listen to his manipulation. ‘Do you really consider yourself a hero? You ruined my family. You’re going to fix it.’
The archer wanders around to face my hostage. I was already admiring her outfit, but up close I see that she’s covered in expensive jewellery, and her dress is made of fine material in puffy layers of rich yellow. She’s striking, her large eyes the same deep brown as her skin and set perfectly in her round face. Adellan, most likely. ‘Lark is right. This is our fault. When we cursed that family, I didn’t know they had any humanity to take. But look at her.’ She cringes at me. ‘She’s hurt. We should help her.’
‘You think I care about her or her family?’ the captain says, and I wish I could see his face. I want to see it twisted in agony. ‘They’re killers! Gatekeepers to a city we should all have access to. They deserve pain! If it were them who had the magic, they would have done far worse than what we did. We didn’t even take their lives. We showed mercy.’ 
The big one watches the scene analytically, and I realise he isn’t just muscle – there’s intelligence behind his eyes. These certainly aren’t the sort of pirates I’m used to. ‘Arden,’ he says gently, ‘pride is not going to help us today. If we go back to Naroport and start looking for clues to find the magic, this could all be over. No more looking over our shoulders for vengeful birds. We can break the curse, then run as far as we can before the Reeds can kill us. We’d be free again.’
I squint against the bright sun. They can’t be agreeing with me, can they? I thought I’d have to best them all before they would give up. Now they’re admitting they wronged me, and they’re willing to help? What kind of trick is this?
‘Are you all forgetting that I’m the captain?’ Arden, evidently, says. I begin to place the names I’ve heard. Arden the captain. Lark and Wren, the brother and sister. 
Wren is shaking her head. ‘I haven’t. We’ll never find the magic. And the Reeds don’t deserve our help.’
I make a show of twisting her knife against the captain’s throat. A drop of warm blood rolls satisfyingly down my thumb. ‘You understand that you either agree to help, or I murder you, don’t you? Is your pride worth more than your lives?’
‘Mine is,’ Arden says coldly. 
‘We should vote,’ says the Amoran. ‘Raise a hand if you agree we should help the Reed.’
She begins to raise her hand, but Arden cuts her off. ‘Vote? I am the captain!’
‘Really, it’s a formality,’ says the sparkly Adellan archer. ‘Neptune knows we’re equals.’ She raises a hand, along with everyone except Arden and Wren. 
The captain goes heavy in my arms, exhaling. ‘The Neptune doesn’t— Fine. We reroute to Naroport. But don’t expect any guarantees, Reed. Even if, miraculously, we get the magic back, I don’t know how to reverse what I did.’ He risks shaking his head. ‘This is going to be a nightmare of a quest.’
I let him go and push him to the deck. His knees scrape against the wood, and I allow myself a smile. It seems stupid, releasing my leverage, but it appears they all agree with Lark. This isn’t a fight any of them want to chance. At least for now, they aren’t going to try anything. 
But I’ll be ready if they do. 
Arden stares at me, his black eyes boring into mine. It isn’t just his angular face that gives him a serious look – it’s the years of anger hidden in the lines of his eyes and mouth. With a wave of nausea, I wonder if we’re more similar than we want to admit. 
Still, I offer a confident grin. ‘It’s wonderful to officially meet you, Captain.’
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Chapter Two


‘I’d had a bad day,’ Arden explains, pacing the room. His straight black hair falls over his eyes, and he avoids everyone’s gazes. His tanned arms are bare, sleeves pushed back for the hot weather of Rhiannon’s Jungle. What I’d give to see the white of his shirt soaked with the red of his blood. ‘We stopped in Naroport to get supplies. There was a bar . . . I’m sure I could find it again, see if anyone knows anything. I drank. A lot. After an indeterminable amount of time, I blacked out completely. I woke up on the ship the next day with no idea how I got back. Magic gone.’ 
My head falls into my hands, my hair streaming across my arms. I want to flick it all away in a giant fit of rage. But I steadily drawl, ‘Were you hit on the head a few too many times, with all the pirating you’ve done over the years? Because that is the stupidest—’
‘I’m aware,’ the captain says bashfully. At least he can admit to his failures, even if he is the worst, most useless, disgraceful person ever born. 
‘Hm.’ I lean back in my chair, at the head of the long wooden table below deck. 
It’s more like a small house down here than the inside of a ship. These pirates don’t just use the Neptune, they live in it – and they aren’t slumming. Having such a small crew means they can have a full kitchen and dining area, and comfortable bedrooms, while above the enchanted ship sails automatically, taking us steadily along.  
The kitchen and dining space is cosy and warm, filled with candlelight and the smell of simmering sugar. The long table is made to accommodate many more crew members, and the space not taken by the pirates is covered in piles of books, jewellery, loose papers, maps, trinkets, shells, and myriad other pieces of junk. 
The big pirate – Levi – nods. His pearly skin glistens even in the dim hull. The young man must be from the edges of the world to be that pale all over, even his hair white and eyes icy blue. ’We’re with you, Reed. We almost booted him off the ship after that.’
‘Why didn’t you?’ I kick my feet up on the table so they block the view of Ebony – the crooked-nosed Amoran who keeps glaring at me. She’s the only one I find myself slightly threatened by. Aren’t her people supposed to be all about loving and drinking?
‘Because we’ve all made mistakes,’ says Opal, the pretty, dark-skinned archer. Her tight curls are braided back from her face on either side, each braid ending in a pink ribbon. 
She seems to be my age. They all do, except Levi and Ebony, who must be a couple of years older. And the little one, Wren, who can’t be more than fourteen. Realising they’re so young – realising they’re people – makes it harder to utterly loathe them. How on earth did they all end up here? Where are their families? 
Arden gives Opal a cynical smile, his eyes creasing at the corners. ‘We didn’t need the magic after the curse,’ he says. ‘More often than not, having a lot of something only makes you a target. Maybe I gave it away on purpose. We’d had it too long.’
‘Excuses,’ chides Levi, and I note the northern lilt in his accent. Could he be from Kara’s Territory? 
‘Regardless, our only option is to go back to that bar.’
I nearly laugh. ‘You think they’ll remember you from one night, weeks ago?’
‘I tend to make an impact,’ he says, and Opal winks at him. I wonder if they’re a couple. Ebony and Levi certainly are, but can pirates feel . . . love? 
‘Especially when he’s an intoxicated clown,’ says Ebony. She tosses her knife in the air and it turns into a smaller, double-edged dagger before she catches the hilt. She points it at the captain, finally shifting her scowl away from me. ‘If they remember you, they’ll remember kicking you out. They would have no reason to help us.’
‘But it’s our only lead,’ Lark says, his wide Musan eyes narrowed as if in deep thought. 
‘Is there a way to track it?’ I ask. ‘That much magic stands out. It may have become weaker by now, but there would be clues, ways to find it.’
Arden’s face passes through shadows made by candlelight as he paces. ‘If there is a way to track it, Naroport would still be the first place to look.’
‘Agreed,’ says Ebony. ‘Any other suggestions before the Neptune travels too far towards Naroport?’
‘Only that we take the north route,’ Opal offers. ‘We’ve made enough enemies going the fast way. And I want to get a new dress from this little village that has the most gorgeous—’
‘This isn’t a shopping trip,’ Arden says tiredly. 
Opal frowns. ‘I wasn’t going to buy the dress.’
‘This isn’t a stealing trip, either.’
‘Blah, blah. We should still go north.’ 
Levi clears his throat. ‘There’s also the matter of actually undoing the curse.’ His big, pale arms are folded over the table. ‘Finding the magic will be difficult enough, but we still have to get back to Grace’s Territory and use it to fix those girls. Then we’ll be in for a big fight.’
‘Women,’ Ebony says under her breath.
He swallows. ‘Right. A big fight with those women.’ 
‘A fight you won’t win,’ I add. I allow myself a small smile at the idea. My sisters and I, tearing the heads off these wretched pirates. 
Wren crosses her thin arms. ‘Then just kill us now. At least that way we don’t have to undo all our hard work and spend weeks travelling with a bird monster.’
I scoff. ‘Well—’
‘We’ll take those extra weeks,’ says Lark, with a reproachful look at his sister. ‘That buys us time to figure out how to help Sierra without being killed. Doesn’t that sound like the best idea?
Arden glances off with a despondent expression, but he doesn’t disagree. 
[image: image-placeholder]Though I don’t like the idea of leaving the pirates alone to plot against me, I fly overhead for a few hours. I need to be alone, clear my mind. See things from a wider perspective.  
We’re leaving the jungle I gained my Strength blessing in. A place I was supposed to return to, victorious, to show Rhiannon I’d won. Instead, I did something I’m starting to really regret: save Maya. 
Save Maya? What was I thinking?
She needed the crown more than me – didn’t she? Or did I only give it to her out of spite, to punish Teddy, because I knew it would hurt him more? I don’t even know if Maya succeded. I don’t know what happened with Teddy’s mother. Maya and Teddy might both be dead. 
And what can I do about it? I could try to check on them, see if Maya is okay. But I don’t have the time, and I don’t care that much. 
I breathe deeply and soar through the warm air. Rhiannon’s Jungle thins as the ship sails west, the rivers narrowing until they’re softer, less rapid. The air loses its thickness as the heat turns dry and searing. The plants become a softer green, and the birds start chirping instead of screeching. 
Realising I’ve been flying a long way without rest, I dip back down to the Neptune and land beside Arden. He’s sitting in a small spot of shade below a sail. 
Although it’s early evening, the sun is yet to set here, near the centre of the world. Still, the pirate captain has the dark, despondent aura of a night sky. He groans and turns away when he notices me, so I hop towards him, following his gaze to make him watch as I turn human. 
When my eyes are my eyes again, we glare at each other. I get the feeling he’s expecting me to leave, so I decide to stand and cross my arms, hoping my presence tortures him to the depths of his very soul. 
He ignores me, though he can’t hide his grinding teeth. Eventually, he says, ‘I don’t regret what I did to you.’ He picks at a chip in the deck’s wood, barely looking at me. If I weren’t the only one here, I wouldn’t realise he was talking to me at all. ‘I’ve only agreed to helping you because it’s what the others wanted. Sierra Reed, I hate you as much as you hate me. I’m going along with this for the sake of
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