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      Sitting in front of the rolling waves, contemplating how I would kill a goddess, was likely not the best use of my time, but here I was anyway.

      It had been about a fortnight since Brigid disappeared and I was no closer to finding her than we had been the day the syrens’ goddess, Cliodhna, had dragged her away, vanishing beneath the waves. I had no idea where she had taken Brigid, let alone how to save the syren who had adeptly wormed her way into my life.

      Not being able to breathe underwater posed a slight challenge to my rescue plans. Especially when the syrens were even less trusting of me and my crew than Duncan had been of them. Their stubbornness made it even more difficult to achieve anything.

      But I tried.

      As soon as she disappeared beneath the surface, I tried to get to her. Too many things—Sorcha’s burial and getting the children somewhere safe—had delayed the search, making it feel near impossible to find her now.

      At Brigid’s request to the other syrens, we buried Sorcha in the earth instead of the sea to keep Cliodhna from getting her hands on Sorcha’s body. Per my sentiment, we buried her next to Maddock back in Brinemoor at my old home. Burying her had been hard, and even Maira had shed a tear as she and the other syrens watched us cover her small body with earth.

      We had fixed the dilapidated structure just enough to make it habitable while we discussed our next plans, but in the end, we returned to Finn’s cottage. Sorcha’s burial had only made me more determined to save myself from having to bury Brigid next to her, and this home, this structure, had too many emotions connected to it for me to think clearly.

      The syrens, all of whom had returned with us, somewhat helped with the burial. They wanted to hold their own rituals for Sorcha, and during these, my crew and I had made ourselves scarce out of respect. But that had been the last time they willingly cooperated. Each day that followed was a battle.

      What to do with the fourteen children we had rescued from my father and Cliodhna had been another point of contention. Admittedly, I had been short-sighted in my goal of ending Kellan’s evils and had not truly stopped to fully consider how to care for these orphans once we rescued them.

      The syrens had collectively wanted to send the children to a contact in Bhodheas, a woman who had apparently helped with the previous charges the syrens had saved who elected not to become syrens. I wanted the children to stay closer at the orphanage in Brinemoor so I could monitor them and ensure their continued safety. I would not abandon them now that I accomplished my original task. They deserved more from me, from life, and I would ensure they got it. I wasn’t my father, and I would die before I let myself become anything like him.

      It had been a hellish argument, almost coming to physical blows with one syren, Maira, but thankfully, it had been an argument that I won. The children were now at an orphanage in Brinemoor under the care of a woman Maddock and I knew named Isla.

      Since returning to Finn’s cottage after burying Sorcha, every single decision had been an argument with the syrens. Which rooms everyone would stay in, who would go into town to shop for food and supplies, and who would complete the chores and household duties. All of it was exhausting. But I knew I wouldn’t be able to find Brigid without their help. So, I endured it.

      After all, I had endured far worse for far less of a reward. And I would continue to endure anything thrown my way if it meant getting her back.

      I rubbed my temples, attempting to relieve the recurring headache forming, and stared out at the water. “Where are you, Brigid?”

      Standing, I picked up a stone from the beach and threw it as hard as I could out into the churning sea. It barely made a ripple before it disappeared into the roiling waves. It was a sad outlet, but it was something. My rage was nearly equal in power to my sadness.

      “What did the water ever do to you?” An amused feminine voice echoed behind me.

      I turned to see Maira walking toward me, and I had to squint against the annoyingly bright shine of her gold hair and pale skin against the overcast haze. Sighing, I moved over to allow her space beside me on the beach. If I didn’t, she would have pushed her way in, regardless.

      She was a female version of Duncan. Angry, suspicious, and above all, fucking stubborn. I wasn’t sure why she had come out here, but I didn’t want to speak with her. It would only devolve into another disagreement, and I was already exhausted. Of all the syrens, she had been the one most disapproving of every decision I made. And she had definitely been the most vocal.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I looked at her out of the corner of my eye. “There’s not enough time for me to tell you about it all.”

      She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. It was a gesture of forced politeness, one I was not sure why she was engaging in. “So, what are you doing out here, then? Brooding?”

      Clenching all my muscles and then relaxing them one by one, I slowly attempted to quell my irritation with the syren in front of me. It didn’t work. It never worked. “Aye, sure. Since no one is doing anything to find Brigid, I might as well. What are you doing out here? Other than intentionally bothering me.”

      The fake smile she had pasted on her face finally dropped away, and her eyes narrowed. “What else is there to do? We searched the caves. She was not there.” Her voice could have dropped the temperature of the water, freezing the sea to match her mood.

      My patience and politeness quickly faded in the face of this annoying creature. All the syrens had used that same excuse, time and time again, and yet I knew they could do more. Search more. “And that’s the only place you have searched. She could be anywhere!”

      “Exactly. She could be anywhere,” Maira retorted, rolling her eyes and crossing her arms over her chest. “So why should we waste our efforts when you don’t have a clue where we should look?”

      “Cliodhna was your queen,” I reminded her, pointing at her chest. Rage simmered in my stomach, hot and wild, waiting to be unleashed. “If anyone should know where to search, it should be you. And yet here you sit, eating my food, wearing my clothes, and arguing with my men. No wonder Brigid left you.”

      Without warning, Maira snarled and stepped forward, wrapping her small hand around my throat and digging her blunt nails into my skin. I growled, my hands clenched at my side as I struggled not to reach out and strike her. I do not have time for this.

      In one swift move, I reached down and pulled a dagger from my belt, pressing it to her throat and raising my eyebrow. I was not one of the defenseless men she faced, and I would not cower to her or her kind. Her grip was tight, but her hand wasn’t even big enough to wrap around my throat, and without her talons extended, I wasn’t afraid of her. She was a mere annoyance, like a fly swarming. And I was about to swat her.

      “Insolent man,” she spat, attempting to tighten her grip around my throat. “You have no idea the connections we have with one another. Brigid and I spent years together.”

      “And yet, you and your queen abandoned her on a whim after she saved me,” I retorted, still holding my blade to her throat. It was an ongoing battle of wills, and if I let it, it would quickly turn physical. I knew without a doubt that if I gave her an opening, she would take it, and my blood would cover this beach.

      “Hey!” a sharp voice yelled from up the path. Another syren. “What are you two doing?”

      Coming down the hill were Cameron and another syren, Kyla. They came to a stop in front of us, Cameron’s narrowed eyes tracking our every move. He had argued with Maira too, and I knew he was just as fond of dealing with her as I was. Which was not at all.

      Kyla had been the one to shout at us, and her eyes were full of fire, a blazing amber that stood out against the deep russet of her skin. Kyla was the leader of the syrens now, an unspoken motion decided after several days of tension and several hushed arguments. For a moment, I worried Maira might end up on top, but thankfully the syrens had more sense than that.

      At least Kyla was tolerable. Her soft voice and calm demeanor had deescalated many arguments between us all, including some between the syrens themselves. Cam had especially taken a liking to the woman, siding with her as often as he sided with me when we were on opposing sides of an argument.

      Now, though, she was pure power. Her mass of long, dark brown curls lifted and swept back by the wind made her look even more intimidating, an expression I had never seen on her before. At least, never directed at me. Her shoulders were tense beneath the borrowed sweater, and her hands clenched at her side as she approached us, her eyes darting back and forth between Maira and me as she assessed the situation.

      “This insolent man believes us beneath him,” Maira said, squeezing her fingers around my throat, irritating me further. “I was simply proving him wrong.”

      “Keep digging your nails into my skin, syren, and I will prove you wrong,” I promised, shifting the blade in my hand and pressing it harder against her skin. Her pale skin turned pink against the pressure of the blade, but I was careful to mind the pressure. I just wanted to remind her who was in charge, not actually hurt her.

      “Both of you, stop,” Kyla demanded, stepping between us. She put a hand on each of our chests, pushing to separate us, though we didn’t move an inch. She pushed harder, nostrils flaring, and sent Maira back half a step, though the petulant syren’s hand remained wrapped around my throat. “This is not helping anyone.”

      Turning my gaze to the brunette, I couldn’t help my lip from snarling. “Aye, that’s the point. You aren’t helping. Brigid has been missing for weeks, and you’ve looked for her once.”

      “You act like we’re sitting around doing nothing,” Maira said. “We have helped, more than that oaf you call a first mate.”

      “Watch your words, syren,” I warned, looking back at her. I pulled the knife away and easily removed her hand from my throat, flinging her arm by the wrist like I should have done the moment her nails met my skin. Stepping back, I looked at both syrens and Cameron, who stood between them, crossing and uncrossing his arms and shifting his weight, ready to step in if needed. “You’re antagonizing me and my men and arguing with us constantly. You do nothing to search for Brigid, nothing to look after the children we saved, nothing to help keep up the house we are staying in. All you do is huddle in your room and throw barbs at anyone who passes. At least the other syrens help with some tasks.”

      “I’ll not bow to the likes of you,” Maira sneered, taking a half step toward me, her fists clenched and ready to engage once more. “You are not in charge of us.”

      “No one’s asking you to bow,” I spat back, looking down at her. She truly was an irritating creature, and I couldn’t fathom how Brigid had spent ten years without killing her. “We’re asking you to help us find your friend.”

      Kyla moved around Cameron to stand in front of Maira, turning her back to me and effectively separating us. “You need to stop this. Now.”

      Maira rolled her eyes dramatically as Kyla stepped away, turning back to me. Her fire and rage died down, leaving room for the diplomatic and soft-spoken woman we’d come to know. The sun peeked out from behind the clouds fully, settling on Kyla’s face and lighting her skin from within. It only made her look more regal, more… in charge.

      “I understand your frustration, Caelum, truly I do. But with no clues where Brigid is, we simply cannot go out and search the seas from top to bottom. It would be an impossible task,” Kyla said, trying to placate me as her hands stretched out towards me, palms up. “The only place we all knew was the caves, and they’re empty.”

      “Surely you know of other places beneath the seas where Cliodhna could possibly be holding her. You haven’t even looked,” I snapped. Sighing, I rolled my shoulders to ease the tension and lowered my voice. Kyla was not the one who inspired my anger, and while she needed to hear the words, she didn’t deserve my tone. Not like Maira had. “You know these waters better than any of us. But you all sit here, doing nothing instead, while your queen has Brigid.”

      “And what are you doing about it, pirate?” Maira leaned around Kyla to speak. Kyla closed her eyes and sighed, reaching up to pinch the bridge of her nose. I felt vindicated that Maira irritated even the most mellow of the syrens.

      “I buried Sorcha, who was one of you, in case you forgot. I buried my father, whom I killed, to save these children. The children your queen was ready to murder to strengthen her own power. I took the children to an orphanage where they would be safe and taken care of,” I said, taking a step closer to them with each sentence. Kyla stood her ground, staring me down. Maira’s eyes glowed a fiery blue, and her lip curled up to reveal her teeth. I was so close I was nearly touching Kyla, but my focus remained entirely on Maira. “So, do not stand there, in the clothes I provided for you, staying in the house of one of my men, and tell me I am doing nothing. If I could breathe underwater, I would be out there looking for her and wouldn’t return until I found her.”

      “You think we don’t care about her?” Kyla asked softly, thankfully speaking before Maira could again. My eyes flicked toward Kyla briefly. I saw her staring at me with sadness in her amber eyes.

      “Admittedly, it doesn’t much seem like it,” Cameron said quietly from the side, pushing the sleeves of his sweater up his forearms to reveal the dark smattering of hair that covered the skin there. He stepped towards us, his hands out toward Kyla and Maira in a gesture of peace. “Caelum’s right. If any of us could do what you could, we’d be searching the seas for Brigid, trying to get her back. And we have only known her for months compared to your decades.”

      Kyla sighed, closing her eyes for a moment. She glanced over her shoulder at Maira before looking back to me, meeting my gaze with purpose. “Then I suppose we all must sit down and have a conversation.”

      “Perhaps a productive one, for once?” Cameron asked, the humor in his voice falling flat amidst the tension between the rest of us.

      I didn’t want their help, but I couldn’t deny we needed it. “Hopefully this time will go better than the last few.”

      Without another word, I turned my back on both women, walking past Cameron and back up the hill to Finn’s cottage. Damned syrens, I thought to myself, exhaling loudly.
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      Cold water splashed on my face, waking me. It trickled down my neck and chest like blades of ice, drenching me. The cold air met the even colder water, making my muscles tighten painfully, and I shivered involuntarily. Twisting my wrists against the ropes behind my back, I shook my head, blinking the water from my eyes. Squeezing my eyes shut, I took deep breaths, trying not to use up the precious energy I didn’t have.

      These past weeks had not been kind to me. Cliodhna had not been kind to me.

      “Wake up.” Cliodhna’s voice was harsh and angry, a far cry from the melodic and regal voice I had heard for years. This noise grated on my nerves and made me want to grit my teeth, but I needed to save my strength to endure the upcoming torture that surely awaited me.

      It took more energy than I wanted, but I managed to raise my head high enough to look at her, narrowing my eyes at the sight of my former queen looking down at me. Her pale skin, white hair, and eyes like diamonds. All of her was cold and sharp.

      My voice was flat and dull as I spoke. “What do you want?”

      “We are not done, my child,” she cooed, reaching down to hold my chin in her slender fingers. Her nails were long and pointed, even in her human form, and they dug into my skin uncomfortably.

      “Just kill me already,” I whispered, meeting her icy blue gaze. She had held me captive for nearly two weeks now, and the daily torture was wearing on me, just as she hoped. I had given up hope the others would find me, that Caelum would find me. My body could not take much more of this, and I doubted my mind could either.

      The only things that kept me going were my dreams of Caelum, my memories of Sorcha, and my fantasies of ripping Cliodhna’s beating heart from her chest.

      Cliodhna’s wicked grin filled my vision as she bent down, placing our faces level. Her eyes blazed with delight. “Oh, no, my daughter. You owe me for what you stole. And you will be punished.”

      She straightened up, releasing my face. Exhausted, my chin fell back against my chest. At least the shaking subsided. I mustered up what strength I could, filling my voice with venom. “They weren’t yours to begin with.”

      I heard skin meeting skin, but it took a moment for my body to register the pain radiating across my face. My cheek stung, and the pain faded into a dull ache that echoed through the rest of my body.

      “They were mine,” she snarled. Her fingers tangled in the knots of my hair, yanking my head back up.

      Copper flooded my tongue as I licked my lip, and I grinned at her, pulling my lips off my teeth to show my bloody smile. She would try to break me, and she might succeed, but it would take far more than a slap across the face. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

      Her eyes narrowed, hiding her frustration behind a self-important smirk. “We’re only just starting. You have no idea what I’m capable of, you little urchin.”

      My body was exhausted, my mind even more weary, but I wouldn’t let her win. Not now. I would take any punishment she inflicted and would not give her the satisfaction of seeing me break. That was her goal, after all. That was clear to me after the second or third day here. She was careful not to use the full extent of her powers, to not injure beyond what could heal. No, this was a game to her now, as I had no information for her and no value beyond her enjoyment of inflicting pain. And I would do whatever it took to not give it to her.

      As she took a slight step back and studied me, I focused on my breathing, on the feel of the chair beneath my legs and the rope rubbing against my wrists, the smell of my own stench, the hunger twinging in my stomach, on anything but the pain she would deliver at any moment. The first slice of her claws came down across my thigh, slicing deep into the skin and muscle. I flinched, but closed my eyes and turned my mind inward, not allowing myself to feel the pain. If I looked down at my leg, at the bloody mess of flayed skin and exposed muscle, I doubted I could keep from screaming. It was better to sit in denial of how bad the wound was.

      Instead, I clung to the memories of my friends. Memories of nights spent up with Sorcha, telling stories, our bodies pressed together as we lay on our backs in the dark. Memories of Caelum and his rough hands on my skin, of his lips against mine, of the smell of his neck as I curled into his arms. They were my only reprieve. My haven.

      And here, in the recesses of my mind that she had not broken into yet, I was safe. For the moment. It would be over eventually. One way or another, it would be over.
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      Walking into Brinemoor, the anxious rush to do something knotted up my stomach and buzzed in my chest. Clenching and unclenching my hands, I picked up the pace, moving toward my destination. Despite Brigid’s kidnapping, I had been regularly visiting the children we saved, checking in on them. I grappled with the decision at first, wanting to put all my energy into finding and saving Brigid, but I knew if she discovered I abandoned the children we had worked so hard to save, she would not be pleased.

      Turning down a side path from the main street through Brinemoor, I could almost imagine what she would have done, standing there with her hip cocked, her arms crossed, and one of her rust-colored eyebrows arched as she stared me down, waiting for me to take back whatever words I had had the gall to say. A smile tugged at my lips, but couldn’t quite form fully, stopped in its tracks by the sorrow that had made its home in my chest.

      The sounds of laughter filled my ears as I neared the orphanage, and this time, the smile got past that hurdle. My chest felt lighter with every step I took. These children had saved me in the little time I had known them, just as much as I had saved them. And I knew that despite Brigid’s capture and Sorcha’s death, it would have pleased both women to know we made a difference in their lives.

      “Caelum, Caelum!” a little boy yelled, and soon, the children overran me, clinging to my legs, grabbing at my hands, and vying for my attention. Rory, a child of about eight years old, had taken to me rather quickly, growing attached at our first meeting. He was always the first to spot me when I came to visit, and the last to bid me goodbye when I left. “You’re back!”

      While the orphanage in Brinemoor wasn’t an ideal solution for these children, it was better than being held captive in the hands of my father, or dead at the hands of the murderous syren queen. Here, at least, they remained fed, clothed, and relatively safe. And I would make sure they stayed that way, no matter what it cost.

      Laughing for the first time since I was here last, I reached down and ruffled the bright fiery head of ginger hair, hair that reminded me of the woman I had lost. “How are you, Rory?”

      “We’re learning to read!” he exclaimed, nearly screaming the words at me. His arms swung as he continued to talk about all his adventures that day.

      I listened, nodding. The smile never left my face as the other children chimed in. I never even responded, and honestly, I don’t think they wanted me to.

      The orphanage was small and barely had enough space for a room with rows of cots and a kitchen. At first, I wasn’t sure they could handle the fourteen young children I brought, but the matron had been more than willing to take them all in, waving away our concerns and simply rearranging the cots to make room for everyone.

      “How long are you staying? Can you come to dinner?” Rory asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

      I ruffled his hair again and did the same to the other children still hanging around, looking up at me. As if on cue, they all started pouting, their eyes widening and their lower lips dropping. I narrowed my eyes. Curse whoever taught them that, I thought.

      I sighed dramatically, sticking my lip out and tilting my head dramatically, as if I were considering the question. “Fine, I suppose I’ll come for dinner. I’ve got to go into town for a bit, but I’ll be back in time.”

      They cheered and grabbed my hands, pulling me toward the building. We walked past the gray-haired matron, Isla, who smiled widely at me, the movement pulling at the slight wrinkles in the corners of the sun-aged skin there. “Trouble, aren’t they?”

      I motioned for the young ones to go on inside and offered her a small smile. It was all I could muster. “Aye, whoever taught them that did not have you in mind.”

      She laughed. “Och, it doesn’t work on me, boy. Don’t worry your head.”

      “Are you okay if I come back for dinner? The little cretins may not take no for an answer, but I will,” I muttered. I knew the orphanage was short on money, despite my father’s unwilling posthumous donation, made when I dropped off the kids. Children were expensive to raise, clothe, and feed, and it was a wonder the orphanage stayed open sometimes. Isla had a kind spirit, and despite having little, she gave all she had to the children.

      I didn’t have much, but if there was one thing I was willing to spend my creatively earned money on, it was the kids. And as soon as I had Brigid back in my arms, I would do whatever it took to earn more money to give them.

      Her smile dipped slightly, but remained steadfast across her face. “Aye, Caelum. Join them for dinner. One more plate will not break us.”

      “I’ll send money soon,” I promised, vowing I would do whatever it took to ensure this orphanage stayed funded. “Over half these kids are here because of me, anyway.”

      “I know you’d take them all if you could,” she said. Her smile dropped, and she leaned in closer, attempting to avoid prying ears. “You’re so good with them, and I know you want to help. That means a world of difference in their lives.”

      “I wish I could help more,” I admitted, agreeing with her. I had considered offering my family’s home to the orphanage. It would have been much larger, and better equipped to handle this many children, but it was too dilapidated, and there were far too many ghosts there for me. Fixing it up would have taken time and money, both of which we currently did not have, and these children deserved stability and a real life, not one lived by the whims of the sea.

      “You help plenty,” she said, putting her hand on my arm and squeezing gently, her skin pale against the sun-tanned gold of my own. “You help more than anyone else in this town.”

      I nodded at her, offering her another small smile. While it might be true that I helped more than anyone else in this godforsaken town, I knew I could do more. And once I found Brigid, I would do more. We would. Both Brigid and I had grown up feeling unloved, and I would be damned if these children ever felt that way, even for a moment.

      “I’ll be back before dinner, Isla,” I said. “I just need to pick up some supplies from the market.”

      “Dinner will be ready in an hour, Caelum. Take your time.” Her kind eyes locked with mine, before turning to walk inside the orphanage. As the door closed, the smile dropped from my face. The energy these children brought always stayed with them, but as soon as I was out of their presence, the oppressive reality swarmed back in, pushing down all feelings of joy and optimism. Brigid was gone, and I had no way of finding her.

      Pulling the doors shut behind me with a sigh, I turned toward the town, kicking at the dirt on the path in front of me. The past few weeks had worn me down, and I knew I needed to pick up the food and other supplies we had ordered from the market, but the thought of being around more people was daunting. Instead, I turned away from the market and began walking. Maybe a nice stroll would clear my head, and I could just pick up the supplies after dinner instead.

      Unfortunately, the world had other plans for me.

      Alan and Duncan were walking toward me from down the road. Kyla and another syren, Nerina, were with them. Alan noticed me first, and they changed their course. “Captain, what are you doing here?”

      “Went to see the kids,” I replied, nodding my head back toward the orphanage. I didn’t have the energy to talk to them, but they wouldn’t let me get away with being alone. Alan was an undeniable ray of fucking sunshine, while I was perfectly content to keep my head stuck in my storm clouds. But Duncan would never let me get away with my brooding for long.

      Duncan nodded, a strand of his sandy blond hair flipping down onto the pink strip of sunburn across his forehead, but said nothing else.

      Alan also nodded, but as he was not as wise as my best friend, he continued on. “It’s so great that you go visit them, especially after all that’s happened.”

      “Aye,” I agreed, my voice blunt. I wanted this conversation to be over.

      “I hate to bring more bad news,” Duncan interrupted, thrusting a wound-up piece of parchment at me. Kyla peered at him, as if she hadn’t seen the paper in his grasp.

      “What is that?” Nerina asked, leaning around Kyla to get a closer look. She tucked a strand of her golden-brown waves behind her ear, bringing her hand to mouth as she chewed on a fingernail.

      I narrowed my eyes at Duncan, trying to decipher the blank expression on his face as I unrolled the scroll. Tearing my gaze from him, I looked down, only to see my own face peering back up at me. The ink was smudged, but I could read it clearly.

      WANTED FOR PIRACY AND MURDER.

      “You’ve got to be fucking joking,” I groaned, balling up the paper, my hands dropping to my sides. This was just what we needed right now. “Where did you find that?”

      “They’re everywhere, sir,” Alan muttered, avoiding eye contact and reading the mood for the first time ever. Thankfully, he understood my anger. If he hadn’t, I wasn’t sure what I would have said or done, but it likely would have hurt his feelings.

      “We’ve got to get back to the others,” Duncan said, “before someone realizes this is you.”

      “What did it say?” Nerina asked, sharing a look with Kyla. Her light bronze skin had visible goosebumps as she wrapped her arms around herself to fight off the sharp gust of wind.

      Kyla stepped closer to her, wrapping an arm around the other syren. “It’s a wanted sign.”

      I nodded in agreement with Kyla, running my other hand through my unruly hair as I considered Duncan’s words. If someone recognized me and realized there was a reward involved, there would be a mob in an instant. “Aye, aye. We will, but I promised the children I’d be back for dinner. And I still need to pick up the supplies from the market.”

      “You cannot be serious.” Duncan raised an eyebrow. “We need to get back.”

      “I promised them,” I snapped. I had experienced too many broken promises in my own childhood, and I would never subject these children to that if it could be avoided. And I could avoid breaking this promise. “You can either come with me or go on back yourself.”

      “I’d like to come to dinner with you.” Kyla spoke softly, once again diffusing the tension with a practiced ease. Nerina stood beside her, her topaz eyes observing every movement we made, analyzing and calculating. Kyla cast her a quick glance. “I’d like to see how they’re settling in.”

      “Okay, then let’s go,” I said, looking at the woman for a moment and searching for any hidden motives in her face, but all I saw was genuine interest and concern. I turned to Duncan and Alan. “One of you can stop to get the supplies after dinner if you’re concerned about me being spotted.”

      She nodded softly and reached down to take Nerina’s hand. The quiet syren flexed her fingers around Kyla’s and nodded as well. “Yes, I will go, too.”

      As a group, we turned and began walking back to the orphanage. Dinner wouldn’t be ready yet, but I knew the children still had energy. And four new people meant four extra sets of ears to listen to their stories and four additional sets of hands to play with them.

      I knocked on the door, three quick raps, and Isla answered the door almost immediately. I clearly surprised her by returning so soon, and with guests in tow, but she covered it well. “Hello, welcome.”

      “If it’s all right with you, they’ll be joining us for dinner,” I murmured. Catching her gaze, I made sure she saw how serious I was. “If there’s not enough, please tell us.”

      “Nonsense,” she replied, waving her hand. She smiled widely at Kyla and Nerina. “The more the better. Come in, please. I am Isla.”

      Kyla stepped up first, extending her hand. “Kyla, and this Nerina. It’s lovely to meet you.”

      And just like that, the tension that had been permeating the air disappeared, and even Duncan’s shoulders relaxed as we followed Isla into the orphanage.

      Isla happily watched as the children swarmed the visitors, all vying for attention. Smiles contagiously filled the room. We all sat down for dinner, eyeing the meager stew and bread that had been served. I had taken only half a serving, and the others followed my lead. The orphanage was making do, but until I could get our usual business operations back up and running, I didn’t have enough money to send to them.

      “What’s your name?” Rory asked, sidling up between Kyla and Nerina as we took our seats along the benches in front of the long table. “I’m Rory.”

      Kyla smiled, her face softening. “Hi Rory, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Kyla, and this is Nerina.”

      Rory’s eyes lit up, and he leaned closer to Kyla. “You sound like my mother.”

      Silver lined her eyes almost immediately, and I leaned over, ready to step in and take the conversation, but she caught my eyes over Rory’s head and gave a tiny shake of her head. Turning her attention back to the boy, she smiled. “Your mother was from southern Bhodheas, then?”

      He shrugged, picking at his food. “I dunno. I don’t remember much about her. All I remember is being with her in Prìomh. She died when I was little and they sent me to an orphanage there.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kyla whispered, wrapping her arms around his shoulders. “If she sounds like me, she was likely from the south of Prìomh, along the coast. Have you ever been there?”

      He shook his head. “No. Is it pretty?”

      She widened her eyes dramatically. “Oh, it’s gorgeous. Some days, the cliffs go up so high that the sea below gets lost in the clouds.”

      His food long forgotten, Rory leaned forward on his elbows and began pelting questions at her about what the area and the people were like. She took it in stride, answering quickly and never letting her attention stray from him.

      Nerina caught my gaze from the other side of Rory and smiled, nodding toward the two new fast friends. I returned the smile. Perhaps there was hope for peace with the syrens after all.

      Both of us turned to watch Kyla, who was now regaling Rory and the other children with stories of the mythical creatures said to live in the clouds, who came down on the echoes of rainbows after a storm to grant wishes to those who could catch them.

      While I had heard those stories before, I hadn’t heard them since I’d come face to face with another mythical creature—the syrens. I raised an eyebrow at Nerina and mouthed, “Are those real?”

      She grinned and shrugged, turning her attention back to the story.

      Kyla was truly a natural with the kids, and I tried to remember what Brigid had told me about Kyla and Nerina’s pasts, but I could recall nothing other than they both had suffered violent histories. For a moment, watching Kyla with Rory, I never would have guessed it to be true.

      Soon, the sun began to sink below the horizon, and Isla stood from the table, clapping her hands. “All right, now. Time to go clean up, all of you. You know your chores and duties before bed.”

      The children groaned, but reluctantly scampered off after a firm look from Isla, who smiled at us gratefully before turning and following them out of the room.

      “We should go too,” I said, and we all stood. Leaving the orphanage, I pulled the heavy door closed behind us and raised an eyebrow at Duncan as we began our trek back to the cottage. “So, now what?”

      He just laughed and clapped a large hand on my shoulder. “We’ll get through it, Cae. We always do.”

      “How do you think Cam will react to the poster?” I asked, a genuine grin spread across my face at the thought of Cameron’s reaction. He’d either be upset that I was on a wanted poster, or, more likely, he’d be upset that he wasn’t.

      Duncan laughed again.
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      “You’re what?” Cam asked, his eyebrows shooting up under his brown hair. It had grown in the past few weeks and now hung over his forehead and curled around his ears.

      “Wanted,” I replied, thrusting the wrinkled parchment at him. “I’m wanted.”

      Taking the paper from me, he studied it intently, as if the answers to all our problems hid in the smudged ink. He sighed heavily. “How did anyone even survive to post this?”

      I shrugged. “I’m sure Kellan had plans in place in case of his death. We couldn’t kill all his men. Some of them got away.”

      “We need to go back to town and see if we can find anything out,” Cam said, setting the paper down on the table and crossing his arms. “Do they know we’re staying here?”

      I shrugged again. “I don’t know. I’m in town most every day to visit the children, and I haven’t been hiding. I don’t think anyone’s been following me.”

      Cam locked eyes with Duncan, hazel against blue. “We’ll need to make sure. You’ll have to stay here for a bit, Captain.”

      I slammed myself down in the chair, not caring about the way it stung my thighs. The last thing I wanted was to be stuck in this house with the syrens. I dragged my hand over my face, sighing heavily. “I know.”

      Narrowing his eyes, Cam studied me for a long moment before finally sighing and turning to Duncan. “Were there posters of the rest of us?”

      “Nay,” Duncan said, shaking his head. “Just Caelum.”

      “There’s nothing we can do tonight,” I pointed out. “I’m back. I’ll stay here and won’t visit the children. And once we find Brigid, we’ll deal with this. It’s not a priority right now.”

      “Not a priority?” Duncan asked, his voice rising. “You can’t be a wanted man, Caelum. You’re not even a pirate!”

      “I know that,” I said, keeping my voice flat. I barely had the energy to go see the children I had saved, and I certainly didn’t have enough energy to argue with my best friend. And now, being stuck in this house would only delay our search for Brigid. My stomach was in my boots, and rage grew inside me. I wanted nothing more than to destroy everything in my path; I needed to get it out of my system.

      Duncan threw his hands up in the air, scoffing before he turned and walked down the hallway, into the room he now shared with Cameron.

      “He just worries, Caelum,” Cameron muttered, pulling out the chair across from me and sitting down.

      “We need to worry about finding Brigid, not clearing me of piracy,” I pointed out. We needed to prioritize things, and dealing with what passed for the local government here was not high on my list.

      “Is this about that wanted sign we saw?” A soft voice came from behind us.

      Fucking syrens, I thought, turning around to see Kyla walking into the cottage, a basket of vegetables in her hands. She must have gone out to the garden when we returned from the orphanage. She’d stayed quiet when Alan and Duncan told me about the poster earlier, but now it seemed she had questions.

      “Aye, I’m wanted for piracy and the murder of my father,” I said, motioning toward the paper.

      “You’re not a pirate, though,” she said, tilting her head to the side. “Are you?”

      “Not technically.” I didn’t feel like going through the intricate nuance behind my status as a pirate or not. It was messy and complex, and would take more words than I cared to expend. “But I did ‘steal’ from Kellan, so his crew would likely consider me one.”

      “The children?”

      I nodded. “They think I stole the children from them, and that the children were rightfully their property, along with the loot we took from his ship after I killed him. In their eyes and in the eyes of the law, I am a pirate. Or at least, a thief.”

      “How will this affect the search for Brigid?” She set the basket down and wiped her hands down the legs of her borrowed pants. Reaching up, she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, though it did little good as the curl sprang right back to its original place as she sat down at the table next to me. Studying her for a moment, I contemplated the stark difference between this syren and the one who had burned her way into my heart.

      I could understand women like Brigid and Maira being syrens. They fit in my mind. But women like Kyla and Sorcha… they did not. I had not been around any of the others long enough to know. Cordelia, a syren whose hair was a few shades lighter than Brigid’s and skin a few shades pinker, seemed to be close with Maira, which said something for her taste. I was still unsure about Nerina and Iona, though. Those two syrens could have been sisters, apart from Iona’s sharper cheekbones and cooler eyes. They seemed nice enough, but were quiet around us all. Today had been the most I’d ever heard Nerina speak.

      “It shouldn’t. Why do you suddenly care about searching for her?” I shrugged. It seemed to be the only movement I could bring my body to complete. The hurt across her face was instant, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel sorry for my words.

      “Whatever you choose to believe, know that we do care for Brigid, and we want to find her.”

      “Then prove it.”

      “How?” she asked, her brow raising as she crossed her arms. “How can we prove we care for the woman that was with us for a decade? The woman that we shared a home with, a bed with, our lives with?”

      “You could have started by not turning your backs on her.” My words were like deadly venom, but I couldn’t keep them behind my teeth. “She cared about you enough to go back and warn you when those fishermen attacked us, and you exiled her instead.”

      She flinched, her voice cracking. “That was Cliodhna’s order.”

      I opened my arms wide, gesturing to the nothingness surrounding us. “And that is why we are here.”

      Sighing, Kyla sat down. “Whatever Maira has made you believe about us—whatever Cliodhna has made you believe—we were a family. And we will help to get her back.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I snapped, my arms dropping to my sides. I had a hard time believing that was the case, since Brigid had been quick to find a home with my crew, but the emotion on Kyla’s face clarified that at least she believed her own words.

      “Iona and Maira went out searching today.” Her voice was calm despite the tears pooling in her eyes. She sniffed delicately but held my gaze.

      “Did they find anything?” Cameron asked, filling the silence as I sat looking at her.

      “They’re not back yet,” she replied, finally turning her gaze to him.

      I stood, abruptly pushing back from the table, unable to sit here any longer. Kyla was a nice woman, but I feared if I stayed, I would say something more venomous than even Maira could muster. “When they’re back, come get me.”

      Cameron cocked an eyebrow at my behavior, but nodded. I returned the gesture before turning to walk to my room. The room Brigid and Sorcha had shared, and the one I now claimed as my own, and would not share.

      Logically, I knew I was being rude and should have stayed to discuss things more with Duncan, Cameron, and even Kyla. But I didn’t have it in me. I just wanted to lie in the bed Brigid once shared and miss her for a moment. Settling into the blankets, I closed my eyes, imagining she was next to me, imagining that Cliodhna had never taken her in the first place. I reached over and pulled the pillow she had used to my chest. I inhaled her scent as my throat burned with the tears I refused to let fall.

      I would find her, and she would be back in this bed, no matter what it took. No matter what it cost me.
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      A knock on the door pulled me from my half-sleep. Opening my eyes, I took a deep breath and sat up, steeling myself for interaction I didn’t want.

      “They’re back,” was all Cameron said before he turned and went back out to the kitchen.

      Despite not wanting to do anything other than lay here, my feet swung themselves over the bed before I was fully aware of what I was doing, nearly causing me to fall flat on my face. My palms dampened at the thought of what Maira had—or had not—discovered. Either way, I needed to know.

      In the kitchen, the syrens stood with Duncan, Finn, and Alan. Finn smiled at me, an expression that seemed permanently etched on his deep bronze skin, though I didn’t return the gesture. I wasn’t sure where the rest of Alan’s men were, and I honestly didn’t care. Wiping my palms on the sides of my pants, I crossed my arms and caught Kyla’s gaze. “What’s the news?”

      “They were just about to tell us,” she said, her eyes serious with determination. Neither of us would apologize for earlier, and that was fine. Hopefully, this news would be enough. Turning to the others, she kept her voice flat and motionless as she addressed Maira and Iona. “Tell us what you found.”

      “Not Brigid,” Maira said, her eyes darting to me. She seemed hesitant, her words slow and carefully chosen. “We ruled out many locations large enough to hold someone captive. If Cliodhna is holding Brigid in the seas, it’s not anywhere close by.”

      “You think she might be holding her on land?” I asked, picking up the underlying message of Maira’s words. I tried to push back the rage I felt, knowing it had taken only one outing to discover this, and we could have done it weeks ago.

      “I don’t know. All we know is we checked all the places big enough to hold someone captive in the seas nearby, and they weren’t there. But that doesn’t mean they’re not in the seas farther away.”

      I sighed, reaching up to pinch the bridge of my nose. I just wanted good news, for once. Blowing out a large breath, I turned to the syrens who had searched. “Thank you for looking.”

      Maira snorted. “Oh, now you’re being nice about it?”

      “Would you rather him say the truth?” Duncan shot back.

      “Sure, why not?”

      “Thank you for finally looking. I’m so glad we wasted two weeks to discover she wasn’t in the seas in a single day,” he replied, contorting his face, mocking her. Had it been a different situation, I might have laughed at how closely his words echoed my thoughts, at how well he really knew me, but his words were the truth. And I was glad he had said them aloud.

      “Should we begin our search on land, Captain?” Cam asked, interrupting what would have turned into an argument. Maira narrowed her eyes but said nothing more. I appreciated his intervention, though I would not have been sad to see Duncan put Maira in her place once more.

      “Aye, we should.” I nodded. Knowing she wasn’t in the sea nearby, both raised my spirits and dashed them. If she was on land, I had no idea where to search. But if she was in the sea, the syrens would have to travel far and wide to search. “We need to find my father’s men who escaped and are still in Brinemoor. If Kellan was working with Cliodhna, maybe he knows more information about her plans. That could give us a starting point.”

      “I’ll get rotations set up,” Duncan said, nodding. He pointed at me. “You must stay here, though.”

      “Why does he have to stay here?” Maira asked, outrage coloring her words. I knew she didn’t like me, and it wasn’t a secret that I didn’t like her, and as the syrens often stayed at the cottage during the day, us being in the same space for an extended period of time was not appealing to either of us.

      “My father’s men put out a bounty on me for piracy and his murder. If I’m seen in town and recognized, they’ll hang me,” I said, my tone matter of fact. “And while I’m sure you’d love that, I’m not quite finished with my life.”

      She rolled her eyes but didn’t reply. Thankfully, Kyla was tolerable, and the others stayed out of my way. But Maira seemed to thrive on making my life difficult. I didn’t know how long I would make it stuck in close proximity to her.

      “We’ll be fine,” Kyla said, looking pointedly at Maira, who huffed but said nothing else. “We’d be happy to help in any way.”

      “I need someone to check in at
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