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  1
Stormy
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Demetri flinched against a spray of seawater as a violent wave crashed into the ship. Salt stung his eyes. He wondered, not for the first time, what on earth he was doing out on this floundering vessel, in the middle of the ocean, miles away from the dry, safe shore. And in the dark, no less, for it was nearly midnight. Well, he knew what he was doing, Demetri thought, as the ship swayed over the churning sea. He was trying not to fall flat on his face. 
It was his own fault. Demetri had adopted a new rule for his life. He’d tried to live by this rule for the past seven months, ever since he’d left behind the girl he’d loved and let go of the only life he’d ever known. It had seemed like a good idea at the time. But in this moment, as he clutched the ship’s rigging, he cursed the stupid rule.
The rule was: Take every opportunity to try something new.
Well, hunting sharks was certainly a new experience. When Mason, a saltwater fisherman Demetri had recently met, offered to get him a job with his captain, Demetri jumped at the chance. It would be pleasant, Demetri thought, to be out on the water this summer, the sun blazing overhead, a gentle wind on his face. 
Only there was no sun, as it was near midnight. Sharks, apparently, were more active at night. And the breeze was not so much a breeze as it was a howling gale. But, Demetri reminded himself, his new rule wasn’t the only reason he’d accepted Mason’s offer. He’d also accepted it for the money, which he needed these days. After all, he wasn’t a prince anymore. 
Demetri had been a visitor in the Mountain Kingdom eighty years ago when a curse fell upon the realm, plunging everyone into perpetual sleep—a sleep that had turned its victims into living corpses. Demetri had not fallen prey to this curse, but he’d suffered a fate just as terrible: he’d been locked away to keep him from breaking the curse with true love’s kiss. An enchantment had frozen him in time, preserving his life and his youth for those eighty-two years. Most people would have considered that a blessing, Demetri supposed—except he’d been awake all that time, trapped, aware of just how helpless he was, helpless to save himself or anyone else…
And when he’d finally escaped, a lifetime had passed. The world had moved on without him. The Glen Kingdom, which Demetri should have ruled one day, had been conquered, passing into the hands of a new ruling family. That family had welcomed Demetri—well, some of them—but Demetri knew there was no life for him in the Glen Kingdom anymore. He needed to move on.
So gone were the days when everything was provided for him. Demetri had to work. He didn’t mind the work itself—not usually. He had to admit mucking out stables had its downsides, and working as a courier hadn’t been as interesting as he’d thought it would be. Or, well, it had been too interesting. He’d actually had to employ the phrase “Don’t shoot the messenger” once or twice.  
Those jobs both had another downside—they were solitary, and Demetri preferred to be around people. He’d spent eighty-two years alone—that was all the solitude he needed.
As another wave broke against the ship, sending Demetri reeling, he saw Mason make his way towards him. The fisherman used the rigging to cross the deck, moving hand over hand along the length of rope. Mason was only about an inch taller than Demetri, but he had a broad chest and thick arms that gave him the appearance of a much bigger man. His white cotton shirt was soaked through, plastered to his skin. 
As he reached Demetri, Mason grinned and asked, “What did I tell you?”
Demetri managed a weak smile. “Aren’t you cold?”
Mason laughed. “Aren’t you?”
He had a point. Demetri was not any warmer for wearing his sack coat. He was as drenched as Mason, the cuffs of his sleeves chafing unpleasantly at his wrists. It was nearly summer here on the coast of the Mariner Kingdom, quite warm during the days. But out on the sea at night, with a nearby storm bolstering the wind, Demetri was freezing. His fingers, clenched around the rigging, had gone numb. He couldn’t even feel the scratchy rope biting into his hands anymore.
“Cap’n says we don’t have to worry about the squall.” Mason nodded, indicating the black patch on the horizon. The whole sky was dark, but that patch to the east was like an inky splotch across a swathe of navy blue. Every minute or so, a blinding streak of lightning cracked through the black. “Heading north, it looks like. Shouldn’t pass over us.”
Demetri eyed the sky anxiously. Even if the storm didn’t pass over them, he still worried about it. Given that its proximity was causing these choppy conditions. The storm didn’t need to pass right over them to capsize the ship. 
Trying to put this thought behind him, Demetri raised his voice and asked, “Any sign of the sharks yet?” 
“Remy says no.” Remy was the ship’s lookout, a short, skinny girl with the bluest eyes Demetri had ever seen. “Anyway…” A dark look passed through Mason’s eyes. “That’s assuming they are sharks.”
“What else could be killing people besides sharks?” Demetri asked. That was why they were out here. There had been an uptick in shark attacks lately. People out at sea—sailors, fisherman, and bathers alike—had gone missing. Some bloodied body parts had even washed up on shore.
Mason cast him a glance. “Mermaids.”
“Mermaids?” Demetri stared at his friend, wondering if he was serious. Mason did like his jokes, almost as much as he liked doing reckless things—like hunting sharks out on the sea with a hurricane raging nearby. Demetri supposed he’d found a substitute Garrett. He wondered what that said about him, that he always sought out mad thrill seekers for company.
“That’s right, mermaids.” Mason ran a hand through his dark beard.  “You haven’t heard the stories?”
“Can’t say I have.” Demetri wobbled, threading one arm through the rigging for more support. “But I haven’t been in the Mariner Kingdom long. I, er—” Demetri strove to keep the incredulity from his voice. “I thought there were no such things as mermaids?”
“So some say,” Mason grunted. “My mother always said different though. She said a mermaid killed my father.”
“I didn’t realize mermaids killed things,” Demetri mused. He still wasn’t sure how much of this he believed. Fairies and witches and rotting corpse creatures were one thing. But mermaids…? “I mean, I suppose they have to eat, but—”
“Listen,” Mason said, his tone serious, “being a landlubber, you’ve probably heard a lot of pretty stories about mermaids. Well, forget all that. There’s nothing pretty about them. People have spotted ’em before—people out on ships or along the coast. And a sighting is always marked by a disappearance or a gruesome death.”
Demetri opened his mouth to respond—not that he had anything more eloquent to say than “Huh,” because he wasn’t sure if he even believed mermaids were real, let alone vicious killers—but before he could say anything, the ship gave another lurch. Demetri gripped the rope so tightly, he thought his frozen fingers would fall off.
The ship teetered, dipping dangerously towards the water. A massive wave tumbled over the bow, breaking against the ship like glass shattering into a thousand pieces. Sailors shouted and scrambled to grab onto something, but when the bow rose up again, water billowing down the sides, there were cries of “Man overboard!”
Mason swore and ran for the bow. Some of the sailors began unraveling a life buoy to throw out. Someone else bellowed, “Stop the ship! Bring her ’round! Tell those boys in the engine room to stop the cursed ship now!”
Demetri followed the rigging as best he could, tottering down the deck towards the bow. Once he ran out of rope, he staggered to the side of the ship and gripped the sea-spattered iron railing. He half-ran, half-fell the rest of the way, wayward waves lapping over the side and drenching him more than ever. 
As he joined the sailors at the bow, he addressed the one closest to him. “Where is he?” 
The sailor pointed out into the jet-black water. Demetri shielded his eyes from the stinging sea spray and peered out. He couldn’t see anything at first, but then he spotted the man, a tiny white speck in the vast ocean. The clashing waves tossed him about like a feather in the wind.  
The buoy was thrown out towards the man. Demetri was impressed to see how close it landed to him, considering how far the man was from the ship and how wildly the sea rocked around him. Along the railing, sailors shouted for their flailing fellow, waving and yelling encouragement. 
Demetri squinted. It was hard to make out anything in the dark, with seawater pelting him like rain, but then a bolt of lightning flashed nearby, washing the sea in a sickly green luster. In that crack of light, Demetri saw the man paddling for the buoy, saw him fling an arm towards it—
Then he was gone.
Demetri wiped a hand over his face. Brackish seawater burned his nostrils. Had he just lost sight of the man? It would have been easy to do, but somehow, Demetri didn’t think so. It was as though something in the water had pulled the man below the surface. 
“Do you see him?” Demetri said to the sailor beside him, raising his voice to a near-shout.
The sailor cursed in response. “He’s gone under. He was right there, and then—”
Whatever he meant to say next was drowned out by an ominous, earsplitting cr-a-a-a-a-ck. Something about the sound raised every hair on Demetri’s head. Then the ship pitched sharply, and Demetri mirrored everyone around him as he clutched at the railing. It felt as though the hull had caught on something, jerking the ship to a halt. Alarm rushed through Demetri, flooding every bone in his body.
“By the Gift!” the sailor next to him swore. His face was pinched and white. “That sounded like—”
He was interrupted a second time as the ship began to rattle, k-thnk-k-thnk-k-thnk-k-thnk. As though it sat upon a warped axle. Then there was another crack, louder this time, the sound as thunderous as the nearby storm. The ship gave another great lurch. Demetri fell to his knees. 
“Breach!” someone shouted, and the cry cut Demetri to the core. “Breach in the hull!”
Sucking in a breath, Demetri reached for the side of the ship and looked up. Even amidst the thrashing sea, he could tell the ship had stopped moving, no longer cresting over the water. But the ship was not still. Instead, it shuddered around him as though resisting a great pressure. He could imagine the sea swelling into the cracked hull below, filling the ship with water.
It was a terrifying vision.
Screams rent the air as sailors dashed across the deck, rushing to save the ship. Demetri clambered to his feet, the port side of the ship—where Demetri stood—dipping perilously close to the sea. Demetri saw Mason running, shouting at him, but the port side dipped again, and Mason fell towards him. Demetri spun to avoid being flattened by the man, but he lost his footing as the deck heaved beneath him. He pitched backwards.
His head slammed into a sharp edge, and everything went black.
It couldn’t have been for more than a minute, but when Demetri came to, he was in the water, his head slipping beneath the surface.
Panic filled him, clogging up his airway. No, not panic. Seawater. He was in the ocean. For a moment, there was only darkness as the water closed over his head, as he stupidly struggled to draw breath and only choked on more seawater. It burned down his throat like acid. He couldn’t see anything, couldn’t feel anything except the smothering weight of the ocean, tugging at him, crushing him as thoroughly as a pile of rocks. He couldn’t tell which way was up, which way was down. 
He was going to die.
No. Some instinct deep inside him burst to life. Kick, it said. Kick. So he kicked, he kicked furiously, and he had no idea if he was going the right way, if he was going anywhere, or if this was all just futile. But he kept going, kicking and kicking and kicking, and then, suddenly, he broke through the surface of the water.
Demetri spluttered, retching as he struggled to breathe. He nearly went under again as soon as he’d come up, but he kept kicking, flailing his arms, trying to orient himself as he looked for something to save him.
Then he saw it. Bobbing in the water, little more than an arm’s length away. The buoy they’d thrown to the overboard sailor. Demetri struggled towards it, pushing his way through the sea. As close as it was, it seemed to take forever to reach it. The water resisted him, leeching all the strength out of his body, turning his muscles to jelly. He felt as though he had a brick tied to each ankle. But he finally reached the buoy, his fingers groping at its slippery edge, and then he had it, and he pulled his whole arm through and held on for dear life.
Relief was there and gone as quick as the tumbling currents, closing in on him and then pulling away. The buoy wouldn’t hold him forever, and he was still in the middle of the ocean. The ship. Something had happened to the ship, but if he could get back to it…. He wiped a hand over his eyes and blinked, circling around for some glimpse of the ship.
When he finally found it—a great, hulking shadow in the black night—it looked weird. The shape was all wrong. At first he couldn’t pinpoint more than that, and then, as his eyes adjusted, he realized.
The ship had broken apart. Cleaved down the middle, as though some monstrous sea creature, a leviathan from the depths, had sliced through it with gargantuan teeth.
The sight overwhelmed Demetri, his heart seizing in his chest. He couldn’t understand. He’d been on that ship, he’d just been on it, and for all that it felt like he’d been in the water forever, he knew it had only been a few minutes. He’d been on that ship, and despite the breach in the hull, it had still been whole—dead in the water, sinking, but whole. Now it was nearly in two separate halves, one part almost submerged, the other splintering before his eyes. Distantly, he heard screams, but the ship was too far away and the night too dark to make out anyone on board. 
He had to think. He had to think. The trouble was, that was becoming more difficult by the second. Demetri’s head throbbed; belatedly, he remembered he’d hit it against something. He knew that wasn’t good, but he was having trouble focusing on why. He just had to think—he had to get out of the ocean—
Below the water, something bumped against his thigh.
Demetri froze, his flailing limbs going still. Fear gripped him as he thought of sharks, but as he was bumped a second time, he realized whatever it was had to be much smaller than a shark. He threaded his arm through the buoy so he could reach down into the water with his other hand. His fingers closed around something rough and bristling—the rope tied to the buoy. As he felt further, he realized the rope was tangled around something. Demetri grasped the object, foreboding prickling through him. The object had an eerily familiar feel to it, though it was slimy and nubbed on one side. It felt an awful lot like—
A hand. 
It was a human hand.
Demetri choked on a scream and dropped the severed hand. Dark blood coated his palm, and now there was blood on the buoy, slick like oil. Suddenly, he felt as though the water around him was streaked with blood, and he didn’t know if it was real or just his imagination, running wild with fear. All he knew was he couldn’t stay here, hanging onto this buoy, he had to go, he had to get out, somehow, he had to get out—
And then he saw it. A boat. One of the ferrying rowboats from the ship, miraculously whole, miraculously upright. It sat calmly atop the tempestuous sea, swaying on the surface.
He had to get to it. It was his only chance.
He began to swim. It was hard, harder than it should have been. He tried to tow the buoy behind him, but it slowed him down, and the boat seemed to drift further away every second. Desperate, Demetri released the buoy and plunged through the water. He kicked until his legs ached, he swept his arms back and forth, feeling as though he was heaving the weight of the entire sea behind him. His head still throbbed and all this activity wasn’t helping; soon all he could hear was the pounding of his blood in his ears, blocking out the crash of the waves and the distant screams. But he kept his eyes fixed on the boat and pushed forward, forward, even when his eyes began to blur and his chest began to burn.
He was close—so close.
Then something latched onto his ankle and yanked him below the surface.
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Sinking
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Perpetua watched the ship break apart with little pleasure. 
The truth was, she liked ships. She liked the way they moved over the sea, like swans gliding across the water, leaving roiling streams in their wake. She liked the way their sails billowed in the wind, like clouds in a pearly sky. She loved to watch the little sailor up in the crow’s nest, looking out over the world. They must really feel like a crow, she thought, perched so high above the sea.
What she really loved about ships, though, was their very existence. It was a wonder that humans could build such things, that they’d discovered a way to traverse the ocean without fins. Even though they couldn’t breathe underwater or swim very well. The sea was not a natural habitat for a human; the sea often killed humans. But they braved it anyway.
Which made it all the easier to hunt and eat them.
“Imagine seeing you here, Perpetua.”
Masking her shock, Perpetua twisted around, seawater spattering the boulder beside her. She’d taken refuge here in this secluded cove to watch the shipwreck. It seemed a safe enough spot, the glossy black pool hidden by encroaching fog and the rocky land bar arching out into the sea. She hadn’t realized there was anyone else nearby. Naiads were solitary feeders; they rarely sought out company at mealtimes. 
“Candelaria.” Perpetua recognized the crimson scales beneath the water. She adopted a cool, even tone. “What are you doing here?”
Dripping golden locks emerged from the water as Candelaria rose above the surface. Seawater drizzled down her scales like rivulets of blood. “I could ask you the same thing.” She flicked her tail fin in a nonchalant gesture.
Perpetua refused to be cowed. “I was at the docks earlier. I saw Alamena set the sabotage.”
“And you decided to help yourself?”
Perpetua fixed her eyes on Candelaria’s too-pretty face. “Am I not welcome here?”
Candelaria’s eyebrow hitched, but she didn’t press the issue. Perpetua turned away, satisfaction burning hot inside her. Although naiads preferred to eat alone, they did sometimes hunt together out of necessity—taking down a big ship took more than one, and the amount of food that ship would provide was far more than a single naiad needed. Others were welcome to take their fill, even if they hadn’t helped with the sabotage. 
“I hate to hunt like this,” Candelaria said. “It’s degrading. Letting them kill themselves, really. And we are the scavengers picking at the wreckage.”
“We have to be careful,” Perpetua said. “The Ternion dictated we should limit taking prey from the docks. The humans will start to notice if too many of their own disappear.”
Candelaria gave a scornful laugh. “The humans. They always talk. That doesn’t mean they’re clever enough to hunt us.” 
Perpetua could feel Candelaria’s gaze on her, smoldering with anticipation. This, Perpetua thought, was the real reason Candelaria had confronted her here—to rile her up. It was her favorite pastime. And Perpetua wasn’t about to let her enjoy it. Striving for a bored tone, she replied, “If you say so.”
“You’re not going to defend them?” Moonlight arced over the rippling water as Candelaria swam around, placing herself in Perpetua’s line of sight. “Your precious humans? Isn’t that what you do all day in your cave? Sit around and write poetry about them?”
Perpetua didn’t grace this jibe with an answer. Contrary to what her fellow naiads thought, she did not believe humans were “precious.” She was just curious about them. Yes, they were prey, yes, they were food. But they were different from other kinds of food. A human was not like a bed of oysters or a school of coal fish. Perpetua marveled at the towns the humans dwelled in, the towns they had built. The elaborate clothing they wore. The things they did, gathering on the beach to eat and talk, working on the docks and sailing in their ships. In truth, Perpetua was not just curious about humans. She was fascinated by them. 
Unfortunately, all the other naiads knew it. For as long as Perpetua could remember, she had been teased and ostracized for her interest in humans. Perpetua was strange, everyone knew that. Most naiads just ignored her, but the worst of them—like Candelaria—loved nothing better than to taunt her.
“You probably have one picked out.” Candelaria nodded, indicating the wreck. “Seeing as you were there when Alamena set the sabotage. You’ve probably had your eye on one since it boarded the ship.” She laughed quietly. “I only ask so I know who to stay away from. I don’t want to get into a fight with you over food.”
“Then stay clear of me,” Perpetua growled, “and you won’t.”
Candelaria snarled back, her eyes bleeding red from eyelid to eyelid. Perpetua stifled a flinch but didn’t back down, meeting the naiad’s scarlet gaze without allowing her own vision to redden. She wasn’t afraid of Candelaria, but she would not allow the naiad to provoke her. 
Candelaria backed away. With one last sneer, she dove into the water, submerging herself beneath the surface. Perpetua watched her go, her eyes trailing those crimson scales until they disappeared. She only relaxed when Candelaria did not return.
In fact, Perpetua had picked out the human she wanted from that ship. She did that sometimes. It was an unusual thing, which was why Candelaria teased her for it. One human was much like another, most naiads would say, but Perpetua didn’t feel that way. She could not explain why, not even to herself. 
Sometimes, Perpetua wondered why they ate humans. On a physical level, she understood—she had heard stories about what happened to a naiad who went too long without a human meal. The hunger became unbearable, it was said, and Perpetua could imagine it. The hunger for a human was not like normal hunger. It was more of a need buried deep inside. Unsated, that need turned on its host, feeding on the naiad instead. It was said that a naiad who did not feed on humans wasted away, no matter what else it ate. 
Perpetua knew that. She just wondered why it was.
The white fog invading the cove had deepened, sinking towards the surface of the pool. It was time to go, Perpetua decided. If she waited too much longer, all the humans from the wreck would be dead and drowned. The timing was important. Naiads preferred their prey alive when they ate them, but the entire point of sinking the ship at sea was to draw no attention to themselves. If any of the sailors saw them and escaped on their little boats or a piece of debris, the Ternion would not be pleased. 
Perpetua dove a fin’s length below the surface and swam towards the ruined ship. She glided along a current, the ocean warm around her. Every now and then, she hit a cold spot, a rush of water that tickled her bare back and rippled over her scales. As she neared the wreckage, the current changed, rolling in every direction. She heard screams from the floundering sailors, filtered through the water; she felt their flailing in the bubbles streaming down from the surface. She glanced around to make sure Candelaria was nowhere near her, then set off in search of the human she’d seen boarding the ship. 
Earlier on the docks, she’d watched the sailors board one by one. But one human had drawn her attention because he was not a sailor. He wasn’t dressed like the sailors in their baggy jackets and rumpled caps. He’d worn a short, dark coat and sturdy boots, and he carried a weapon—something long and thin with a glinting edge. Perpetua thought it was a sword. And he had a quiet, serious face. Even when one of the sailors had said something to him, and he’d laughed, there had been a careworn look in his eyes, as though he could see something the sailor couldn’t. Ghosts, hovering at the edge of his vision. 
Perpetua couldn’t forget that look. 
As she reached the midst of the wreckage and swam through it, she searched for him. She wove around sinking netting and iron beams, she ducked beneath bobbing shards of the ship’s exterior. But she focused on the humans. The sailors wore loose-fitting trousers and white cotton shirts. Perpetua bypassed them all—drowning, unconscious, or dead. She passed one whose eyes bulged in their sockets as he choked on seawater, sinking fast.   
He didn’t matter. None of them did. Another naiad would take him, and if they didn’t, well, he was still dead and could not spread tales about naiads in the ocean. As Perpetua swam around a large piece of the ship, painted dark blue and bearing golden markings, she spotted a dark shape up above her. An oblong shadow cast through the surface of the water, outlined in glimmering moonlight. 
It was one of their little boats, the rowboats they carried on the ship. She couldn’t tell if anyone was inside, but she should overturn it. They couldn’t let anyone get away. 
Then another shape caught her eye, off to her left. A dark, flailing shape—a human. And not a sailor, not in those tall, thick boots. This was him—her human. The one she’d picked. She couldn’t see his face, for he clutched at something above the water, but below the surface, his torso twisted, his legs kicking frantically. Probably, Perpetua realized, trying to reach that rowboat nearby.
She remembered his serious face from the docks, and her mouth began to water. She could feel every one of her teeth lengthening, sharpening to a point. Her jaw unhinged, stretching wide to accommodate their growth. A filmy, scarlet veil dropped over her eyes, reddening her vision. And a need that was more than hunger filled her, expanding from behind her ribcage. It was painful—like a beetle burrowing through her.
She hated this part, right before she fed. When she was on the precipice of losing her mind. Most of the other naiads gave into the bloodlust that welled up inside them, relishing the burgeoning rage and madness. But Perpetua tried not to. It had happened once or twice, and she couldn’t understand why the others didn’t experience the pure terror that came with it. As though some feral power had reached down into her, yanking her out of her body and leaving her to flounder in the sea, as helpless as any human.
So she struggled to hold the madness at bay as she swam, pivoting up towards her chosen human. A dull ache pulsed in her forehead, just above the bridge of her nose. The price for holding back the mindless killer inside her. 
She was three fin lengths from her prey when a glistening shape darted in front of her, snatched her human, and dragged him beneath the water’s surface. 
Perpetua stopped short. Some of the red faded from her vision as she took in the scene before her, trying to make sense of it. The moonlight cutting through the dark sea cast a luminous shaft over blood-red scales and golden hair.
Candelaria. Candelaria had taken her human. 
And it was her human. Perpetua recognized him as he struggled, floundering, lashing out with his limbs, scrabbling at Candelaria’s grip to pry himself free. His face was screwed up tight as he held his breath. Candelaria wasn’t even looking at him as she delved down into the depths of the ocean, her elongated claws wrapped firmly around his ankle. 
Perpetua had never fought so hard against the rage inside her. Candelaria. She had probably followed Perpetua; she’d planned to take the human Perpetua picked. It was just the kind of thing she would do. 
Perpetua lunged forward, throwing herself in Candelaria’s path. Her vision reddened even further, so much that she almost couldn’t see Candelaria through the scarlet curtain veiling her sight. Candelaria reeled back as Perpetua stretched her jaws wide, baring her teeth and hissing at the golden-haired naiad.
Candelaria looked affronted. What Perpetua was doing—confronting Candelaria, challenging her on this human—was beyond the pale. Even if Perpetua had spotted him first, now that another naiad had taken him, the done thing was to let it be. But Perpetua didn’t care what Candelaria thought of her hunting etiquette. 
She hissed again. Candelaria glared back. For a moment, they faced each other down. Perpetua didn’t dare break her gaze, didn’t chance a glance at her human to see if he was still struggling or if he’d lost consciousness. 
Her persistence paid off. Candelaria, it seemed, didn’t want a fight, just as Perpetua knew she wouldn’t. Fighting over human prey would be an even worse breach of etiquette. With a derisive flick of her tail, Candelaria released the human and swam off, vanishing into the sea’s inky depths. As soon as she was gone, Perpetua shot forward, gripped her flailing human by the arm, and towed him towards the surface. She thought he was still conscious, but he was choking on seawater, flailing worse than ever. She doubted he knew what was happening or even realized she was there. 
She broke the surface of the ocean and looked around. Her skin tingled in the blustery air. She’d come up near the little boat she’d seen, and thankfully, it was empty. Mustering all her strength, Perpetua heaved her human out of the water and tossed him into the boat, his body thudding against the wooden bottom. She left him coughing and choking as she lowered herself beneath the surface, darting a look around. She could just as easily devour this human above water—in fact, she preferred it—and after all that ruckus with Candelaria, she wanted to make sure no one else disturbed her. 
But there was no one in sight, save for a drowning sailor or two, so she resurfaced. Her vision cleared, and her teeth shrank inside her mouth. Her head ached worse than ever as she fought against the bloodlust and hauled herself into the boat. As her fins left the water, they split in two, forming scaled legs and webbed feet. 
Outside of the water, naiads walked on two legs, though most of their skin was encased in scales. Perpetua’s sea-green scales covered her entire torso and both of her arms, leaving only her back bare. Naiads could take a human form—flesh without scales—but only for a short time to lure their prey. It was more of a glamour than a true form. This form, the one she wore now—this was a naiad’s true form.   
She could hear her human gasping behind her, so he was still conscious. Standing with her back to him, she slicked her dark hair off her face.
“You—you saved me.”
Perpetua froze. 
The human was speaking.
“You saved me,” he repeated, his voice raspy.
Perpetua hesitated. Then she turned to face the human. 
He sat upright on the floor of the boat. His mousy hair was plastered to his forehead, but he swept it out of his eyes. He coughed again, rubbed a trembling hand across his throat, and said, “Where did you come from?”
Perpetua stared. He was speaking. To her? A human had never spoken to her before—not of its own free will. Perpetua always spoke first, and like all naiads, her Voice exerted a control that humans could not resist. When Perpetua spoke, her human prey did whatever she asked, whatever she compelled it to do. Perpetua didn’t like talking to her prey. It was unnerving, conversing with someone you were about to eat, so her first command was usually for the human to be silent.
Before Perpetua could do that, the human spoke again.
“Who are you?” The human winced as he struggled to get his feet beneath him. His sopping wet coat trailed water onto the boat’s bottom. Groaning, he reached up to touch the back of his head. His fingers came away red with blood. “Where did you come from?”
The ache in Perpetua’s forehead sharpened, pulsating against her skull. Her vision began to redden of its own accord, but she blinked rapidly to clear it. Her gums ached too, her teeth protesting as she kept them from elongating. The need to devour human prey was beginning to consume her. It was a swarm of beetles gnawing at her insides, chewing through her veins, scratching at her bones. 
But she could not stop staring at this human, this boy, with his serious face and ghost-seeing eyes. She couldn’t bring herself to silence him. As though his own, weak human voice exerted some kind of control over her. There was something compelling about him, something that pulled at her. It was the same feeling that had drawn her to him when she saw him boarding the ship. As though they were connected. As though she had known him long ago, in another life. 
But that was impossible. She had always been a naiad, a hunter and a killer. And he was prey. A human.
He tried to stand, but his body buckled, and he fell to his knees. Before Perpetua could stop herself, she crouched before him, balancing on her webbed feet. Her fingers tensed as she fought the urge to extend them, as she fought the urge to tear into his flesh. 
Instead, she just stared at him.  
Groaning, he lifted his head. His teeth chattered and he shivered incessantly as the wind gusted past. He seemed groggy—because of his head wound, probably—but he looked straight at her. Even unfocused as he was, she saw that look in his eyes, that careworn look that had first caught her attention.
And for the first time—for the first time ever—Perpetua wondered about her prey and what he’d been through. She wondered about his life, about his past. She wondered what had happened to give him that haunted look. 
The human took in a shaky breath. “Who are you?” 
Perpetua drew her lips together. She watched as a faint moan escaped the human’s lips. Then his eyes slipped shut and he sagged forward. He’d blacked out. 
Perpetua stared down at him. They were easier to eat when they were unconscious. And the hunger inside her was so painful now, she could barely think. 
But instead of giving into it, she held it at bay. She slipped over the side of the boat, allowing her legs to meld into fins. She began to tow the boat away, swimming as fast as she could from the wreckage. She swam for more than an hour, the black storm clouds growing distant on the horizon, the rollicking sea slowly calming around her. 
She swam until she reached the shore. She found an abandoned pier near the village and tied the rowboat off there. And then—without sparing another look for the boy inside the boat—she swam off in search of different prey for the night. 
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Demetri had no idea how he’d survived the shipwreck two nights ago. He couldn’t remember anything about it. He remembered boarding the ship. He remembered the stormy sea, the seething waves tossing them about. He remembered the crack in the hull, the ship breaking apart. 
Everything after that was a blur.
“Well, that’s not unusual,” said Doctor Bardot. He was a physician here in Moselle, the little seaside town Demetri was staying in. Demetri perched on the edge of a steel cot in an exam room, sitting patiently as the doctor examined the wound at the back of his head. With summer fast approaching on the coast, the room was warm and stuffy. Even the gear-powered fan in the corner was not enough to dispel the sultry air. “You took quite a bump on your head. Nearly cracked your skull open. I’m not surprised you can’t remember what happened after that.”
“Everyone else died though.” Demetri strove for a neutral tone, but this bothered him more than he could say. Everyone else on board that ship—all the crew, the captain, Mason, Remy—they’d all died, lost at sea. A few bodies had washed ashore, but no one else had turned up alive.
Demetri didn’t understand how he’d survived. Some villagers had found him, unconscious and bleeding, in a small rowboat tied to a rickety pier some leagues north of Moselle. The town inspectors thought he must have rowed himself to shore, but Demetri remembered none of that, and anyway, the boat’s oars hadn’t been seen anywhere. He could hardly believe he’d paddled himself all that way with only his arms. 
“Yes, well, that’s a matter for the capital guard.” Doctor Bardot stepped back. “Don’t trouble yourself over it too much.”
That was very well for him to say, Demetri thought, as a nurse came in to bandage his head. He wasn’t so much troubled over the cause of the shipwreck, though he’d heard rumors that the guard were looking into sabotage. It was just that he felt responsible, even though he doubted he could have done anything to save anyone. 
Briar would have said he was being irrational, blaming himself for something that could not possibly be his fault. But he couldn’t help it.
His heart clenched at the thought of Briar. The princess of the cursed Mountain Kingdom. Once, she had been his betrothed, and the girl he loved. But he’d left her behind, like everything else in his life. 
After responding to the nurse’s queries in a monotone voice, he departed from the doctor’s house, his thoughts preoccupied and his chest heavy. He squinted up at the yellow sun bearing down on him, unfettered by clouds in a clear, cornflower-blue sky. The cobbled lane before him stretched and curved into the distance, a mosaic of pebbles in grays and tans. As he moseyed down the street, past brick villas with gabled roofs and white-shuttered windows, a hazy image formed in his mind, the memory of a girl’s face. It was not Briar’s face. This girl had a strong, angular face, sharp cheekbones beneath a pair of hooded brown eyes. 
It was the one thing Demetri thought he remembered from the night of the shipwreck, though maybe it was just a dream, something his mind had conjured to make sense of what happened. But he thought—he thought—he remembered, just briefly, kneeling on the bottom of the rowboat, sodden and trembling and foggy. And he thought he saw her there—this girl he remembered. She had been in the boat with him. Maybe she had even saved him.
But that was all he remembered, and it made no more sense than paddling himself to shore. There had been no girls besides Remy on the ship, and the face he remembered was not hers. So if there had been some other girl out there, where had she come from? And where had she gone?
He sighed as he turned a corner, trying to put it from his mind as Doctor Bardot had advised. 
He soon reached the tavern he was staying at—a half-timbered building just off the beach—called LeBeau’s. He had no idea who LeBeau was; the innkeeper’s name was Pasquier. It was the only tavern in town—well, there were a few others in the dodgier end of town, but they were little more than holes in the wall. LeBeau’s was a tavern-and-inn, set at the end of one of the town’s main squares, and housing a number of guests. Demetri had taken a room for the summer. 
The sprawling taproom inside the tavern was well lit by gear-bulb fixtures latched onto the wood-paneled walls and glass chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. A long, polished bar lined one entire side of the room, rimmed with velvet-cushioned barstools. Box-like, elarium-forged creatures scuttled around the room on spindly legs—auto-waiters, topped with trays for carrying food and with round slots built into their sides for mugs and glasses.
Demetri recognized a few faces in the taproom—mostly sailors and dockworkers, people he’d befriended since he’d arrived. Demetri always tried to find friends when he came to a new place. Right now, though, he was too troubled and tired for company, so he ducked his head and made for the stairs in the back, heading up to his room. It was a small room with sparse furnishings and no window, set on the interior of the building, but he did have a private washroom and a large, lumpy bed.
He sank onto that bed now, the metal frame squeaking quietly. The doctor had instructed him to get plenty of rest and avoid strenuous activities for the next couple of days. As tired as he was right now, he had no trouble with that. He slumped down amidst his pillows, falling asleep quickly. 
He dreamed of Briar, as he often did. He dreamed of the days before they’d met, when they’d been betrothed and only known each other through letters. He dreamed of the first time he saw her, when he came to court her in the Mountain Kingdom. He dreamed of those days before the sleeping curse took her, when they’d spent every minute together roaming her castle, stealing kisses in alcoves and laughing quietly as they snuck down to the kitchens. 
And he dreamed of what came after. After Briar pricked her finger and slept for eighty-two years, after Demetri escaped from his magical prison. He dreamed of fighting corpse monsters in Briar’s castle, he dreamed of the pale, bruised princess Briar had become. Pale and bruised, but no less striking. No less fierce and determined, no less kind and inquisitive. 
Briar had been his betrothed, and he had loved her. But she had also been his best friend. And when all was said and done—when Briar had defeated the dark fairy who’d cursed her—Demetri had left. He’d left because Briar did not love him as he loved her. He’d left to find a new life for himself.
Or at least, that was what he’d thought. Now he wondered if he’d just been running away. Trying to escape all the unpleasant memories, all the heartache.
If so, it hadn’t worked. His dreams were proof of that. When he woke several hours later, he woke with a twinge of pain. Not in his bandaged head, but deep in his chest. It was a pain he’d become used to over the past seven months. It felt as though—if he breathed too deeply—something would break inside him. 
He thought, maybe, it was the pain of regret.
It was a moment before he realized someone was banging on his door. “Just a minute,” he called groggily, sitting up.
He found one of his new friends in the corridor outside, a wiry young man named Emile. He was around Demetri’s age—well, around the age Demetri looked, which was to say, seventeen or eighteen. “Sorry,” Emile said, looking Demetri up and down. “Did I wake you?”
“No,” Demetri replied, even though he had. “What’s going on?”
Emile flashed a grin, his tanned face half-shadowed in the dim corridor. “Me and some of the others are going to hit up Rue des Saints for some entertainment.” Which meant they were going on a pub crawl. Rue des Saints was the street with the most pubs in Moselle. Which Demetri found a bit ironic, given that the street was named for the Saints, the core of the Mariner Kingdom’s pious religion. “Thought you might want to join.”
“Oh. Well…” Doctor Bardot had instructed him to avoid alcohol. But this advice, he decided, he could ignore. He needed a night out. He needed a distraction. “I’ll come. Just let me get my coat.”
Emile waved a hand, starting down the corridor. A few minutes later, Demetri hurried after him, and the two clattered down the stairs to join up with a small crowd of people as they headed onto the streets. 
It was a muggy night. They made their way down Rue des Saints, a breeze carrying the briny scent of the sea. It was a warm breeze, and by the time they left the second pub for the night, Demetri’s cotton shirt was stuck to his back with sweat. Fortunately, he’d had enough to drink by then that he didn’t really care, the effect of the sultry night air buried beneath a pleasant haze of alcohol. Thoughts of the shipwreck were forgotten, Briar was forgotten. He laughed and joked and shouted with the others.
A fight broke out in the fourth pub and some of the group departed, staggering drunkenly down the street. Emile stayed at the pub, so Demetri stayed, but when Emile was drawn into a loud, heated argument about the best time for saltwater fishing, Demetri stepped outside, craving fresh air. He wandered down a side alley and emerged out onto the docks. A long, stone quay ran along the coast here, jutting out into the sea. During the day, the pier and the streets were flooded with people: dockworkers, sailors, and traders alike. But right now, no one was around. It must have been near midnight. Demetri glanced up at the sky, but it was smudged over with misty clouds, as though someone had dumped a load of iron-gray paint and smeared it over a deep blue canvas. 
A loud splash off the edge of the pier drew Demetri’s attention. He ambled towards the water, his stride unsteady. He didn’t stop until he reached the end of the pier, the toes of his boots hanging off the edge as he bent to peer into the sea. 
There was nothing there. Nothing he could see, but then, the ocean was black and opaque at night, the water lapping gently against the pier.
“You’re going to fall in.”
Demetri lifted his head and looked around. As he turned, he slipped on a damp spot, and he flung an arm out, grappling for the low stone wall that was just out of reach. The briefest presentiment of falling rushed through him—a terrible swooping sensation that he felt in the pit of his stomach—and then—
—and then two hands closed around his arms, tugging him forward. He lurched in the opposite direction, away from the water, and straight into the girl who had just saved him.
Without getting a very good look at her, Demetri put a hand on her shoulder to steady himself. “Thank you,” he murmured.
“I told you,” she said.
“Told me what?”
“That you were going to fall.”
Stepping back a pace, Demetri pushed his hair out of his eyes. The girl that stood before him, illuminated by the too-bright glare of a streetlamp behind her, was quite short. That was the first thing Demetri noticed. The top of her head only came up to his chin, and he was not tall. Her arms, bared by the wispy green dress she wore, were a beautiful golden brown, and the long hair that tumbled over her shoulders a few shades darker. 
Demetri looked at her face. And as he took in what he saw there—sharp angles, intense, dark eyes—he recognized her. 
“It’s you!” he spluttered. “You’re the girl from the shipwreck!”
Her dark eyebrows drew down, giving her a severe look. But she didn’t turn away. 
“You were there, weren’t you?” Demetri pressed. Dimly, it dawned on him that he was being far more forward than was strictly proper, especially with a girl he’d just met, but the combination of alcohol and shock had shoved this concern far and away. “I can’t remember anything—what happened there—but I know I saw you. How were you there?”
He stopped abruptly, realizing how close he stood before her, so close that he had to bend his neck to look down at her. She was still frowning, and Demetri noticed she had a small, delicate mouth. She opened that mouth and said, 
“Tell me your name.” Her voice bore the snap of command, but it wasn’t a harsh voice. In fact, Demetri thought distantly, her voice was quite beautiful. There was something hypnotic about it.
“Demetri,” he answered.
“Are you a sailor? Tell me.”
“No.”
“I did not think so. What are you, then? Tell me.”
Demetri opened his mouth to answer but faltered. He wanted to answer her—he wanted to tell her what he was. But— “I don’t really know. That’s sort of why I’m here.” He clasped his hands behind his head. “To find what I am. What I should be.”
The girl looked at him through dark eyelashes. “And why,” she asked, her lyrical voice soft and compelling, “do you look so haunted all the time?”
“Haunted?” He dropped his hands. “What do you mean?”
She gestured vaguely. “Like you see ghosts.”
“Oh.” Something painful jabbed at him, piercing through the lovely fog blanketing his brain. “I do see ghosts.” The ghosts of his parents. The ghost of a life lost to him, a kingdom lost to him. The ghost of the girl that was lost to him. He didn’t know how to explain, so he said, “I lost…someone. I lost everything. My life. What I was.” He shrugged, hoping the answer was good enough. “All of it haunts me.”
The girl’s eyes pinched at the corners, as though he was a puzzle she wanted to solve. “I don’t understand.”
“I’m sorry,” Demetri said, and he was truly sorry that he hadn’t explained well. But then he remembered she hadn’t answered his question. “It was you, wasn’t it? Out at sea. When the ship broke apart. Where did you come from? How were you there? Please,” he added, desperate to know. “Please tell me.”
The girl’s huge eyes widened. “What did you just say?”
Demetri’s brain felt fuzzy. “Just now? I said, where did you come from when—”
“No. After that. After you asked me.”
“I said…please.” This was a very strange conversation. Still, that didn’t seem to matter much. “Please tell me. Where you came from. Who you are.”
“Why do you want to know?” 
“Because you saved me.” Demetri swallowed. “I mean, I think you did. I can’t remember—but everyone else died. Except me. I don’t know how you did it, but I think you saved me. I think I’d be dead if not for you.”
“I saved you?” she whispered.
“I thought so.” Demetri bent his head a little, his gaze locked on hers. “Didn’t you?”
The girl’s dark eyes were fathomless. “Yes. I saved you.” The words sounded strange on her lips, as though they were foreign to her. As though she was just trying them out.
“Why?” he asked.
“I just did.” Again, there was a bit of a snap in her voice. But she reached out and laid her hand on the side of his face. Her touch was a whisper against his cheek. “You do not remember me,” she said firmly. “You don’t remember me from the shipwreck. You don’t know that I saved you. You have never met me before this moment.”
Demetri’s brain felt addled with more than just ale, but all he said was, “All right.”
“Good.” Her fingers twitched against his face. As though she had been about to pull away, but thought better of it. Her eyes softened. And when she spoke again, her voice was a sweet melody drawn against the strings of a violin. “Kiss me. Demetri.”
And though it seemed mad, Demetri kissed her. He was already so close, he barely had to move. A shift of his foot. The merest tilt of his head. And then their lips touched. He brushed a featherlight kiss over her lips, just trying it out. Once, twice. Then he deepened the kiss, drinking in the heady scent of her. She was like the balmy ocean air drifting off the coast, she was like a vine of jasmine blooming in the night. He kissed her, his hands exploring the curve of her waist, the small of her back. He kissed her until there was no thought in his head at all.
He could not have said how long it lasted. But the next thing he knew, she was stepping away from him, and her hands fell away from his face.
Demetri blinked. “I’m sorry,” he said. He ran a sheepish hand across his neck. “I must’ve had more to drink than I thought. Kissing strange girls on the docks.”
The girl’s eyes narrowed. “How am I strange?”
“I just meant—that I don’t know you,” Demetri stumbled. “What is your—”
He broke off at the sound of horseshoes clopping against the cobbled street. Demetri stepped past the girl, staring as an elaborate white carriage rolled into view. A few things marked it as elaborate. For one thing, it was pulled by horses. Most carriages were self-propelled these days. The carriage wheels and ironwork were also ornately crafted, the door bordered in green vines. A crest was painted on the door in the same pale green. Demetri felt like he should recognize it, but his brain was still a bit muddled. 
The carriage rattled to a halt on the broad street closest to the pier, and a small figure unfolded off the back of the carriage. A footman, he supposed, though when the figure stepped into the lamplight, Demetri realized it was not a man at all. It was a young woman. A girl, really, in snug trousers and a buttoned-up coat. She had dark brown skin and coarse black hair, tightly twisted back and pinned behind her head. “Now what?” she demanded, coming around the carriage. She appeared to be addressing someone inside. “Is this it? This can’t be it.” She looked around. Her gaze swept over the docks, and Demetri. “There’s nothing here but a pier.”
“I think we’re lost,” someone called from inside the carriage. 
“We are not lost,” came a second voice.
Demetri frowned. Both voices sounded vaguely familiar, though he wasn’t sure why. The footman who was actually a girl rolled her eyes. Then she looked at Demetri. “Excuse me,” she called to him, “but do you know of a place called LeBeau’s?”
“The tavern?” Demetri eyed the fancy carriage dubiously.
“Unless there’s another place called LeBeau’s.”
“It’s just a few streets down,” Demetri said. “Keep going straight, and—well, I’m staying there. I could show you.”
“Sabine,” called one of the familiar voices from the carriage, “who are you talking to?” 
The carriage door opened. Someone stepped out. A thin young man with black hair and skin like fresh snow.
Demetri recognized him.
“Kinsley?” Demetri wondered if he was seeing things. “What are you doing here?” Kinsley was a soldier in Prince Garrett’s company—Garrett, the crown prince of the Glen Kingdom, and Demetri’s friend. But Demetri hadn’t seen Garrett or his soldiers since they’d parted ways last autumn.
“Prince Demetri?” Kinsley looked stunned. “I’m—”
But whatever Kinsley was—whatever else he said—was lost. Because someone else stepped out of the carriage then, ducking her white blonde head through the doorway. “So where are we?” she asked, in a voice so achingly familiar, a voice that made Demetri feel like he was stuck in time again, as he had been for eighty-two years.
It was Briar. 
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Briar had not had the best of days. First, the self-propelled carriage the Mariner counts sent to pick her up from the train depot broke down on the way to the castle. Briar managed to fix it, but she didn’t want to be late, so she didn’t take the time to change into a proper gown before arriving at the castle. The counts were not at all impressed to meet a princess in a harness vest and trousers stained with axle grease. Not that Briar really cared what a bunch of Mariner nobles thought, but she did need them—or rather, she needed the authority they wielded. So after that disaster of a first meeting, she managed to beg off staying in rooms at the castle and obtained directions to the town nearby—Moselle. 
“So where are we?” Briar asked as she stepped out of the carriage. She consulted the compass built into the vambrace on her forearm, then glanced up. They’d come to a halt near a deserted stone pier. “This doesn’t look like—”
She broke off. Standing beside Kinsley, looking just as dumbfounded as she felt, was someone she recognized. Someone she knew very well. Someone she hadn’t seen in months and had hoped, but hadn’t expected, to see again. 
“Demetri?“ Briar’s voice came out in an uncharacteristically girlish squeal. She leapt down the carriage steps. When she reached Demetri, she threw her arms around him with enough exuberance that he staggered back a couple of steps. “Demetri! What are you doing here?”
His reply was muffled by her blouse, so she released him, stepping back to let him breathe. The last time she’d seen Demetri, he’d been lost and broken, departing for parts unknown to find a new life. He looked different now—his hair a little untidier than it used to be, his short coat a little rumpled, his fair face made ruddy by the sun. But he smiled at her, and it was a lighter smile than she remembered, unburdened by the weight of the past.
“It’s really you,” he said. “I thought I was seeing things. I’ve been—” His smile faltered. He glanced over his shoulder and then turned, his gaze sweeping the silent, empty pier behind him. A light mist was rolling in, obscuring the long jetty stretching out before them.
“Demetri?” Briar prompted. “You’ve been what?” When he didn’t answer, she asked, “Are you looking for something?”
“Someone,” Demetri muttered. “There was someone here…”
“I didn’t see anyone here but you.” Sabine, one of Briar’s new guards, spoke hesitantly. “Er, Your Highness.”
Demetri waved the title off with a hand. “She was just here.” His smile returned, a little abashed. “I think.”
Briar laughed. “Are you drunk?” she teased. 
“Possibly.” Demetri’s smile widened, and Briar noticed his gaze was a little unfocused. “Probably.”
“But what are you doing here?” Briar demanded. His clothes were of a more modest quality than the last time she’d seen him. His trousers were baggier, bunching where he’d tucked them into scuffed boots, and his tie was simple, little more than a thin scarf. “Are you living here?”
“For now. For the summer. What are you doing here?”
An excited jolt ran through Briar like a sparking current. “I’m here for the next three weeks. I’ve been working on a design for a steam-powered submarine,” she told him. “King Victor—you know, Garrett’s father—wrangled a bit with the Mariner counts, and they’ve given me permission to work on a model here on their coast. I think they’re hoping to get some submarines of their own out of the deal,” she added, “though the king instructed me to avoid making any indications that might be possible.”
“And Garrett?” Demetri glanced towards the carriage. “He didn’t come?”
“No. His father wants him home for a bit. He’s been away so much in the past six months. I mean, it was one thing when the excursion to come rescue me went from a three-week trip to a six-week trip, but then he was gone for nearly three months hunting this past winter. And his father wasn’t happy he was gone so long. I was a bit more understanding—but only a bit, since it meant I had to spend all that time alone with his father.”
Demetri laughed. “Not alone, surely.”
“Well, I mean, there were other people in the castle, but—not Garrett.” It was the longest time she had spent apart from Garrett since she’d met him. “Truthfully, it gave me a chance to get to know the king a little better, which wasn’t so bad—but I prefer being with Garrett.”
“Me too,” Demetri said sincerely.
Briar laughed and tossed her arms around him. “Oh, I’ve missed you, Demetri. There’s so much to tell you! About the Glen Kingdom and what I’ve been doing and Garrett—” She couldn’t believe her luck—that he was here for the summer. “Where are you staying?”
“I think where you’re staying—LeBeau’s Tavern.”
“Oh, it’s a tavern?“ Briar grinned. “Even better. Better than the castle, at least. Come on, then.” She linked her arm in his, practically dragging him into the carriage. “You can tell us how to get there. Since I’m fairly sure my guard are all lost.”
“We are not,” said the guard in the driver’s seat, a compact young man with dark hair that had grown a bit long over the past several months. That was Alec. Unlike some of her guards, Alec was not new; he had been part of the excursion to rescue her last autumn. The same went for his twin brother, Aden, his quieter counterpart, who sat inside the carriage. Aden’s hair was cut close to his head, and it was the only reason Briar could tell the twins apart.
“So you lot are her guard now?” Demetri asked as Kinsley settled into the carriage with them.
“We’re sort of on loan,” Kinsley said, shutting the carriage door.
“Garrett and I are still building up my guard,” Briar told him. “I think you met Sabine—” She tipped her head back, indicating Sabine, riding outside. “She’s one of mine. And two others are coming on behind us with all my things.”
They reached the tavern within a few minutes. Demetri assured her it was a clean and safe establishment, despite the boisterous crowd in the taproom. Briar didn’t mind. She’d spent most of her life locked in her own castle, and though she’d been to a few taverns in the Glen Kingdom, she still found the lively environment exciting and new. 
While Aden and Alec booked rooms and found a place to park the carriage, Briar and Demetri seated themselves at a round table in the corner. The tabletop’s warm veneer gleamed in the light of the shaded gear bulbs. Briar had a cup of tea brought to her by one of the auto-waiters and all the while blathered on, filling Demetri in on everything she’d been doing in the Glen Kingdom—getting to know the court, coming up to date on all the advancements she’d missed, like phonographs and typewriters and bicycles. Not to mention all the steam-powered devices. And she was working on her own inventions, of course. 
“A flying machine?” Demetri asked curiously, sipping from his cup. He’d opted for tea as well; apparently, he’d decided he’d had enough wine for the night. “How would that work?”
“I’m still figuring it out,” Briar admitted.
“I’ll bet Garrett loves that idea.”
“He doesn’t like to talk about it.” Briar laughed. “Oh, but Demetri—Garrett! Wait until you hear what’s been going on with him.”
“You said he went on a hunting trip.” Demetri propped his chin in his hand, a few strands of hair falling forward to shade his eyes. “For three months. Which does seem a bit long. I hope he caught some good game.”
“Not exactly.” Briar pulled one of her feet onto the seat of her cushioned bench, letting the other dangle off the floor. “Though he did run into some were-wolves.”
“Were—what now?”
Briar laughed, launching into the whole story of Garrett’s trip into the Black Forest and the shapeshifting creatures he’d encountered there. Demetri broke in several times, peppering her with questions, and they had a good laugh about Garrett and the trouble he always found. Then, resting her elbows on the table, Briar asked Demetri, “So what have you been up to? You said you’re staying here for the summer, but doing what?”
Demetri turned his head away from the warm glow of the light fixture, shadows falling over half his face. His eyes flitted over the large taproom. “Oh, I’m just picking up jobs here and there. Well. I’ve probably spent too much time pub crawling instead.”
“With who? Not by yourself? You were alone when we ran into you.”
“No, I’ve made some friends.” Demetri gestured vaguely. “The group had mostly broken up for the night when you came along. I’d just stepped out for some fresh air and…” He trailed off, his forehead creasing. 
“And what?” 
“There was this girl,” he muttered. “I know your guard—Sabine?—said she didn’t see anyone, but she was there. Weird how she disappeared like that.”
“Are you sure you didn’t hallucinate her?” Briar asked. “You had been drinking.”
Demetri threw her a wry glance. “I definitely didn’t hallucinate her.” He ran a hand across the back of his neck. “I kissed her, and I definitely didn’t hallucinate that.”
“You kissed her?” Briar burst out laughing. “Some girl you just met? Do you even know her name?”
“No.” Demetri flashed a reluctant grin. “I didn’t mean to. It just happened.”
“You were drunk.” Briar leaned back in her chair. “To think, Demetri Georgas the Sixth, kissing some random girl whose name he doesn’t even know…”
“I know.” Demetri dropped his gaze, picking at something on the varnished tabletop.
Briar bit her lip. She shouldn’t have used his full name. It was his name and always would be, but it was also a reminder of the life he’d left
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