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      “She’s gone.”

      Holliday Manor was over two hours away from London by train. It was a shorter journey if I transformed into a siren and swam up the English coast, but current circumstances required me to steer clear of the sea for now.

      For starters, a foot-long gash on my leg was still lazily oozing blood.

      Not to mention the murderous dark ones.

      Still, going straight to Holliday Manor was the only choice. As strained as the relationship between Laurel and her mother was, I couldn’t keep the latter in the dark about this.

      “Gone,” Sabrina Holliday repeated. It wasn’t a question. Her tone was quiet. Reserved. Steady. It wasn’t the reaction I was expecting upon delivering the news that her only daughter had been kidnapped by the cruelest creatures known to our kind.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “Sh–she tried to help me. She went into the river, but they… I’m so sorry, Mrs. Holliday. They took her. By the time I realized, it was too late.”

      I wanted to kick myself. Every way I reasoned through it, the same conclusion was reached. This was my fault.

      Sabrina inhaled slowly, shifting in the large, velvet chair that sat by the crackling fire. She was dressed in a suit the color of wine… or blood. Patrick Holliday, Laurel’s father, stood beside her makeshift throne, clutching the back of it with white knuckles. He did not look as cool or collected as his wife, but he was a mere human. Although he was married to a siren, this was not his version of normalcy.

      “Very well,” Sabrina said with a sigh. “Thank you for informing us, Cassandra.”

      I blinked in confusion. I was perched on a satin chaise in the formal sitting room of the austere mansion, stomach squirming from the day’s events. At least I didn’t have an open wound in my chest anymore.

      “I—you don’t seem upset,” I breathed.

      Sabrina pursed her lips. “My daughter was raised knowing that her duty would be to locate the serenity stone, no matter the cost. We always knew that this would be one of the risks.”

      “So that’s it?” I asked, my voice growing louder. “You’re not compelled to help her at all? With all due respect, she’s your daughter.”

      “You say that as if your own mother did not abandon you,” she replied coolly. Her face was impassive, impossible to read.

      I felt a stab of hot anger in my gut. The last time I saw Sabrina and Laurel speaking to each other, Sabrina struck her hard across the face and threatened to disown her if Laurel didn’t return with the serenity stone by the end of the year. Stupidly, despite what I witnessed, I didn’t think Sabrina was this cold toward her daughter.

      “But she…” I trailed off, glancing at Patrick. He looked like he was about to be sick to his stomach. Without a doubt, he was trying not to betray how upset he was about the news regarding his daughter. From what I observed during my first visit to Holliday Manor, he wasn’t the warmest or most loving of fathers, but he clearly did not have such nonchalant feelings toward this situation.

      “Cassandra, may I ask why you’ve brought a solas with you on this unannounced visit to my home?” Sabrina exhaled heavily and unenthusiastically.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. The anger was growing inside me, roiling like foaming waves.

      Kai insisted on coming with me all the way to Laurel’s hometown. He refused to get off the train when it stopped in Mettleshire, and I was in no position to force him to do anything. Stubbornly sticking by my side the entire way, Kai paused only when we reached the iron gates of Holliday Manor. A siren’s home was no place for a hunter, so he waited outside.

      Sabrina wasn’t fooled, though. She could sense him the same way that I could, with a creeping tingle of unease at the base of our spines.

      “Kai Sinclair accompanied us to London. He—”

      She scoffed. “Accompanied? Like a babysitter? You should not allow those monsters to have any semblance of power over you, foolish girl.”

      “Well, actually, if it weren’t for Kai, I am sure that both Laurel and I would be dead,” I deadpanned. “He saved my life. He also tried to stop her from jumping into the Thames in the first place.”

      I decided not to mention the fact that Kai also nearly killed Laurel while under the influence of the dark sirens’ song, nor did I think it would be wise to tell Sabrina that Kai was dangerously close to ripping my heart out with solas claws.

      For good reason, of course. But still… tensions between the old, traditional families of our warring species were already too high.

      “You are an idiot to trust a Sinclair,” snapped Sabrina, raising her voice an octave. Her eyes flashed with vehemence. “If you knew the kinds of things they did to their children…”

      “A bold remark for a woman who is completely unbothered by the kidnapping of her only child,” I bit back.

      Sabrina pressed her lips together. Her body tensed imperceptibly as if she wanted to hit me the same way she hit Laurel, but she held herself back.

      “I am not unbothered,” she said, her voice stoic, though there was an undercurrent of a warning underneath the surface. “I am very sad to hear that Laurel has been lost.”

      “Then why aren’t you doing anything?” I shouted. “You should be gathering up all the sirens you know and going after the dark ones. You should be doing much more than sitting there uselessly.”

      To my surprise, Sabrina let out a tiny snort of laughter.

      Patrick remained still and silent.

      “I have no interest in starting a war with the dark ones,” Sabrina remarked. “I know that you are new to this, but we prefer to avoid our dark sisters. They have chosen a life that is twisted and disturbing but fighting with them would only darken our path. It would further weaken us sirens against the solas.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but Sabrina held up a hand to stop me.

      “That being said,” she continued. “Should the dark ones gain possession of the serenity stone, I will not hesitate to rip every single one of them limb from limb. The world will not survive a tragedy like a dark one with the stone. Laurel knew how important it was to recover it before they could.”

      Sabrina fixed me with a keen glare. It was as if she was trying to look right through me. I fought the urge to flinch under her gaze.

      “Important enough to encourage Laurel to kill me for the stone, if necessary,” I remarked, recalling the conversation I overheard between mother and daughter a mere two weeks ago.

      “I will give you one more chance,” she’d hissed. “If you don’t pry that stone from Cassandra Underwood’s cold, dead hands—whatever it takes, Laurel—don’t even bother showing your face in this house again.”

      Suddenly, I began to wonder if entering Holliday Manor by myself was a good idea. Sure, Kai was just outside the walls, but what was he going to do against the leader of the siren community? If he hurt her, he would doom the solas to another century of war and violence; history would repeat itself.

      Sabrina shrugged, unperturbed by the fact that I knew she didn’t care if I lived or died, as long as it got her closer to the stone.

      Laurel told me that the only reason the sirens were so desperate to get the serenity stone was to protect it from falling into the hands of the dark ones, but I couldn’t help wondering if there was another motivation entirely. Though she was beautiful and poised—nothing like the gaunt, pale, black-eyed beasts that stalked my nightmares—Sabrina wasn’t any more pleasant than them. It didn’t seem like the most unreasonable thing to question if she, too, had bad intentions for the serenity stone.

      “It is interesting,” Sabrina mused, tapping her long fingernails on her thigh. “Up until eighteen years ago, the ocean sounded different. There was a ring to it that echoed constantly. It was louder. More melodic. Even sirens were entranced by the song of the sea, as if under the spell of a siren song.”

      I grew still, puzzled by the turn in the conversation.

      “It was the serenity stone,” Sabrina clarified. “Out there, somewhere… waiting to be discovered. It eluded sirens for centuries, going through periods of quiet over the years but never going silent until one day when my cousin disappeared. On that day, it was as if someone injured the ocean. She fell quiet. She felt less… wild. That is the ocean that you have known your whole life, so I do not expect you to understand what I am describing, Cassandra, but you should take my word for it.”

      “So that’s how everyone came to assume that my mother had the stone?” I asked. “It seems more like a coincidence rather than causation.”

      “Maybe so, but there is no denying that there is something odd about you.”

      I tensed, feeling deeply uncomfortable under her gaze. I wanted to believe that Sabrina wouldn’t attack me, that she wouldn’t hurt the person who was supposed to be the true leader of the sirens—not that I wanted that. However, I had no evidence to suggest that I was actually safe around Sabrina Holliday. She made it crystal clear that she hated my mother. The way she spoke about the Underwood family, in general, was laced with disdain.

      “Yes, well, growing up in an orphanage has made me a little odd,” I responded.

      Sabrina shook her head. “When you are this near, it is strange… but it is almost like I can hear that same beautiful call of the ocean that I’ve missed for almost two decades.”

      Goosebumps erupted on my arms.

      “I don’t have it,” I told her. “I don’t know how many times I have to insist that I don’t have the serenity stone. I’ve never seen it before in my life.”

      Sabrina pursed her lips. She looked like she didn’t believe me, but there was also no denying that, unless I was hiding it in my underwear, I wasn’t currently carrying around a massive magical sapphire.

      I cleared my throat and stood up. Coming here was a mistake. I thought I was doing the right thing by delivering the news myself, but it was clear that Sabrina wasn’t going to help me save her.

      “Laurel wouldn’t have done it,” I said. “Even if I did have it, she wouldn’t have killed me for it.”

      “You are right,” Sabrina nodded. “My daughter was weak.”

      My stomach flipped. “You talk about her as if she’s…”

      Dead. That was the word I meant to say, but it got caught in my throat. Saying it out loud felt like a curse, one that would make it real.

      Sabrina understood exactly how my sentence was supposed to end.

      “As far as I am concerned, my daughter is dead now,” Sabrina replied, her tone as smooth as ever. “If she has not already been turned into a dark one, she will be soon enough. As such, she is lost to me. She is no longer my daughter but a monster that cannot be saved. Darkness cannot be reversed.”

      Patrick’s lips parted ever so slightly. He was barely concealing the devastation he felt.

      Darkness cannot be reversed.

      Her words carried profound weight, but I wasn’t sure that they were true. Darkness was strong and forceful—enough to make my mother kill my father, enough to murder hundreds of innocent people, enough to do whatever it took to get the serenity stone…

      But, in the same vein, darkness was not as all-consuming as Sabrina Holliday believed it was. I knew because I had tasted darkness before. I had killed before.

      Yet, here I was, trying to rescue Laurel. Trying to do the right thing.

      The same went for Kai. His solas nature brought out the darkness in him whenever I was near him. Despite that, he saved my life earlier that day. He wasn’t a slave to it.

      And my mother… she was darkness incarnate. She warped herself willingly. But she was still a mother. She was not dark enough to kill an infant, to kill her own daughter.

      “You’re a monster,” I hissed to Sabrina. My hands were trembling, and my voice shook with fury.

      Sabrina blinked slowly. She sat in her high-backed chair with flawless posture, watching me with a steely expression. The last time I was here, she told me that I reminded her of my mother. It wasn’t a compliment.

      That’s when the realization hit me.

      “You knew,” I said, taking a step toward her. “You knew my mother went dark.”

      “Of course I did,” Sabrina replied. “She was destined to become an abomination. She is better off dead.”

      The double-meaning of her statement wasn’t lost on me. The ancestral line of Underwood sirens wasn’t known for mental stability. It all traced back to an insane queen who murdered a solas king for the serenity stone. At least, that’s what Kai told me. I could’ve been wrong, but I didn’t think he had a reason to lie to me about that.

      Sabrina was implying that she thought I was also destined to become a dark one, that I would end up just like my mother. She believed that I was better off dead, too.

      “So that’s it, then?” I asked. My eyes flashed to Patrick, then to a display of antique daggers on the wall behind him, glimmering behind glass. “You’ve accepted Laurel as dead, and you won’t be offering me any assistance to help save her?”

      “There is no saving her,” Sabrina shrugged. “It is rather annoying, considering that I will now have to take the lead on hunting down the stone again… unless you would like to stop this ruse and cough it up?”

      Violent anger shook me to my core. I was weak from the attack and walked with a limp, but if I learned anything during my altercation with the dark ones in London, it was that I was much stronger than I ever thought possible.

      And Sabrina was just like Laurel… a regular siren. When she was in her human form, she was almost completely ordinary. But she wasn’t my target.

      Patrick’s mind was soft. It wasn’t like the dark ones, whose consciousness felt like an impenetrable mass of writhing blackness. The thought disturbed me, but it reminded me of the fisherman I killed. The man who tumbled to his death on the jagged coast of Maine because he couldn’t resist my song.

      It was easy to latch on to.

      I pressed my lips together and hummed, staring Patrick in the eyes. His expression went blank, his jaw slack.

      Before Sabrina could make sense of what was happening, I parted my lips and let out a simple note, clear and strong. Patrick turned toward the wall, smashed his fist through the glass of the dagger display, blood blossoming on his hand as shards cut through his skin, and grabbed one of the knives.

      Sabrina gasped at the sudden movement, sitting up straight, and looking over her shoulder at her husband.

      However, she was too slow. Patrick ripped a dagger out of its jeweled hilt at my command and lifted the tip of it to his throat.

      “Stop,” Sabrina shrieked, standing up and freezing with either of her hands outstretched between her husband and me. Patrick had a blissfully emotionless look on his face, the dagger hovering millimeters away from his neck. One little push and the blade would plunge into a major artery.

      Sabrina glared at me as my song lowered to a hum. Patrick was caught in the song. You’d think that a man who decided to marry a siren would have a bit more willpower, but maybe Sabrina chose her human partner because of his weakness.

      “You are not supposed to be able to do this,” Sabrina hissed, reminding me that sirens weren’t supposed to be able to sing when in their human form. I didn’t stop. She didn’t dare move, sensing that I wouldn’t hesitate to make her husband kill himself right there on the priceless, hand-woven carpet.

      I’d made one step into the darkness. How bad could one more be? Maybe it would even give me a boost of power that could help me find Laurel and fight off the dark ones better.

      Plus, killing Patrick would leave Sabrina utterly alone. No daughter, no husband. She would get a taste of what it was like to be me. Totally adrift. No real family, except for the single cousin who showed me kindness and was now suffering for it.

      If Sabrina thought that I was just like my mother, I might as well prove her right.

      A loud bang echoed behind me. Before I knew it, strong arms wrapped around my waist and threw me to the ground. My face was shoved into the carpet, a knee digging into my lower back to keep me down. The siren song was cut off, and the clatter of Patrick dropping the dagger to the floor filled the room.

      “Pardon the intrusion, Mrs. Holliday,” said Kai from above me. “Duty calls, as you can see.”

      “Get off me,” I hissed.

      “Are you done behaving like a sociopath?” Kai barked back. “If I’m not allowed to start a war, neither are you, princess.”

      “Kai Sinclair, if you don’t get off me right now, I will shove one of those daggers so far up your ass that it will come out your nose,” I growled.

      “Charming,” he said with a sniff.

      Despite my threat, Kai shifted and removed his knee from my back. He even offered me a hand to help me up off the carpet, my calf screaming in pain as I stood up and faced Sabrina.

      She looked livid. Patrick was hunched over the ottoman, one hand pressed to his chest as he choked back an evident panic attack.

      “Get the hell out of my house,” she murmured, her voice low and deadly. “Both of you. If I see either of your faces again, I will not hesitate to put an end to you. I don’t care about a damn peace treaty.”

      I cocked my head to the side, glaring at the woman who talked a big game despite the fact that she was just given definitive proof that she was weaker than me.

      “Likewise.” I sneered.

      Kai huffed in annoyance, tugging on my arm roughly to yank me out of the house. Once we were on the other side of the front door, which slammed loudly behind us, he tossed me down into the gravel driveway. I landed on my side, too weak to keep my balance.

      “Have you completely lost your mind?” he shouted, standing above me in the fading evening light. He looked furious, but his eyes were green, and his nails were perfectly human. “Did you forget what happens when you kill a man, Cass?”

      I sneered up at him. “No, I did not.”

      Kai knelt down beside me, bringing his face close to mine. I flinched, the instinctual repulsion between our species translating into nausea.

      The slightest hint of darkness colored Kai’s emerald gaze as he lowered his voice and glared at me.

      “Don’t make me regret saving your life, princess.”
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      The train ride back to Mettleshire was tense. Kai wouldn’t allow me to sit in a different carriage than him, but he was more than willing to let me choose a seat several rows away from him, as long as he could still keep an eye on me.

      He was angry at me. I was angry at everything.

      I was angry that Laurel was foolish enough to jump in after me to help me fight against the dark ones, angry that her heart was so soft that it led her to make a decision like that. Angry that she wanted to help me when I’d done nothing but complicate her life.

      Of course, I was even angrier at Sabrina. Her daughter had been kidnapped by demonic sirens who weren’t capable of empathy, and she wasn’t interested in trying to help her. In her eyes, Laurel was a lost cause.

      Sabrina Holliday was a coward. She hid in her big house, protected by her illustrious surname, and used people like pawns. Though she was not a dark one, I now considered her an enemy.

      An ounce of anger was reserved for Kai, too. Part of me was grateful that he stopped me from killing Patrick. I didn’t actually want Laurel’s father dead. It would be a difficult thing to explain to her once I managed to rescue her, after all. Despite that, anger was a constant emotion when it came to Kai. He made me feel insane and murderous, and endlessly confused.

      I pressed my forehead against the cool glass of the train window as his whispered words echoed in my memory.

      Trust me, trust me, trust me…

      Soft, almost tender, murmured with his lips horrifically close to my ear. It went against my nature to trust him but, although his words were followed by his claws plunged deep into my chest, he did what needed to be done.

      And then he healed me.

      So, in a small way, Kai proved that I could trust him. Fractionally, infinitesimally… but trust him, nonetheless.

      But I was still angry at him.

      More than anything, however, I was angry at myself. If I didn’t go after the dark ones when they slipped away into the water, none of this would’ve happened. Laurel would still be here, and all three of us would be on our way back to school with a little more clarity about the serenity stone than when we left campus a day ago.

      I wouldn’t have an adult siren for an enemy. I wouldn’t have nearly killed an innocent human.

      Another innocent human.

      When the train rolled into Mettleshire Station, I sighed quietly. I followed the small crowd of people onto the platform, through the station, and up the winding road that would eventually lead up the cliffs to Hollowell University.

      Kai was right on my trail.

      “Go away, Sinclair,” I snapped as the cobblestones turned to gravel and the path
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