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      For the twelfth morning in a row, Leena woke with the unmistakable urge to vomit. Slowly peeling her eyes open, she glanced from side to side, knowing that the feeling might subside if she just didn’t move. If she just waited it out. So, she completed her morning ritual—counting the wooden slabs on the walls around her. Fifteen up on the left. Twenty-five across the ceiling. Fourteen down on the right.

      Leena closed her eyes, sighing, shaking her head just barely.

      Fourteen. Why?

      Twelve days on this ship, twelve days locked away in the first mate’s cabin, twelve days of seasickness, twelve days of traveling away from her homeland, and still, that little bit of asymmetry bothered her more than anything else. If there were fifteen wooden boards on the left wall, why weren’t there also fifteen on the right? Why fourteen? Why?

      And just like that, the nausea subsided a little. But Leena knew better than to trust that slight sense of ease, because many a morning she had stood too soon, only to run to the nearest bucket and empty her stomach. Instead, she focused her gaze on the small circular window to her left, and the white stone wall waiting just out of reach.

      Rayfort.

      They had arrived almost two days ago. An eternity to Leena as she sat in this room, unable to leave the ship without the captain’s permission, something that was starting to seem impossible.

      Twelve days ago, her dear friend Tam had given her stolen information, secrets revealing her father’s plan to destroy Whylkin, secrets revealing that Prince Whylrhen and his kingdom were in dire need of her help. Armed with that knowledge, Leena ran—barely escaping King Razzaq’s guards, fleeing to the depths of the ocean, pretending to drown in the harsh waters of the Dueling Sea. But in truth, she had used her ability to breathe underwater to hide at the base of a ship’s anchor. And only when the captain set sail, raising his anchor, was she found out. But by then, the docks of Da’astiku were barely in sight. A simple bribe was all it took, as Leena had suspected. She offered an entire bag full of jewels in return for safe passage. Well, that, and the knowledge that if the captain turned the boat around to bring her home, she would tell her father he was an accomplice. And one needn’t be Ourthuri to understand what that meant—death.

      For once, King Razzaq’s cruelty had worked to her advantage.

      Leena sighed, pushing away the frustration that came with thinking of her homeland and her situation. Instead, she stood and got dressed, fighting the woozy feeling tightening her insides just long enough to prepare for the day ahead. Not that anything would change. But still, she walked to the window, opened it to let the breeze in, and turned her eyes to the docks, searching for the captain to return, as he promised he would—with the Whylkin King by his side. Until that happened, she was stuck in this room, locked in by a key the captain carried around his neck.

      But as soon as her eyes took in the scene outside, Leena gasped.

      The ships were gone.

      Almost all of them, vanished.

      Leena blinked, sticking her head through the opening, glancing at the empty rows of piers. The warships that had been surrounding her a day before were all gone. Closing her eyes tight, she winced.

      The Whylkin princes were falling right into her father’s trap. A trap she should have been able to warn them about two days ago, before they sent their ships to their doom. Why must she always be one step behind? Farther away from her father than she had ever been before, and he was still controlling her, still beating her, still winning. Cursing, she slapped the wooden wall, biting back the pain of the sting, welcoming it in a way.

      And then Leena noticed something else.

      A lone figure. A woman in a pale lavender dress. A woman with short hair and dark skin. Was it possible?

      Leena leaned a little farther out the window, as though a few inches would make the image clearer. They didn’t. But a pinch in her gut urged Leena to believe. Was it possible that the woman was Jinji, the girl who weeks before had spoken the very words promising Leena safe haven in Rayfort in exchange for saving the prince? The very girl who had given her the hope to believe that escape was possible? Could it be Jinji, no longer pretending to be a boy, finally revealed as the woman she was?

      Leena blinked, stepping back, shaking her head.

      It wasn’t possible. No one was that lucky.

      Her hair must appear short because it is neatly pinned atop her head, Leena reasoned. Her skin must appear dark because it’s up against the pristine white stone of the city walls.

      Unless…

      Leena glanced over again, watching the woman walk to the very end of the pier and sit down with her feet dangling over the water. Who else could it be? No one in Whylkin who could afford to walk around in colorful silks would be unchaperoned and alone at the docks. Ourthuro and Whylkin were very different kingdoms, but some things always remained the same.

      Before Leena had time to ponder any other possibilities, the girl fell face forward off the end of the dock as though pushed by invisible hands. Her body was lifeless and immobile as it splashed almost silently into the sea, dragged under by some unnatural force.

      Leena’s eyes widened, alarmed.

      Swim, she thought. Swim.

      But there were no flailing arms breaking through the surface of the water. No gasping breaths. No movements at all. To the casual observer, it might seem as though the girl went willingly to her grave. But Leena knew something was wrong. She sensed it in her bones. A crime had just been committed, and Leena, it seemed, was the only witness around.

      Body reacting before her brain had time to process, Leena found she was half out the window before she even realized what she was doing. But the circular opening was small, nearly too small for even her thin body to squeeze through. So she dangled, half in the ship and half out, pausing for just a minute before biting her lip and making the decision. If it was Jinji, there was no way Leena could let her die. And if it wasn’t, there was still no way she could sit idle—not knowing she could have helped. One strong push was all it took to shift her bum through the window, and then before she knew it, she was falling, smacking against the water, slipping under—free.

      Leena smiled, surrounded by endless blue, and let the sea fill her senses. The taste of salt. The sensation of liquid smooth against her skin. The rumble of waves crashing overhead. After days of sailing above the surface, Leena had never felt happier to be back beneath the water, back in the only home she had left.

      And then she swam.

      Within minutes, she found the body resting still at the bottom of the ocean, weighed down by heavy clothes, barely disrupting the sand. One look at the woman’s face, and Leena knew she had been right all along. Somehow, someway, fate had given her another gift—the girl was Jinji. A lifeless, breathless Jinji, but Jinji all the same.

      Acting swiftly, Leena scooped her up, wrapping an arm around her waist, and searched for some way out of the water. She didn’t want to leave, not really. No place had ever felt so safe, so expansive, so liberating. But saving Jinji’s life was far more important—saving all of Whylkin from her father was far more important.

      Near the edge of the dock, Leena saw her chance—a stone ramp starting from the sandy shore and leading up and out of the water. Moving as quickly as possible, she pulled Jinji’s heavy body through the water and closer to their only way out. And as soon as she could stand, she broke the surface, breathing in air once more and dragging Jinji up the stones behind her. When they were free of the sea, Leena dropped to her knees. Sheltered as she was, she had seen someone drown before—a slave child who had tried to swim in the palace pools on a hot summer day. And she still remembered watching the guards try desperately to save him, to get him awake and out of the palace before her father found out.

      Opening Jinji’s mouth, Leena pushed the air from her body down into her friend’s throat, and then pumped on her chest. Again. And again. And again. More times than the guards had tried with the little boy, more times than a sane person might, but there was no giving up. No other options. This had to work. Desperation fueled her movements. Jinji was the only person in Rayfort who could help her, who had seen her unveiled face, who could vouch for her identity and her truths. She couldn’t die or everything was lost.

      “Come on,” Leena whispered harshly, pounding on Jinji’s immobile chest. “Come on!”

      The gods listened.

      Jinji’s entire body jerked, lifting off the stones, twitching as a cough ripped through her. Quickly, Leena turned her on her side, giving the water rising from her chest a better place to go—out.

      “Let it go,” she cooed gently, trying to ease the worry tensing Jinji’s muscles. She patted her back softly until the endless river stopped pouring, and the coughing was replaced by gasping breaths instead.

      “Rhen?” Jinji whispered scratchily, voice sore and broken. But soon her eyes gained focus and she turned her head, brows furrowing in confusion. “Princess?”

      Leena winced at the title. “I’m not a princess anymore,” she growled. But then she paused, breathing for a moment to regain her composure. It wasn’t Jinji’s fault. The girl was oblivious of everything Leena had done to strip herself of the title of princess—a different girl and a different life she had left far behind. Softer, she said, “You may call me Leena from now on.”

      “Leena
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