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      Princess Eliana of Ymittos wondered if using her magic to strangle the Heir of Cinar would cause a war. She sighed and forced her lips into a smile. Just one more sacrifice royalty demanded. If only the fate of the realm didn’t depend on her friendship with a visiting princess. The girl riding a chestnut mare beside Eliana surveyed the city streets with the air of a conquering empress who condescended to allow the rabble to witness her magnificence.

      Eliana’s cheeks ached from the effort of hiding her true feelings. To relieve the pain, she closed her eyes and tipped her face into the cool breeze blowing in from the sea. Merciful winds, spare me. Straightening in her saddle, she made another attempt to engage. “In a few minutes, we’ll pass the library. You can see the towers already. Right now, Ymittos is hosting an astronomy symposium, with participating scholars from all over the continent of Ardebil. I believe some are from Cinar.”

      Her companion made no reply.

      Princess Derya, heir to the throne of Cinar, and her entourage had arrived two weeks before. For those two long weeks, Eliana struggled to entertain the other princess, choking back the sarcastic ripostes she wanted to hurl at Derya and her supercilious sneering. Even the previous evening’s lavish celebration of the winter solstice had, in Derya’s words, failed to impress.

      Before Derya’s arrival, Eliana’s parents lectured her endlessly on the importance of making the Heir of Cinar her friend. They didn’t know if the Emperor of Cinar planned to absorb Ymittos into his empire or simply wanted a stronger alliance. Eliana needed to win Derya's confidence and find out the emperor's intentions. The queen had arranged dinners and dances, theatrical spectacles and concerts. Eliana had done her best to make sure that Derya enjoyed them all. But Derya made her disdain for Eliana’s country and everyone in it quite obvious.

      This morning, the drizzling rain and sleet that had fallen continuously since Derya’s arrival had ceased and the weak midwinter sun peeked through the clouds. Eliana proposed a ride through the city, thinking that once Derya saw the spectacular architecture of Ptolemaida, she’d find something she wouldn’t deride.

      Their horses paced slowly through the crowded streets. Two guards preceded them. One was a burly man clad in Ymittos’s colors of navy and white. Somehow his livery looked drab compared to the hues of Derya’s guard—brilliant turquoise against somber black.

      Street vendors hawked their wares, shouting the praises of their wine, sausages, and clams. The smell of baking flatbread mixed with the odor of manure from the stables connected to a roadside inn. A breeze brought a whiff of rotting fish from the port. Eliana glanced at Derya, who was crinkling her nose. An icy wind blew the hood of Eliana’s cloak from her head, teasing strands of her black hair into her eyes.

      A scant half an hour into the ride and Eliana was berating herself for thinking the sights and sounds of the city would make Derya’s presence less odious. At least they were out in the fresh air. But a canter through the countryside, when she’d be permitted to ride astride, would be better than this slow parade perched on an uncomfortable sidesaddle.

      “Have you seen enough?” Eliana asked. “Ready to turn back?”

      “Why? Are you cold?” One corner of Derya’s mouth curled.

      “No, of course not.” Eliana flexed the toes she could barely feel inside her leather boots. “Are you?”

      Derya snorted. “We’d call this autumn, not winter.”

      Eliana pressed her lips together. She’d already heard endless, tiresome tales of Derya’s exploits with a bow and arrow hunting in the vast forests of the northern provinces of her father’s territory, forests that were blanketed in snow many months of the year.

      Snow rarely appeared in any part of Ymittos. Instead, a dreary drizzle fell through most of the winter. And while the spitting rain had ceased for the moment, gray clouds churned overhead, reflecting Eliana’s own dark thoughts. How long would she be saddled with a companion whose every word made her feel inadequate and incompetent? Perhaps challenging Derya to compete with bows or swords might wipe the smirk off the other girl’s face. Years of training with her cousin Evander had given Eliana skills few girls had. Besting Derya in a duel was a tempting thought. Better not try it. It was her duty to sacrifice her feelings for the sake of the alliance with Cinar. Eliana didn’t want to risk a diplomatic incident, or worse, embarrass herself if Derya won.

      A white marble building came into view on their right. Wide steps led to a portico whose roof jutted three stories above its mosaic flooring, supported by a row of towering statues of the former kings of Ymittos. “That’s the King’s Theater. A new play will open next week. If you’re still here, we could go see it.”

      Holding her breath, Eliana waited for Derya’s reply. The princess hadn’t said how long she’d stay. Perhaps she’d be leaving soon. For the rest of my life, I’ll celebrate that day as a holiday.

      “That would be delightful.”

      The other girl’s tone sounded like she’d rather have her fingernails torn out than attend the play. Eliana stifled her impulse to wield her air magic to fill Derya’s mouth with dust. Instead, Eliana fixed her faltering smile in place and pulled in a deep breath of the crisp air. “Wonderful. I’ll arrange it.” She pointed. “The statue on the right of the entrance depicts Kastellanos the Conqueror, for whom our royal house is named. My father is the thirty-fifth in his line.”

      “Mine is the ninety-first in his. What’s that?” Derya pointed with her chin at the pillared building across the street.

      Too bad your line didn’t end at ninety. Stretching her lips into a bland expression, Eliana replied, “The Palace of Philosophers, where our learned men debate issues and current events. Would you like to observe?”

      “Only if they include learned women in their debates.” With a smug smile, Derya cast a sidelong glance at Eliana. “Oh, forgive me, I forgot. You have no educated women here.”

      Eliana put a hand to her mouth and coughed, hoping to cover her shock. While it was true few women in Ymittos received much education beyond simple reading and writing, this was not true of all. She’d enjoyed the benefit of tutors in most subjects the boys studied. How dare Derya include her in the ranks of the unlettered? “I think you may be misinformed on that point.”

      “I doubt it.”

      Eliana repressed a biting retort. Visiting princesses were every bit as tiresome as solving mathematical proofs, and much less interesting. She shot a hard look at the girl. A dimple dented Derya’s smooth, gently tanned skin and her full lips were pulled into a grin. A stray beam of sunlight caressed her dark hair, illuminating its golden highlights.

      How Eliana coveted those highlights, along with the jeweled lacing Derya used to belt her fine linen chemises. Her patterned leather boots inlaid with gemstones. And her tall, willowy build. But most of all, Eliana envied Derya’s confidence, and her boldness to say what she thought even if it crossed the line into rudeness.

      “I intend—” Eliana choked back her impulsive words. She couldn’t let anyone know her plans for improving women’s education once she became ruler. That might make her father question the wisdom of allowing her to inherit and prompt him to pass her over for one of her male cousins.

      A tremor shook the ground, causing Eliana’s horse to shy. Shouts froze passersby in place. Eliana stared in the direction of the noise, where a dusty plume rose into the frosty air. The princesses’ guards drew closer, with two assuming positions beside the girls.

      Pulling tighter on the reins, Eliana murmured to her mare. The bay tugged on the bit as if preparing to bolt. What was happening? The momentary shaking had not been the familiar trembling of an earthquake.

      “Does this occur often?” Princess Derya asked. “We don’t have such disruptions in Cinar.”

      Only when irritating visitors come to call. Eliana looked past Derya down a side street. “I think there’s a problem with the canal repairs.” She remembered vividly the last time there was an accident in the canal works. Scores of laborers had died. She’d never forget the desolation of the widows and fatherless children.

      “What’s it to us?”

      The neutral expression Eliana had wrestled onto her face came close to cracking like an egg that had been squeezed too hard. While the canal works had mages to deal with accidents, she felt an obligation to aid her people, something that would no doubt elicit more scorn from Derya. Let her sneer. Eliana turned her horse. “I’m going to see what happened and offer to help.”

      “What can you possibly do?”

      “I won’t know until I get there.” Without waiting for an answer, Eliana nudged her mount’s sides with her heels and moved closer to her guard. “We’re going to the work site. Lead on.”

      The man raised his eyebrows, but silently turned his horse.

      “Excellent,” Derya said. “Finally, something more stimulating than marble palaces.”

      Eliana ground her teeth. She wanted to like Derya, she really did. Neither of them had siblings, so both were destined to inherit their respective kingdoms. To be on good terms with the dominant empire in the western part of the continent of Ardebil would serve to maintain peace and stability. Everyone would benefit if she and Derya became friends. But Derya wasn’t making it easy.

      In a few moments, they reached the dig site. Crowds had gathered, some shouting, others wailing. Eliana guided her horse slowly through the throng, giving people time to move aside. When she neared the canal’s edge, a mud-spattered foreman ran up to her.

      “It’s not safe, Highness. Please don’t go any further.”

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “The earthquake last week weakened the sides of the canal. Before we could finish the repairs, the rains came and eroded the earth around the supports. So we closed the dam’s gates and drained the canal to continue the work. With the water pressure no longer holding up the stones, they collapsed.” He grimaced. “Workers are trapped. I’m not sure how many.”

      “Can you get them out?”

      “I don’t know. When the canal sides fell, it weakened the supports. I fear the dam will collapse before we can reach the men. Half the workers are trying to shore up the dam. Others are working on the rescue.”

      “Have you sent word to my father?”

      “Yes, Highness. But we don’t have long to wait. Our mages are doing what they can, but their power isn’t enough.” The man shuddered. “At least it’s not a sinkhole.”

      Eliana’s throat clenched. Falling into a sinkhole was worse than drowning, indeed. Anyone sucked down into the dark, underground realm of Malkh never returned. Legend claimed that monsters who were half fish and half goat devoured them. Eliana wasn’t sure she believed those tales, but she wasn’t about to venture below to find out for herself.

      “Can’t we do something?” Derya asked.

      “Us?” Eliana tensed in her saddle. Derya wanted to help?

      “Yes, us. You’ve got air magic and I’ve got water.”

      This was true. Eliana tilted her head as she considered. At seventeen, neither she nor Derya were supposed to use their magic without supervision. It was a shocking idea.

      And an intriguing one. As royals, they possessed more power than most mages. Using their magic could save many lives. Besides, the workers could die before other aid arrived. Eliana tossed her reins to the foreman. “We’ll help.” She jumped from her mount and looked up at Derya. “What are you waiting for?”

      Derya grinned. “For you to quit being the perfect Ymittosian princess, I suppose.”

      Eliana wasn’t sure what that meant, but insult or joke, she wasn’t going to respond. “Then stay where you are.” She turned to the foreman. “Where’s the collapse?”

      He pointed to a ladder. “You can see better from the level below.”

      Ignoring the protests of her guard, Eliana sprinted toward the ladder, Derya on her heels.

      The two girls drew up to the canal’s edge, breathless. The canal diggings loomed beneath them, an enormous ditch one hundred feet wide that stretched from the Bisaltes River to Lake Ptolemaida, many miles away.

      Pausing only to hike up the skirts of her peplos and tuck a portion of its ornate hem into her belt, Eliana swung onto the ladder. Before beginning her descent, she gave a wink to her still-protesting guards.

      Derya’s tanned skin paled, and she stood wringing her hands. “We can’t help from up here?”

      Eliana repressed a grin. Derya was reluctant to descend the rickety ladder, clearly nervous about the height. Too bad for her. Eliana relished being in high places. It was the dark, enclosed spots that made her sweat.

      “Wait, Your Highness.” The foreman leaned over the edge. “You shouldn’t —”

      “Too late,” Eliana called. She descended rapidly, reminded of her days climbing mountain cliffs with Evander. The familiar ache in her chest surfaced, the emptiness after Evander died. All because of her. She shoved her grief away. Now was not the time. She had to focus on saving the workers.

      The ladder twitched, and she gripped the rough wood harder. A glance upwards told her that Derya was clambering down. Eliana smirked to see the girl’s slow progress. Derya wasn’t so condescending now.

      Once she reached the bottom, Eliana jumped off the ladder onto the stone pavement of the narrow walkway lining the canal. The sides of the canal blocked the weak winter sun, leaving the air cold and damp. A few moments later, she was joined by a white-faced Derya, the sweating foreman, and a pair of guards. Eliana didn’t give the men a chance to protest. “Show us the cave-in.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” The foreman moved to the edge of the walkway and pointed down.

      Eliana gasped. Dozens of men were in the mud some fifty feet below, some half-submerged, others flailing to pull themselves from the swampy morass. To the left, the massive dam holding back the river water showed signs of a leak. A damp spot was seeping across the top. “Why is no one trying to rescue them?” she asked.

      “Highness,” the foreman said, “we had to stop. There’s not much time before the dam gives way. It would be certain death to go down there.” He gestured to a group of five men and women slumped on the walkway. A sixth lowered her hands and toppled to her knees. “Our water mages spent themselves trying to help the trapped men. They have nothing left.”

      “What do you think, Princess Derya?” Eliana said. “If you push water while I push air, will that keep the dam from breaking while they pull the men out?”

      “Let’s try.” Derya flashed her a smile and Eliana wondered what had happened to the supercilious princess who sneered at everything and everyone. This version of Derya was almost likable.

      No time to marvel about that now. Taking a deep breath, Eliana summoned her air magic, savoring the breathy coolness that filled her. Releasing the power, she blew a wind against the dam. She shuddered, feeling the weight of the water pressing against the earthen barrier. Beside her, Derya screwed up her face and waved a hand. The weight of the penned water against Eliana’s air magic lessened.

      Eliana jerked her chin at the foreman. “Tell them to hurry. I don’t know how long we can hold it.”

      The foreman ran toward a group of workers huddled on the edge. “Go! Now!” were the only words of his shouted orders that reached Eliana’s ears. Scores of men raced down the ladders and charged across the mud flat. Frantically, they dug out the trapped workers. Slowly, too slowly, they pulled most of the men from the mud.

      When Eliana’s toes began to tingle, she knew what it meant. Sure enough, a few minutes later, her feet went numb. The paralysis was a warning she wouldn’t be able to use her magic much longer. She dropped to her knees. A moment later, even kneeling was too strenuous. She shifted and sat on the ground. Better.

      Derya sagged against the wall and slid to sit next to Eliana. Sweat dripped down her tanned skin. “I can’t do this much longer,” she murmured.

      “Me either. You can stop if you want to.”

      “Not a chance.” Derya ground out the words.

      Although Derya was annoying, Eliana had to admire her determination. Scanning the crater, Eliana pointed. “Only one left, on the far side.”

      Two men were digging out the last worker. They extracted him from the mud. One of his legs was bent in three places. Eliana guessed it would take at least a quarter of an hour for them to cross the flat carrying the wounded man.

      “I don’t have much left.” Derya’s head sagged forward, her chin on her chest.

      Eliana couldn’t move her legs or arms. Her power was running out. Every breath was an effort, every heartbeat sapped what little strength she possessed. She scanned the canal bed desperately and spotted a small boat. “I’m going to pull back, only a little, and for just a few moments. Can you push a bit harder?”

      “I’ll try.” A trace of defiance laced the words.

      Derya’s response surprised Eliana. She didn’t have to sacrifice herself like this, not for a people not her own. Eliana wasn’t going to give up either, even though she couldn’t feel anything below her knees and her hands and arms tingled. She licked her lips, tasting the salt from the sweat beading on her skin. She pulled a bit of her power from the dam. A crack formed and spread. “Just a little longer, Derya.”

      With her remaining strength, Eliana pushed her air magic at the rowboat and hurled it toward the three men as if it had been tossed by a mighty wind. It landed a few yards in front of them.

      To her surprise, moving the boat had been easier than she expected. She turned her air magic back to the dam. The crack had widened, and water gushed through. She pushed with her air at the water, helping Derya to slow its rush.

      The water spread over the floor of the crater. By this time, the men had climbed into the boat. The advancing water shoved against its side and lifted it over the waves. Good. They had a chance. Other men threw grappling hooks and reeled the boat toward shore. As soon as they reached it, Eliana said to Derya, “You can let go now.”

      But Derya remained fixed in place, her eyes wide and staring, one hand lifted. Eliana touched her arm.

      Derya turned to face her, moving as if her muscles resisted with iron stiffness. Her eyelids flickered before she met Eliana’s gaze. Sweat dripped from her brow. “Are they safe?” she gasped.

      Eliana nodded. She felt a sudden surge of water against the dam when Derya stopped her magic, so she released her own magic in turn, halting the wind she blew against the dam. Her limp hands fell to her sides. The dam’s wall cracked, and the river rushed through with a roar. Great chunks of stone collapsed under the torrents. Within moments, the water drowned the canal bed, covering it with surging currents.

      Fighting to draw breath, Eliana tried to move her legs, but they were as lifeless as dead sticks and she couldn’t raise her hands. She flicked her gaze to Derya, who didn’t appear to be breathing. Eliana sagged against the rough stone.

      A man bent over her. “Highness, it was good you were here.”

      She attempted to respond, but her tongue wouldn’t move. Blackness overtook her and she knew no more.
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      Eliana stirred. Her head rested on something soft, not the cobbled pavement at the canal works. The earthy smell of burning walnut tickled her nose, pops and cracks indicated a fire blazing nearby. If only it wasn’t so hard to open her eyes. Drowsiness tugged at her, but fierce hunger pangs stabbing her stomach made it difficult to lapse back into sleep. She let out a sigh.

      “Eliana? Are you awake?” Her mother’s voice was tense and strained.

      “Yes.” Eliana opened one eye.

      “Oh, thank the Rider! I thought you’d never wake up.” Eliana’s mother stroked her daughter’s forehead. The queen’s black hair was bound in untidy braids, so unlike her normal elaborate arrangement. Her chestnut brown eyes were reddened and rimmed with dark circles, and her face lacked its usual makeup.

       Eliana opened her other eye. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “Since the day before yesterday,” her father said.

      Uh oh. In contrast to her mother’s relieved tone, her father’s voice was tight and angry. He sat in a chair near the foot of her bed, his chin clean-shaven, his chiton flawless white, and his deep blue himation draped evenly over his shoulders.

      Eliana groped for something to say, anything to delay the inevitable lecture. “Where’s Derya?”

      “The Heir of Cinar is in her chamber, also sleeping off her irresponsible overuse of magic.” Her father crossed his arms and glared at Eliana. “What got into you?”

      “Many would have died had we not helped.”

      Her father’s lips thinned into a harsh line. “True. But had you not held the dam as long as you did, not only the trapped workers but their rescuers would have drowned. You put them all—scores of men—in danger. Once again, your impulsiveness nearly caused a tragedy.”

      “But it didn’t. We prevented one.”

      A muscle rippled in his jaw. “Not only did you risk the laborers, you jeopardized yourself and the Heir of Cinar. Can you imagine what her father would have done had she been injured? What could I have told him had she perished? Instead of forming an alliance, we could have had a war.”

      “And what if you had died?” her mother asked. “Ymittos would have lost its heir. Your cousin would inherit, and who knows if he would love our people the way you do?”

      All true. Eliana bit her lip and looked at her hands. Her parents were right. She should have thought before acting. But how could she have ignored the men trapped in the mud? She couldn’t allow them to be drowned in raging floodwaters.

      A servant entered, carrying a tray. Eliana’s mouth watered as the aroma of freshly baked bread tickled her nose. She struggled to sit upright. Even after two days, her limbs responded sluggishly, and her feet were still numb. “I’ll take it here, please.”

      The king folded his arms across his chest. “If I didn’t know how badly you need to eat right now, I’d make you wait. And don’t think I haven’t ruled out having you thrashed.”

      Her mother touched his arm. “Archelaos, she’s a little old to be beaten with a slipper.” She plumped a pillow and put it behind Eliana’s head.

      Eliana took a gulp of water. As the cool wetness soothed her dry tongue, strength returned to her limbs. She tore a piece off the sheet of flatbread and stuffed it in her mouth. A little food, a little more sleep, and she’d regain the ability to move down to her toes.

      After gesturing for Eliana’s mother to sit, her father pulled his own chair closer, studying his daughter as she ate. “What you did took a lot of power.” His eyes raked over her face. “You haven’t been practicing, have you?”

      Though she wanted to pay attention to nothing but the bread in her hand, Eliana locked her gaze on her father’s stone-cold eyes. “I know the rules,” she said. “I can only study the theory of magic before I’m eighteen. And after that, only use it with a mage present.”

      “See that you remember,” her father said through gritted teeth.

      She nodded, trying to keep guilt from seeping onto her face.

      “You’re eighteen today,” he said.

      Eliana paused while chewing a mouthful of honey-drenched figs. Her birthday had finally arrived, the day she came of age, and she had nearly slept through it.

      Her father’s eyes bored into her own. “You need to behave like a responsible ruler. We don’t need any more incidents or events like what happened to Evander.”

      Suddenly uninterested in eating, Eliana set down her bread. She swallowed a lump in her throat. Evander. Her third cousin, childhood friend, and intended husband.

      His parents had died when he was four and he’d come to live with Eliana’s family. She could never remember if one of his parents was her mother’s first cousin, the other a second cousin of her father’s, or perhaps the other way around.

      In any case, he was sixth in line for the throne of Ymittos. Her parents raised the two of them with the understanding that one day, they’d wed. Evander would be king and she’d be queen.

      What her parents didn’t know was that she’d made a secret pact with Evander, a blood oath they swore to each other when they were ten. That Evander wouldn’t be king alone, that she would rule with him as an equal. No sitting back and letting a man take over her birthright as the current king’s only child.

      But it all ended one hot summer day a year and a half ago. She and Evander climbed a mountain peak, challenging each other to go higher than they ever had before. They had no fear of falling. What person with air magic would? She jumped from a cliff, puffing the air below her, cushioning her fall almost as if she could fly.

      With a whoop, Evander dove from the cliff. But a wounded eagle flew into him, breaking his concentration. And he plummeted to his death.

      She blamed herself. She never should have coaxed him to climb so high or dared him to jump. Most of all, she’d been told over and over not to use her magic. A warning she’d laughed off every time she used her power.

      In one heedless moment, she’d lost her best friend, future husband, and the only man she would ever love.

      He’d been perfect. His olive skin was flawless, as was his silky onyx-colored hair. His dark, kind eyes were filled with humor and intelligence. By the time he died, he’d already passed the gangly stage and his muscular body was toned like a warrior’s. No one would ever be able to compare.

      “Eliana, pay attention,” her father said.

      She jerked her focus back to him. “Yes?”

      “As I said, you’re eighteen now. Time to stop playing games. Think of your future and the future of the realm. High time you were wed.”

      Ice pooled in her stomach. No. She’d been dreading this. Not yet.

      “You know you’re not capable of ruling by yourself,” said her mother. “We want to know if you’ll receive a suitor.”

      “What suitor?” Eliana narrowed her eyes and stuck her chin in the air. “If you’re about to suggest the Duke of Orythraia again, forget it.”

      “I know he’s a little older than you…” Her mother’s voice trailed off.

      Eliana pulled herself as upright as she could. She’d met the man on his last visit to court. “A little? He’s fifty years old and his daughter was married before I was born. No.”

      “This is why you aren’t suited to rule,” her father said, his frown deepening. “You think only of yourself, not what’s best for the country. Orythraia has the largest marble and silver mines in the country, as well as the only extensive forests. Ensuring their allegiance is paramount to maintaining our wealth and independence.”

      “I won’t sacrifice myself to some elderly man who would likely use the marriage to put his oldest son on our throne.”

      Her father knitted his heavy eyebrows together. Eliana bit her lip to keep from pointing out that she was thinking of the realm with her objection. The pause in the conversation meant her father was considering her words. A small victory.

      “I understand how you feel.” Her mother patted her arm. “What about the oldest son of the Duke of Pefka?”

      Eliana stared at the entwined leaves of the ceiling arabesques. Pefka was mostly islands. Its people harvested fish and pearls. The oldest son was about twenty. She’d heard some juicy gossip about him not long ago. “Isn’t that the one who’s on his fifth mistress in three months?”

      Her mother shrugged. “It just means he hasn’t found the right woman yet. Marrying you could change all that.”

      “And if I’m not the right woman, I’ll be shackled to a philanderer. No, thank you.”

      “It would be best if you marry into one of the families that govern our provinces,” her father said. “I had thought of trying to ally with one of the realms in the Cinarrian empire, but the emperor blocked all my efforts. Our best choice is to strengthen our internal ties.”

      “But who else is there?” Eliana’s mother asked. “Nea Ionia? They have only daughters. Same with Faliro and Kalyvia. Those provinces are weak, anyway. Then there are the independent principalities. In Tavros, the king has only one son who isn’t even walking yet. And Ethkarpia is ruled by a queen whose son married last year.”

      “That leaves only one other choice,” her father said, his voice stern. “The fourth son of the Diodochi of Nafplio.”

      No. Everything inside her screamed no. She still wanted Evander. Wrapping her arms around herself, she shrank into her pillows. But she knew her duty was to sacrifice herself for the sake of her realm. That was the only way to atone for Evander’s death. She was going to have to accept somebody.

      The Diodochi of Nafplio was perhaps sixty. His first three sons were married, and his oldest grandson was already a proficient swordsman. She never heard much about this fourth son. “How old is he?”

      “Oh, just a few years more than you,” her father said. “And the match would almost be as good as marrying one of our stronger nobles. His mother is cousin to the Duke of Orythraia.”

      “Will you receive him?” Her mother’s voice was pleading. “Allow him to come to court to meet you?”

      As much as Eliana wanted to refuse, the princess in her knew she had to wed. No woman, especially a young one, would be allowed to rule alone. And an alliance with one of their stronger neighbors would ensure stability in the realm. “Do I need to decide right away?”

      Her mother smiled. “No, my love. What say you to a betrothal by midsummer and a marriage the following year?”

      Eliana chewed on the inside of her mouth. That would give her time, time to get to know this man, decide if she could love him, and convince him to agree to joint rule. If he didn’t, she’d come up with some reason to reject him. She would rule as an equal, not a figurehead.

      She nodded. “You may invite him.”

      Her parents beamed, clearly pleased with her compliance. If they knew her plans, they wouldn’t be smiling. But that was a problem for another day.
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      The next day, Eliana stood in front of Derya’s suite, shifting from one foot to the other. The intricate carving on the door was so lifelike, the dolphins seemed to leap from the waves while eagles soared overhead. They had nothing to worry about. She paused before knocking, biting her lip. After she’d led them into nearly magicking themselves to death, would Derya even want to see her?

      Her maid, Alessia, fluttered at her side. “Maybe we should let her sleep. Come back later, after she’s recovered.”

      That decided it. No taking the coward’s way out. Eliana needed to know if her impulsive decision had injured Derya. No one would tell her anything, so she was going to find out for herself. She rapped on the door.

      It swung open to reveal a maid wearing a pale-yellow chemise belted at the waist, her dark eyes wary. She stepped back and bowed her head. “Your Highness.”

      “I’m here to see Princess Derya,” Eliana said.

      “Come in, come in,” called Derya. “What are you waiting for?”

      Eliana swept past the maid, motioning to Alessia to follow her in, but to wait by the door.

       The tall, wide windows of Derya’s room faced southeast. Late morning sun flooded the chamber, the white stone framing the windows shining in contrast to the brilliant crimson, onyx, and white mosaic on the floor.

      Derya sprawled on the window seat, her eyelids drooping lazily. She wore an emerald green chemise belted with a gold scarf, and her dark hair fell loose around her shoulders. Her bare feet rested on a cushion, and she held a ceramic bowl of winter berries in her lap. Raising a disdainful eyebrow, she said, “I was wondering when you’d show up.”

      Matching Derya’s haughty glare, Eliana moved deeper into the room. “I would have come to inquire about you sooner, had I been able,” she said. “My parents practically locked me in my room yesterday and only allowed me to get up today.”

      “Sounds like my ambassador, danisman, and the captain of my guard,” Derya said, rolling her eyes. “When one ran out of breath, the next started with another lecture about irresponsibility or some such nonsense.”

      A smile tugged at Eliana’s lips. “Just like my parents.”

      “Well, you’re here now, and right on time.” Derya waved a hand at the assorted dishes spread over a side table pulled within arm’s reach. Eliana’s mouth watered as she noted the dates, figs, dried fruit, cheese, and pile of flatbread.

      Clearly, Derya’s appetite was in full force, just as her own was.

      “Care to join me?” Derya asked.

      Eliana nodded and eased into a cushioned chair. “Thank you. I ate not long ago, but I’m starving again.”

      “Good. It’s not just me.” Derya stuffed a dried apricot into her mouth. She studied Eliana’s face as she chewed. “Did you know the magic would paralyze you?”

      “I heard something about it, but I wasn’t sure. It never happened before.” Eliana toyed with the end of her long braid. “I’m so sorry.”

      The other princess swung startled eyes toward Eliana. “For what?”

      “I risked your life, asking you to use your magic like that.”

      Derya’s mouth tightened, and she ripped her gaze away. Her throat bobbed as she reached for a fig.

      “Are you alright?” Eliana asked. “I mean, you don’t seem like you have any ill effects from the other day.”

      “No, not anymore. You?”

      “No.” Eliana wasn’t sure what else to say. “Thank you for helping me.”

      “Of course.” Derya paused, her face flushing. “I was surprised you asked.”

      “I was surprised you suggested it.”

      Derya stared at the fig in her hand. “You probably thought I was too self-centered to even want to help someone in need.” She waved the fig at Eliana. “Oh, don’t try to deny it.” Her shoulders rose in a self-deprecating shrug. “I know I wasn’t very nice, but you were just so courteous and proper. No matter what I said, you didn’t drop the flawless princess facade. Perfectly polite, vapid, and dull.”

      Eliana blinked, her face heating. How impudent and rude! “You made fun of everything I said. I had no reason to come up with something more interesting.”

      “I kept hoping you’d be provoked into breaching protocol.” Derya chuckled. “The Rider knows I tried. It was fun watching you choke back whatever you were thinking. More than that, I wish you’d just blurted it out. That could have been entertaining.” She twisted her mouth. “What was worse than finding you were insufferable was my father’s insistence that I be friends with you. ‘No matter what she’s like,’ he said, ‘become her confidante.’”

      “If it makes you feel better, I had the same orders. I didn’t like it any more than you did.”

      Wearing a slight smile, Derya surveyed Eliana. “But you showed yourself to be a girl so concerned for people in danger she sped down a ladder, tromped through the mud, and ignored the spatters on her pure white peplos. A girl who was willing to sacrifice herself for others. That girl would be a worthy friend.”

      Surprise kept Eliana from answering immediately. There was more to Derya than the supercilious brat Eliana had longed to throttle. “And the girl who overcame her fear to climb down a shaky ladder and bravely used her magic to risk her own life for people with no claim on her, that’s a girl I’d be proud to call a friend.” Eliana allowed her lips to curl into a smirk. “As long as she quits the condescending act.”

      Derya laughed. “I will if you’ll stop being the perfect princess.”

      In answer, Eliana picked up a date, tossed it in the air, and caught it in her mouth. Then she matched Derya’s laugh. What a relief to be herself around someone. She hadn’t had this since Evander died.

      Eliana stretched her feet out and stifled a yawn. She was still so tired. But not so sleepy that she couldn’t do a little fishing for information. “Why is it so important for me to be your friend?” she asked. “The empire is much larger than Ymittos.”

      “But you are the farthest west, and your land extends far into the ocean. You’ll be the first point of attack if Cetus attempts to conquer the continent again.”

      Cetus. Of course. The evil sorcerer who’d challenged the Rider of the Ancient Skies over a thousand years earlier. The Rider sent the powerful mage Pirseus to defend the continent of Ardebil. After a battle that changed the landscape forever, Cetus’s bid to subjugate the continent failed. The Rider banished Cetus to an underwater realm, far to the west. Rumors had reached Ymittos that Cetus had little by little subdued the western continent. But none of them had even hinted at an invasion of Ardebil.

      “What makes you think he’d going to do that?” Eliana asked. “He barely survived the last defeat.”

      “And has had a millennium to plot his revenge.”

      No trace of joking or scorn showed on Derya’s face. So, Eliana thought, the emperor feared Cetus could rise again. And that Ymittos would be his first target. “So, we are your buffer?”

      Derya shrugged. “You could put it that way. My father wants to make sure you remain our allies and aren’t tempted to ally with Cetus.”

      Narrowing her eyes, Eliana considered that. Her father hadn’t mentioned anything about Cetus in all his lectures about Cinar. And why would Derya so openly share her father’s intentions? She didn’t want to challenge Derya, not when the girl was finally treating her with courtesy. Choosing her words carefully, she asked, “You’re not trying to annex us into the empire?”

      “If we did that, we’d be obligated to protect you against Cetus. Oh, if he were to attack you, we’d come to your defense. But more to keep the war on your lands, not ours.”

      “Hmmm.” Eliana wasn’t certain she liked that arrangement, but it was something to discuss another day, after she’d verified that what Derya said was true. “If you want to sacrifice Ymittos for your safety, we’ll need something in return.”

      “I expect nothing less.” Derya stretched her arms above her head and yawned. “They tell me I slept two days without waking up once.”

      “Same with me,” Eliana said. She shivered. “Back in the canal, by the time we finished, I couldn’t move my arms and legs and I could hardly breathe.”

      “Me, too. My last thought was how angry my father would be if I died.”

      Eliana tipped her head to the side. “Are you allowed to use your magic?”

      Derya shook her head. “Only the basics. Once I’m eighteen, I can practice more advanced skills with an experienced mage until I’m deemed capable. Then I’ll be able to do what I want.”

      So, women in Cinar were permitted to wield magic on their own. Eliana clenched her teeth and pressed her lips together. In Ymittos, women could never use magic without a male mage present to supervise.

      “You know,” Derya said, “there’s something that puzzles me.”

      “Oh?”

      “When we started and I felt the weight of the water against my magic, I was sure we’d fail. The weight of it was too much. But then later, even after I started losing the sensation in my toes, something changed. Like I was infused with more power than I ever dreamed I had.”

      Eliana widened her eyes. “Me, too. But I didn’t have time to think about it. I wonder what happened?”

      “It’s very strange.” Derya frowned. “Is there anyone around here who would tell us?”

      “My parents certainly won’t. All they’ll say is that I shouldn’t be pursing magic anyway.”

      The two girls studied each other. Eliana felt Derya had the same burning need to understand the sudden rush of magic as she did.

      “Sometimes, when people want to know things, they ask their tutors,” Alessia offered from her place by the door.

      “Why are you here?” Derya stared at the maid.

      “I’m sorry,” said Eliana. “I’m not permitted to go anywhere in the palace without her.”

      “Good thing I’m fun to be around.” Alessia tossed her long black braid over her shoulder.

      Derya raised her eyebrows. “Your maid talks to you like that?”

      “She’s the daughter of a distant cousin. Or something.” Eliana shrugged. “Anyway, she occasionally has good ideas.” Studying Derya’s face, Eliana mused that perhaps she could trust her. After all, Derya had shared her father’s strategy. Maybe Eliana could share one of her own secrets. “Do you want to visit my tutor with me?”

      A smile spread across Derya’s face. “I feel the need to improve my mind. A visit to a tutor is just the thing.”

      “Tomorrow, then.”

      “Why not today?”

      “Well, in case you’ve forgotten, it’s my birthday. We have a banquet to attend tonight. And my father, once he stopped lecturing me about my heedless ways, told me to meet with him this afternoon in his private office.”

      “What for, to give you gifts? A land grant? Another title?”

      “I don’t know. Could be any of them.”

      “That reminds me,” Derya said. “I never asked you what you want for your birthday. Jewels? Silks? I bought an ample supply of both, knowing we’d be here for your big day.”

      Derya prattled on about the treasures she’d picked out for Eliana before she left Cinar, but Eliana wasn’t listening.

      What did she want? To choose her own husband, without considering the politics, perhaps. Or to be free to explore her magic. Or to have Evander back. A knot of emptiness throbbed in her chest. Somehow, Eliana was sure she wasn’t going to get any of them.
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      An hour later, Eliana paused at the door to her father’s private office, its gold plating embossed with the arms of Ymittos, an eagle surrounded by twelve arrows pointing outwards. The eagle stood for the power of the Ymittosian kings, the arrows for the reach of her family’s influence that extended far beyond the borders of the kingdom. And that power and influence were wielded by her father, who’d curtly summoned her to his presence.

      She smoothed her pristine white peplos and swallowed to moisten her dry tongue, her mouth tasting as if she’d been eating moldy flour. Surely, she wasn’t in trouble. But the wrathful scowl on the king’s face when he ordered her to appear before him at this hour foretold an unpleasant conversation.

      No. She was reading too much into her father’s grim looks. Perhaps Derya was right, and the king had prepared a gift for her.

      With a jerk of her chin, she signaled to Alessia to wait outside. If her father was about to rebuke her, one fewer witness would be preferable. She nodded to the guard standing on the left of the entrance. He pushed the door open. Eliana swept in, a broad smile fixed on her face.

      And froze.

      Instead of a beaming father, or even an angry one, she was greeted by a man who looked as though he’d lost his best friend, his wife, and all his cattle. If possible, his three companions appeared even more depressed. Eliana’s mother huddled near her husband, eyes red-rimmed, lips pressed together, dejected, and silent. The thin shoulders of her father’s most trusted advisor, Keerios Bazyli, slumped and the corners of his mouth pointed to the floor. A scribe wearing a funereal expression sat at a table in the corner.

      What had happened? Her father hadn’t looked so defeated when the northern barbarians had invaded and plundered an entire province.

      The king waved her to a seat. “Sit, child, we have news for you.”

      Eliana dropped into a chair. “It must be horrible. You all look so glum.”

      “First, we want to congratulate you on your birthday.” Her father’s lips twitched in a feeble smile.

      The tension flowed out of Eliana as she expelled the breath she’d been holding. “Merciful winds, you had me frightened for a moment. I was expecting the worst, like war on the northern border or a massive earthquake.”

      “That those things did not happen is the one fortunate part.” Her father’s barely-there smile drooped into a frown.

      “Then what?”

      “Let your father talk, dear.” Her mother’s voice trembled and was raspy, as if she’d been crying.

      Eliana examined her father’s face, noticing how lined it was, how worn he looked. Was he ill? She wished he’d hurry up and spill the lentils already.

      He crossed his arms on the table in front of him. “Eliana, you turn eighteen today.”

      She wanted to interrupt and say she was well aware of the date, but knew her objection would only slow him down. He’d tell her in his own way, whatever the horrific tidings were.

      “Ninety-nine years ago, Cetus cursed the kingdom of Malkh.”

      A shudder passed through Eliana at the mention of the name. Cetus. The evil sorcerer who ruled under the sea. The enemy of the Rider of the Ancient Skies. “Cursed? Why would he do that when he destroyed them a millennium ago?”

      “No,” her father said. “The people of Malkh didn’t die.”

      “But Cetus collapsed their land…”

      Her father waved a hand at his scribe. The white-haired man brought a large, yellowed scroll and laid it on the table. The king unrolled it. “Here is Ymittos.”

      Eliana scrutinized the map of Ardebil, the continent to the east of the Thyellodic Ocean. Ymittos, a jagged peninsula shaped like the open jaws of a wolf, extended into the sea from Ardebil’s western coast. Rocky cliffs and countless islands fringed the peninsula, with mountains edging the eastern border where Ymittos connected to the continent. East of the mountains were Ymittos’ two neighbors, the Cinarrian empire that sprawled over the central portion of the continent, and tiny Nafplio. Several wide rivers flowed from the mountains to the sea. The Bisaltes River carved a gentle curve through the center of the country and emptied into the ocean at Ymittos’ capital, Ptolemaida.

      Instead of a continuous line, the northernmost of the major rivers was drawn by a series of short dashes. These, Eliana knew, marked the remnants of the Qvirila River, which once flowed through the bygone kingdom of Malkh.

      “We don’t know what happened,” her father said, tracing his finger along the buried river. “But one thousand years ago, when Cetus mounted his challenge against the Rider of the Ancient Skies and the kings the Rider had established, he centered his invasion on Malkh.” He tapped the map. “When Cetus realized he was going to lose, he unleashed his power. The Qvirila River sank under the ground and every human nearby was pulled down with it. No one ever climbed out of the rubble, so it was presumed they all perished.”

      Her tutors had conveyed this history to Eliana numerous times. So why review it again today? “They didn’t all die?”

      “No,” her father answered. “Many survived and built a kingdom deep underground. Somehow, they allied with the water fae. For centuries, our ancestors were unaware of this. But as our people resettled the land that had been Malkh, odd legends arose.”

      “You mean about the half-goat, half-fish people?” Eliana snorted. “Those fables can’t be true.”

      Her father scowled. “Legends have a way of capturing kernels of truth.”

      “What does this have to do with me?” Eliana asked.

      “You. Yes.” Her father puffed out a breath, pursing his lips. “Well, it seems that sinking the Qvirila River drained Cetus of most of his power. He retreated to his underwater kingdom. The legendary warrior Pirseus pursued him. With the help of the Rider, Pirseus and his allies laid spells to bind Cetus from leaving his lair.”

      The king sighed. “But the spells didn’t last. It took Cetus six centuries to regather his power and break free. He rebuilt his armies. Sailors brought tales of Cetus’s forces attacking shipping. Rumors told of Cetus raiding the continent beyond the setting sun. Entire countries drowned under tidal waves and their inhabitants enslaved, either on land or far under the ocean depths. We all prayed Cetus would be content with conquering those lands and leave us in peace.”

      The princess frowned. Everyone lived in fear that Cetus would rise and resume his quest to enslave the entire world and drown the dry lands under hundreds of fathoms of water. Now that she thought about it, hoping the sorcerer would limit himself to one continent ignored Cetus’s insatiable appetite to devour and destroy.

      Eliana’s father rubbed his forehead. “Cetus assumed he’d annihilated the inhabitants of Malkh and only discovered he was wrong a hundred years ago. So, he put a curse on them. He cast the prince of Malkh into an enchanted sleep. He can only be woken by a princess who will inherit the kingdom that controls what had been the territory of Malkh.”

      “I see.” She really didn’t. “So, um, what, is the prince still asleep?”

      “Yes. Until you, no princess has stood to inherit.”

      Eliana’s stomach clenched, forcing the air from her lungs. She slapped a hand to her mouth as her eyes flared wide. Surely he’s not saying what I think I heard. The room blurred in a haze, and she had the sensation that the walls were spinning around her. The princess squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them to lock her gaze on her father. “I am the curse breaker?” Heat surged up her neck, burning her face, and she drew her eyebrows together. “Why am I just learning of this now?”

      Her mother made a half-hearted shrug. “Because we didn’t want it to be a burden. We’d hoped that someone else would break it.”

      “That seems like a foolish hope. Who else but me is heir to the kingdom?”

      “Don’t jump to conclusions before you hear the entire story,” her father said.

      “Then tell me,” Eliana spat out.

      He crossed his arms. “I’m not sure you are mature enough to handle it.”

      “Archelaos, please,” Eliana’s mother whispered. “We need to tell her everything.”
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      “Your Wisdom,” Keerios Bazyli said, his deep voice smooth and placating. “I agree with Queen Vasiliki. The princess should know what lies ahead.”

      Her father’s nostrils flared. “Very well. The curse can only be broken within fifteen days of the princess turning eighteen.” He spit the words out as if they burned his tongue.

      Fifteen days wasn’t much time to break a century-old enchantment. “Or else what?” Eliana asked, indignation sharpening her tone.

      The king’s voice tightened. “Through dark spells woven into the curse, Cetus will conquer Malkh and enslave all who live there.”

      She looked from her father to her mother to Keerios Bazyli. “You mean the former lands of Malkh that are now part of our kingdom?”

      “No, highness, the underground realm where the Malkhians live now,” the keerios answered.

      Eliana tapped her finger on the map where Malkh used to be. “Why does that concern us?”

      “Because,” Bazyli said, “the curse doesn’t stop there. It also states that Ymittos will share in Malkh’s fate. We’ve debated for decades, but the only meaning we can find is the obvious one.”

      Eliana glanced from Bazyli to her father, her eyebrows lifted.

      The king nodded. “Yes, our realm would be destroyed, and our people enslaved.”

      Her lips parted, and she stared at her father, incredulous. They knew about this threat to Ymittos her whole life, yet didn’t see fit to tell her, the heir and fated cursebreaker? “But⁠—”

      Her father cut her off. “Allow the keerios to finish.”

      Her jaw tightened and she pressed her lips together, limiting her outward reaction to a scowl.

      Bazyli continued. “In the final line of the curse, Cetus says nothing will stop him from taking the rest. We believe that means he’ll go after Cinar and all of Ardebil.”

      The princess jabbed a finger at the map. “So, if no one breaks the curse, Cetus will swoop in and conquer the entire continent? But we’d fight back. As would Cinar.”

      Bazyli shrugged. “Who knows what power evil sorcerers wield? Somehow, he must have infused the enchantment with a series of spells that would render us powerless to defeat him.”

      Unable to believe what she was hearing, Eliana leaned back in her chair, staring at the map. Her mouth filled with sour sand, and she swallowed hard. “This has got to be a hoax.” The princess shook her head. “No. If Cetus can cast spells to enslave entire nations, why bother with a hundred-year-old curse?”

      Bazyli traced a finger over the spiky coastline of Ymittos. “To magically enslave an entire nation, well, that demands the use of dark magic with tremendous force behind it. Cetus must have infused the curse with much of his power so that he could seize Malkh and Ymittos with one lethal, crushing blow. Perhaps he’s toying with his prey, thinking he’s grown so strong no one can oppose him. Or has he used the hundred years to accumulate power so that if his curse fails, he’ll still be assured of victory?”

      “It could be any or all of those,” snapped the king. “The point is, my daughter has to shatter the curse or all of us, Ymittosians, Cinarrians, Tinaxians, whoever, will either die or become slaves in his underwater realm.”

      A sudden thought jerked Eliana’s attention from the map. “What happens if someone does break the curse? Ymittos will remain free, right?”

      Bazyli rested his hand over the gentle curve of the Bisaltes River, as if caressing Ymittos’s heartland. “All we know for a certainty is that Cetus won’t immediately enslave Ymittos and Malkh.”

      The king shifted in his seat, making the wood creak under him. “Without a doubt, Cetus won’t give up his ambition to conquer everything under the sky and submerge the land under the sea. He’ll invade Ardebil, starting with Ymittos and Malkh. And we presume he’s used his time well. His last army was not only men but nightmare creations, twisted versions of predators of the deep. Who knows what horrors he’ll unleash this time.”

      Eliana twisted her shaking fingers together. She did not want the burden of holding back Cetus’s invasion. Lifting a curse with no inkling of how was impossible. This had to be some fantastic tale. She frowned at her father. “How do we know this is true?”

      King Archelaos let out a long sigh. He raised a finger and gestured to the scribe. The man brought over a small, tattered scroll, placed it in front of Eliana, and carefully unrolled it.

      “Shortly after the enchantment took hold, the king of the lower realm sent couriers to my great-grandfather, Eskander the Sixth,” her father said. “Like you, Eskander didn’t believe the story. More messengers came. He still didn’t believe.”

      The king’s shoulders drooped. “No one believed. My own father told me the tale, showed me the scroll, and laughed. Just as Eskander had, we deemed it nonsense, an elaborate hoax dreamed up by madmen, especially because no one heard anything from the Malkhians for centuries. So, no one bothered to tell any of our neighbors about it. Why waste our breath repeating meaningless tripe?”

      He rubbed his forehead. “Over the years, sailors brought tales of Cetus’s growing army, and how one by one, the countries of the western continent were falling to his control. We told ourselves those wars were far away. That Cetus would never dare to set foot anywhere on the continent of Ardebil, not after the Rider of the Ancient Skies banished him.” He shook his head and shrugged. “Besides, in every generation, there was a son to inherit. Even if we believed in the curse, we had no one to break it.”

      Eliana looked from the king’s grim face to her mother’s tear-streaked cheeks. “What made you believe it now?”

      Her father let out a long breath. He looked at Eliana with what she thought was pity. “When you were born, a messenger came from Cetus, congratulating us. He offered to nullify the curse himself if we pledged you in marriage to him so he could have you as his queen. Naturally, we declined. And prayed fervently, desperately, for a son to inherit the kingdom. One never came.”

      Ice-cold fear seized Eliana’s limbs. Silence swallowed the room, broken only by the crackling of the fire and her mother’s sobs. Eliana’s mind was a blizzard of conflicting thoughts. Why hadn’t they bothered to verify if the curse was real? Why had no one thought to aid the western continent to repel Cetus’s attacks? Why was she the one to break the curse? She could no more capture one idea any more than she could hold a snowflake in her hand. Any logic or reason melted in the face of the horrible truth.

      “Perhaps, if I may suggest, we tell Princess Eliana the exact wording of the curse?” Bazyli asked.

      Grateful for an end to the dreadful silence, Eliana sat bolt upright. “Yes, please. That would be helpful.”

      The scribe handed her a yellowed scroll with tattered edges. The letters were written in an odd script, upright characters with loops above or below. “I can’t read this,” she said.

      “Of course not,” the king replied. “That is Old Malkhian.” He motioned to the scribe, who handed Eliana another scroll.

      She dropped the first and unrolled the second. This, too, was penned in a script unfamiliar to her. A closer look made her realize it was Middle Ymittosian, the alphabet used a century ago. Slowly, she read the words aloud.

      “Heir of Malkh, I curse you to sleep for a hundred years.

      My spells already weave through your land, building in power until the century expires. Then Malkh will drown.

      The fortunate among your people will perish beneath the waves. The unfortunate who survive will be my slaves under the sea. Their minds will be tools in my hands to be used whichever way I choose, shackled to my will and mine alone. The truly unfortunate will be my toys, taken apart and reformed, grafted with ferocious creatures of both sea and land, to become weapons of terror in my army.

      Heir of Malkh, only one can save you: an unwed maid of eighteen years, heir to the realm that now rules your land. A day short of eighteen will not do, nor can she be more than a fortnight and one day past her eighteenth birthday. She alone must find you and she alone is able to wake you.

      If either father or brother accompany her, she has no hope of success.

      If she cannot brave the dangers of the dark or fails, her realm will share the fate of yours. As for the defeated cursebreaker, I have plans for her. Personal and intimate plans.

      If no one wakes you within the hundred years, then the magic of my curse will release. Your kingdom and the one above will be mine.

      And nothing will stop me from taking the rest.”

      Eliana's hands fell limply into her lap. Her shoulders sagged and her pulse throbbed in her ears. She stared, unseeing, unable to blink. Personal and intimate plans. Spots danced before her eyes and a knot formed in her gut. She cringed, pressing her fingers to her mouth to hold in a scream. After a long moment, she pulled in a shaky breath and turned to her mother. “This is a forgery, right?” She wrapped her arms around herself. “Tell me this isn’t real.”

      Queen Vasiliki spoke gently. “The offer to wed you came with Cetus’s seal, brought by an enchanted seagull with a woman’s head. Once we saw that, we knew the threat about merging humans with beasts to create monsters was not empty words. Which meant the rest had to be true.” Tears glistened in the corners of the queen’s eyes, pity and grief overflowing to spill over her cheeks.

      The quavering in Eliana’s stomach turned into writhing, the sour taste in her mouth mixing with bitter bile. She clenched her shaking hands into fists and ground her teeth. “You knew about this my entire life and did nothing?” Eliana curled her lip.

      “No, of course not.” The king glared at her. “What do you take us for? After we received that message, I sent an expedition to the rift where the old
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