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        This above all: to thine own self be true,

        And it must follow as the night the day,

      
        Thou canst not be false to any man.

        William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act I, scene iii
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      The moon offered only a slice of light from its waxing-crescent smile. A cloudless night such as this welcomed as much of that light to spread where it might, illuminating open pathways in the palace gardens and turning tight corners into shadow.

      The stars twinkled overhead, adding their silent applause to the arena. But no matter how loud their sparkle, no matter how the moonlight pooled and poured on the hedges and bramble, the flowers slumped in their beds, ignoring the light that had once made them glimmer and shine.

      Cali paced the garden’s deadened pathways with a brick where her heart should be.

      This garden, with its enchanting pathways begging to be wandered, its tufted shrubberies and blooms that had so mesmerized her with their flaring blossoms glittering like stolen jewels, was now ashen, more akin to the underside of rocks.

      Running her fingers along the pallid, tortured vines, she left a sigh at every turn she took.

      She couldn’t forget the moment the flowers’ glow had vanished. Bae had been crowned king, effectively stealing the position from her cousin, Soraya. In the process, the moonlight had stolen Lunae Lumen’s crowning glory, the power it had once granted the land to set it apart from all others.

      It seemed, since that moment, anything in Lunae Lumen that had held any light for Cali—her newfound friendship with the other princesses, her relationship with Soraya, the hope she held for her homeland—had gradually dimmed as well.

      Everything, that is, except⁠—

      “There you are.”

      Bae’s voice held the ability to addle her senses just like always. She whipped her head in his direction and couldn’t help the smile that touched her lips or the lightness that just being near him always brought.

      Though he wore all black as though he’d borrowed night’s cloak, he was the only thing that held any kind of gleam for her in this suddenly bleak land. A land once so vibrant with glistening colors and decadent majesty, it entranced her. The food so tantalizing, the colors so luxuriant, the people so friendly, the ocean so forbidden, and its pirate oh-so tempting.

      He stalked down the dreary, deadened grass toward her. His every step scorned the wandering, manicured trails as though he had no intention of following any path others laid out for him.

      The sight of him sent her blood into a tangled frenzy. Bae was a blessed reminder that not everything in her world had gone dark.

      Cali didn’t bother trying to slow her rapid pulse. She quickened her pace, hurrying to meet him, not wanting to wait a moment more.

      This garden was where it had all started for her. The night he’d escorted her here, the night he’d put his hands on her waist and requested a kiss. This was where she first began falling for him. It had just been a little more sparkly then.

      Bae welcomed her into his arms, holding her close. She inhaled his scent of nutmeg and ocean, wrapped her arms tightly around him, needing his closeness. Needing him. Moments passed, and then he pulled back just enough.

      “Out here all alone?” he asked.

      He stroked her arm with his fingertips. The touch sent shivers up her spine. Considering the warm night’s humidity curling her hair against her neck, that was saying something.

      “Not anymore,” she said.

      Bae’s blue eyes gleamed like smoke in the moonlight, and his lips wore the kind of smile that let her know his thoughts weren’t all decent. His gaze lingered on her with something like adoration and the twinkle of mischief only he could spark.

      There was something else there, too, though. A wariness she’d seen only once before—on the day he’d taken her sailing and she’d failed to display the magic he had hoped for.

      They were under no attack here, but that wary gleam had been resident in his gaze since she’d awoken a few days ago.

      Since she’d destroyed the boundary, and their world had doubled in size.

      Cali suspected the change had something to do with the misgivings tormenting her as well:

      Two princesses were dead.

      Soraya refused to leave her room or answer any of Cali’s knocks or messages.

      Arabella was being contained in the prison cells below the palace for nearly killing Bae during the tournament’s final task.

      Undine Daray was an unwelcome resident in the palace itself. Now that the sea witch had lost her magic, she no longer had the ability to appear at will and had nowhere else to go.

      But the biggest change of all was taking place inside Cali. It was as though another creature had rooted itself within her, wedging itself between her skin and the soul she was born with.

      The magic she’d received from Undine had belonged to Lyric and to Gia. Combined with the power the moon had granted Cali at Undine’s behest from sacrificing the two other princesses, the mixture of the three abilities was settling about as well as a rabid dog in a chicken coop.

      Feral. Raging. Unpredictable.

      Cali rubbed one hand against the other as the magic’s taint slicked along her skin like lard. She stepped away from him, closer to the blossoms, and inhaled a long, salty breath, praying that among the countless inhales she’d attempted since awakening, this would be the one to clear the stain coating her.

      “Do you think they’ll ever return to the way they were?” she asked.

      Bae nudged the flowerbed with the toe of his boot. His wordless pause caused Cali to rethink her question. She had the sense she wasn’t only referring to the flowers, but to Lunae Lumen, to herself, to the world as she knew it.

      “The flowers’ magic will return.” Bae faced her. This time, she saw a flicker of some kind of parchment in his hands. “Once a princess with power is on the throne, or is heir to it.”

      Or in other words, once they were married.

      At the pronouncement, there was the tiniest flick of his brooding mouth. Was that what had him so solemn? Did the paper he held refer somehow to their wedding?

      They’d discussed their nuptials yesterday morning, but riots were ravaging the town. The people weren’t pleased at being kept away from the final tasks of the tournament. They loathed the princesses’ deaths and the way the tournament had ended.

      Some were in favor of the boundary’s removal. Others were furious to have their land more readily accessible. They felt the magic here made them special and wasn’t meant to be stolen the way visitors would surely do.

      She wanted nothing more than to marry Bae. To be his wife once more—really and truly, in name, body, and soul. To wake in his arms the way she’d done the night he’d comforted her from her nightmares. She wanted every possible moment she could have with him. The prospect of marrying Bae filled her with more eagerness than a child on holiday.

      But there were still too many unknowns. Because once they married, Cali wouldn’t only be taking Soraya’s kingdom from her. She would be giving up on Zara for good. In spite of Cali’s assurance to Undine that she would relinquish the Zaran throne, she’d never fully believed letting go was possible.

      She clung to the hope that, somehow, she would find a way to return.

      “What’s in your hand?” she asked.

      A soft breeze swept through Bae’s dark hair, trailing a strand across his forehead. The brimstone in his gaze was darker than water against blackened cliffs.

      He lifted his hand and offered the letter to her. His dire, wordless expression reeked of the aftermath of arguments and unpleasant exchanges.

      Cali opened the unremarkable wax seal and read the elegant writing.

      King Baelor,

      A coronation and shift from pirate to king does not give you license to end the life of our beloved princess. The cherished Princess Gia Fihann Cardona’s murder at your hand will not go unforgotten nor unnoticed.

      At this moment, I am assembling my armada to avenge her death. Ready your weapons, pirate. I won’t stop until your head is on a spike.

      King Kerrod Arter Cardona of Rune

      A swell of unease rippled through Cali at the threatening missive, but that wasn’t the most disturbing reaction taking place within her. Alongside that unease, her magic tingled with an unsolicited thrill of anticipation at the words.

      That reaction definitely wasn’t coming from her, and yet she felt its tug luring her to agree with it.

      Cali shuddered, disgusted by the notion of her own pleasure at the thought of an attack.

      The last thing she wanted was a war.

      “Who delivered this?” she asked.

      Perhaps the note wasn’t legitimate. The people were upset after all. One of them could have staged a false letter. Then again⁠—

      Cali turned the parchment over and examined the seal closer. She recognized Rune’s sigil—a tree within a circle.

      For a moment, she wondered if Lyric’s father would also seek justice in a similar way, but she doubted it. Lyric had been banished and written off from her own kingdom for carrying an illegitimate child.

      “It arrived moments ago,” Bae said. “I’m not unused to death threats, Caliana. But the rules of the game have changed slightly since I took the throne.”

      In other words, he couldn’t resort to whatever underhanded, uncivilized measures he and his father employed during their time pirating on the sea.

      At least he recognized that. He gazed at her, clearly seeking her counsel on how this should be handled.

      “Have you told your father about this?” she asked.

      “Not yet.”

      That was a relief. Captain Kelsey would insist Bae handle things with Rune the way he had with Lunae Lumen. Blackmail and deceitful dealings were no way to keep peace between countries.

      “You must set sail at once,” Cali said. “Address this issue—catch Rune’s armada before they arrive and stop this attack. You can direct Admiral Irving to send some Lunae Lumen ships out with you as well. If Rune’s armada makes it here, you aren’t the only one who will suffer.”

      “Between my father’s ships and the Lunae Lumen navy, we could handle an attack.”

      “But at what cost? All of Lunae Lumen will be vulnerable.” While Lyric’s kingdom would probably not seek recompense, the same couldn’t be said of Arabella’s. “And you must release Arabella. The last thing you need is another threat from her country.”

      One attack was bad enough.

      Bae grunted. “Not happening.”

      “Which part?”

      “I will not release that murderess any more than I will let Undine out of my sight.”

      Cali pressed her lips into a thin line. She’d wanted to banish Undine the minute she’d awoken and discovered she’d won, but Bae insisted the sea witch remain at the palace.

      Whether he had plans for her or wasn’t sure what to do with her, Cali couldn’t say.

      Her cousin was still there as well. Soraya had been on Cali’s mind constantly. Like it or not, Cali had made Soraya a promise, one that she intended to keep.

      “There is another option.” Cali’s voice was tentative. “Relinquish the throne. Give it back to Soraya.”

      Bae rested a hand on his hip, his face settling into defeat. His other hand stroked her elbow, and the touch sent shivers coursing along her skin.

      “How can you ask that of me when you know as well as I do she would have killed me?”

      She trailed her hands along his forearms. “I made her a promise, Bae. I told her I was going to win for her, to get her kingdom back.”

      “This kingdom is mine. Soon to be ours.” He glanced at the glowing white palace with its teardrop towers and imperial presence.

      Its pristine whiteness had been smeared by protestors pelting rotted vegetables at its walls. Though members of the staff had attempted to scrub the residue from the white stone, the sludge wasn’t cooperating.

      Cali pressed on. “You can’t want to stay here, not now that the boundary is down.”

      His mouth creased. “What do you mean?”

      “Your curse is broken now. You can access the maps. You can sail. You can go anywhere you want.”

      Another grunt rumbled from the center of his chest. “I’m right where I need to be.”

      “Why?” she asked. His expression remained serious, and his gaze never left hers. She went on. “This can’t really be what you want. To rule a kingdom? You know nothing about ruling. What about sailing?”

      His body angled with the swaggering posture she knew he used when he was trying to get to her. He brushed his lips across her jaw, and her lashes fluttered at the feel of his breath on her skin.

      “Thanks to you, I can sail any time I like,” he whispered.

      Cali trembled, transporting under the featherlike weight of his lips teasing their way to her throat.

      They had yet to venture onto the sea again since she’d awoken, but Bae had described how he’d swum in the ocean while waiting for her to awaken, how liberating it had been to realize no “blasted finfolk”—his words, not hers—were ever going to come after him again.

      He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. Then he lowered their hands, still keeping hers in his.

      “And governing?” she asked. “Being a fair and just ruler?”

      “I’ll learn the ropes.”

      Ropes. Certainly, as though it were that easy.

      She placed a hand on his chest, feeling his heart beat under her palm.

      “This isn’t a ship, Bae. This is a kingdom where your people need to revere and respect you, and right now, you’re not off to a good start.”

      The pirates once had an agreeable ranking among commoners and nobles alike—despite the fact that Captain Kelsey had killed the previous king to gain Bae’s position. That didn’t seem to be common knowledge.

      But the townspeople had been eagerly following the tournament, and two additional deaths were difficult to hide—three, if you included the fact that Lyric had been carrying a child and was killed for being pregnant.

      “I need to regain their allegiance,” Bae said, as if this solution was as simple as speaking the words. “To convince them I wasn’t behind those murders.”

      “And just how are you going to do that?” She shot a glance at the parchment in his clutches.

      He swore and stepped away from her, fisting King Kerrod’s menacing missive. “I had hoped to make an announcement tomorrow evening. One that involves tying your life to mine in a rather significant way.”

      His angry assertion made this moment anything but romantic.

      Growing up, Cali had always dreamed of marrying Darren Marcov, the surgeon’s assistant in Zara, but from the minute she’d crossed the boundary and met the pirates of the Impius Sea East, that prospect hadn’t just been altered. It had been snuffed out completely.

      She had sacrificed everything, made outrageously impulsive decisions, and even put her life in danger because Bae had hoisted her sails in his direction.

      And though she had regrets about her family and her people, she didn’t regret him.

      “We can’t hold a wedding now,” she said, “not with Rune on their way to attack.”

      His shoulders lowered. The fight exhaled from him, and the smile he gave her was rimmed with sadness.

      “I think you may be right, but that doesn’t mean I like it. You’re mine, and I want to make sure everyone knows it. I want to make it official.”

      The words were a single touch in the center of a still pond inside her. Cali rippled at the thrill, the knowing. Bae wanted to marry her. He loved her. He wanted her, just as she wanted him.

      “I don’t like it either,” she said, needing him to know she felt the same. Needing him to know she longed to be his. “If I had my way, we’d dash off to the nearest church this moment.”

      His fingers found hers, weaving through and securing their hold. He tugged her closer.

      The expression on his face was sultry and inviting, and his eyes deepened, gleaming with something she couldn’t name, something that made her knees weaken.

      “Then give me one good reason why we don’t,” he growled.

      She muscled down the urge to throw herself in his arms and toyed with the collar of his shirt instead.

      “A wedding will not placate your people now, much as we both wish it would. Not when war is at your shore and lives are in your hands.

      “That letter was completely clear,” she went on, hoping she didn’t sound too imperial. “They want your head, Bae. You need to arrive with a pack of men to be your guard. To bear gifts as part of your entourage while you and I make amends with Gia’s grieving parents. You can’t confront an angry horde without the proper arsenal.”

      “I have the proper arsenal.”

      “Oh?”

      He nosed in. “It’s you.”

      Cali raised a brow and took a single step back. She was affronted at the thought, though again, she couldn’t tell whether it was her own reaction or the magic’s taint inside of her.

      “I’m not your weapon. Not with magic I have no idea how to use nor control. What if something were to happen and the storm inside me takes over? We need a crew, Bae. We need people we can trust to help us. You never know what’s going to happen out there on the open sea. And with the boundary gone, war could mean⁠—”

      Of all things, Cali’s ranting signaled the center of Bae’s forehead to smooth and the corners of his lips to lift. He gave her a hazy, bemused smirk.

      “Relax,” Bae said. “Of course I’d never use you like that. I only meant I hoped you would use your magic to assist me. But as you said—” he went on, warding off her argument against it, “—we will address the murders and stop this war. As swiftly as possible.”

      He trailed his fingers along the length of Cali’s arms. The sensation tingled its way down into the pit of her stomach.

      “And then we marry.” Though there was no need to whisper, he did so anyway, speaking the words softly and sliding his hands along her back as he began trailing kisses along her cheek.

      Her defenses lowered. Bae was a dark dream, a dizzying distraction. He brushed an errant curl from her neck and let his warm hand linger against her skin as his mouth continued to tease kisses to her jaw, making her shiver and lift her chin to give him better access.

      His lips neared hers. They parted, and her heart pounded in anticipation. But before he decided whether he was going to speak or kiss her mouth, a rancid voice interrupted them. It was a sound Cali wished she could never hear again.

      “War? Murder? Grim topic for two people so in love.”

      Their moment was dashed. Ire flashed in Bae’s shaded eyes as they connected with Cali’s. Utter repulsion heaved through her.

      Undine’s footsteps toward them bent the grass and made a shuffling sound Cali had never heard from her before. Her skin was no longer as glossy, no longer glowing. Her lashes were dull, her mouth thin, but perhaps the most striking change in the once-witch was the color of her hair.

      Immortality had previously dipped Undine’s hair in silver. Now that her boundary was destroyed, now that her magic was gone, Undine had red blood pulsing inside of her just like every other mortal.

      She hadn’t reverted to being a mermaid as she’d originally been. She was human now, and her hair was a dull, ordinary brown, the shade of boredom and commonplace things.

      Reluctantly, Cali slipped free of Bae’s arms and folded her arms across her chest. “What do you want?”

      Undine lifted a shoulder. “I saw the two of you out for a midnight stroll from my window, and thought I’d come see what was so engrossing.” She sniffed at the lifeless flowers.

      Bae’s jaw tensed. Fury seeped from him, evidenced by his tense shoulders, and she knew the same thought passed between them:

      Or Undine saw the parchment they were reading and could no longer use the flowers’ magic to know what it said.

      Cali cast her gaze around at the dead blossoms. While she’d love nothing more than to reignite their glimmer and sheen by marrying Bae, would that be doing Undine a favor?

      “You wish to know what we’ve been discussing?” Bae’s voice was dangerously low.

      Without another word, he stormed toward Undine with a fierce determination that would have made anyone else cower, but Undine only lifted her chin as he thrust the open parchment at her.

      “This is your doing, not mine.”

      Undine opened the parchment to inspect its contents when a burst of silver streaked through Cali’s periphery.

      “Time to pay for your crimes, witch. As king of Lunae Lumen, I sentence you to death.”

      In a flash, Bae whipped a dagger free from his belt and plunged it directly into the sea witch’s chest, stabbing the ominous message to her as surely as if she were nothing more than a mast on a ship.
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      Undine’s gasp was an intake of tragedy and shock. Her eyes shot wide. Her lips—small pink tokens devoid of words—gaped. She hunched forward, her hands clamping on the dagger’s handle protruding from where her heart should be.

      A storm of emotions cascaded through Cali, offering all the toss and tumult of wind and the spray of unwelcome waves. Horror, distress, worry, relief—each one made an appearance, dancing across the stage of her mind.

      Relief took precedence, however; with Undine dead, the baby boy Undine had stolen could be returned. The bargains Cali and Bae had both made could be nullified.

      With that final thought, the worrisome, mental stampede came to a crashing cadence.

      The bargains.

      As heartless as it seemed watching a woman be executed before her eyes, Cali wanted to revel. No one deserved death more than Undine Daray.

      This justice was long overdue, and now that she was human, the penalty was possible. They could meet Rune’s leaders with the news that Gia’s killer had been dealt with swiftly.

      Cali only wished others were there to witness it as well.

      Undine stumbled and reeled, clutching the dagger. Bae retreated from the witch, chin lifted, expression exultant with wrath and revenge.

      “You don’t know how long I’ve been wanting to do that. You will make no more demands, witch,” he snarled between his teeth. “What we do with our lives from now on is up to us.”

      Instantly, Cali sensed something was wrong. She waited for blood to gush from the wound and saturate the parchment declaring war against Lunae Lumen. She waited for Undine’s body to crumple to the grass, for her final breath to escape and take what remained of her life with it.

      But slowly, an inch at a time, Undine straightened.

      With every motion upward, her trembling hands pulled the dagger outward, until she stood erect and the knife’s silver blade gleamed in the translucent moonlight as though it’d never met her skin in the first place.

      Cali’s fingers flew to her chest in reflexive shock as a gasp escaped her.

      “Impossible,” Bae snarled, stepping closer to her side but keeping his menacing glare on Undine. “You should be dead.”

      “How—” Cali couldn’t form the rest of her question.

      Undine had said she would be mortal. All the evidence pointed to that fact. Cali had watched the boundary dissipate. Its destruction had robbed Undine of her power.

      How could she still conquer death?

      She should be fallen. A two-inch gash had sliced the fabric of Undine’s dress. The blade had left its mark.

      Undine whipped the dagger around with the skill of a marksman.

      “That’s a relief,” she said, staring at the weapon before thrusting it to the grass and allowing the punctured parchment to drift with the summer’s heated breeze. The blade stabbed into the ground.

      Bae tensed beside Cali. His hand reached for hers, gripping hard. A silent promise, that if Undine tried anything, he would be ready.

      She squeezed back, trembling but wanting him to know she’d do the same for him, too.

      Undine placed a hand on her chest and then lifted it, staring at her palm and looking at it as she went on. “I am mortal, but I can’t be killed as long as I have outstanding bargains with payments left to be made.”

      There was no trace of her previous sugary tone. Being stabbed to death clearly wasn’t favorable.

      “That part of my magic is still very much alive. And you both would do well to remember the promises you have made to me. I’d hate for you to go back on your words.”

      She hissed the final sentiment through her teeth before turning her back on them and strutting toward the palace, her footsteps crunching on the gravel.

      Cali wasn’t sure she took in a full breath until Undine was no longer in sight.

      “That was . . . unexpected,” Bae said, pulling at the back of his neck with one hand while keeping Cali’s in his other.

      “You mean you didn’t know she would survive your attack?”

      “I don’t go around stabbing people just to see if they’ll die.” He slipped his hands around her, and only then did she realize the subtle tremble in his body. Did he think Undine would have retaliated?

      He rested his cheek against her hair. “Is there no way to be rid of her?”

      Cali leaned into him, grateful for his steady touch. She stared at the moonlight glinting off of the fountain, and for several moments, the trickling water was the only sound between them.

      “Not unless we carry out our bargains,” she said, staring at the blackened outline of crescent moons overlapping along her left wrist and thumb, the mark of the first bargain she’d made with the sea witch.

      “We must be on our guard,” Bae said, looking in the direction of Undine’s retreat.

      “Agreed,” Cali said after a few quick breaths. “Something tells me that wasn’t the only trick Undine Daray had up her sleeve.”

      Bae met her gaze for several seconds. “Aye,” he said, “so we’ll just have to have a few of our own.”

      His smile was heartening. Then he brought her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, making her pulse even more erratic than it already was. Having tricks up her sleeve was one thing, but when the magic fluttering inside of her felt like it was already Undine’s sleight of hand, that made things a little more difficult.
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      Thoughts of the bargains tormented Cali for the remainder of the night, stealing breath from her lungs and repose from her limbs. Her mind refused to relax, and every position she lay in only made her more uncomfortable—too uncomfortable to allow her to sleep.

      Undine had two more requests to make of Cali. She still had Bae’s bargain as well, whatever it entailed.

      What could they do?

      She punched her pillow in frustration and sat up in bed.

      “This is doing no good,” she said, heaving the blankets aside. “I need to focus on something I can control.”

      If they were heading out to ward off Rune’s threat, they couldn’t leave Arabella here in the dungeon. An idea ignited. She didn’t have time to run it by Bae, but hopefully, he would understand.

      Working by moonlight, Cali stalked to her dressing shield and retrieved the floral, silken robe she’d draped over it when she’d changed for bed earlier. Wrapping the robe around her nightdress, she exited her room.

      The palace’s immaculate white stone grew darker the deeper down she went. The magic inside her turned heavy and eager.

      Cali hadn’t been conscious after the boundary had been destroyed—after the tournament officially ended and she and the other remaining princesses had been returned to the palace. She hadn’t been there when Arabella had been confined to the darkest cell they could find. She had to ask a few of the night guards along the way until she found it.

      This far down, the attention paid to detail and color in the rest of the palace had been neglected. Stones arched over doorways in a fashion similar to Zara’s castle interior, drab and bare. Lit sconces cast shadows along the walls and ceiling, and the area smelled dank and stifled.

      At the end of the corridor, dungeon guards gathered around a table casting stones on its surface. A game to pass the time. They stopped their soft speaking and stood at her approach.

      “Princess Caliana,” the eldest guard said. He had lined olive skin and a graying beard. His uniform was the navy blue of the royal livery with gold buttons.

      Cali didn’t have time to wonder whether he was part of the Cressidas’ original guard or if he was implanted here by the pirates, but at this point, she wasn’t sure it mattered.

      “Sorry, I know it’s late,” she said. “And I don’t mean to interrupt.”

      “Not at all, Your Highness,” said the guard, glancing at his companions. “Gives us something to do.” The other two guards at the table laughed and gave agreeable nods. “How can we assist a lovely lady such as yourself?”

      Bae claimed not to want Arabella’s release, but they could no longer detain the princess.

      Not with war drawing ever closer. Not if they were going to set sail themselves.

      “I need to speak with Princess Arabella.”

      The elder guard inclined his head. “As you wish. She is this way.”

      Cali bunched her robe’s skirt to keep it from dragging on the stone floor and followed him farther into the cold dungeon. The smell of unwashed bodies and human waste grew rank. The guard hung the lantern he carried on a hook at the end of the hall, and light spilled into the final few cells.

      It was so late; Cali wondered if Arabella was sleeping or if she’d been able to rest fully while in such a dismal place.

      Movement shuffled inside the cell on the right, and Arabella’s rich voice drifted, preceding her appearance through the cell’s grim iron bars.

      “I thought you forgot about me.”

      Cali hadn’t seen her since that day on the deck when Arabella had turned her magic on Bae. Fury surged fresh and clear within her bones. It rattled against her joints and spurred the magic to spark within her.

      A conversation right now was not a good idea. She had no idea how to control the power frolicking within her, but she did notice that the magic reacted to certain people in different ways, almost as if it had a personality of its own.

      Back on the ship, she’d turned to glass. It was both a weapon and a weakness, beauty and breakability. She’d sensed the energy pulsing in every one of the ship’s occupants, including Soraya and Arabella, weak as they’d been.

      Cali’s magic tingled the closer she drew to the other princess now. It salivated as though it remembered what it had been like to have a taste of the additional power.

      She shivered. She’d witnessed how Undine’s magic had changed her. Undine’s power had come from the sacrifice of one life. Cali’s magic came from two.

      She grimaced at the bitter taste this thought brought, muscled down her magic’s acrid insistence, and faced the dark princess.

      “Forget about you?” Cali said.

      Even in a prison cell, Arabella’s beauty was unsurpassed. She’d always envied Arabella her ability to refuse to allow circumstances to affect her. “How could I possibly do that?”

      Not when Arabella’s attack on Bae had been the driving force to get Cali to agree with Undine. To bind herself deeper in the sea witch’s service. To take in a deluge of magic that belonged to two murdered princesses.

      Cali had once considered Arabella a friend, or at least an ally.

      How quickly that had shifted.

      “Don’t look so disgusted,” Arabella said, gripping the bars with slender fingers. “You would have done the same.”

      “Killed the king whose hand you were trying to win?”

      “You know I never cared about Baelor Kelsey’s hand,” Arabella said.

      “No. But I thought you might have cared about me.”

      Arabella lifted a single shoulder. “It was life or death. I had to choose me over you.”

      The comment was so callous, Cali considered walking away and letting Arabella rot in this abysmal cell like Bae wanted her to. But she couldn’t do that.

      She stalked closer to the bars. “Aren’t you fortunate, Princess, that I am not as heartless as you are?”

      “So, you are releasing me?”

      “You’re sailing for Baldric Island in the morning,” Cali said. “And Bae and I are sailing for Rune to ward off King Kerrod’s threatened attack.”

      “Attack?” Arabella said. Understanding coaxed her angled, sharp features into something like amusement. “I see. Sounds like kingie and queenie aren’t too pleased at Gia’s death.”

      Cali’s magic fidgeted. She fisted her hands to keep it in place.

      “I was hoping you could help me,” she said. “After all, we were once friends.”

      Arabella examined the bars around her. “How could I possibly help you? You’ve murdered my tigress. Imprisoned me in this dismal den. Why should I do anything for you?”

      “Because thanks to me, you aren’t facing an execution.” Cali elevated her voice, ensuring she sounded as commanding and in control as possible. “King Bae wants your head. I’ve spoken otherwise.”

      Arabella conceded. “Go on, then.”

      Cali considered how to begin. She needed to play this right.

      If they were going to placate Rune, they needed as much help as they could get. It was the reason she’d gone against Bae’s wishes to visit Arabella. She’d seen a solution by going through the other princess that he hadn’t.

      She hoped that if this worked, it might help him, too.

      “You know Bae didn’t kill Lyric and Gia.” Cali reached for one of the bars and then thought better of it. “I’m asking you to send a letter to King Kerrod of Rune and explain as much.”

      A scoff scraped its way up Arabella’s throat. She raised a single brow.

      “You want me to vouch for your pirate? Not happening.”

      There it was again—proof that any notion of friendship between them had been false.

      “This is my kingdom too,” Cali said, as an attempt to remind her of their alliance.

      This amused Arabella. Her expression turned shrewd. “Is it now? What of your darling cousin?”

      The question was insulting. Cali refused to let Arabella get to her. “Until Soraya deigns to speaks to me, I’m determined to defend Lunae Lumen as if it were my own.”

      “So, you don’t claim it? You don’t intend to wed your pirate king and reawaken the moonflowers?”

      Cali wasn’t going into this with Arabella. Answering these questions wouldn’t serve her cause.

      “Your word, Arabella. Draft your message now, before your release. I’ll see that it’s delivered to Rune.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or you will face the chopping block.” Cali kept her head high, hoping Arabella went for it.

      In truth, she had no desire to send another talented, invaluable princess to her death, but she couldn’t exactly let that fact be apparent.

      Arabella stared at the dreary prison stone encasing the bars before her, lifting her gaze as though she could see through the ceiling. She analyzed the bars separating them, letting her eyes linger on the lock.

      Cali wondered if Arabella could still use her magic now that her tiger was gone. Then again, if she could, they wouldn’t be having this conversation.

      She jutted her chin in Cali’s direction. “All right. Bring me the parchment.”

      With an exhale of relief, Cali withdrew it from within her robe’s pocket. She hoped Arabella didn’t notice how badly her fingers trembled.

      Arabella’s hand shot through the bars. She gripped the parchment and quill and turned away. Sounds of scratching left holes in the subsequent silence, and uncertainty was quick to fill them.

      Was Arabella cooperating? Or was she writing words of condemnation? She had tried to kill Bae, after all.

      Cali heard Arabella blowing softly to dry the ink. She waited until Arabella passed the scrolled parchment back through.

      “Does it meet with your approval?” Arabella asked with a sneer.

      Hands trembling so hard they shook the parchment, Cali read.

      King Kerrod,

      Things are not always as they seem. You should know that I am not one for deceit.

      I have been in Lunae Lumen and have witnessed King Baelor’s tournament. I heard the sea witch confess the truth herself—King Baelor did not kill Princess Lyric Reeves and your darling Gia.

      If you’re looking for the culprit for their deaths, set your vengeance against Undine Daray. As contestants, we were manipulated under blood oath to participate in the tournament, and those who failed the tasks paid with their lives.

      Undine is no benevolent goddess.

      Princess Arabella Carrow of Baldric Island

      Cali drew in a fuller breath than she’d managed all night. The magic within her skin cooled in response to the words.

      “Thank you,” Cali said.

      When she took the missive from Arabella’s hand and attempted to turn away, Arabella captured Cali’s wrist through the bars.

      “If you have sealed my fate against the sea witch with these words, I swear I will never stop haunting you.”

      Arabella sough to intimidate her. For a moment, the words stirred fear in Cali’s chest, but truth spoke louder.

      “Right is right, no matter who you’re up against,” Cali said.

      The magic within her hissed at that like water on hot coals. Her skin flickered, its color blanking away to a translucent sheen. The glass appeared only at her hand, as though she’d turned to crystal from the wrist down.

      Startled, Arabella released Cali’s wrist and stepped away from the bars. Her eyes widened. Had Cali given her some kind of shock without knowing it?

      “And what of your dear cousin?” Arabella asked, rubbing her hand.

      “I’ll deal with her,” Cali said. “Prepare to sail at sunrise.”

      She only hoped Arabella’s letter would not only reach Rune’s king in time, but that it would be enough evidence in their favor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali managed a few hours of restless sleep once she returned to her chambers. After being awoken by the maid delivering a breakfast of fruit and fresh milk, she dressed in a free-flowing gown that reminded her of daffodils.

      It hugged from its empire waist and swept in a long skirt that swished with every step she took. She relished the motion down the steps to the contestants’ corridor.

      The embedded tanks swimming with vibrant fish lined the walls. A few doors down lay her old chamber in the guest hall. The pit of her stomach burned as she remembered the way Bae had slipped in and lain in wait on her bed to confront her.

      Where was he? Had he found out about Arabella’s release?

      Hopefully once Arabella arrived back home, it would be the last time she ever saw or heard from her again.

      Something told her Soraya was in the dark about Rune’s threat. That wasn’t the only thing she hoped to discuss with her cousin, however; Cali hadn’t had the chance to speak with her since the tournament had ended.

      Nothing had turned out the way they’d thought it would. She doubted Soraya would be too happy right now, and Cali needed to do what she could to make it right.

      She approached Soraya’s door and knocked.

      Soraya didn’t answer. In fact, Cali wasn’t sure Soraya had set foot outside her rooms in the contestants’ corridor in days. Every meal had been delivered by Mina, the meddlesome maid who’d switched sides so easily once the Kelseys took the kingdom.

      Throwing caution down the corridor, Cali turned the knob.

      Soraya’s door opened with a single touch.

      Her room was stripped bare. Mina was rolling linens from Soraya’s bed, and the wardrobe displayed empty hangers dangling within. If the maid was startled by Cali’s unexpected entrance, she didn’t show it.

      “Mina, where is she?”

      “Down to the docks, Princess,” Mina said with a curtsy.

      She always had the uncanny tendency to go along with whatever was happening as though even the strangest interruption was completely normal.

      Cali darted from the room. It took only minutes for her to reach the palace’s courtyard.

      The sun beat its drum against her neck with fiery mallets. It seemed too early for the weather to be this warm, yet heat coursed through every inch of her, rivaling the fever the necrosis had brought.

      Cali’s urgency didn’t help matters, but she could think of only one reason for her cousin to be at the harbor.

      She didn’t bother with a carriage. Instead, she met the lad, Thornby, at the stables and requested he saddle Star for her before charging her way to the docks.

      The harbor bustled with noise and life, with shouts and squawking gulls. Salty sea spray misting from the ocean cooled the day’s heat.

      People thronged in the streets. They were stopped by vendors hawking their wares, trundling their belongings along the harbor, and mingling to greet newcomers or to bid farewell to those venturing out to sea.

      The world had doubled in size after all. Judging by the number of people who were out and about, it seemed not everyone was upset about the boundary’s removal.

      Many were eager to explore what lay beyond.

      Cali paused long enough to gaze at the two ships at port. The gleaming reach of ocean stretched to the sky’s edge. It made her feel infinite and small all at once.

      An ache tugged at her. The way to Zara was clear. She could skitter to the Sunrise. She could sail out anytime she wanted.

      She could go home.

      But what would happen when she arrived? Never mind if her family would accept her again or not. Would she be able to so much as set foot on the sand?

      Cali rubbed the tattoo along her wrist and thumb. According to Undine, those bargains were solidified whether the sea witch still had magic or not.

      She had always been taught to keep her word, to be a woman others could count on. But what if she could go back on her bargain? Was there a way to undo it? Would that make it possible to defeat Undine for good?

      Something told her that even without magic, Undine was a force to be feared.

      As with the failed result of Bae’s deliverance of justice, she had elements in place that would allow her to continue to control and manipulate. Take a wedding between her and Bae—should that ever happen.

      Undine had sacrificed everything; she’d pulled every card she held to twist events and manipulate Cali into agreeing so that Cali would be the princess to win Bae’s tournament. It wasn’t just because Undine was some hopeless romantic wanting to see them fall in love, either.

      Cali wasn’t foolish enough to believe that.

      Undine was out to get something from Cali and Bae’s union. She shuddered to think what that something could be.

      A palace carriage—distinguished by its tasseled roof and coiled white wheels—approached. The crowd stirred, turning to gape at the tawny horses, which the driver pulled to a stop.

      Draped in black, Arabella descended from the carriage, looking nowhere near as elegant as she had the first day Cali had seen her. Without her tiger, her command of attention lessened. Couple that with the fact that she’d been a prisoner in the dungeons for the past three days, and her skin appeared sallower, her cheekbones more pronounced.

      Still, she gave Cali a nod and maintained her fierce poise as she headed for the regal ship waiting to carry her back to Baldric Island.

      The ship’s hull was of a more orange finish than the darkened, oiled wood of Bae’s ship they’d used to sail to the boundary.

      Cali was grateful for her higher vantage point from Star’s back. Being elevated as she was enabled her to peer over the heads of the gathered crowd. Onlookers gaped, some tiptoeing around others’ shoulders to scrutinize the elegant princess making her way to the ship.

      Arabella’s hands remained unbound. Though her tiger and access to magic had been exterminated, something told Cali no matter of rope could keep her from defending herself if she had to.

      Would Arabella be able to reconnect with a new creature once she returned home? Surely her magic wasn’t completely gone simply because the tiger was.

      Arabella managed to appear regal between the armed guards positioned on either side of her.

      Cali couldn’t say she was sorry to see her go. She was only glad Arabella had agreed to write her missive.

      Her attention turned to the remaining crowd, her mind reviewing all the things she and Soraya needed to discuss. She scanned faces, but Soraya was nowhere among the dispersing throng.

      A second ship of darker wood and scarlet sails, reminding Cali of a demon’s wings, also buzzed with activity and preparation. Cali recognized it as a vessel in Captain Kelsey’s armada, one of the ships that had been situated in the bay while Kelsey manipulated and murdered King Emir.

      Did the fact that it was also at port and receiving renewed supplies mean he was leaving again as well? That, at least, would be a welcome sight.

      Soraya’s jet-black hair and pale complexion were unmistakable at the ship’s gangplank. She lingered near a pyramid of tied wine casks, wearing a gown of rose-colored fabric designed to float in the wind.

      She fingered the ropes imprisoning the casks and glowered at the midnight ship’s bustle with the scowl of a wronged woman.

      Cali was constantly on the receiving end of that scowl.

      She dismounted from Star and guided the horse toward her cousin standing a few feet from the gangplank, determined to change the expression. The closer Cali drew, the more several things stuck out to her:

      Soraya wore a travel gown. And beside her on the harbor was a stuffed satchel.

      That confirmed everything. Soraya was leaving. Cali tied her horse to a line of bearings and increased her pace.

      “Soraya,” she said, stopping a few strides away. “What are you doing?”

      Soraya spoke with her face to the hulking ship and its billowing, scarlet sails. “What I should have done the minute I leaped off Kelsey’s infernal ship the day you returned. I’m leaving. And I’m never looking back.”

      Cali was dumbfounded. “But Lunae Lumen is your home. I’ll talk to Bae. Convince him the kingdom is yours.”

      Soraya faced her, her pale skin, sea-glass-blue eyes, and features so familiar they were painful to look at.

      “Is he still king?” Her tone was flat.

      “I—yes—but⁠—”

      “And you won his precious tournament. The magic requires your marriage to blossom again. Not mine.” Soraya lifted her skirt and made for the gangplank.

      “You are the land’s rightful princess,” Cali argued, reaching out a hand to stop her.

      Soraya’s eyes were harder than marbles, and the look sent a chill down Cali’s spine.

      “I hate you.” She shook free of Cali’s grasp.

      Shock gripped Cali by the throat. “What?”

      “If you had never come, none of this would have happened. I’d still have my kingdom. But I lost it, and when I had the chance to leave it behind, you made me enter that infernal tournament. You got my hopes up all over again before you stole it right in front of my face.”

      How could she continue blaming her after all that had happened? Soraya had come close to destroying the boundary, but ultimately, her magic had given out. She couldn’t fault Cali for that.

      “I couldn’t let Bae die, Soraya.”

      Soraya’s lip curled. “You’re just as much of a pirate as he is. I hope you enjoy your conquest.”

      “Soraya.” Cali didn’t know what to say. “This isn’t how things were supposed to go. I entered for you. I’m offering your kingdom back to you, just like I said I would.”

      Bae couldn’t possibly be serious about wanting to remain here. He could access the palace’s map room now, couldn’t he?

      They would settle things with Rune. Soraya could take her throne back again, restore the magic to the land.

      And Cali would find a way to return to Zara.

      Bae had told her how much he thrived on the sea. What else could possibly keep him here? Inaccessible diamond mines? The land didn’t have anything else to offer.

      Soraya’s gaze swept beyond the masts of the waiting ships, to the layout of villas and the far-reaching cliffs, above which her palace lingered like a sun-bleached torch. Bitterness shrouded her expression as though she had discovered a rotted core beneath the shiny skin of an apple.

      “I don’t want it. It isn’t mine anymore. Remaining here will only serve as a reminder of everything.”

      This wasn’t happening. Where exactly did Soraya plan on going?

      Heavy footfalls interrupted, barring Cali from asking her questions. Although, the moment she saw who the boots belonged to, she had a suspicion. A stymieing, disgusting suspicion of what the answers to those questions would be.

      No—Soraya couldn’t possibly be entertaining what Cali thought she was.

      Captain Kelsey strode to the gangplank with a stuffed pack balanced on his shoulder. His graying hair bore the wind, and his skin welcomed the sun’s touches.

      He was handsome in all the wrong ways, as though he’d been blessed with looks only to use them against women. He slid those looks in Cali’s direction, then Soraya’s, glaring with unapologetic pride at the sight of her.

      Cali didn’t miss the gaze that crossed between them. Kelsey had made his interest in her cousin sickeningly evident before the tournament had even started.

      It had disgusted Cali then, but now, the effect was nothing short of revolting.

      “So, you’re leaving with the man who killed your father?” Cali said.

      Soraya softened just enough to be noticeable. She even lifted a faint smile.

      “Of all the people I’ve been around lately, he’s the only person I know exactly what to expect from.” Soraya bent for her pack and paused enough to meet Cali’s gaze with intent. “Goodbye, Cali.”

      The words ripped through her. Soraya had seemed so strong, but she’d broken so easily. Was she really this desperate? This misguided?

      Cali scurried up the gangplank after her. She gripped Soraya’s arm in one final attempt to help her see reason.

      “At least make for Zara,” Cali pleaded. “Undine will go there. I know the servant of magic Undine predicted is you. You can save my people. Please, Soraya.”

      Soraya tore her arm free of Cali’s grasp and bared her teeth in a look of utmost hatred. Her blue eyes sliced into Cali’s.

      “I serve no one, least of all magic. Make no mistake, we are headed for Zara. But not to save it.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You’ve taken my kingdom, Caliana Brahmvir,” Soraya snarled. “I intend to take yours.”

      And she strutted up the gangplank, tearing through Cali’s heart with every step. Captain Kelsey offered her a hand and guided her onto the deck.

      Cali staggered with bewilderment. Soraya’s tone had been dark and insulting.

      How could this be? Soraya hating her? Leaving to steal Zara? Cali had always thought Soraya was meant to be the servant of magic destined to save Zara from whatever downfall Undine had predicted would come over her homeland. But going there with vengeance wasn’t part of the plan.

      How could she marry Bae now, knowing there was still a threat to Zara? How could she venture with him to Rune? Soraya wouldn’t hurt her people, would she?

      She stood there, stunned, long enough to see Captain Kelsey dip in to whisper in Soraya’s ear. Smirking in response, Soraya sauntered away, and he turned his attention on Cali and trekked down the wooden bridge to where she stood.

      One hand resting on the steadying rope, he gazed at the bustle on the harbor with sheer satisfaction on his brutally handsome face.

      “Congratulations on your upcoming nuptials.”

      “Unbelievable,” Cali said with all the malice she could muster.

      Bae hadn’t yet proposed to her officially. That didn’t mean he hadn’t spoken of their union to his father.

      She considered turning and walking away but decided to play his game.

      “You mean you’re not staying for your own son’s wedding?”

      Kelsey stared at his fingernails. “I already saw the two of you wed once. It was enough for me.”

      Yes, and he’d mocked them the entire time.

      She cast her disgust over that particular issue aside and focused on the larger one at hand.

      “You’re abandoning your son for a war—a war spurred from the consequences of your scheming?”

      No wonder Kelsey was leaving. Bae had claimed his father didn’t like that part of the sea was being kept from him, blocked in by the boundary. She just hadn’t thought he’d leave quite so soon.

      Kelsey had to know about the letter King Kerrod had sent threatening Bae.

      Cali suspected it wasn’t the sea Kelsey wanted but something lying at its other end. Now that the boundary was down, nothing stood in his way.

      Had he and Bae already retrieved whatever enchanted maps Lunae Lumen contained? Whatever he was after, he must be desperate for it.

      She stared at the gun tied on his hip as he replied. “My son has Admiral Irving’s assistance and can handle himself. As for your wedding, I’m flattered you’d like me to attend, but no. I’d rather avoid anything with the sea witch’s stamp of approval on it.”

      He had no idea how much Cali felt the same way, but thanks to the wretched bargains she and Bae had each made, they had no other choice.

      Envy tapped its fingertips within Cali’s chest. How she wished she were in Soraya’s position, packed and ready to embark to the other side of the world, away from Undine and the pestilence she left in her path.

      Her nurse used to sing her a song about pirates and their homage and why pirates never stayed in a single place for long. They constantly moved to steer clear of the sea witch. Would that still be the case now that Undine could no longer claim the sea as her own?

      Cali straightened her shoulders. “You wish to be free of Undine, yet you sail on her ocean?”

      The irony wasn’t lost on her.

      “Whoever said the ocean belonged to Undine Daray?”

      She supposed he had a point, especially now that Undine was mortal. She considered for a moment before scurrying up the unstable gangplank after him.

      She had to ask now, while she still could.

      Crew mates checked rigging, climbed the masts, and hauled supplies. One sailor chased a piglet across the deck to the shouts of men behind him to not let it get away.

      Kelsey noticed Cali following him and groaned.

      She pressed on. “You’re looking for something of hers, aren’t you? On the Impius Sea West. That’s why you wanted the boundary down.”

      Up close, Kelsey’s resemblance to Bae was astounding. Not only in his features, but in his manner and the air with which he held himself. Villainous as a cat to a scurrying mouse, he was determined to win whatever he was after despite how unlikely his victory seemed.

      Bae had the same cocky determination.

      “Now, now,” he said. “You know what they say about curiosity. Off you go.” He jutted his chin in an unmistakable direction, all but commanding her away from the ship.

      Cali hadn’t exactly expected him to admit as much aloud, but she recalled the silver, sleek moonstone that had appeared unbidden and unwanted at Undine’s side the moment she became human.

      The moon had shown her that scene for a reason. It was the stone Undine had sent her lover to hide. The stone that had made her lose him to another woman.

      She still wasn’t sure what that stone was or what it did—only that Undine had been so deathly afraid of its constant reappearance, she’d sent her dearest love to hide it on the other side of the world and had lost him because of it.

      That stone had to be what the captain was after. More than ever, she wanted to board his ship and see if she was right.

      Instead, she was being left behind, destined to marry Bae Kelsey.

      Not because she wanted to, though she did want him with everything she was.

      But because of a tattoo on her arm and a bargain spoken in desperation.

      Undine had far too many cards in this game, and it seemed the more time passed, the more plays the sea witch made, confining Cali into a corner she had no way out of.
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      Cali’s progress was much slower returning to the palace than when she’d left it. She let Star trot at a leisurely pace, her thoughts transporting her to another plane entirely.

      She wished she’d taken the time to defend Bae against Soraya’s mockery. He was a good man. He’d proven it to Cali time and time again.

      “What about Captain Kelsey, though?” she said to Star while the horse’s hooves clopped along the pavestone road. Star’s ears flickered in response. “What does he mean by taking Soraya along?”

      Was Kelsey planning on helping her once she arrived in Zara?

      The thought clamped over Cali’s heart, causing her grip on the reins to tighten. Oh, no. Soraya would show up and demand the kingdom. And with Captain Kelsey backing her . . .

      “He’s ruthless,” Cali mused, giving voice to her fears. “Heartless. And Soraya has magic.”

      What would the king and queen do when Soraya showed up and demanded the kingdom? Would she use magic to get what she wanted?

      Another time, Cali may have soothed herself that Soraya wouldn’t hurt anyone, but that was a falsehood. Soraya had done many things Cali would never have suspected of her.

      The Zarans were unhappy Papa had unleashed the necrosis. They were rioting. That would make it easy for Soraya to uproot Papa and steal his throne, like her own was stolen from her.

      If she and Kelsey threatened the people . . .

      Cali dug her heels into Star’s side, urging the horse to move at a quicker pace. But she knew it was pointless.

      What could she do? There was no way to warn Papa in time.

      Sure, Cali had magic now, but she hadn’t done much to try and use her power, not since the boundary had fallen. She didn’t want to even flirt with the notion of having that much power.

      Truth be told, she wasn’t sure how to try.

      Her only thought was the mirror they’d used to speak with him during the tournament. But Papa had shattered that mirror in his anger.

      Though the memory was a difficult one, Bae had been so tender that night, comforting her. Suddenly eager to see him, craving his company, Cali led Star to the stables. She dismounted, returned the gelding to Thornby’s care, and dashed inside the palace.

      Every move she made emphasized her motions in a different way than she was used to. The magic flared to life, feeding off her emotions.

      Power so heated, feelings so agitated, she didn’t have to ask where Bae was.

      The same encircling aura she’d sensed waning in him that day on the ship, the aura she’d healed to restore his life, pulsed like blood to a shark. She followed its lead, answering its call—his call—meandering down corridors she’d never trod until her feet stopped outside a teardrop-shaped archway.

      The hair on her arms lifted. Though the way wasn’t blocked by any kind of door. Cali sensed an invisible sheen of tangible energy flanking from the point of the arch across the floor and back up the doorway’s opposite side.

      Tentatively, she lifted a hand, but the same barrier she’d fought against to get to the catacombs during Bae’s first task kept her from being able to push her hand through.

      “What is this?” she asked aloud, allowing her gaze to trail down the door’s outline. She peered into the doorless entry, into the most stunning chamber she’d ever seen.

      The room was ivory white and filled with statues. Sunlight poured through wide, high windows that were perfectly situated to enhance multicolored, semi-precious stones embedded in the marble walls.

      Cut and polished mineral crystal added glints of color, making the walls themselves a work of art. Sapphires, rubies, and amethysts added a touch of luxury and rarity to the room’s luster.

      No wonder it was protected by magic. The barrier was intended to keep unwanted spectators from entering.

      Bae stepped into view within the room, wearing a fitted shirt tucked into dark breeches, his boots climbing to his knees. With his hair tied back, no amount of titles could take away his imposing hold on casual elegance.

      He looked as though he were ready for a day at sea. He sounded a siren call to her blood, a ravenous desire to be anywhere he was.

      Pausing, he rested a sun-bronzed hand on a golden horse’s neck. The horse statue cast light on his skin like metallic dust. Behind him, a collection of sapphire stones created the outline of a seahorse in the marble.

      “Bae,” she called, hoping he could hear her through the magic.

      She didn’t like anything standing between them.

      Hidden satisfaction toyed with his mouth, though it didn’t quite lift into a full smile. He sauntered toward her, ratcheting her pulse, until he stood within the room directly across from her.

      “How did you get in there?” she asked.

      “Because I’m king. Would you like to join me?”

      She allowed her eyes to rove back over the glittering jewels again.

      “Are you kidding? Yes!” Cali lifted a foot and tried again, but there may as well have been a solid wall between them.

      To her amazement and his apparent delight, Bae stepped through the same barrier with no hinderance whatsoever.

      She couldn’t mask her shock. “How did you do that?”

      He stroked a lock of hair away from her face, eyeing her as if she were more valuable than all the jewels in the room he’d just vacated. That look melted her on the spot.

      “There is a magical seal over this entrance that keeps every person out except for those whose blood is royal.”

      “Then why didn’t it let me in?”

      “You are a royal, but not of Lunae Lumen. From what I’ve gleaned, a handful of rooms in
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