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The Royal Rose Chronicles


To Remi


I hope the world offers you grand adventures,

and you always remember you have a safe harbor to return to.
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There was no snow on the mountainside—only ice, stone, and the unmistakable feeling that I was making a grave mistake. I ran my numb fingers along the frozen wall and counted my steps. “One hundred and thirty-two. Turn.”

I shifted. Behind me came the scrape of boots as Ontario and Clarice mimicked my steps, all of us attached by a rope at the waist to keep us bound together.

If one fell, the other two would save them. At least, that was the plan. None of us said it, but it was likely we’d all fall together. We each held a pickaxe to latch onto the stone walls for support if needed, but in this darkness, we’d be swinging blind. I swallowed, moving slowly through the pitch-black cave carved inside a mountain.

My counting reset to zero.

One. Two. Three.

Down. Down. Down.

It wasn’t a cave that we were in. Not exactly, anyway. It started as a cave, then became a path—sometimes wide and other times no larger than the width of my shoulders and without a wall on either side. I held my breath during those times, the chilly air thick with our fear.

Twenty-one. Twenty-two. Twenty-three.

The rock face was wet beneath my leather boots, coated in a thin layer of frost that would catch the sunlight if there were any light to be found. Every so often, chips of the path crumbled beneath our feet and tumbled down into the cavern, knocking endlessly before finding the bottom, which was terrifyingly far away.

I kept my hand on the single jagged wall on my left as I counted my steps. There were many twists and turns here, tunnels that would lead to nowhere, and others that led to nowhere good. But one path, a path we’d paid heavily to get directions to, would lead to a cavern where rare minerals grew.

“Was this where a crew went missing?” Clarice asked. The jolt of someone else’s voice almost wavered me. Her words bounced off the walls, sounding distant, though she couldn’t be far if she was still attached to the rope.

“Some burned to fire, others drowned hundreds of feet above sea level,” Ontario recited. “All still haunting these halls as ghosts today, luring others to their deaths to satisfy their hunger.”

He needn’t have said that in such a low, mystical tone. At that moment, wind snatched at my hair and I jumped.

“Three hundred sixty-two steps this way,” I said to put myself back on track. “Keep your feet steady.”

“And your blade sharp,” Clarice added. “I smell a fight coming.”

I hoped not, but if it did, that’s what Clarice was here for. She was our muscle. Ontario was the brains. And me?

I was the bait. First, we needed to reach those gems.

Forty-seven. Forty-eight. Forty-nine.

We continued in silence, holding our tongues and tightening our chests our nerves set on edge. It was strange, being in such a vast area and still struggling to find a deep breath. Without realizing it, I’d put my other hand on the hilt of my cutlass, and my teeth clenched together. I tried to relax, but the knots in my shoulders had no intention of leaving.

No one spoke again until I reached three hundred sixty-two in my mind.

“Turn,” I said.

I stilled for a moment to clear my mind. The counting reset. Four hundred and two more steps, then we were to touch the wall and press where the rocks smoothed into a knob. I tried not to think of what would happen if we didn’t find that knob, instead trusting that our information was sound. We’d survived so far.

One. Two. Three.

Three hundred steps in, and a distant explosion shook the ground. I crouched to my knees quickly, hand on the path to keep from falling. Behind me, Clarice cursed. The entire mountain trembled with vibrations that worked their way to our bones. A crack sounded, and my heart dropped.

Pebbles rained around us, clattering down the slope of the walls and into the dark abyss.

“What in the name of the dark seas was that?” Ontario asked.

“We have company,” I whispered.

Then I sucked in my breath. It was as if the explosion had let loose something terrible in the heart of the mountain—something that should have remained asleep. But now it had awoken, a consciousness that slipped into my mind. It pulled at me, begging me to listen. And I wanted to. Everything inside me wanted to listen to that voice, to obey it, to please it. It asked me to move, and my feet inched away from the wall and dangerously close to the nearby plunge.

The ghosts of those lost here before us must be awake, and they were hungry.

Yet, stars, I had to obey. They tugged at me like nudges of wind, drawing me closer to them. Closer to the edge.

A war raged in my mind as I fought to expel the urges. Just as I thought they’d gone silent, twenty more whispered my name in unison, in a voice so sweet that I had to see to whom it belonged.

My feet moved. Then a hand was at my waist.

“Emme,” Ontario said in a demanding tone. With it, the other voices fled.

I blinked and straightened myself. “I’m okay.”

“Which number were you on?”

For a frightening moment, I forgot my count. Then it came back. “Three hundred.”

“Good.”

The urge to jump remained like a prickle in the back of my mind, but Ontario didn’t let his hand drop, and I focused intently on the practicality of that touch to keep from being lured to listen to anything else.

One hundred and two more steps. We were there.

We all let out a breath at the same time, though the struggle was not over. “There should be a smooth part here,” I said. I touched the damp wall, very aware of how narrow a landing we stood on.

My hand worked over the wall, searching for something out of the ordinary. As I reached as high as my hand would go, my fingers slipped into a small cut. “There,” I whispered. “I found writing here. Or . . . or a drawing.”

“Can you open the door?” There was a slight edge to Clarice’s voice that said what we were all feeling: this mountain wasn’t safe.

I closed my eyes. We’d been confident going into today, when the three of us left the rest of the crew on the Royal Rose and trekked into the mountain while dawn was still knocking on the portholes. But the endless darkness had swallowed up our courage, and now I wished we’d found another way to lay this trap.

There wasn’t any other way. We needed to get to the gems on the opposite side of this door.

A second explosion shook the ground, and we grabbed hold of each other.

“Hurry,” Clarice pressed. The edge wasn’t as hidden now.

I used both hands to trace the writing down to a rounded point, almost like a button someone had carved into the wall. It was tricky to fit my fingers around the edges of it, but I did, and I turned.

Stone grated together in an ear-shattering sound, and the mountain opened its mouth for us.

At last, we’d found light. A dim blue-green hue reflected from the walls of a gaping cave. We stumbled in.

“It’s limestone,” I observed, untying the rope that bound us as I took it in. Not gems like we’d been told, but still precious. A stream ran at our feet, and the limestones grew over top like giant fangs, stretching down to swallow us whole. The air was damp, humid, and unbelievably tight. “Will limestone work?”

“It’ll work,” Ontario said. He was already climbing to a higher point to drive his pickaxe into the minerals. Clarice followed suit. I was slower, my eyes scanning the cave to check for anyone else. There were too many dark corners, too many worries beating in my own chest.

Ontario’s rough voice beckoned us. “Let’s get to work. Our ship needs to leave port in three hours, and I don’t care to be here any longer than we have to.”

I lifted my pickaxe and swung.

We didn’t cut in clean lines, but rather hacked at whatever we could reach until chips broke into our palms. We each had a bag, and we shoved the limestone into them.

It was tedious work, but I didn’t mind that. A month ago, I wouldn’t have been able to swing this pickaxe with precision, let alone an ounce of strength. But then, at the castle, Emric and I had met the Caster, and she’d given me back some control over my body. I no longer wobbled as I walked. I could write my name again. I could live.

Every swing was a reminder of the freedom I had now. It was much easier to focus on what I’d earned than what I’d lost.

Don’t think of him. It will only distract you.

The room exploded, and I flew backward.

My head collided with the opposite side of the cave. Debris billowed through the air, lodging itself in my throat as I fought to see through the dust. Somewhere, Ontario was shouting.

I worked my way to my feet and coughed until my throat cleared. My eyes flicked around the room, searching for my bag. It sat at the edge of the stream with limestone scattered around it. It was much easier to see than it used to be. There was more light.

Sunlight.

“Stars,” I whispered. Someone had blown a hole through the cave wall.

The confident scrape of that someone’s boots came from the hole. My mother appeared, standing over the wreckage.

I took in the sight of her. The last time I’d seen her, she was captured in the king’s castle. Her vibrant red hair had been a tangled mess, her black dress torn along the hem, and her eyes blazing pits of anger. I’d been given a choice then, as Raven had already left with the head of the king. I was told I could save my mother by taking her place as a prisoner, or I could go free and my mother would hang.

I’d chosen to go free. With it, I’d earned my mother’s ire as well as the queen’s, as she’d declared war on all pirates after that, using me as an example of how heartless pirates were.

If only she’d seen minutes prior to that moment, when my mother had turned her back on me. I was not the heartless one.

I’d returned later to leave a dagger in my mother’s prison so she could rescue herself. Clearly, she had.

Standing before me now, she looked as she had in my childhood, her hair in a tight knot on her head, leather bracers on her arms, and tight pants tucked into tall boots. She wore a deep velvet top and wry smile.

I straightened myself. I was different than the last time she’d seen me too. I no longer stood on death’s door.

“You look well, my child,” Arabella said. Her tone was taunting.

“We’ve no quarrel with you,” Ontario shouted. He stood near the stream, his bag clenched tightly in his fingers. Clarice stood beside him, her cutlass already drawn.

Arabella’s gaze swung to them. “I’ve learned that when you’re a pirate, you have a quarrel with everyone.”

At her words, pirates flanked her sides to storm the cave.

My cutlass was out in an instant. I rushed to meet them.

The clang of iron against iron reverberated through the enclosed space, making it sound as if a hundred men fought instead of three against ten. No, twenty. No . . . More and more came every moment, until there must have been a hundred at her side. This was not a fight we could win.

I bent my knees to drive my weight upward with my sword, pushing back against the man who fought me. He stumbled on the slick ground, and I advanced to drive the hilt of my blade against his temple. His eyes rolled back and he crumpled.

I took a heavy breath. “Who’s next?”

The challenge was answered by two pirates, one an older gentleman with a stoic face and wicked swing of the blade, and the other a wispy girl with dark locks, who was all attack and no form. She was easily disarmed with a simple two-move block and hook, but the man was more calculated in his movements and lashed out when my blade stuck the girl’s.

I blocked with the bracer on my arm. Sweat beaded my forehead. A healthy line was forming behind those two, each on their toes, waiting to see if they would be needed.

My weight shifted forward, and I drove the side of my cutlass against the man to pin him against a wall. I jabbed one arm into his waist, holding down the hand that held his weapon, and with the other, I put my cutlass to his throat. His eyes thinned to slits. My attention dropped to his waist to check for more weapons hiding among his leather belt and poorly tucked tunic. I saw nothing.

From the corner of my eye, the girl I’d disarmed flew forward. A dagger was in her hand, and it aimed for my neck with no hesitancy. In one swift motion, she could kill me.

I jerked back. A sting spread over my skin, letting me know she hadn’t missed entirely.

Ironically, both our next moves were to look at Arabella. The girl likely searching for approval, and me searching for allowance.

We both found it.

My mother remained as stone-faced as she always was while watching Emric and me train growing up. Her focus would be so into the movements that she’d forget we were fragile things that bled easily. She’d snap at us when we let up, then blink as if remembering we were four and five years old and not hardened pirates like her. Then she’d give us a rare smile and tell us how well we did, followed by a list of what we could do better.

She didn’t blink this time. There was no moment of remembrance that I was her blood. Instead, she gave a small nod to the other girl.

My chest twisted. I lifted my cutlass over my face, blocking her image away.

From the other side of the small stream, Ontario was struggling to hold his ground. “We cannot win,” Ontario shouted as he and Clarice faced an intimidating group of six. Already, five others advanced at me. I wavered at the sight.

“I will not relent to her,” I shouted back.

“And I will not lose my First and my Second.” Ontario nodded to Clarice, then to me. “Blades down, now. That’s an order.”

I hesitated, then dropped my weapon. It clattered against the stone in the sound of defeat.

“Tsk.” Arabella clicked her tongue. “I had hoped for more of a fight. I’m disappointed, but not surprised.”

She held out her hand. The pirate closest to Ontario reached for his bag. It had to be pried from Ontario’s grip while he glared at the pirate as though he might change his mind about surrendering and run him through. But in the end, he gave it up. I hung my head as the bag was tossed to Arabella.

She opened it, and her eyes lit up. “Limestone, gypsum, and amethyst.” Arabella pulled the strings to tie the sack together and flung it over her shoulder with a triumphant smile, coated in layers of mockery. “Thank you.”

I wouldn’t beg for it back. Instead, I kept my mouth shut as the men fled away, handing Arabella the packs from me and Clarice as they went. Arabella stood like a shadow in the entrance with her eyes locked onto mine.

Ontario and Clarice were scouring through the rubble for any lingering belongings, though they’d stolen our pickaxes as well. They muttered curses under their breath.

But I didn’t move until the last pirate had left, and my mother tipped her trifold hat in my direction. “Welcome to the pirate life.”

Still, I kept my mouth shut. She didn’t wait for a reply anyway. She turned with fanfare, hollered like this was a great expedition they’d completed, and ran down the wreckage of the mountainside they’d just blasted.

Only when she was out of sight did I lift my fingers to my neck. They came back bloody.

“Are you okay?” Ontario asked.

I found my cutlass at my feet. “It isn’t deep.”

“Still, are you okay?”

He wasn’t asking about the cut. There was pity in his tone that I didn’t care for. I slid my blade into the sheath with a cold slice. “It’s what we planned, right?” When I turned, the light must have caught on my neck, because Ontario was instantly at my side.

His hands went to my wound. “We hadn’t planned for you to get injured.”

Ontario was protective by nature. But to earn a pitied look from Clarice was rare.

I stepped away. “Arabella could have stopped it if she wanted.” I climbed to the hole she’d created and watched as they all fled like spiders off the mountain and to the sea. Arabella’s red hair stood out from the rest. She didn’t turn back to look.

If she had, she would have seen my look of victory. I knew she’d fall for it.

I wiped the blood from my neck and started aiming for the other side of the mountain where our crew waited in the eastern harbor. “Let’s tell the crew the trap is set.”
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I borrowed Ontario’s quarters to do exercises in private. My muscles roared with each set I repeated, but I savored the feeling. That meant I was building muscle instead of losing it. That meant I was strong again.

I’d avoided these quarters at first, while nursing the broken heart that Arn left me with. These quarters were too . . . him. Arn had stayed here. Then I had stayed here. There was the table he’d leaned against as I’d nursed his wounds after the Nimnula attacked us—stars, that felt like forever ago. Here were the maps he’d pored over. There was the compass that had been seemingly always in his pocket.

He left you behind? I stroked the small compact. Me too.

But now, and for the same reason that I’d avoided this place before, I sought it out. The memories of him provided fantastic motivation to push myself to get stronger. And if I pushed hard enough, I’d forget him.

I did another rep.

It wasn’t until I rolled onto my back to soak in deep breaths that the door opened.

Emric and Raven stood in the passageway, both their expressions crumpling into worry the moment they saw me limp on the floor.

“Are you okay?” Emric knelt at my side, his eyes roaming over me. When he saw my brow drenched in sweat, he relaxed. Then he frowned. “You push yourself too hard.”

It was a challenge to catch my breath enough to say, “I’m fine.”

They exchanged glances. Emric and Raven had both seen me at my worst with Paslkapi, and Emric had never stopped looking at me like I was one day away from death. I wiped my brow. “I push myself just as hard as you do.”

“How was seeing Arabella?” Emric’s mouth twisted as though her name was poison. He hadn’t told me yet what he’d gone through on the island with Mother, but the experience had taken his love for her and drained it dry.

“It was cold,” I recounted. “Short.” I sat up with my hands on my knees. “Exactly like we thought it would be.”

We’d suspected Arabella would come after us. I’d secretly hoped she wouldn’t. But we had let news spread that we were after whatever this cave held, then given her time to seek us out. Arabella’s determination to find us assured that we’d always be able to find her.

We had prepared with fake minerals in that bag that hid a tracking device. Now, wherever she went, we’d know.

There was pain in knowing she could have gotten the limestone anyway, without me there first. And, even then, if she’d really wanted it, she would have held us at sword point as she mined the rest of it.

But she didn’t care about taking limestone. She cared about taking it from me.

She could have killed me in that cave. But I knew she wouldn’t do that either. She wanted me to live, watching her rule the seas again, knowing I could have been at her side through it all. Stealing the limestone, letting me live, it was all part of her plan.

But it was also part of mine, and she didn’t see me twisting the strings behind it all.

“At least we will be warned if she tries to come after us again,” I said. Arabella’s pride had to be wounded after I went free from the castle and she didn’t. It would have been wounded further when she needed to use my dagger to free herself. That damaged pride would not go unanswered, and we preferred to control how she took revenge.

Raven hovered behind Emric like a stoic shadow, clad in black leather and kohl. She jutted her chin toward me. “You’re cut. Did she do that?”

I swallowed. “I’m fine.” I moved away.

Outside, the clocktower in town chimed five o’clock, and already the skies were darkening. We’d be leaving port soon. Usually, a captain would be with their ship, preparing it for the next journey, but Ontario had been gone since we’d returned from the caves. He hadn’t even stepped foot on deck before claiming of matters to attend to and disappearing into the narrow streets of town.

The port was alive with the snap of ropes tightening, as crates were lifted, and the knock of pullies hitting the deck. A few other ships were docked like ours, all sailing under merchant flags. We’d change ours soon after leaving so the bleeding rose hung again.

Snow coated the town, collecting on eaves and under sills. A lick of wind bit through the porthole, and I drew my cloak closer. “Did you do as I asked?”

Emric was always filled with life, like the energy of his early years had never died out. But since he’d almost drowned in the sea a few months ago, he’d come back different. He was somber now and wore his shoulders like they carried a great weight. He gave a curt nod. “You were right, Em. Ontario is not who we think he is.”

I shut my eyes for a moment. This hurt worse.

I knew Arabella would disappoint me. I knew she would be true to her name—Ruthless. She couldn’t let me down if I had no hope in her.

But I hadn’t expected Ontario to betray us.

Arn, my mother, now Ontario. My trust in people was wearing thin.

I lowered myself into a chair by the desk to think. Ontario had been different ever since becoming captain, but I’d been too focused on surviving Paslkapi to give it much thought. But now that I was his Second, I saw clearer that something was amiss. It was the moments when he thought no one was watching, when he’d draw his fingers down the bridge of his nose and stare at his papers, how his eyes would flick over his shoulder like he always thought someone was watching. How he’d flinch when people came near. How he skirted around the deck like a man who couldn’t sit still.

It was more than the heavier responsibility of captaining. A desperation had turned his eyes wild.

I’d seen many desperate men call upon my mother over the years. Men looking to save themselves or to find themselves, seeking Arabella to give them what they wanted.

“Did he go to her?” I asked, almost in a whisper.

Ontario saw the emotional scars my mother had left me with, before we knew she was alive. Him going to her now—beseeching her help to establish himself as someone to be respected on these seas—was a personal betrayal.

Emric nodded grimly. “He met with Arabella by the cove. They shook hands.” His words carried a chill to them that sent gooseflesh down my arms. “A deal was made on the beach tonight, and it wouldn’t surprise me if it was our necks that were wagered.”
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We sailed from port, traveling north through icy seas. It wasn’t until the sails were steady and wind consistent that I left the helm and went into my cabin. Across the deck, Raven and Emric played dice while keeping an eye on the ship as others drifted to sleep.

I peeled my heavy cloak from my shoulders, then rolled up my sleeve, where a long cut ran down my forearm.

“My trust is bonded in blood,” Arabella had said.

“Let me guess, only mine? Or are you to bleed to?”

She’d laughed at that, but even her laugh was calculating. “You called upon me.”

I’d held out my arm, and she’d solidified our plan with a dagger. She’d claimed it was so I had an easy reminder of what I’d promised her, but I suspected her intentions were more conniving that that. It was so I knew what to expect if I went back on my word.

Before I’d left, she’d stood in front of me. “Are you certain you can do this?”

“Without hesitation.”

Those words ran through my mind now. Over and over, hoping that if I heard them enough, they’d start to sound like me instead of my father.

Without hesitation.

All she’d asked was that I would turn her children over to her that they might be a family again. I’d warned her that they’d likely jump from her ship rather than sail with her, but her demand was clear. She wanted her own blood relations at her side, and she was willing to be my ally if I brought Emme and Emric to her.

And I’d said yes—without hesitation. There were many things my father did without hesitation, things I swore I never would. This would have been one of them.

Light from the half-moon slipped through the porthole as the coldest parts of winter clung to the sills, leaving webs of frost. I pulled my sleeve down and sat at the desk.

I chided myself. It was only a matter of time before Arabella ruled the seas again, and aligning with her was the smartest move I could make as a young captain with few allies. I needed her resources, her numbers, and her unsavory reputation on my side.

Especially now.

I cast my gaze outside. Most wouldn’t notice, and so far, none aboard had. But the stars had changed color. Their usual white tint was dulled as hues of green took over the sky, so subtle that it’d taken me several nights to be sure of what I was seeing.

The night was changing. The prophecy was coming to pass.

I thumbed through my father’s books. Admiral Bones had seen this coming, and he’d been prepared for it. Obsessed with it. Now I could build on what he’d left. “Great wealth is to be made here,” he’d said since I was a boy. This prophecy had gripped him.

In a way, he’d sculpted me to be prepared. And I was ready.

I found the prophecy scribbled in the back of his journal. The lines were so familiar to me, that I mouthed along.

Under emerald stars, the prodigal child will rise.

And under that child, comes the greatest power ever known to the seas.

But which child?

It could easily be me, the son of the greatest merchant in fifty years to hold trade routes on the high seas. Or it could be Emric, the confident child of Arabella. When I’d met him, I’d been certain it spoke of him, as he was clearly made for the seas. He had the makings of a captain and the true hand of a leader. Our crew had willingly followed him after only knowing him for a month.

Then Emme regained her strength and found her passion for the sea, and now I suspected the prophecy meant her.

Or.

I slid the folded paper out from the back pocket of the notebook and peeked inside again.

Or it could be the little stowaway on board. Calypso. The daughter of King Isaac.

Four of us, all aboard this ship, all fitting the child of the prophecy.

One of us would rule before the emerald stars faded.
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The first punch was merciless. It rattled my teeth and blurred my vision until the fighter before me was hazy colors of maroon and green. I almost couldn’t see the ring of the crew watching the fight around us, including Landon, arms crossed and weight shifted to his left foot as he nursed the injury in his right one. Fragments of light came from wavering lanterns set on barrels on the main deck as our anchors were dropped for the night, and the crew was hungry for a brawl.

Crew wasn’t the right word. They were born on Az Elo, and that made them giant men with beastly instincts.

The second punch came, and I couldn’t see anything at all.

“Fight better than that, Arn!” Landon shouted from the side. I couldn’t tell if he wanted me to fight because he cared about me or because he knew that if I couldn’t fight, the Az Eloians we sailed with would have no one to beat on but him. I’d wager money on the second.

This was their way of training us to be fighters like themselves. Over the past few months, we’d trained more than we had our entire time preparing for the king’s navy. Still, they weren’t impressed.

I strengthened my stance and swung, hoping to make contact.

My fist met a shoulder as my vision crept back just in time to save me. I ducked as my opponent, Jakob, took another swing.

Jakob’s eyes flared as he missed. I lurched forward, barreling him to the ground. I regretted it as soon as his full weight crushed upon my arms.

Jakob grunted. That small noise was as close as I’d ever get to approval. If you hurt Jakob enough to make him grunt, it might as well be a win.

Then he shoved me to the side and brought his fist down over my head. I quickly rolled away, slamming into the corner of a wooden crate as pain splintered through my side. One of the narrow planks cracked loose.

Landon was beside me now, shaking his head. “You’re sloppy.”

“I’m hungry,” I croaked back, jumping again to get away from Jakob’s advances.

It’d been two months since King Isaac appointed Landon and me as co-captains of this vast vessel, the Commander, with instruction to find his daughter. Calypso had been missing for years, but Landon and I had seen her a few months ago with my crew. We now sailed to bring her home.

King Isaac had promised Calypso’s hand in marriage to whoever returned her, which gave me a clue as to why she’d run away. We only met the king briefly, but if he was anything like the crew here, he was a brutal man.

I knew the promise of kinghood tempted Landon. My thoughts latched solely onto Emme.

The last time I saw her, she was weak and wanting to get to the countryside before she died. But Ontario sold me and Landon to King Isaac, and I couldn’t even say goodbye.

If I didn’t find Emme alive, it would be Ontario’s price to pay.

But first, Landon and I had to survive the trip back to Julinbor.

Even though we were supposedly the captains, our crew of brutal Az Eloians had no love for us and barely respected our orders. Most of their obeyed commands came from Jakob, their original captain.

I ducked as Jakob came at me again. He’d certainly found his way to get revenge on us for taking over his ship.

There were only so many times I could dodge his attacks. This time, as he advanced, I summoned every sliver of strength I had to grab the crate I’d knocked into and rip the loose plank free. Jakob’s eyes widened just before I swung it, connecting to his side with a crack.

He held like stone, then punched me in the gut.

Mercifully, I still stood. I used the remaining fragments of wood like a shield to block his next punch, and drove my weight against him, hooking the nub of my left arm across his cheek.

He staggered back and wiped his mouth clean.

“Good,” he said. Jakob resembled the mountains where he was born—giant, cold, and expressionless. His voice was a deep rumble and his face always clean-shaven, blue eyes seemingly always fixed on Landon and me. They slid over the both of us now. “You stood up better. You may eat.”

Beside me, Landon exhaled. He grabbed a small crate from beside Jakob, where our food had waited like some treasure we had to earn, and he marched into the captain’s quarters.

I started after him, but Jakob pounded his fist against the crate I’d broken. I flinched. “You need to fix this,” he growled.

I’d heard his growl enough that it didn’t strike the same fear into me as it used to. I kept a calm face and brushed past him. “That’s not my job as captain,” I said. “Ask the boatswain.”

Jakob gave me a withering look, but I wouldn’t take orders from him. The moment I did, any authority I had left on this ship would be gone, and it would risk the crew altering their path from Julinbor where Emme was. Though we had seen Calypso there two months ago, the crew wasn’t eager to go to the country of their old enemies and argued that she’d likely moved on. I happened to know she had indeed moved on, as they were departing at the same time that Ontario had kidnapped Landon and me, but the crew needn’t know that. Emme was on Julinbor, so that’s where our sails pointed.

I slipped into the safety of the captain’s quarters where Landon already sat hunched over the food, prying fish meat from bones with his teeth.

“I thought he’d take you down,” Landon said between bites.

“It feels like he did.” I closed the door behind me, thankful for the barrier between us and the rest of the crew.

There was once a time where I was grateful for distance between me and Landon, but the trials of the past few months had forged an uneasy tie between us, like fragile threads holding us together by nothing more than desperation for someone who wasn’t our enemy.

Landon tossed the fish bones on the ground and wiped his mouth. “Have you noticed that they’re pushing us harder the past few weeks?”

I took a loaf of bread before he could eat it all, even though it was now cold and hard. “I’ve noticed. Jakob always looks one breath away from fighting for the helm back. I think he’s trying to break us until we beg for relief.”

I eased myself into a seat with a groan. My body ached everywhere from relentless months of training, and a headache was forming at the back of my skull.

“They’ll have to try a lot harder than that to break us,” Landon said. But there was a weariness to his tone that belied he couldn’t take much more either.

These were a different group of people than I was used to sailing with. I wasn’t convinced they were entirely human.

Az Eloians needed to be strong to work the mines of the mountains and to survive the harsh winters that lasted months longer than nature ought to allow. All things soft had iced over long ago, leaving only brittle people with stubborn minds that never forgave us for their princess going missing years ago. The war was over, but no friendship would be melded here. Trying was like throwing seeds over rocks and hoping for something to blossom.

To them, we were weak and foreign. Something unappealing. But their king had put us on their ship, and they did the only thing that they knew how to do. Day by day, fight by fight, they worked us. Molded us. Broke us.

Aside from the bread lay the green capsule of vitamins they’d been feeding us every day for two months. I wouldn’t have taken them if I hadn’t seen Jakob and the rest of the crew do so willingly and regularly.

I didn’t know what was in them, but I’d never been physically stronger. Still, it was only a fraction of the strength the Az Eloian’s had, but I suspected these vitamins had a large part to do with that.

I swallowed mine, then bit into the bread. They went down dryly.

“I’d give anything for one day without a fight,” Landon said. He’d slowed eating enough to sit back lazily in his chair with one foot up on the table as if he were home. He
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