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  Chapter One

Nari Aurum


Arboretum, Sidus Castle

Knachtenwood Sect, Evernigh


    
  No one had prepared Nari for the dreadful silence that fell upon her when her sister left on a voyage to a mysterious, likely mythical island. But the echo in her heart was so loud, she thought she might never hear over it or that it might very well consume her if she did not find some other thing to ponder—perhaps her duties as the Queen of Evernigh. She stood in the Arboretum far enough from Elleck and Divinia that she could not overhear them, but she knew she was the topic of their conversation. She had been for some time—three months, two weeks, three days, and roughly seven hours since the ship holding Paisley, Rowan, and Bastian Mondragore disappeared over the horizon. It was supposed to be four weeks. Where was her family? 
Then there was the other realization that had come to her shortly after Divinia announced the voyage, that if she and her sisters had magic and came from this faraway mythical kingdom, then her parents were not her parents. If she was truthful, she knew they were not. How could they be? They were already older when even Willow was born, and the timeline simply didn’t bode well for having children at their age. So that left one answer—they had been taken in by the Crossway family just as Jaques had been. How did it come to happen? Why was there no record of their adoption?
Nari sighed. Willow understood, of course, but she was permitted time to wallow in her sadness. Nari, on the other hand, had duties. She pressed her palms against the thick trunk in front of her, a lovely maple she’d taken to sitting under when she needed to think and let her magic free. It was the same tree where Elleck’s parents were buried, and it seemed to bend to her abilities better than any other tree in the garden. Casia had shown her how to control her spring magic, how to work with it, how its joyous and mischievous warmth tickled life back into everything it touched—including Nari when her life had been taken by Mae not so long ago. Buds popped from its limbs and unfurled their green webs to face the sunlight, ready to begin anew. 
“Lovely, Nari,” Elleck said. He brushed his fingers over her shoulder and kissed her cheek. Her cheeks warmed with his affection, still so new and exciting. “You are doing well, and Casia will be pleased. Are you hungry? The staff has prepared breakfast.”
“Mmm, I suppose.” Nari gazed up, noting the maple was not the only tree sprouting leaves.
Elleck observed her surprise and nodded toward the giant oak that lived in the middle of the Arboretum. Casia pressed her forehead against it, her auburn hair flowing around her head and shoulders. Though no longer an acting royal, she and Franco were still permitted to enter the Arboretum and work with the trees. At first, Nari didn’t understand why Elleck agreed to those terms. After all, they were only trees, but now that she had used her magic to aid the ushering in of spring, Nari knew. It was not a thing you could separate from yourself, that you could turn off or blink out like a candle.
“Let’s give them time alone, shall we?” Nari asked, offering her hand to Elleck.
Franco nodded his good morning and joined Casia, newlyweds still unsure of their place in a kingdom that wanted permanent rule under the House of Aurum. They had been given positions on the new Advisory Council, which seemed quite enough for them, but both still mourned the loss of their parents and their thrones. This, too, was not a thing so easily managed. Despite all the work that still needed to be done—continued repair of the castle and the restorations in Wildwood, Hearthorn, and Rosenfell—the royals were always pleased to take on more to occupy their minds.
Elleck led Nari to the dining hall, which was quite empty considering Willow and Daveed had gone home to prepare the farms for planting. Rowan, Paisley, and Bastian were God only knew where, and Divinia had taken to researching for long hours in the half of the library that hadn’t been destroyed. It was no surprise to Nari when Divinia headed to the library rather than joining them for breakfast when they left the Arboretum. Only Jaques dined with them regularly, but as Nari’s personal guard, he was often with her anyway.
He offered a bow and pulled out Nari’s chair. Once she sat, he moved to his own place opposite her.
“Sister Nari, Brother Elleck,” Jaques began but paused with his hand on an apple. “Are you well, sister?”
The stinging in Nari’s eyes betrayed her as tears slipped over the curves of her cheeks. She blinked, but it did not stave the flow, so she released them, sniffled, and shrugged.
“I miss them,” Nari said with a whimper to her voice that had her husband dropping to his knees in front of her.
“Beloved, what can I do to ease this pain for you? I miss them, too, and I can’t imagine how difficult it must be for you given your closeness with your sisters.” Elleck clasped her hands in his, gazing up at her with those beautiful eyes. Warm, comforting… home. Elleck had become her home in this short time, and though it pained her that Paisley was not there, his gaze upon her set most of her troubles at ease.
Nari smiled. “There is nothing you can do, but it does warm my heart that you try so hard to please me despite your own sorrow.”
“Willow is beside herself,” Jaques said, patting her shoulder. His new eye patch held the Aurum insignia—fitting given his new position over a portion of the army when not guarding Nari. Elleck had seen Jaques’ skill early and, in a short time, had honed him into a proper archer and commander.
“Perhaps a visit to the farms is in order? A little work in the fields might put your mind at ease,” Elleck offered. “Jaques could take you if you like.”
“Me? The queen? I would be allowed to work the fields with Willow and Daveed?” she asked, her heart hanging in a strange balance between beating and stalled while waiting for Elleck’s reply.
He scoffed. “I should think the queen can do whatever her heart desires, no? What’s a little light gardening between sisters?”
Nari sniffled and nodded. She would like that, to dip her hands in the deep brown soil, to sow seeds, knowing what they would bring in a few months. There had been too much death and destruction, too much change in such a short time, and Nari could hardly keep up with it. She wanted to be a good queen, indeed, but how could she manage when a third of her heart was floating across the seas toward an island that might present them with more secrets and mysteries to unravel, more danger to face, more questions than they already had? And that was if it existed at all.
“I think I would like that, but let’s eat first. The servants didn’t go to all the trouble of cooking for nothing.”
The cooks had outdone themselves again, forgetting their patrons were down to three most days. The three ate as much as they could, Nari sharing her meat with Fritz when he whined beside her, while silence overtook them again. It was always quiet. But the absence of conversation allowed Nari time to gather her nerve. She’d need it to admit what truly bothered her and had for some time—the dreams. For a short time after Mae’s death, the premonitions stopped. Nari assumed they had been overshadowed by her other abilities, which seemed never-ending, and was truthfully pleased to not see the future. But that had changed.
She cleared her throat and set her fork down. “I’ve had dreams.”
Elleck’s head popped up, his spoonful of porridge halfway to his mouth. “Dreams or premonitions?”
Nari inhaled. “Premonitions again, but not like before. They aren’t detailed like they were before… everything. Each thing I dreamed has come true thus far this week, but it’s all useless, I must admit. Premonitions nevertheless.” She shrugged.
Elleck blinked and set his spoon back in his bowl. He licked his lips and glanced at Jaques, who had enough good sense about him to take the rest of his meal in his room. He grabbed another handful of bacon, nodded to Nari, and disappeared out the door with the dog on his heels. Once the door closed, Nari met Elleck’s gaze.
“Anything about our siblings?”
“No,” she whispered. “But as they are useless visions, that perhaps means nothing.”
“You can hone them, you know, sharpen them, so they are more useful and detailed. It will take time, like any discipline but look how far you have come with your magic already. You are the most powerful person in Evernigh, Nari, yet you mastered most of your magic in a matter of weeks.”
Ah, yes… that. At least she no longer froze everything that startled her. Her handmaiden quit only hours after Nari accidentally froze solid a sack of wet laundry she mistook for a bear… in the washroom. Then she caught the bed linens on fire, blew out three windows in the castle, and somehow turned a vase of flowers into a melted puddle of mush. After those incidents, Nari spent much of her time training until her mind and hands were numb.
“Indeed, but premonitions are something else, husband. I can’t exactly practice something while I’m asleep. I spent hours a day working with my magic. Should I sleep all day to work with the visions?” She teased him now, but it was the only way to wipe that overly concerned look off his face. 
“Nari, I—”
“I did have—” Nari laughed. “Go ahead, you first.
“No, no. Please, go on.” Dark hair spilled into his face, so he brushed it away and leaned closer to her, his attention on her alone. Her heart soared, knowing he was hers and that, one day, they would be happy and all of this nonsense would be behind them.
“I did have one vision farther than a few days into the future,” she admitted. “I will become pregnant this summer. Our child will be born next spring.”
Elleck’s gaze fluttered toward her abdomen and then back to her eyes before a wide grin broke across his face. “I’ll be a father in a year?”
Nari nodded. She wanted more than anything to rejoice in this knowledge, but her worry for Paisley took precedent over every other emotion. Still, she couldn’t help but giggle when Elleck scooped her up and kissed her cheeks and nose and forehead, finally landing on her lips. Oh, how kissing him made her feel as if no danger would ever come to her again. But it would, and Evernigh needed to be prepared.
Elleck released her with another quick peck on her nose. “I love you, my Nari.”
“I know, my king. I love you more.”
He chuckled. “Never, but I appreciate the sentiment.” He squeezed her shoulders and ducked his head to earn all her attention. “Trust your gut, Nari. When you fall into your vision, let it guide you. Don’t fight it, and you will see more. If harm comes to our family, one of us will see it. Divinia and I still have our premonitions. This is not your task alone, my love.”
“I wish she could speak to Paisley or Rowan the way she can send her visions to you or speak in my head.”
Elleck sighed. “Yes, well, I assume she can speak to you because you are my wife. Call it a sort of parallel ability she has where her connection to me is concerned. Unfortunately, she never could communicate with Rowan or Mae that way.” He squeezed her hand again. “One of us will see if danger comes to them, Nari. No visions of them might be a good thing.”
Nari closed her eyes and nodded. Elleck was right, and despite Paisley’s sensitive emotions, her constitution was unwavering. She was a Crossway in her heart, and she would never go down without a fight. Her Aurum title only added fuel to her fire.
“I’m sure they’re just fine, and Paisley is probably giving Rowan a good lashing right now,” Elleck said.
This forced a chuckle from Nari, partly because it was probably true but also because it gave her hope and strength, something to focus on besides how long they had been gone and how long it would be before they returned.
“Now, shall we discuss baby names? Perhaps design a nursery since the castle is still under construction?” Elleck asked.
Nari nudged his shoulder and grabbed a strawberry. “I’m not pregnant yet, Elleck. First things first, you know. We need to help Divinia with her research today, then we can list off baby names after dinner.” She rolled her eyes, but deep down, she knew she would think of little else until her vision had come true.
“Fine, fine, but you must promise me that we will go for a walk in our gardens this afternoon. You’ve spent so much time helping Divinia. You’re a ghastly shade of paleness.” Elleck grinned, stealing one of Jaques’ most favorite things to tease her about. She kicked his shin beneath the table and smiled when he yelped.
“That was entirely uncalled for, King Elleck. Don’t tease me,” she said, narrowing her eyes to appear annoyed. She couldn’t stay mad at him even if she wanted to, not when he held that playful, mischievous look in his eyes. It was more like Rowan than Elleck to behave so impishly, but she did adore how it looked on her husband. 
“King Elleck? Formalities now? Well, then, I order you to take a walk in the gardens with me this afternoon, my queen.” He crossed his arms but bit back a grin that would take his whole face when he set it loose.
Nari leaned forward. “An order? Of your queen?” She raised an eyebrow, taunting him.
He pushed his chair back with such force, it toppled behind him. Nari darted toward the door, but for as fast as her little feet took her, she was no match for Elleck’s long, sure strides. He had her before the door was even within reach.
“No, no, no! You brutish brat of a man! Put me down!” she squealed, but it was useless. She bit off her laughter, but no matter how she tried, she couldn’t stop squirming as he tickled her. Finally, her choked giggles broke free, and he spun her around to kiss her. Nari wrapped her arms around his neck and smiled into the kiss, forgetting for a moment she had anything to worry about. 






  
  Chapter Two

Paisley Crossway


Aboard The Vesper, Vernox Ocean


    
  “Duck!” Rowan’s scream cut through the air with an edge sharper than his favorite knife. Paisley dove just as the mast split and smashed upon the deck, cracking the banister beneath its weight. Thank Heaven it didn’t go right through the deck. Lightning cut across the sky, and thunderous booms rolled over them in waves. Drenched and exhausted, Paisley wanted nothing more than a sickle in her hand and dirt on her cheeks. But no, she insisted on traversing the ocean with this band of misfits and ruffians in search of an island that probably didn’t exist. More correctly, it only existed in the dreams of Elleck’s privateers, who had claimed they saw land but never set foot upon it before returning to Evernigh. 
Bastian slipped across the deck, his fingers scraping across the rough boards seeking purchase in nothing more than open-air and slick wood. He was a fine captain, but the ship still did whatever it wanted to do. It bucked and thrashed, tilted until up was down and down was… somewhere to Paisley’s right, then left… then who knew. Bastian kicked against the railing and shot toward the cracked mast but missed by a few inches before sliding back down. Paisley swung her arm out, unsure what she had managed to cling to, and grasped his fingers.
“Let me go! I’ll pull you down!” His hair was plastered to his face, barely separated enough for him to peek through the strands.
“No!” Paisley yelled, her voice stolen by a gust of wind. Instead, she yanked until Bastian caught hold of a loose board, then hoisted himself up to clutch the same remnant of their ship she held for dear life. Bastian’s arms wrapped around her, pinning her tighter against the slimy wood.
“You should have let me go.” His lips trembled against her ear, his face water-sprayed and pale, but his grip around her never lessened. He was warm despite the chill of his clothing, and Paisley felt safer now.
Paisley wiped the sopping strands from his face with a scowl. “We don’t leave our people behind. You would have done the same for me.”
Bastian frowned, then scanned the ship for Rowan… for anyone else.
The ship rocked, leveling it out once again as the storm raged. The two put their feet on the deck, but it was so slick with seawater, they slipped and slid with each attempt. Paisley’s stomach curled, and her lunch erupted forth in a volcanic spray, spattering herself and Bastian. He didn’t care. He pulled her closer and positioned them for the next blow. It nearly took her dress clean off, but at least the vomit was gone. Wave after wave inundated the small ship, the once beautiful Vesper that had seen better days even before setting sail for this island of magic. 
Rowan appeared across the way, stuck with one leg through a hole in the deck and the other under a barrel of gun powder that would do them no good now that they had lost their only cannon. A warship indeed. Paisley couldn’t help but roll her eyes. Rowan pulled himself free and stood only to slip and fall again when the Vesper rocked once more. This time stern to bow, it tilted, bringing everything that wasn’t tied down to the front of the ship.
This was no ordinary storm. The wind whipped all around, then up and down, swirling and sucking until the ship had turned in every direction but down—which Paisley was quite sure would happen if they didn’t escape this unusual squall.
“Almost free!” A deckhand, probably Lucien—Paisley couldn’t see his face—hollered for any who could hear. Somehow, he’d managed to gain control of the wheel, but it fought with him, beat him relentlessly until all he could do was pray to God for relief.
Finally, it came.
As if that prayer had reached God’s ears and He took instant pity on them, the storm stopped and let the Vesper loose to plop like a toy back into the water. It bobbed for a moment before anyone dared release what they held. Bastian’s breaths against Paisley’s ear elicited that same chill that his presence always brought, but a lot of good affectionate feelings would do for her while they were stuck in the middle of nowhere. Even so, she wouldn’t release him either, not until she had to.
The sun broke through the blackened clouds, separating them with its punishing beams. The storm retreated like a kicked dog, leaving the sky a sickly green that matched Paisley’s stomach. Ocean spray tickled her face but drenched as she was, it only cooled her further. She spat blood and vomit-tinged saliva, noted her split lip, and turned in Bastian’s arms.
“Are you alright?” she asked, settling her hand on his shoulder. He still hadn’t lessened his grip, and he gazed down at her as if memorizing exactly how she looked at that moment.
Sweet and kind, Bastian’s grin spread his lips, and he nodded. “Yes, I’m fine. Could be worse, for sure.”
“Oh, you.” Paisley pushed away from him and crossed the deck to check on the prince. 
Bastian chuckled behind her and went to assess the ship, the same routine after every storm. 
Rowan cursed the sky and the sea, the ship and its maker, but none of it would do a bit of good. It was the fourth such storm they had survived in only a few weeks, and each was worse than the one before, as if the island had no need of visitors and pushed them away with all its might before they could catch a glimpse of it. Paisley had no idea where they were, and each new storm veered them off course yet again.
Paisley offered Rowan her hand. He took it mid-stand and chuckled. 
“You know,” he said, “you’re not at all what I thought you were.”
She pursed her lips and put her hands on her hip as she blew wet hair from her face. “And what is that supposed to mean?”
Rowan’s roguish grin took his lips, nothing like Bastian’s, and he chuckled again. “Nothing offensive, just that you were always more… What is the word?” he asked, motioning with his hand that she should fill in the blanks. “At any rate, you are brave and fierce, which is a far sight better than that other word. You’ve changed a great deal in a few months, Paisley Crossway.”
Paisley huffed. “Well, I never. You just remember to keep your hands to yourself, you wayward, mannerless brat!”
Rowan bent with laughter while Bastian, Lucien, and the other hands staved their laughter with clenched jaws and bitten lips. None were so foolish as to cross the sister who’d bludgeoned a man to death with his own shovel. Faricius had been a master with magic—not that anyone knew that before he turned on the entire kingdom—and any woman who would take on such a thing and destroy it was fearsome in their eyes. In fact, it seemed Bastian had grown timider around her as the days passed. He’d been present for the incident, and as such, Paisley couldn’t fault him for his wariness around her even after so many months had passed.
“Ah, you are a darling, Paisley. Something else altogether, but I have no need of unrequited affection for yet another Crossway sister.” He mussed his brown hair and shook his head like a dog, spraying water everywhere. 
With pursed lips and narrowed eyes, Paisley’s shoulders slumped, and she sighed. “You really must get over my sister. She is married to your brother, Rowan.”
The prince stood erect and wrung out his cloak. “And why do you think I took this mission? For my good health? Because I adore the weather? I will continue to remind myself that my loss will one day be acceptable to my heart, but until then, might you stop scolding me?”
“I’m not trying to scold you, Rowan. Must we have this argument every day?” She relaxed and softened her expression the way she did when he seemed to need it most. Heaven, help her. Rowan and Bastian were her only comfort these past months filled with missing her sisters and Jaques so much, she couldn’t breathe. Bickering with him hurt as much as fighting with them.
Rowan knew, and his expression softened with hers. He felt her emotions almost as quickly as she felt them herself. She had become his solace when he missed his siblings so much he could hardly stand it, and in return, he often offered a solid shoulder for her to weep until her tears ran dry. Only a few weeks into the voyage, Rowan had become a dear friend. And now, months later, he was a brother, a man she trusted with her life and whose life she would protect until her dying breath.
He dropped his cloak and took her in his embrace. “We’ll be home before you know it, Paisley, eating stew by the fire while Nari reads from her latest favorite book.” He remembered Paisley’s fondest memory of her sister. Rowan was good at that, remembering the things no one else would even notice, let alone give a second thought. She’d told him how much she missed those moments with Nari long ago and hadn’t mentioned it since.
Paisley nodded and wiped her face on his shoulder before standing straight again. The deckhands had work to do repairing the ship, so she would go below deck and scavenge what she could for a meal. They would need it after that storm, and making it for them made her heart hurt a little less. Rowan swiped a stray tear from her cheek and nodded. It was his dismissal, his way of saying he felt the same, but they must be strong, move on and complete this task they had been assigned in the good name of Evernigh.
So Paisley left him to take up her duties again, though now she reeked of seawater and vomit. She’d have to get used to it unless she wanted to go around naked. Paisley shivered at the very thought of such scandalous behavior and ducked beneath the cracked frame that led below deck. She wondered what the men would do about the split mast, but since she knew nothing of such things, she allowed the thought to slip from her mind so she might focus on what she could manage. Dinner.
Below deck, Bastian was already sorting the food that might be salvaged from that which wasn’t fit for dogs. Molded and soggy bread—destroyed during a previous storm—littered the floor while bags of rice, plumping in the water, covered almost everything. Still, he’d managed to save some root vegetables and dried fruit, along with the jerky. 
“We could eat the rice,” Paisley said. “Of course, we might also eat a bit of dirt and wood with it, but it shouldn’t go to waste.”
Bastian glanced over his shoulder, his hair sticking up in all directions like a boy’s. He was an adorable thing, though perhaps he was a bit more agreeable to her senses in recent weeks. Once little more than the clergy’s nephew, he had shown himself more than capable on a boat, an above-average singer and dancer, well-read, an exceptional conversationalist, and… stars above, someone Paisley couldn’t look at without blushing.
Of course, she had just vomited all over him. She shook her head and reminded herself there was no room for romance on a ship destined for a magical island, especially when they could very well die if the Vesper encountered another storm.
“Shall we have rice, carrots, and soggy turkey jerky?” He offered her a piece of the meat, but she couldn’t help curling her nose at it. 
“I’m so very sick of dried meat,” she admitted but took the strip of turkey anyway. She needed the food after the energy exerted simply staying alive. 
“Yes, well, it isn’t exactly dry any longer. Perhaps when we make it to land, I can whip up something better for you, Princess Paisley.” He smirked. Her stomach fluttered.
Paisley rolled her eyes and scooped rice from the worktable. “Just because Elleck insisted Willow and I have proper titles does not mean you must call me princess. Please, just call me Paisley for the hundredth time.”
“I call you princess because you are a princess.” He grinned again, so she threw a slop of rice at him. It splatted on his chest and plopped onto the floor. Bastian chewed the inside of his cheek, then shifted his gaze from the slushy grains back to her. “You shouldn’t have done that, princess.”
Paisley giggled and ran, ducking beneath his bed rack before rounding the remainder of the rice bags. Behind them, he couldn’t reach her, nor could he fit in the small space as she did. She was safe as long as she didn’t leave the hideout.
“That’s not fair, Paisley! Come out and face the consequences like a proper lady!” He stood with one hand upon his hip and one filled with rice ready to pummel her.
“What do you know of a proper lady?” Paisley giggled and shifted but, doing so, forced a bag of rice free from the stack. She dodged it, but it toppled another and another until her hideaway was little more than an open space with a row of knee-high rice bags blocking Bastian from her.
“Oh, dear, what will you do now?” Bastian teased and bolted for her, dropping the rice in favor of wrapping those strong arms around her at the waist. She squealed and squirmed, but it would do her no good. She was stuck as stuck could be, not that she had much to complain about. “That was unkind and uncalled for, princess.”
Like this, when they played, he didn’t seem so intimidated by her. But the moment things grew serious, when it was quiet, and they stared into each other’s eyes, he always swallowed and cleared his throat, then made some excuse to escape her presence. She remembered the look on his face after she’d killed Faricius, the way he took in her blood-splattered cheeks and clothing, eyes wide with shock and disgust. What else could she have done? He had used dark magic on Jaques, and he would have killed Nari. When that thought wormed its way into Paisley’s mind, she’d snapped. It was over before she’d even realized what she had done, but Nari was saved, and that was all she cared about.
Now, Bastian had turned her in his arms again, his fingertips digging into her waist just enough to tickle, but she could escape if she wanted to. She didn’t want to. She wanted to know what it might be like if he didn’t look at her that way. What if he smiled and blushed instead? What if she leaned just a fraction closer? But she would do no such thing because that same distress stole his features again. 
He frowned slightly, loosened his grip, and cleared his throat. “We should prepare food. The men are probably hungry.”
She wiped her hands on her skirt and nodded, settling her feet on the floor. “Yes, of course.”
With nothing more said, she peeled carrots while Bastian cut meat into strips. The rice had softened enough to eat, so she scooped what she could from cleaner surfaces and dumped it into a bowl. They would eat the carrots raw, but they were used to bland meals, mostly uncooked or soggy.
Above deck, the men were still nailing down boards, replacing what they could. But the mast… it was destroyed. They were at the mercy of the waves now, unless, of course, Rowan could summon the sort of magic that controlled the tides. Or if Paisley could discover her own ability. Perhaps between the two of them, they could calm the seas. It was useless to wonder about such things since she hadn’t a clue what her magic was, let alone how to harness and use it. And Rowan’s magic was dormant thanks to the season—winter in Evernigh, but almost spring. Instead of worrying over useless thoughts, Paisley handed out food and encouragement where she could until she and Bastian met in the middle again.
“Shall… we… sing for them?” he offered, seemingly over his concerns, whatever they had been below deck.
Paisley wiped her hair from her face and looked around at the mess yet to be cleaned. It had grown dark during their meal preparation, and the moon was hardly bright enough to light their work. The men needed every hand they could get to finish the repairs.
“I… I think we should work, Bastian,” she said, then lowered her eyes and busied herself with whatever she could find to mend her aching heart. 
He stared at her for some time, lifted his hand toward her but didn’t touch her, then let it drop and went to work.






  
  Chapter Three

Rowan Aurum


Aboard The Vesper, Vernox Ocean


    
  For the sake of all the tea in Evernigh, Rowan wished Bastian would just admit he’d fallen head over heels for Paisley Crossway, or at least stop yammering on about her every chance he got. It only forced a burning ache deep in Rowan’s chest, one he hoped another woman might one day alleviate, but until then, all he could do was curse the stars for the stupidity of his two dear friends. Paisley was no better with her longing gazes and deep sighs whenever Bastian turned away from her. It would be so easy to throw them together and clear up the confusion, but Rowan knew better than to get involved in matters of the heart. Instead, he buckled down and aided the men in repairing the boat while Paisley and Bastian pretended they were not stealing glances at one another. 
Once the Vesper had been patched and plastered as well as could be expected, save the mast that was ruined, Rowan retreated to his quarters to stare at the wall until sleep finally took him. But it rarely did before midnight, certainly not when there was so much riding on their mission, and it seemed everything in nature worked against them. Storms confused their direction so many times, it would take a year to find the Isle that was already shrouded in mystery so thick, he wasn’t entirely sure he believed Elleck’s privateers actually saw land. And if they had, then how did they evade the storms? There was no mention of such behemoths when the captain had given his full report.
Rowan wished his magic was alive, that he could use it to alleviate some of his frustration even if all he could do was light up the evening sky. Though he often shirked his duty to change the seasons in the Arboretum, he longed for just one touch, one change with one tree to soothe the ache in his bones. He wasn’t used to so much activity, after all, but there was no going back into the Realms now, not ever.
What good was magic when it couldn’t be used when it was needed the most? Perhaps Nari could take the water, freeze it or manipulate it in some way, but she was hundreds of miles away, safe in Evernigh. Rowan wanted her safe, of course, but seeing her sister all day every day didn’t ease that sting in the least. He’d done it all wrong, his courtship with Nari, but she loved Elleck so much that Rowan was sure there was no way he could have done it right. Nari and Elleck were fated, and nothing Rowan did or didn’t do would have saved his broken heart.
Rowan sighed and rolled onto his back to stare at the splintered ceiling. Steady breaths, he reminded himself, then focused on his breathing until darkness slipped in from both sides, narrowing until his eyelids were heavy. He drifted, knowing sleep would not comfort him or restore him no matter how necessary.

    
  Rowan slid onto the floor, smashing his shoulder against the still wet planks. The ship rocked again, this time after a thundering blast rattled it down to the nails. Water seeped in, growing inches in a matter of moments. So much for sleep. 
“We’re sinking?” Rowan scratched his head, but as the sleep fog lifted, his senses heightened. “Blasted! We’re sinking! Paisley! Bastian!” Rowan bolted across the room, slipped and fell on his rear, then scrambled the rest of the way. Another blast shook the Vesper to her core, and water flooded through the hull. 
Rowan took the stairs in one leap, landing on the main deck where men everywhere abandoned their positions. Most of the lifeboats were gone, filled with men who’d grown cowardly faster than he’d expected. Rowan prayed one of the boats held Paisley and that she might find her way back to Evernigh, but his hopes were all dashed a blink later.
“Rowan!” Paisley’s voice drifted from the opposite side of the boat. Her red hair whipped in the wind while her gaze darted back and forth. 
Whistling—not wind but something heavy and deep—cut through the night seconds before the ship rocked again. Bastian emerged from beneath deck, grabbed Paisley’s arm, and dragged her toward a lifeboat. She struggled, pointing toward Rowan, but Bastian wouldn’t release her.
“Rowan!” she screamed.
“Go! I’ll be fine!” Rowan shouted. He jogged across the distance, sure he would make it in time to occupy the same boat, but the prince froze in his tracks halfway there. Early morning fog, still thick as soup, didn’t hide the flag that caught his eye. Murder red with black stars that cut it in half… it was unmistakable. “Mother of Evernigh. The Despair. We’re under attack by pirates!”
“Rowan!” Paisley’s scream brought Rowan from his stupor. They would all die whether they got on those boats or not. If the pirates didn’t kill them, another storm would. Who knew where land might exist in this desolation?
“Go! Go, I’ll—”
Rowan bit his words when the Despair crashed headlong into the side of the Vesper. Bastian and Paisley went overboard, pray into the boat, while Rowan slid along the deck until his feet hung over the edge. Another hit. Rowan grunted when the railing slammed into his gut, but he managed to hang on a bit longer. Below, Paisley sat shaking in the boat while Bastian steadied it. If he dropped, he might make it, or he might sink them. In a blink, Rowan chose. He scrambled to lift his feet back onto the deck of the Vesper. He would find another way or die before he capsized their small boat.
“What are you doing? Drop down! We’ll help you!” Bastian’s calls did no good. Rowan was already back on the deck, charging toward his quarters. He would likely die, yes, but it would be a grand fight, and his family might stand a chance at escape. Captain Denholm had a name, a feared and reckless man with a steel heart and tar in his veins, but Rowan was no boy with a sword. He’d spent time in the war with Elleck, though his brother seemed to have blocked that from his memory. Perhaps because he refused to allow his brother on the frontlines, but nevertheless, Rowan had seen his share of death and murder. His military training came back to him.
The Despair rammed a third time, relieving the Vesper of the last of her life. The ship split in two, pushing a wave toward those escaping on lifeboats. They bobbed like ducks on a pond, but the push might be enough to help them escape. Rowan prayed they would find land or a friendly ship, then grabbed his sword and settled in for the fight of a lifetime.
Men bled from the Despair—a blackened, haunting, potbellied monster—like a gaping wound, dressed in black head to foot, wielding blades so shiny Rowan wondered if only for a moment if they had ever been used. Both halves of the Vesper were infected by the vermin scrounging all they could before she slipped beneath the ocean for her eternal sleep. Rowan dared drag his gaze from them back to the Despair, calculating his movements, this dance with the enemy that would bring him right to God’s front door. In the center of its deck stood the Captain, hands upon his hips as he watched the mayhem unfold. It wasn’t so far, not really, and Rowan had thrown daggers farther and hit his target.
“If I’m to die, might as well do it well.” Rowan slipped his dagger from his boot, stood erect, and aimed. Precision at this distance would be impossible at best, but he would try anyway. When the Vesper bucked, he thrust the dagger toward Captain Denholm. Rowan’s breath caught as he waited… waited… and the captain stepped a fraction to his left. The blade struck the mast behind him, eliciting not even a flinch from Rowan’s target.
Men took Rowan’s side of the ship, swarming like bees around him. He would go down with the Vesper, blast it all, and its useless cannon and its cracked boards and broken promises. And to drown with a broken heart? What more did the world want from this second-born son?
“Why are you standing there like a knot on a log? You belong to Captain Denholm now, son, so move along before the captain loses patience.” The voice startled Rowan, but he had no intention of boarding a pirate ship filled to the brim with abominations and rats.
“You’ll have to drag my carcass over there,” Rowan said, teeth grinding harder with each word.
The man—taller than Rowan by a full head, face covered with a black beard, and dark, beady eyes—shrugged. His black clothing fit well as if tailored to perfection. Impressive for such a man. He drew his sword and squared off with Rowan.
“Have it your way, son. I’ll carve you another scar to match the one that crosses your pretty face.”
“I am not your son.” Rowan took his stance… and then the world went sideways. The remnants of the Vesper shifted and sputtered, then gurgled as she slid bow first into the frigid sea. Rowan, his opponent, and the other men slid into the ocean with nothing to stop them.
Cold like nothing Rowan had ever known sliced him everywhere, over every inch of his skin and deep into his bones. It sucked the air from his lungs and pulled him deeper and deeper until his head throbbed. The water beneath held secrets he was sure he never wanted to know, so he kicked and thrashed, held back by a cloak and a sinking ship. Lungs burning, Rowan pushed with everything he had until, inch by inch, he drew nearer to the surface despite the pull from the Vesper.
His vision hazed then swirled with color, his head aching, his lungs begging for air. Just one… just one breath. Rowan kicked harder, moving past men all around, then surfaced. Gulping breath after breath, he twisted to orient himself. Water splashed his face, slipped down his throat, and burned his eyes, but there was nothing to save him. The ship was destroyed, floating boards would do him no good, and the lifeboats were nothing more than dots on the horizon.
The Despair bobbed, triumphant, to his right. Men climbed aboard as if it were just another day, nothing unusual to have gone down with a ship laden with little more than soggy food and clothing. 
“You, there!” 
Rowan glanced upward. Men peered over the ship, guffawing and pointing.
“Yes, you! Climb aboard, you numb-minded boy!” 
Who yelled was anyone’s guess, but Rowan swam toward the Despair and grasped a rope. Pull by pull brought him closer to… Well, he wasn’t entirely sure, but it smelled a lot like death. Someone caught him by the seat of his pants and dragged him over the banister, then let him drop on the deck like a clump of soggy, molded laundry.
“On your feet in the Captain’s presence, boy.” 
He was promptly lifted by his seat again, stood upright, and gut-punched into a bow. The breathy oomph that slipped between his lips landed on a pair of boots much too big to belong to any man. Rowan swallowed—a bit coppery—and dared to lift his gaze. Blessed stars, what in all of creation?
Captain Denholm stood eight feet tall if he was an inch. His dark eyes penetrated Rowan’s skull, pinning him where he stood. Now was a good time to have magic, but once again, Aurum autumn magic did little where self-defense was concerned. Denholm growled and lobbed an object toward Rowan, who had only just realized his hands were tied behind his back. His dagger clanged on the boards in front of him, a chunk of wood attached to the point.
“You nearly killed my second in command.” Rowan’s gaze darted from Denholm to… Bless the same stars, who is she?
She stood clad in black from head to foot like the men, but that tumble of rich, red hair slipping over her shoulders, down her back until it met parts of her Rowan was sure he should not look at if he wished to keep his eyeballs, shocked him into profound silence. Her black hat held a feather, a brighter shade of red than her hair but a perfect match to her lips. Eyes blue as sapphires set behind lashes so thick Rowan couldn’t stop staring, kept him pinned right where that giant of a man had put him.
“I said, you almost killed my second. On the Despair, that’s a death sentence. So, I’ll need an incredible reason not to kill you.” She ducked her head a bit, observing Rowan’s features. “You are quite handsome, but I will skin your face right off if you don’t answer me.”
“I… uh…” Rowan swallowed. “I… missed?”
Thunderous laughter swept over the ship, but this woman didn’t flinch, didn’t chuckle, didn’t so much as crack a smile.
“What shall we do with him, Captain?” The eight-foot-tall man asked.
“Captain?” Rowan asked, his gaze sweeping between the giant and the most intimidating woman Rowan had ever met—and he knew Nari Crossway quite well. He was sure this woman would scare even Nari.
Her ruby lips curled into a smile. “Captain Celeste Denholm, owner and commander of the merchant ship Despair.”
“Merchant ship? Don’t you mean—” Rowan’s claim was cut off by another punch to his gut, forcing up vomit. He purged over his shoes, barely missing hers.
“Bellamy, have him taken to the prison while I consider his sentence. I’d like to interrogate him before I…” Her blue eyes swept over him. “Decide his fate.”
“Yes, Captain,” Bellamy—the giant—said, then he barked orders to men in all four quarters of the ship. 
Rowan went without a fight. What else could he do? When the time was right, perhaps he might escape… but where? Two men hardly smaller than Bellamy dragged him beneath the deck. He had expected a musty, bloody smell in the room but was met with something like lemons and clean laundry. In fact, the entire inner-ship seemed to laugh in the face of its name with brightly colored walls, clean linens, and a pleasing aroma. Perhaps all ships should be commanded by women, he mused.
“Sit here and do nothing until Captain gives her orders.” 
Rowan looked around—a plush sofa, a desk, and two chairs sat along one wall, while a chest and a bed took up the opposite. “This is the prison?”
The man blinked. “You prefer a dungeon? Shut your mouth and sit. She’ll seal your fate soon enough. Best to enjoy the luxury while you can, dead man.” He untied Rowan’s hands, tossed him a slab of dried meat, then disappeared with his aid, slamming the door behind him. The latch clicked into place, followed by the slide of a bolt. A prison, indeed, but since he couldn’t escape, Rowan couldn’t disagree.
Rowan fell to his knees and prayed. “God, please be with Paisley and Bastian, Lucien, and the other men. Let them live and succeed where I failed. Bring them peace and mercy, Father, I beg of you.” His hands trembled, but his prayers brought comfort and strength. Lord only knew how much he would need it when Celeste Denholm came for him.
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