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      Shadow monsters, evil relatives, and a bodice that cuts into her boobs—in Avery’s opinion, the faerie realm isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.

      

      Supposedly, it was Avery’s fate to journey to the Evermist. Here, she’s regarded as a legend and everyone has expectations of her, including her three guardians.

      

      While she hadn’t expected an amusement park full of little girls in princess dresses, Avery also hadn’t expected to be scared at every turn. But the Evermist is full of cruel monsters and terrifying shadows.

      

      As Avery navigates her new role, her deepening relationship with her guardians, and a wardrobe full of beautiful-yet-uncomfortable dresses, she’ll have to make a choice that will have repercussions worlds away. What weighs more in the eyes of the gods? The fate of a girl...or the fate of the world?

      

      The second book in the Lost Siren series, Lullaby of Death is a steamy reverse harem adventure that will take you far from the familiar and into a magical yet macabre land.

    

  


  
    
      Please note that this book has been written in British English and therefore uses British spellings and expressions.

      

      This is a reverse harem where Avery won’t have to choose between her love interests.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Tolkien.

        We abused you, but you took it like a champ.
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      They should be here.

      They’d told me they were coming—they’d been right beside me. We had stepped through the portal together.

      “Lysander? Charles? Tarin?”

      Besides the gigantic spider in the shadows, which seemed just as fine avoiding me as I was with avoiding it, the landscape was beautiful. Large flowers, big as my hands, dotted the lush, green foliage. A cliff rose up in the distance, a waterfall sparkling as it rushed down the face. Far away, a building loomed. It could’ve been a castle or a cathedral. Impossible to tell, but it looked beautiful and foreboding all at once, the outer walls some kind of glossy, reflective black material. Obsidian?

      My sequined mermaid jumper felt entirely out of place. It reminded me of what Lysander and I had just done in the visitor centre. The sex had been incredible, and my thighs still ached from how tightly I’d wrapped them around his waist.

      “Lysander!” I shouted again.

      Maybe people came through the portal slowly, one at a time. I could just wait here, and one of the men would join me in a moment, followed by the next.

      Feeling cold despite the balmy temperature, I sat down on the ground and pulled my knees to my chest. The sequins on my jumper caught the light, looking garish.

      Minutes passed. Perhaps an hour. I didn’t want to stray too far in case the guys showed up. It would be just my luck that as soon as I walked off to search for them, they’d step through the portal and find me missing.

      “You must be the siren,” a low voice said from the shadows.

      Startled, I jumped up. The voice was familiar. “Charles?”

      He stepped from behind the ancient, gnarled trees, brushing the giant spider aside like it was nothing. His grey eyes were full of curiosity, his full lips quirked in a smile.

      “Oh, finally,” I said, rushing toward him and throwing my arms around him. “Are Tarin and Lysander behind you?”

      “I’m sure they’ll be here soon enough,” he said, sounding unconcerned.

      He pulled me so that our bodies pressed together, and I felt a small thrill of lust. This was hardly the time, but my libido’s reactions to the three men protecting me had been all over the place lately.

      “I’m so, so happy to see you. I wasn’t sure what to do.” I took in his scent, his comfort, like I was the poor little match girl with her very last match.

      “There, there,” he said.

      I paused, mid-inhale. He smelled similar to Charles—pure ocean air. He looked identical. His tone was pitched the same.

      But his voice didn’t hold the same warmth it usually held.

      This was Charles...but it wasn’t.

      I yanked myself from his embrace and stumbled away from him. The hair wasn’t quite right. Charles’s hair was a sandy brown, whereas this guy’s hair was slightly darker. And he was wearing different clothes, nothing like I’d seen Charles wear. Fitted black trousers, heavy boots, and the kind of white linen shirt I’d expect to see on a pirate—loose-fitting, open at the neck to reveal the top of his tanned, muscular chest. I should’ve been able to tell the difference between this imposter and my Charles immediately, but I’d been so relieved, so hopeful.

      “Who are you?” I demanded, wrapping my arms over my chest.

      “Can you guess?” he asked.

      “No,” I said, backing up further. “You tried to trick me. Go away.”

      “Come now, if you had a lookalike half-brother, you’d have fun tricking people, too.”

      No, I wouldn’t. Not when they were frightened and thrust into a scary new situation without any of their...what were the guys to me? Whatever they were, I cared about them, and I missed them already.

      Not-Charles held out a slender hand, beckoning me to join him.

      I shook my head. I didn’t have time for games. Lysander, Charles, and Tarin should be arriving at any moment, and they could explain where I was and what our next steps should be. If I knew anything about those guys, it was that they always had a plan. A plan that they’d hold off on sharing with me until the last possible second, of course.

      That pattern of “let’s wait to tell Avery anything useful until she throws a fit” was really going to have to change.

      “Come with me,” he said.

      “Not gonna happen.” I looked around the clearing. I didn’t know how much time had passed since I’d arrived, but it looked like it would get dark soon. Had I really sat here for an entire day, waiting for my men?

      Either way, darkness was falling. I wondered if it was safe to be out here at night.

      It couldn’t be more dangerous than London in the height of the Vandemic, could it?

      I didn’t want to learn the answer to that question the hard way.

      “I know where your protectors are,” Not-Charles said.

      I yanked my head up and studied his face. He was probably lying. I didn’t trust this guy any further than I could throw him.

      He continued to gaze at me. “You really are quite a beauty.”

      Like I cared about his appraisal of my looks?

      “I’m called Marek,” he said. “I’m sorry for tricking you just now. I swear that your protectors are up at the stronghold, and I will take you to them.”

      "Why are they there?" I asked. "We stepped through the portal at the same time. Charles had his arm around my waist..."

      I stopped before I told him that Lysander had also been holding me. Instinct told me to keep our relationship secret for now. Even if this guy really was Charles's half-brother, it didn't mean that he was a friend. Charles never even mentioned having a sibling, so I doubted they were close.

      "They've been here before or are family of people living here, so the Evermist recognised them, transporting them where they were needed. You, however, are an unknown entity. It brought you to a safe distance from the palace, just in case you're a threat."

      I glared at him. "And am I? A threat?"

      Marek smirked. "That is yet to be decided. The Queen is waiting for you. Trust me, you don't want to keep her waiting."

      "And my...the guys? They're safe?"

      "For now," he muttered ominously.

      "What does that mean?"

      "It means that if you don't follow me now, I can't guarantee anything. Get going."

      He turned and walked back to the ancient trees he'd appeared from. I had to make a decision. I didn't trust him, but he was the only lead I had. Sitting here moping wasn't going to get me back to the guys.

      I grit my teeth and followed him into the woods. I'd never been in a forest like this. The trees were bigger and older than trees back home, plus they stood strangely apart, as if they liked their personal space. Soft moss covered the ground, interspersed with some fallen leaves. Something was off, though. I tried to figure out what it was while walking, but I only realised when we stepped out of the forest. It had been too clean. No branches, no dirt, no uneven patches of grass, no fallen trees. None of the fallen leaves had started to decay; every single one was perfect. It was a forest from a painting—beautiful but not realistic.

      "Does this forest have a name?" I called to Marek, who was walking several metres in front of me.

      He turned around and smiled. "It's the Forever Wood, planted in memory of the first Fae King who turned this realm into our home."

      "So you haven't always lived here?" I asked.

      "Me, I have. So have my parents and grandparents. This all happened over a millennium ago, but we still remember and honour King Finvarra."

      "Charles said he's never been to Evermist. How did you know you’re his lookalike?"

      "We’ve seen his face in a scrying mirror. And maybe he’s my lookalike," he snapped and turned away, continuing to walk.

      His answer didn't satisfy me, on the contrary. I wanted to stop following him until he explained what exactly was going on, but I didn't really have a choice. If only the guys were here...but no, I'd survived the Vandemic without them and I would manage to stay alive in Evermist, too.

      The forest gave way to what seemed like a never-ending meadow. It reached all the way to the horizon, painting the rolling hills bright green. Yellow and white flowers were dotted all around in a repeating pattern. Just like the forest, this wasn't random growth. This meadow had been designed, I was sure of it.

      On top of the highest hill in the distance sat a castle that could have been taken right out of a fairytale. It was too far away to make out much detail, but there were at least six towers made from the same glossy black material as the castle I'd glimpsed earlier.

      I groaned. It would take us hours to get to that castle. Why did the portal have to drop me so far away from it?

      "What's the problem?" Marek asked without stopping. "Do you have a grass allergy?"

      "No, just a Marek allergy. Is there no faster way to reach your castle? I don't suppose you have cars or even horse-drawn carriages?"

      He laughed and turned to me. Without his frown and smirk, he looked so much like Charles that it was hard not to reach out to him and take his hand.

      "No, we don't have cars, but we have something much better." He put two fingers in his mouth and whistled.

      “What are you doing?” I asked. If he was calling giant attack dogs, I was out of here.

      "They don't like the forest, so I had to wait until now to call them," he explained as if I knew what he was talking about.

      "Horses?" I asked.

      "Better still. Wait and see."

      I shrugged and enjoyed the view. Even though the perfectly patterned meadow was a little creepy, it was still beautiful. Bees hummed from flower to flower while colourful birds flew high in the sky.

      "Does it ever rain here?" I asked.

      Marek stared at me as if I was an imbecile. "Of course it does. We've got weather and seasons just like you do on Earth. Although we can influence them—well, those in power can."

      "Sirens?"

      He didn't reply. Instead, he pointed to the sky to our right. I almost squeaked when I saw four massive, antlered beasts heading straight for us. They almost looked like Santa's flying reindeer, except they had wings. I also thought they were stags rather than reindeer, but to be fair, I wouldn't have gambled my life on it. When they landed only a few yards away from us, I gaped at their hind legs. Instead of hoofs like on their front legs, they had talons like an eagle. Razor-sharp claws dug into the ground as they walked towards us. They were taller than stags or horses, much taller. My head barely reached their backs.

      "Here's our ride," Marek announced. "They're the royal perytons. The queen allowed me to borrow them."

      "Who is she to you?" I asked suspiciously. I had a hard time believing a queen would let just any random fae ride these magnificent beasts.

      "She’s my mother," he replied with the most arrogant smirk I'd ever seen. He squared his shoulders, suddenly looking taller and more intimidating. "You're speaking to a Prince of Evermist, siren, and only because you're so powerful have I allowed your insolence."

      I blinked at him, tempted to smack his handsome, not-Charles face and show him exactly what my insolence could do. But he spun on his booted heel and marched to the perytons. I watched him go, wondering if I could find another way to the castle. Perhaps I could magic myself there with my siren abilities?

      Marek, who’d reached the perytons, turned and looked at me, raising a single eyebrow in a what-are-you-waiting-for expression. I cocked my hip and stuck my tongue out at him in an I-hate-your-guts expression. He smiled wider.

      “Come along, insolent siren.”

      “Yes, of course, Prince Arsehole,” I muttered, stomping toward him.

      He laughed, startling the peryton closest to him. I jerked to a halt. Were these creatures skittish? They were larger than horses, and those antlers looked wicked sharp. I could imagine the Evermist headlines: All-Powerful Siren Found at Last, Only to be Gored by the Queen’s Perytons.

      “A little closer,” Marek said in a coaxing voice.

      I took a few more tentative steps until I was within arm’s reach of both Marek and the nearest peryton.

      “Come on,” Marek said, gripping my waist. “Up you go.”

      Before I could protest, Marek lifted me up and I was sitting atop the peryton. “Where do I put my hands? Is it going to bite me? Gore me?”

      “You really know nothing, do you?” Marek said. “I was going to ride a different peryton, but if I let you do this on your own, you’re bound to fall to your death and my mother will have both our heads.”

      He hoisted himself onto the peryton’s back behind me. He casually wrapped an arm around my waist in a way-too-familiar gesture. His other hand he used to grip the fur at the nape of the peryton’s neck. A moment later, the peryton and its friends leaped from the ground. The momentum pressed me back into Marek.

      “Are you getting fresh with me, little siren?” he murmured in my ear.

      “Shut up,” I said, scooting forward as the peryton righted itself. Its wings beat a steady rhythm, lifting us higher over the meadow. In the distance, the sun was setting, painting the Evermist horizon in brilliant oranges and pinks. “It’s lovely,” I said to myself.

      “Indeed, it is,” Marek said.

      I wondered if he was doing the cliche thing where he commented on something’s beauty but was actually looking at the girl—in this case, me—but no, his attention was on the sunset and his voice sounded sincere. He sounded somewhat sad, but that was hard to believe coming from a Prince of Evermist, and one who had only moments ago been taking the piss.

      I watched the scenery below us until it became too dark to make out any details. The dark castle in the distance was growing closer, and I could tell only because the windows had lit up from within. Wind rushed past my ears, so I shouted to Marek, “What’s going to happen? Will I meet up with Lysander, Charles, and Tarin when we arrive?”

      “That’s up to the Queen,” he said.

      I didn't like being here without them. This hadn’t been part of the plan. What the real plan had been, I didn’t know entirely, because of their nasty habit of leaving me out of the planning. That would change, and soon. But I was certain that their plan would not have involved throwing me at the mercy of a fae Queen and her arrogant son.

      

      Then it hit me—this meant Charles was a prince, too. The Queen must be his stepmother.

      I slid forward on the peryton as it angled downward. I was unable to muffle my shriek of surprise, and Marek laughed.

      If I’d been on this peryton with someone I knew and trusted, it wouldn’t have been so scary.

      The castle was enormous and shining black, perhaps eight stories tall. We were fast approaching a lamp-lit courtyard at the front, to the side of an actual moat. My teeth knocked together as the peryton touched down, its hooves clacking against the shiny ground.

      Marek slid from the creature’s back, then held out a hand toward me. I took it and he helped me down.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He smiled. “Those are the first civil words to pass your lips since you realised I’m not Charles.”

      I smiled back and patted his cheek. “Don’t ruin the moment.”

      Fast as a snake striking, he grabbed my wrist. Then he turned my palm over and gave it a courtly kiss. “Welcome, Avery, to the Royal Palace of Evermist.”

      Two men in matching green outfits, looking like extras from The Lord of the Rings, came out of a doorway I hadn’t even noticed because it blended so well with the wall of the castle.

      “Is this she?” one of them asked.

      Marek nodded. “This is Avery Bennet, of London.”

      The Lord of the Rings cosplayer who’d spoken nodded. “The Queen is eager to meet her. Bring her straight into the Receiving Room.”

      “Wait just a second,” I said. “I need to find my guards.” Guards wasn’t what Charles, Lysander, and Tarin were to me, not entirely, but it was a word these guys would recognise.

      “There’s no time for that,” Legolas’s ugly cousin said. “Into the Receiving we must go. We can’t keep the Queen waiting.”
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      As soon as we began walking through the castle, I knew I'd never be able to find my way out by myself. There was no logic to how the corridors and rooms fit together. Once, we went up one staircase only to go down another half that size ten seconds later. Some floors were the same black stone as the outside, others were wooden, yet others were carpeted. It was like a child had built this castle with differently sized Lego blocks. It was impressive, though, and I would have loved to have time to admire the paintings and tapestries covering every single wall.

      After ten minutes of hurrying after Marek, I was both breathless and hopelessly confused. I didn't even know what level of the castle we were on. For all I knew, we could be back on the ground floor after climbing and descending a hundred thousand stairs. I doubted even my magic could help me orient myself, although perhaps I could enchant one of the many guards to guide me out.

      Guards, servants, and random people filled the rooms and corridors, making the castle feel cramped. And all of them gave me curious glances. I didn't think it was very professional of the guards to openly stare at me, but maybe they didn't get a lot of strangers here. Or maybe word had spread that I was a descendent of the Lorelei, the most powerful siren who ever lived.

      The guys had told me that they needed me to save Evermist, but I had no idea what that entailed. I'd left Earth for them, blindly trusting the men I'd come to love—not that there'd been much back home for me. The world had changed forever during the Vandemic and was now overrun by feral vampires. This was a new start, although I wasn't sure I liked it.

      Finally, we stopped in front of a surprisingly small door made of foggy glass. Two guards framed it, both looking at us without surprise.

      "Queen Moira is expecting you," the burlier of them said and knocked on the door without taking his gaze off us. Where he'd touched the glass, silver lines appeared, spreading like lightning, until the entire door was flashing with bright light. Not so simple after all.

      "After you," Marek said. "You may want to close your eyes before stepping through. It makes some people nauseous."

      "What does?"

      "The portal."

      Did that mean we'd walked through the entire palace just to walk through a portal that would transport us to somewhere else? That didn't make any sense. The portal should have been built near the entrance, which would be much less exhausting for visitors.

      The portal didn't look inviting at all. The flashing lightning seemed hostile and with the way I'd been welcomed so far, this could easily be a trap. Maybe this led to a dungeon cell where the guys were held.

      "Do you need me to push you?" Marek drawled.

      No, I wouldn't give him the satisfaction. I took a deep breath and stepped through the portal.

      I was flung into a dark room. I swayed on my feet. My stomach felt like it was still on the other side of the portal. I shook my head to get rid of the mind fog that was drowning out my senses before looking around.

      Heavy curtains were drawn on both sides, shutting out the darkened sky. The room was large, but the furniture was sparse, just a few chairs against the black stone walls and small side tables between them. At the end of the room was a throne right out of a medieval castle. The armrests were in the shape of dragon heads—were dragons real?!—while the back was studded with gemstones that would likely have sparkled had there been light. Why was it so dark in here? There wasn't even a candle, let alone a lamp.

      "Step closer," a bright, chirpy voice said. She almost sounded like a child, yet there were deeper notes that suggested an impatience caused by age. I stared into the darkness, trying to see where the voice was coming from. The throne was empty and it wasn't tall enough to hide someone behind it. Strange. This was getting more mysterious by the second.

      I wanted to ask her where and who she was, but if this was indeed the Queen, it was better to stay quiet and see what happened next. I didn't want to get on her bad side before I'd even met her. Charles had never mentioned his family, which didn't bode well for this encounter. She could easily be the evil step-mother from all the fairy tales...

      "Don't be shy," she teased.

      I balled my hands into fists and slowly made my way further into the dark room. I was tense, expecting an attack any second. To be fair, I had fought an army of nerises today already—or had it been yesterday? Time here seemed to be different than back home—and I was desperate for both sleep and food. I was allowed to be a little tense.

      When I was only a few steps away from the throne, a figure stepped out of the shadows behind it. She was tiny. Really tiny. She couldn't be much over four feet and her miniscule waist and thin limbs didn't help. Her face was barely visible in the dark, but the crown on her head was hard to miss. It was all spikes and sharp edges and way too big for her. It was a miracle she could stand straight with that thing weighing her down.

      I realised my mouth was open and I quickly bowed to cover my surprise.

      "Your Majesty," I muttered, hoping that was right. Yes, I'd grown up in England but that didn't mean I'd ever met the Queen. I'd once shagged one of her foot guards, but I never found out his name. I wouldn't have believed him about his job if I hadn't seen the bearskin hat and red uniform in his bedroom.

      "Stand up straight,” the Queen said. “Let us look at you. We are Queen Moira, and we have long been eager to make your acquaintance."

      Her high voice had taken on a dominant streak and I realised her earlier playfulness had just been an act. This was a Queen, no matter her size.

      I waited as she walked around me, the hem of her dress sliding over the stone floor. The deep blue fabric appeared to be crushed velvet, with tiny rhinestones sewn into the bodice. I glanced down at my mermaid jumper with its sequins, and my muddy trousers. I wondered if there hadn’t been a second reason for her insisting on meeting with me before I’d had time to freshen up—because I felt a thousand percent inferior to this woman.

      “She’ll need gowns,” she said, almost to herself. “Slippers as well. Some headbands, to get those lanky locks out of her face.”

      “Excuse me?” I said, resisting the urge to smooth my hair.

      “Have our personal seamstress work with her,” the Queen went on in her odd, childlike voice. Her crown wobbled slightly as she spoke, and I had to fold my hands in front of me to keep from straightening it. One of the spikes could pierce her foot if it fell wrong.

      “What else,” she said. “She’ll take a chamber in the Swan Hall. One close to the vampire’s. But keep her far away from Charles. Do you have all that down, Marek?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      I spun around in shock. I hadn’t realised Marek had followed me through the portal. He leaned against the wall, ankles crossed in front of him while he took notes in a little booklet.

      The Queen continued, “Make sure she gets a bath. We’ll present her to the court tomorrow evening. Turn it into an event, a ball of some sort. And ensure that Susannah will be there. We want Avery and her to meet.”

      I had so many questions, but the Queen gave me a cold smile.

      “We appreciate you coming to Evermist,” she said, “and we will make sure you’re comfortable. You give our subjects so much hope, Avery.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. “Thank you?”

      “Marek, take her to her room.” The Queen turned away, her head swaying impossibly beneath the huge crown.

      “Wait,” I said.

      She stopped walking, but she didn’t spin to face me. “What is it?”

      “Where are my men—I mean, my guards?” I asked. “Lysander, Charles, and Tarin? They were supposed to arrive with me, and—”

      “You’ll see them when you need to see them,” she said.

      “I need to see them now.”

      She looked over her shoulder at me, her light grey eyes twinkling with amusement. “No, you don’t.”

      She took several steps forward, and then she was gone.

      Marek cleared his throat and tucked his notebook into his pants pocket. “Well, Avery, let’s get you settled. Swan Hall is quite nice.”

      His voice was soft—did he pity me? I didn’t want pity; I wanted to see my guys.

      “She said my room would be near the vampire’s. Did she mean Lysander?”

      “Yes,” Marek said, holding out an arm. “Back through the portal we go.”

      He tapped the wall and it began to glow and shine with lights as it had done before. We stepped through together. This time, when I came out on the other side, I was less disoriented, perhaps because Marek was holding fast to my arm. We didn’t emerge in the same hallway we’d come from, but a new one with golden walls so perfectly polished, they reflected like mirrors. Swan outlines had been engraved in a repeating design, and ornate gilt sconces jutted out at intervals.

      “This is Swan Hall, I take it?” I asked drily.

      “It is indeed,” Marek said. We walked for several yards before he stopped outside a door. “Lysander’s room,” he said.

      I pressed my hand against the glimmering surface, then pulled it away to rap gently against the gold. “Is he here?”

      “Not yet.” Marek pointed to the next door. “That chamber will be yours, if you wish.”

      “I do,” I said. I wanted to be as close to Lysander as possible. So much was unfamiliar here. I’d just been insulted by the Queen and I had no friends, and my guys were missing.

      We went to the next door, which Marek opened for me. The room was spacious, with high walls papered in a rich purple bearing gold and silver star designs. A bed took up one side. Four-poster, of course, because what else would it be when we were deep in faerie land? A small door led to the side—a bathroom, I hoped, because I’d been holding it long enough. The floor was covered in an enormous fur rug. I didn’t know of any mammals large enough to make such a thing. Perhaps it had been stitched together, or perhaps Evermist had more amazing creatures like the perytons. Seemed a pity to skin them, though, whatever they were.

      “I can stay and help you bathe,” Marek offered with a wink.

      “I’m perfectly capable of bathing myself,” I said.

      “But it’s less fun that way.”

      Shaking my head, I closed the door on him.

      “An attendant will be here shortly to take your measurements,” he said, voice muffled through the closed door.

      Sighing, I opened the door again. “For my gowns?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Do you know why I’m here? I’m supposed to...save Evermist?”

      He grinned. “You’re an icon, Avery, nothing more. Don’t worry too much about it.”

      From the way Charles, Tarin, and Lysander talked about it, I wasn’t an icon. I was supposed to fix things here. I hadn’t come all this way for pretty gowns.

      Then again, I hadn’t left much behind that I was missing...besides familiarity. It was pretty sad that my miserable existence on Earth after the Vandemic was familiar and therefore somehow dear to me. Whether I was a symbol or a true solution for Evermist’s problems, it was good to be away from all that death and despair, right?

      Marek turned to go, but something else the Queen had said filtered back into my brain.

      “Who’s Susannah?” I asked. “The Queen wants to make sure she’s at court tomorrow and that we meet?”

      “Susannah?” Marek said with a smirk. “Yes, she’s betrothed to Charles. Nice girl. You’ll get along with her splendidly.”
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      As soon as the door closed behind me, I let the tears fall freely. I threw myself on the bed and gave into my emotions.

      I was alone. My guys were likely prisoners. The Queen saw me as nothing but a puppet to be controlled and dressed in pretty clothes. And Charles was engaged to be married. I wished I'd never stepped through that portal. Earth hadn't been all that bad, right? Yes, there had been rabid vampires running around, a horde of bloodthirsty nerises and their leader, Jasper, but I'd survived all that. With the guys by my side. Now I was on my own.

      But I wasn't someone who gave up easily. I'd proven that at the Lorelei rock. I was stronger than ever. And I was going to get through this.

      I wiped off my tears. While it had felt good to open the flood barriers, it was time to act. Wait for the seamstress? As if.

      The other door led indeed to a bathroom and I took the chance to get myself cleaned up. I found some bits in my hair that may have been worm flesh. Yuck.

      Even though I had to put on the same clothes as before, I felt a lot better after my shower. With the dirt of the last battle gone, I was ready to fight the next one. Hopefully a little less bloody this time.

      I half expected a guard to stand outside my room, but no, the corridor was deserted. My growling stomach reminded me that I should probably search out the kitchens first. As much as I wanted to find my guys right away, I wouldn't be of any use for them if I fainted from hunger.

      When I turned a corner, I came face to face with a young girl, maybe twelve or thirteen, with bright blue hair and large pointed ears. Her eyes were glowing silver, looking at me curiously.

      "Who are you?" she asked.

      "I'm new here," I replied, not sure if my name was already known to the palace's inhabitants. "What about you? What's your name?"

      "Bell. Well, actually it's Bluebell, but everyone calls me Bell. We've not had any visitors in ages. I'd know because I always know all the gossip. It's all I can do here without dying of boredom. Where are you from?"

      No visitors meant she hadn't seen my guys arrive. And if she listened to as much gossip as she said, it would suggest that they'd either arrived in secrecy on purpose or that they'd been taken by force. The image of them huddling in a dark prison cell pushed into my mind. I had to find them, fast.

      "Far away," I muttered. "I don't suppose you'd like to give me a tour of the palace? I bet I'll get lost on my own."

      Bell laughed. "You wouldn't be the first. Back when we still had more visitors, I'd sometimes point them in the wrong direction. It was fun
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