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        Violent delights have violent ends,

        And in their triumph die;

      
        Like fire and powder, which, as they kiss, consume.

        William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, Act II, scene vi
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      Bae Kelsey held the lantern high, allowing it to cast its clementine light on every door he passed. He was the King of Lunae Lumen, now. And he wasn’t going to wait any longer to put that status to good use.

      His father had failed to get the location of the Cressidas’ fabled map room before King Emir had died. Which was bloody unfortunate.

      But they had the Lunae Lumenian palace. Princess Soraya was no longer the ruling bloodline.

      Bae wouldn’t delay a minute more.

      He had checked as many doors as he could on the palace’s upper levels. The staff had been hard at work since Kelsey had blown a hole in the armory almost a month ago repairing the damage to that room. Bae had given it little thought, since it clearly didn’t hold the maps he sought.

      No. Instead, he turned his attention to rooms that were far less well-lit.

      The search was more irksome than he’d thought it would be. How many doors could the palace’s lower levels possibly have?

      Lantern light flickered, shadows spooked every wall, and though anticipation flickered in his chest with every turn down the palace’s lower labyrinthine halls, he still had yet to cross paths with the door he sought.

      Bae didn’t usually devote much time to regrets, but it really was a shame Soraya hadn’t returned. A shame they’d banished most of her royal guards. There had to be someone around here who knew where the infernal room was hidden.

      Not that he would be able to enter the room if he did find it. According to legend, the map room was off-limits to anyone not of the royal family. Last he checked, he wasn’t related to the Cressidas in any way.

      He’d found another room that had refused him entrance. This one was located on the family wing, beside King Emir’s personal chambers. Enchantment had glazed the door handle itself, so the instant Bae had touched the brass, a bitter, hair-raising tingle had coursed across his skin.

      He doubted the map room was in the family wing of the palace, so he kept up the search for it elsewhere. The map room would probably do the same, but at least he would know exactly where it was.

      Bae muscled down his annoyance at this fact. He and his father had taken over the kingdom through might, yes, but also with signatures of agreement from the king himself. They’d met with the people of Lunae Lumen to explain the circumstances of their ascension, and so far, the people had accepted their arrival without much argument.

      Yet the magical forces in play refused to recognize either Bae or Kelsey as true rulers of Lunae Lumen.

      Though they’d claimed the palace, they still didn’t have access to what they wanted.

      It was lunacy.

      He reached the end of a corridor where the path split. Cold air brushed its fingers along his arms. It was a sensation he wasn’t used to feeling in this part of the world, which spoke of how far down in the palace he was.

      Bae opted for the left, and a figure appeared in the otherwise deserted corridor.

      He startled, nearly losing his grip on the lantern. His entire frame quivered, and though he wanted to back away, to turn and make for the stairs he’d taken down here, he cast his unease aside and lifted the light.

      The figure was a woman with a lovely, wicked face and silver hair that shimmered in the light cast from his lantern. His unraveling nerves gradually wound their way back where they belonged.

      Because this was no specter. He knew exactly who she was.

      The last—and only—time Bae had met Undine Daray, she’d marked him with a curse that had altered his entire way of existence. It was little wonder her all-too-quiet appearance in the lowest levels of the Lunae Lumenian palace made him feel as though his bones had attempted to leave his skin.

      “Undine Daray.” He cleared this throat and lowered the lantern. “To what do I owe the . . .” He couldn’t say pleasure. He wouldn’t suggest seeing her gave him any delight whatsoever. “ . . . interruption?”

      Her long hair was the silver of starlight and of the polished spoon he’d used at supper. Her delicate mouth twisted at the corners. He’d seen her use a similar, seductive expression right before she’d asked him to give her a lock of his hair.

      “A rumor met my ears, Master Kelsey,” she said.

      Her voice tinkled like dozens of diamonds cascading over each other.

      “What do you care about rumors?”

      Was she really here for small talk? He didn’t have time for this.

      She laughed. “That depends on whom the rumors are about, and in this case, this one pertains to you and your father.”

      He reined in his impatience. “All right. You have my attention, witch. What rumor are you referring to?”

      “I have friends at Daybreak Café, good sir. And the rumor is that you are considering holding a tournament for your hand in marriage.”

      How could the sea witch have found out? The woman at Daybreak who’d helped them after they’d washed ashore like two pieces of driftwood hadn’t been anywhere in earshot when he and his father had discussed such a thing.

      Nothing had been settled as of yet. Yet here was Undine Daray inquiring about a tournament.

      Permissions for a union based on magic had to be acquired from the sea witch herself. At least, that was what Bae had been able to glean about these tournaments thus far. Still, Undine seemed far too eager, and that made him exactly the opposite.

      “What of it?” he asked.

      “You are in luck. Since my home was not destroyed, my power has been restored to its full strength.”

      Which would explain why she’d been able to materialize down here like a shadow. She straightened her spine as if additional height would add to the impact of her statement.

      “And?”

      “And I’m prepared to support your tournament if you agree to a few . . . conditions.”

      That alone was reason enough to end this conversation. He attempted to brush past her. “I want no conditions with you.”

      Undine barred his way. “Not even if it means removing your curse?”

      Bae stopped. Gooseflesh rose along his arms and up the back of his neck. He fixed her with his fiercest glare.

      “You are the reason I suffer from that curse.”

      “You chose to deny a bargain with me, Baelor Kelsey. I was displeased.”

      “I don’t care what you were,” he snarled. “You didn’t have the right to inflict anything on me.”

      “The right? Just as you had the right to approach my home and ask for passage? What made you think I’d give you any kind of special leeway that I wouldn’t grant any other mortal? What makes you so special, Bae Kelsey?”

      Bae seethed, fuming, breath hot and chest pumping. He tightened his grip on the lantern though he wanted nothing more than to strike her.

      She remedied her tone and smoothed the angry lines from her porcelain, glowing face. Light flickered in the blue, shimmering flesh beside her eyes.

      “Now,” she said coolly. “Do you or do you not wish to be King of Lunae Lumen?”

      “Something tells me you already know the answer to that question.”

      Did she know that was why he was down in this particular corridor?

      His father, Captain Edward Kelsey, wanted access to the map room to find the treasure he sought on the other side of the boundary. Bae wanted the map room because he was certain if anything held his mother’s missing location, it was enchanted cartographs with the ability to reveal even the most hidden of places.

      The maps were sure to show him where to find her. And if the palace still kept her from him, he would tear it apart stone by stone.

      “Then I will grant my blessing on your tournament and bestow magic to the children who will stem from it. I will also remove the curse plaguing you and keeping you from the sea⁠—”

      The dregs of irritation still flickering inside of him fled. They were quickly replaced with wary curiosity.

      “If?” he prodded.

      She smiled, glowing in the darkened corridor. “My term is that you marry the winner.”

      His curiosity deflated. This declaration was anti-climactic. His heart was racing for nothing.

      “Isn’t that the point?”

      “You may not like the winner,” Undine said. “But you agree to marry her regardless.”

      His annoyance heightened. Again, her stipulation bordered redundancy. He’d already resigned himself to such a final precondition. A loveless marriage that left no room for what—or who—he’d already lost.

      His heart beat out its typical traitorous cadence, the one that accented his wish that his wife could have been her. Not as a prize. Not as a bargain. Just . . . her.

      He shut the thought down as quickly as it came. Something he’d had to do repeatedly as of late since, despite his best efforts, Princess Caliana Brahmvir refused to leave his mind.

      “You also give me full sway over the tasks the competitors will be called to perform in the tournament.”

      She began pacing the width of the narrowed corridor conspiratorially and went on.

      “You hand full rights of the event over to me. The final task will be that my boundary gets destroyed, as I know you and your father both wish.”

      Bae frowned. She was offering him everything he sought. This was exactly what he preferred, though usually, a result like this came after a fair amount of struggle.

      That fact set his suspicions at full staff.

      “Why do you want your home to be destroyed?”

      “These are my conditions, Master Kelsey. For Lunae Lumen to remain as it is, you need a princess with power at your side. My reasons are my own. Do you agree to my terms?”

      A boundary did not exist without purpose. And witches did not ask for their homes to be undone unless they meant to reshape what followed.

      No, dangled from his lips and tongue. He clenched his jaw shut to keep the word from escaping.

      Bae remembered all too well the last time he’d refused a bargain with Undine. She’d gone from accommodating to vicious. She’d leaped on him, yanking at his shoulder-length hair and tearing away several strands, taking what he’d refused to give.

      Then he’d felt it. Whatever she’d done had tainted him from the inside out. She’d marked his skin without even touching it, and he’d barely made it to the shore alive.

      Bae could still feel her curse simmering in between his bones. There had been several times where he’d considered dissecting his arm in an attempt to physically remove the traces of the magic she’d marked him with, but Brig had talked sense into him before he’d maimed himself.

      The thought of his deceased first mate brought a moment of grief. Brig’s loss had been unexpected, and the idea that he was truly gone, that Bae would never be able to speak to him again or receive any more helpful but annoying advice, was poignant.

      As was the loss of a certain bedeviling princess. The memory of her lodged like a splinter beneath his ribs—small, sharp, impossible to ignore.

      He cast thoughts of Caliana aside. Thinking of her hadn’t served him in the past. It certainly wouldn’t at this particular juncture.

      “The choice is yours, but my offer is fading quickly.” Undine’s face morphed into something less than pleasant before it turned pensive. “Before you answer, you should know your father is already moving pieces you haven’t accounted for.”

      Bae stilled. Did Undine speak the truth? She somehow knew about the tournament without being told by him or his father. Had this mysterious informant disclosed something else to the sea witch? A snatch of Kelsey’s plans that he had withheld from Bae?

      “My father has been many things,” he said carefully. “Reckless chief among them.”

      Undine laughed softly. “Reckless, yes. But never careless. He does not like uncertainty. And he does not like liabilities. Especially beautiful ones who inspire . . . inconvenient loyalties. Even as we speak, he considers her expendable.”

      A cold prickle crept up Bae’s spine. He didn’t need to ask of whom she spoke. She was referring to Princess Caliana. His would-be wife. The woman who hadn’t left his mind since she’d left him for dead.

      Expendable. Kelsey himself had used that word about how he intended to deal with Caliana should she show up again. Bae didn’t like it any more now than he did then.

      “And?” he said.

      Undine began pacing the corridor, her bare feet soundless against the stone.

      “You put on quite a show to defend her before you two sailed for the boundary. You almost gave your father the impression that your allegiance had shifted.”

      She stopped pacing, quirking a brow, waiting for Bae to respond.

      He clenched his teeth and said nothing.

      “If your father believes there is a woman who could turn you from his designs, he will not wait for you to choose. He will remove her.”

      The lantern creaked in Bae’s grip.

      Remove her.

      The words echoed, hollow and unfinished. It could mean a dozen things, all of them unacceptable. His father did not just kill impulsively—he rearranged lives. He erased people with signatures, marriages, exile orders, and quiet ships that never returned.

      Caliana was beloved. She had influence. She disrupted control. And in defending her, Bae had made the unforgivable mistake of letting that show.

      He had defied Kelsey. For her.

      Try as he might, he hadn’t been able to rid himself of those feelings. Had his father noticed?

      Undoubtedly Kelsey considered his feelings for Princess Caliana as a weakness. It was why Bae had done his utmost to keep them buried as deeply as he could ever since the fateful day in the throne room.

      But this warning—did it mean he hadn’t hidden his feelings as well as he’d thought?

      “You speak as though this is inevitable,” he said.

      “It is,” Undine replied, stopping directly in front of him. “Unless she ceases to matter.”

      Bae’s head snapped up.

      “Careful,” he warned.

      Undine merely smiled. “Affection makes a woman visible. Devotion makes her dangerous. But distance? Distance makes her forgettable.”

      Bae’s jaw clenched. He had already tried distance. It’d been all he could do not to cross the deck of her sloop the day he’d delivered Soraya’s invitation, to sweep Caliana into his arms and hold her close, to beg for the truth and let her know how much he still cared.

      He’d buried his feelings beneath an impartiality, beneath the cold rejection he’d given her that day, telling himself it was better if she hated him.

      It hadn’t worked. Because he loathed this distance between them even now. He couldn’t escape the way her elation at seeing him again had deflated. The way it had turned to pain because he’d rejected her.

      He’d hurt her. And though he wanted to make that right, he couldn’t.

      “You want me to discard her,” he said flatly.

      “I want you to survive,” Undine replied. “And I want her alive.”

      His jaw tightened.

      “A public tournament,” she continued, pacing slowly. “A handful of princesses. A hundred rumors. Cold formality.” Her gaze pinned him in place. “If you appear untouched, unmoved, unattached, your father will look elsewhere.”

      He already knew how easily his feelings could be turned into a weapon against her. How defending Caliana had painted a target on her back. How love, in his father’s hands, became leverage.

      A tournament would make him king—quickly, publicly, irrevocably. It would shorten his father’s leash, but it would also demand a convincing performance.

      Reserve. Detachment. Distance.

      He’d done it before. He could do it again. He had to if it kept her safe.

      “She will not be part of this,” he said stridently. “I won’t put her in that arena.”

      Undine inclined her head as if conceding a point. “Of course not.”

      The ease of her agreement unsettled him. If Undine didn’t want Caliana participating, what did she want from her?

      “You will hold your tournament. You will become king. You will marry power, not preference, and become what your father expects.” Her gaze honed. “And in doing so, you will make the woman you care for irrelevant.”

      Irrelevant.

      The word burned.

      He knew what he had to do. He pictured Caliana’s face when he would turn from her for good. The hurt he would see there—the fire dimmed but not extinguished.

      Bae’s teeth clenched. He could live with that if doing so would keep her alive.

      He swallowed. “If I do this,” he said hoarsely, “she remains untouched.”

      Undine stepped closer, her smile unreadable. “Your father will have no reason to notice her at all.”

      He didn’t want this bloody tournament. All he wanted was to turn back time—to have whisked her away with him, or mayhap gone with her when she’d left to save her people. To forget the horrors on the Bane.

      But he had to follow through with this tournament. Even if Bae tried to turn his back on it, his father wouldn’t relent. Kelsey was determined to have that boundary down—and he was determined that a princess with power was the way to do that.

      Bae could survive a loveless marriage. He couldn’t, however, survive anything happening to Caliana. It didn’t matter that she had walked away from him and left him to his fate. Though he told himself that should have been the end of it, he had forgiven her anyway.

      But wanting her and keeping her safe were no longer the same thing.

      Which meant Bae had to see this through. He had to protect Caliana Brahmvir.

      Undine offered him her hands.

      “Your word, pirate, and your hair, if you please. I give you the tournament that will provide you a princess with power and an heir born with her own dose of magic when the time comes for that.

      “You agree to marry the winner—no matter who she is—and give me full reign of your tournament. I’ll see that your father leaves your beloved alone. And you sail free and clear from these shores once the tournament is complete.”

      Bae swore under his breath. The tournament. His curse’s removal. Both were things only Undine could grant him.

      What he wanted—what he truly wanted—had already slipped through his fingers.

      If he could get both out of this—power enough to end the curse, distance enough to keep Caliana beyond his father’s reach—he couldn’t see any other option.

      He met the gleam in her terrible eyes. “It seems I have no other choice.”

      A smile broke across her pointed face. If she were a mortal, she would be beautiful. But she wasn’t becoming. She wasn’t appealing. The witch was tricksome and disturbing.

      “Marvelous,” she said, holding out her hand.

      Bae sighed, hating himself, hating all of this. But Undine agreed that the boundary would be destroyed, and he wouldn’t take that lightly, either.

      With this tournament, he would become king. He would not only find the Cressidas’ map room, but he would be able to access what it contained.

      Feeling as fixed as the mast of a ship, Bae reached to his scalp and plucked a single hair from his head. Undine’s eyes devoured every move his hand made until he placed the hair in her open palm.

      He should have known as she wove this bargain through him that he was going to live to regret it. Because the defiant princess he’d meant to protect had never been one to stay away from a fight.
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      Cali told herself to breathe.

      She and Soraya wove through the shoulder-to-shoulder throng filling the streets around Lunae Lumen’s palace gates, and her pulse grew louder in her ears. Or maybe it was the anticipation pounding through her with every step. Because somewhere beyond those walls was Bae.

      She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him since that fateful day, the day he’d all but rejected her, and now that she was close enough to see the palace steps, she was ready to see him.

      She squeezed Soraya’s hand and guided her through the milling crowd. Holding hands was their best chance of staying together.

      The bag containing her few belongings bumped against her legs and the legs of those around her, a dull reminder of how little she’d brought with her and how much she was risking. But he was worth it. She clutched the handle, bracing herself for the moment she would finally lift her eyes and find him among the marble and gold.

      “Almost there,” Cali muttered.

      The words were more for herself than for anyone else. Soraya was behind her, and with the sheer number of bodies pressed together on the cobblestoned streets, the chances of Soraya hearing her were slim.

      Soraya tugged on her arm. Cali paused and peered back only to find wide-eyed uncertainty on her cousin’s veiled face.

      Unlike Soraya, she had opted to go without a veil today. Notwithstanding the day’s damp heat, she had nothing to hide any longer. If she was going to face Bae again, she would do it openly. The custom of noblewomen veiling their faces was Lunae Lumenian, not her own.

      “Are you sure about this?” Soraya called over the crowd’s chatter.

      “Of course I’m sure,” Cali said. “See? We’re almost inside the gates.”

      Soraya gave a reluctant nod, but it didn’t alter the wariness in her eyes. A few more people bumped Cali’s shoulders, but she snaked her way through, continuing in the direction they’d been heading.

      Within the wrought-iron fence encircling the main courtyard, palace guards were directing traffic. They funneled people to the sides, preventing them from blocking the pavestone drive where the carriages delivering the other princesses invited to Bae’s tournament would soon arrive.

      Bae’s tournament.

      The words echoed in her mind with bitter sweetness. He hadn’t written to her. Hadn’t warned her. And yet here she was, drawn like a tide she couldn’t fight, standing at the threshold of his world again.

      Only this time, the choice was hers.

      Cali and Soraya found a vacant space a few feet from the palace’s glistening front steps and stopped, setting their bags on the ground. The two of them had a more elevated vantage point from here, but even so, she saw no sign of him.

      Where was he?

      The surrounding villas piled along the climbing hillside. The road winding from Gull Bay to the crest of Lunae Lumen’s palace—it all seemed much more daunting from here. Or maybe it was just the weight of everything she hadn’t yet said to him.

      “See?” she said with forced relief and a coerced smile. “There. The hardest part is over.”

      “Unlikely.” Soraya’s shoulders curled away from their usual poise. She darted a feverish gaze across the assembled masses.

      Cali could imagine how she must be feeling. Soraya had been displaced. Invited as a guest into her own home. Meanwhile, Cali felt relocated in a different way. She was standing on the edge of a life that had once felt like it might include Bae, wondering if she had any claim to it at all.

      Reaching for Soraya’s bag, she placed it beside her own. She tried to think of something helpful to say when her cousin spoke first.

      “I hate this.”

      Soraya glared at the columns between the keyhole arches making up the exterior of her exquisite palace. The sun pounded on Cali’s neck, the ocean air heavy with humidity, her skin sticky and overheated. But beneath it all, there was a nervous energy she couldn’t shake.

      “Clearly no one misses me. Why am I even here?”

      “You’re here because you want to reclaim your kingdom,” Cali said.

      Though King Emir had essentially pawned the crown and its palace to the pirates, that wasn’t something Soraya had fully accepted. Truth be told, Cali didn’t think the pirates were the kingdom’s rightful rulers, either.

      Loving Bae hadn’t stopped her from seeing what his family had done. And it hadn’t stopped her from hoping things could somehow be different.

      She wore a kaftan the teal color of seahorses and dreams, along with a shimmering white sash cinching her slim waist and draping its tails down her skirt’s side. It was one of the only dresses she had.

      Soraya’s gown was a soft pink. A gauzy shawl embroidered with dragons draped over her left shoulder, trimmed in satin and gold. Her raven-black hair shone in the sunlight, well-coiffed and pretty despite the fact that she and Cali had dressed below the deck of Cali’s newfound ship, the Sunrise.

      “You saw the documents Captain Kelsey displayed to the nobles after he killed my father,” Soraya said. “My father signed my kingdom away. I should just admit defeat.”

      She scowled at the ladies with faces veiled, shielding themselves from the sunlight with delicate parasols. Men held ocular devices that allowed them to see the goings-on from a distance.

      “No,” Cali said immediately. Too harshly. She softened her tone. “You shouldn’t.”

      They’d had this argument before. Soraya might not feel it now, but Cali knew if her cousin walked away when she still had a chance to fight for her kingdom, she would regret it—and Cali would regret letting her.

      Even the noble families who had the most to gain from aligning themselves with the Cressida royal line refused to back Soraya or help her return to power.

      The people had disliked King Emir’s weak leadership. He’d been too easily persuaded by others, as was evidenced by his signing documents and allowing the pirates to take over in the first place. They were eager for a leader with more clout.

      The remaining pirates in Kelsey’s armada had begun coming to shore, and while a few disturbances had occurred, they kept to themselves for the most part. Citizens liked the additional business the pirates provided for merchants and those who had shops near the harbor.

      Regardless of the people’s apparent indifference to Soraya’s lost position, that didn’t mean she should give up. Soraya would be a better ruler than the new pirate royal family; Cali was certain of that.

      For all his gentlemanly veneer, Kelsey was a brutal man. He acted the part of a benevolent ruler now, but as soon as his rule was solidified, he would trample these people under his feet to get what he wanted.

      While she couldn’t believe Bae would do the same, who knew what atrocities would take place the longer they held the throne?

      Did any of these people wonder about Soraya’s appearance this morning to compete in the pirates’ tournament? Didn’t any of them believe as Cali did—that Soraya should be crowned princess now that her father was gone because it was her right?

      Carriage wheels rattled on the cobblestones, and the surrounding crowd cheered their approach. Soraya had been offered no such conveyance, nor such applause. The indignity of not being offered an escort pinched the corners of her eyes and bent the line of her spine.

      “Here we go,” Soraya said, her lip curling. “My competition.”

      The clomping hooves slowed as the rounded, white carriage pulled to a stop. A footman wearing black livery leaped from his position and grappled for the door.

      Black-heeled boots alighted, leading to thigh-hugging leather pants backed by the train of a jacket the color of pomegranates. The princess’s face was all cunning and secrets and beauty. With the knee-high boots, the military cut of the jacket, and the braided twists in her black hair, she appeared every inch the match a pirate prince might seek.

      Something fisted inside of Cali’s chest.

      “The Princess Arabella Carrow of Baldric Island,” announced the clerk from his position near the trickling fountain situated at the top of the palace’s grand steps. Wearing the trademark blue of the Cressida staff, he stood with his arms stiff at his sides.

      Cali barely heard him. Her attention flicked past Arabella, scanning for dark hair, a familiar stance, that unmistakable presence that always seemed to pull the air toward him.

      Nothing.

      Her unease heightened.

      Lifting her chin, Arabella swept the train of her jacket aside. A small creature followed her out of the carriage—a sleek black tiger cub with spider-webbed whiskers, wide paws, and keen yellow eyes. He stood as high as Arabella’s knees, with stripes the color of strawberries in summer.

      The small beast sniffed the air. He stalked behind Arabella up the walkway to the steps beneath the framework of swaying palm trees and the dragon’s-egg-blue sky.

      “Where is Bae?” Cali muttered in Soraya’s ear.

      Surely, he would want to be here when his guests arrived. Would he grant her request? Would he acknowledge her at all? Speak to her? Pretend she was a stranger?

      Soraya was as rigid as a tree trunk and spoke as if she hadn’t heard Cali’s question.

      “Arabella seems troublesome.”

      “This is good.” Cali forced stability into her voice. “This way we can know exactly who’s here. Who you’re up against.”

      Who I’m up against.

      Another carriage clattered into the pristine courtyard, and a short blonde with honey curls dancing in ringlets down her shoulders was accompanied by an older woman with a severe expression and an angry black suit that glowered as though it were made to give orders. The girl couldn’t be any older than sixteen.

      A little young for a bride.

      “The Princess Gia Cardona of Rune,” the clerk announced.

      The crowd politely applauded as Gia left the woman behind and approached the palace steps, taking her place beside Arabella.

      Mentally, Cali skimmed through the names of each kingdom: Lunae Lumen. Baldric Island. Rune. Zara. Only Subler remained, but maybe they hadn’t responded to the invitation—if they’d received one at all.

      She hoped they hadn’t.

      Soraya remained silent and motionless. It was as though she’d given up all hope before the tournament had even begun.

      “I’m here for you,” Cali said, slinging her arm around her shoulder and giving it a gentle squeeze. “I’ll be by your side every second.”

      She meant it.

      But as she stood beneath the blazing sun, waiting for a man who hadn’t yet appeared, Cali made herself a quiet promise:

      I will see him. I will speak to him. And when I do, he will not be able to forget me again.

      The crowd roared, but no new princesses had arrived on the scene. Confused, her gaze shot to the fountain where the princesses congregated with a few other palace staff and the clerk who’d announced them.

      And then, the moment she’d been bracing herself for arrived.
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      Cali’s heart speared higher and faster than if she’d been running. Bae emerged from the shadowed, keyhole-shaped entrance leading into the palace’s main doors. He was dressed in an impeccable vest over his white shirt with rolled sleeves, dark breeches, and tall boots—every line of him achingly familiar, and still capable of undoing her.

      She was attuned to everything about him, from the confident slant of his well-formed shoulders to his slim waist and long legs. Some part of her had been waiting only for this—to see him again. His dark hair was tied back, his skin was sun-bronzed, and he lifted a hand in greeting to the boisterous crowd.

      And his smile. She’d envisioned its shape, the crest of his eyes, every time she closed hers. The longing she’d felt for him every day since they’d returned to Lunae Lumen made her entire body tremble.

      The majestic palace rising behind him seemed to contradict everything he was.

      Then again, Bae was a contradiction in every possible sense.

      Pirates were illiterate swindlers who sought only their own interests. Yet, Bae spoke with decorum and consideration.

      He wanted the sea, but was fighting for a land of his own.

      And he kissed like he sailed—knowing and controlled and grasping.

      Cali hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the kiss they’d shared on the Bane. How carefully and yet intentionally he’d held her. How the shadows had played on his features. That kiss had replayed through her mind with sweet agony more times than she could count.

      Captain Kelsey raised his hands and waited for the audience to quieten. “Welcome and thank you all for coming to the start of Prince Baelor’s tournament.” More applause. “I see two of our contestants have already arrived. Your Highnesses, you are most welcome.”

      He indicated a nod toward the clerk, who cleared his throat and introduced each princess once more.

      Bae clapped his eyes on Arabella, taking her slender, ebony hand as it was offered.

      “Welcome, Princess,” he said, his low voice curling in Cali’s bones.

      Cali’s teeth clenched. She loved him—but she also saw how wrong this was.

      Bae had no right to be doing this. He’d imposed, uprooted Soraya in the process, and was inviting women who had no business here to participate in a husband-winning tournament for a prize he had no right to give.

      He hadn’t even been crowned yet.

      Were his words when he’d helped her escape his father’s ship meaningless? Spoken only because he was after a kiss?

      They hadn’t felt like it. To a pirate who coveted treasure, a kiss wasn’t worth risking his neck to free her.

      But he had. Stars, he’d put everything on the line for her.

      That had to mean something, didn’t it?

      Cold, cutthroat jealousy slashed through her defenses at the sight of him greeting the other princesses. Arabella was, in a word, exotic. She matched Lunae Lumen’s flair and beauty in such a defined way. Cali swallowed her instant dislike of the girl—and the biting fear that Bae might be tempted to choose a woman who fit his world more neatly than she did.

      None of these princesses could have him. Not when he was already hers.

      She just had to find a way to make him see that.

      “Another princess has arrived from all the way across the boundary,” Captain Kelsey swaggered away from his son. He wore the tricorn hat with the tall white plume he’d donned the day he’d announced King Emir’s death, and he braced a ringed hand on the handle of the revolver in his sashed belt. “She arrived a few days ago when we returned from our voyage.”

      He gestured in the direction of the guard’s lineup. It wasn’t direct, but it was in the vicinity of where Cali stood.

      Confusion swept over her. A fluttery, empty feeling took over her stomach. Her pulse kicked. He couldn’t possibly be gesturing to her, could he?

      Was she going to be invited after all?

      Before Cali could move, a young woman separated herself from the crowd. She had warm brown skin, twisting curls of black hair, and a sedate dress of palest lavender.

      Her anticipation plunged. She gasped so hard she nearly choked on her saliva.

      It wasn’t only the dashed, foolish hope she’d allowed to briefly emerge.

      It was because she recognized the princess Captain Kelsey had actually been pointing to.

      “The Princess Lyric Reeves of Subler,” Kelsey announced.

      “What?” Cali muttered.

      Lyric—the same woman who’d magicked Cali across the boundary, who’d directed her which plants to retrieve for the cure her people needed—was here. She eyed the crowd with the same calculation Cali had come to associate her with—purpose and challenge in her eyes.

      Cali’s face and neck heated. She could use magic—of course she was a princess. Why hadn’t Lyric just told her? What other explanation was there?

      Disbelief overtook her. The last time Cali had seen her had been in her own kingdom when Lyric had helped to brew the cure the Zarans had so desperately needed.

      How had she gotten across the boundary?

      A pause ensued. Captain Kelsey nodded toward the lineup of servants waiting on the sideline near the fountain. A young woman wearing a gray knee-length suit, her brown hair pulled tightly away from her face, clutched a clipboard and made her way toward him.

      He muttered something to her. She nodded, strutted down the palace steps, and approached Soraya. It took Cali a few seconds to recognize Mina, Soraya’s former maid who had brought Cali breakfast a few times.

      In fact, Mina had walked in on Bae and Cali the morning after he’d cradled her, comforting her from a terrible nightmare.

      “You’re participating then, Princess?” Mina asked. “Captain Kelsey sent me to double-check since you haven’t brought yourself forward.”

      Soraya stiffened. “You’re working for the Kelseys?”

      “It’s a job,” Mina said with a shrug. “And he’s gorgeous.”

      Cali remembered the naïve girl making similar statements after she’d married Bae in Soraya’s place. How she wished she was in Cali’s shoes, getting the pirate’s undivided attention.

      What she wouldn’t give for Bae’s attention now.

      Soraya must feel so ostracized, but that wasn’t what worried her most. She had disobeyed Captain Kelsey’s command to destroy the boundary. She’d turned on his crew and set his ship on fire. Then, she’d leaped for the safety of Cali’s smaller sloop, thus abandoning the crew to the whims of the finfolk.

      It was a wonder any had survived with their lives intact. So, why had Soraya been invited at all after that?

      When Soraya paused, Cali prayed, crossing her fingers behind her back. She wouldn’t speak for her cousin, but she wouldn’t walk away from this, either.

      They had nothing else now, nothing but a small ship and—for Cali—thoughts of Bae trickling in with every tick of her pulse.

      Soraya didn’t give Mina an answer. Her mouth parted. Her eyes widened. Sweat beaded along her hairline.

      Mina lifted her brows in expectation, and the rest of the crowd seemed to home in on their position because it was the direction the Kelseys were facing as well.

      As if coming to her senses, she darted a panicked glance in Cali’s direction. “I can’t do this,” Soraya said.

      “Yes, you can.”

      Bitter blue fear showcased in Soraya’s eyes. It went straight through Cali’s chest. “I can’t—I can’t face this alone.”

      Soraya sidestepped. Moving catatonically, acting almost detached, she turned as if to make her way through the crowd they’d worked so hard to get through on their way here in the first place.

      Mina opened her mouth in confusion, but Cali silenced her with a hand before catching her cousin by the arm.

      “Wait, you can’t leave,” she said.

      “Let me go.” Soraya wrenched her hand free.

      Soraya was so close. She couldn’t walk away now. How could she not see it?

      “You asked why you’re here?” Cali raised a hand toward the palace’s exorbitant pallor, to its glittering stone and the gold filaments sparking in the sunlight. “That’s your goal, Soraya. Your kingdom. This is how you’re going to get it back. If you walk away now, you’ll never get a chance like this again.”

      Bae watched them from the palace steps with curiosity. His attention was torturous. He despised her now, a fact that made her heart ache with palpable pangs of loss.

      She didn’t relish the idea of him marrying anyone but her, but if it had to be someone else, she’d rather it was Soraya than one of these foreign princesses.

      That, however, was a last resort. In her heart of hearts, she had another plan in mind. Was it possible to highjack the tournament? To win it herself and still give Soraya her kingdom back?

      They could both get what they wanted.

      It was the only consoling thought she had left.

      Soraya turned back to Mina, who gave her a bright, impatient, almost mocking glance.

      “Well?” Mina said.

      “Yes.” Soraya sighed with resignation. “I’m participating.”

      Mina grinned, hugging her clipboard to her chest and casting her eyes upward before returning them to Soraya with a squeak. “I can’t wait to see what the princesses have to do to win the prince’s hand.”

      She dashed off to report Soraya’s news before Cali managed to say anything.

      Heartbeats ticked. Gulls squawked overhead. Then the clerk announced, “The Princess Soraya Cressida of Lunae Lumen.”

      Applause flowed from the crowd. Clapping, shouts of glee, and even a few catcalls of Soraya’s name strung through the air. It was a louder, more enthusiastic response than Arabella received, and the other princess’s lip curled as she tilted her head away from the cheers.

      “At least they had the decency to announce your full title,” Cali shouted over the ruckus.

      Bae, his father, and a few guards stood beside the fountain, waiting for Soraya to move. Several palm trees swayed in the heated breeze. Gulls flew and cried above their heads. Soraya raised her chin, but Cali couldn’t mistake the quiver in it as anything but fear.

      She squeezed her hand again, hoping Soraya read the reassurance in her gesture.

      “I’m here. I’ll be right here with you.”

      Soraya trudged toward the steps. Cali followed, carting both of their bags, but the moment she lifted her foot to ascend the first step, a guard with dark skin and a grim expression interceded, standing between her and her cousin.

      “Excuse me,” Cali said, attempting to brush past him.

      “Only participating princesses will be allowed.” He blocked her way again.

      A few steps up from him, Soraya’s eyes widened. Her skin lost what was left of its color.

      Cali read everything her pleading expression shouted⁠—

      Fear. Panic. Petition.

      There was no way Soraya could do this without her.

      That settled it. She intended to present herself as a contestant. Bae had to accept.

      Besides, she had questions. For Lyric. For Bae. And she couldn’t leave her cousin alone in this. Soraya had been all but paralyzed by either fear or pretended indifference; she could never get her throne back with that attitude.

      Each of the princesses turned, one at a time, granting Bae sly smiles and conniving appraisal. He laughed with them, bringing Gia’s hand to his lips in passing before cupping it with his own.

      Time slipped through Cali’s fingers. She needed to be a part of this. Soraya would be a wreck during the coronation—not to mention she needed a friend against these other vipers.

      What were they saying? What would the first task be?

      She had to act now.

      Cali raised her voice, making sure it was unmistakable and that it carried over the guard still barring her way. “Aren’t you forgetting one, my lord?”

      Puzzled, the guard stepped aside and turned his attention to the Kelseys. The crowd stilled. Interest sizzled across every face.

      But the only person’s opinion she cared about was Bae’s. His gaze penetrated her from the top of the steps, daring her to continue.

      She took his dare. And a single step.

      “Am I?” Bae asked.

      Her heart pounded.

      “Caliana Brahmvir,” she called loudly. “Princess of Zara.”

      She would enter, but she wouldn’t compete solely for her own sake. She wanted to help her cousin win so they could each get their countries back.

      And because she had not crossed a boundary, given up a crown and come back to him just to walk away now.

      The crowd’s cheers trickled in, hesitant but audible. Everyone seemed to wonder the same thing Cali did:

      Would Bae reject her again, here in front of everyone?

      Mina held her hands to her lips in excitement. Captain Kelsey rubbed his chin, analyzing her with a grim, brutal glare on his handsome face. He angled his head as though Cali were a puzzle he was trying to find a missing piece for.

      Cali wasn’t sure what rules were in place for this tournament. Perhaps they had to accept her if she put herself forward as eligible.

      She climbed the few stairs and trekked up the walkway with Soraya, head high, ignoring the bystanders as much as her thumping heart would let her.

      Her senses flared as she approached him, tingling, tormenting her. Bae’s gaze wasn’t seductive and welcoming as it had been when he’d been the guest of the palace.

      It was uncertain.

      His jaw tightened, his gaze flicking—briefly—to where his father stood before returning to her.

      “I told you. You weren’t invited,” he said.

      Her heart thundered louder than the tune of the crowd’s clapping. “I invited myself.”

      Soraya inhaled at this and darted a confused glance at Cali.

      He straightened, his eyes brimming with bedazzled curiosity. “Are you sure about this, Princess?”

      “Do you expect me to turn back now?”

      She wasn’t sure what she would do if he said yes.

      Thankfully, he didn’t turn to his father, though she could sense the displeasure oozing around Captain Kelsey. The last time she and the captain had spoken, Cali had been a prisoner on his ship, and he’d nearly choked her to death. She still had yellowish bruises around her throat.

      Bae’s bottle-glass-blue eyes pinned to hers. “You don’t have any magic.”

      “I don’t need it.”

      He rested a hand on his hip. “According to my rules, you do.”

      “Since when do you follow rules?”

      His lips twitched. It wasn’t quite a smile, but she sensed one brewing. Still, she knew he was angry with her, and for good reason.

      He’d sacrificed himself by getting on his father’s ship. He’d risked his father’s displeasure by letting her out of the holding cell belowdecks. He’d gotten her the plants she’d needed to save her people.

      And then she’d left him to die as his ship burned and the finfolk attacked.

      She’d had her reasons, and abandoning him had split her heart in two, but confessing as much now would hardly satisfy Bae. She needed time to tell him she was sorry. She needed to explain why she’d done what she had.

      Now was not that time. But if he allowed her in, perhaps she would get the chance. She stood there, silently waiting. Her pulse throbbed so hard in her ears, it was a wonder no one else could hear it.

      She’d told him she loved him. Did that mean nothing?

      He’d looked at her once like she was the only safe place left in the world. If that had been a lie, she didn’t know what was true.

      Bae opened his mouth as if to protest when his father approached.

      “Let her,” Captain Kelsey said.

      He was as comely as his son, tanned and tactful, though he had a few more lines marking his eyes and mouth. A spark of challenge flickered in his gaze. He seemed too pleased about this. Considering the last interaction they’d had, the idea turned Cali’s stomach.

      Bae turned to his father. “What?”

      “Why not let her compete? She won’t last through the first task, so what’s the harm in letting her try?”

      What did he mean, she wouldn’t last? Was he plotting her demise even now? Planning to have her secretly arrested for threatening his ship?

      Warning knotted her insides. The tasks themselves couldn’t be that dangerous.

      Bae glared at his father and paused so long, she wondered if he was going to answer at all. He angled his jaw to one side, losing whatever inward battle was taking place inside of him.

      Kelsey waved his son on.

      Bae shook his head. Glaring at his father for only a few moments longer, he folded his arms over his chest and returned his attention to her.

      “Does this meet with your satisfaction?” he said darkly. “To enter a tournament knowing you’ll lose?”

      His gaze cut over her once, quick and assessing. She could see it. He was worried. But she couldn’t grasp why. Why did it bother him so much to have her step up?

      If these other princesses wielded power like Soraya’s, power that glowed inside them and burned surer than flame, Cali knew what he said was true. She couldn’t keep up with that.

      But she couldn’t withdraw now, either. Not with Soraya trembling and Kelsey watching like a man weighing a blade.

      She longed for Bae to be reminded of the feelings he’d expressed for her. That he would pack in this idea of a tournament and choose her regardless.

      But she couldn’t beg for it. Not here. Not in front of them.

      “It does,” she answered.

      Stalking away from his father, Bae ignored every onlooker and took her by the arm. The touch seared up to her shoulder, injecting straight into her bloodstream.

      “It doesn’t meet with mine,” he said through his teeth.

      “I’m not leaving,” she said. And though the word didn’t leave her lips, it lingered between them all the same.

      You. I’m not leaving you.

      Bae’s eyes were intense. Pleading. “You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”

      “Then I’ll deal with what comes.”

      Kelsey stalked over. “Time’s wasting,” he said.

      Bae tilted his head toward her. His gaze was the first task she intended to win over. She refused to be examined and rejected in such a way, as though she was an infestation or hosted the necrosis she’d sacrificed so much to cure.

      Bae’s glower didn’t leave his father, but Kelsey lifted his brows and shook his head, and Bae planted his hands on his hips. She sensed herself melting slowly, the mischief and conflict in his eyes holding a power of its own, one that rendered her joints no stronger than porridge.

      “Very well, Princess Caliana,” Bae said. “You may join the others.”

      His voice was controlled, almost cruel in its politeness—but his hand flexed at his side, once, as if he were restraining something he refused to show.

      He didn’t take his gaze from her until she soldiered with Soraya to stand beside the other princesses, unsure of what might happen next.
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      Cali expected glares from Arabella, Gia, and even Lyric. But when Soraya held a furious, pointed scowl in her direction, the expression went straight through her.

      “What are you doing?” Soraya asked through her teeth the moment they were situated near the trickling fountain.

      Cali’s face went slack. She realized how volunteering herself appeared, as though she were after the kingdom herself.

      “Now, you don’t have to face this alone. I thought you’d be relieved.”

      Soraya had been so scared. Had it all been an act?

      “Now, you could win,” Soraya snapped.

      “I won’t win. I have no magic, no hope of competing for myself. I only want to be here for you because . . .” Cali trailed off. She suspected her cousin wouldn’t like it much if she indicated how helpless Soraya seemed.

      The narrow slant of Soraya’s eyes didn’t lessen. “We don’t know what the tasks will be. For all we know, you might be the best suited for them. You could win. What then?”

      Exasperated and aware of the other princesses’ inquisitive gazes in their direction, Cali brought her voice to a near whisper.

      “Then I’ll turn your kingdom over to you. I promise. I have no designs on Lunae Lumen.”

      “And the pirate prince?”

      Cali winced. She’d confessed she’d begun caring for Bae just before the two of them had witnessed Captain Kelsey murder King Emir. “Even if I wanted him, it would be pathetic to try for him now. He wants a princess with power, and I am here to make sure that the one he gets is you.”

      Even so, Soraya could still destroy the boundary—without having to be married to him.

      She watched her a few moments more, and then she relaxed. Regardless, a small bit of stress still pinched near her eyes.

      “I am glad not to face this alone,” Soraya said.

      “Never alone.” Cali pressed her hand.

      While she did her best to sound reassuring, the emptiness inside of her was overwhelming. Last time Cali had arrived at the Lunae Lumenian palace, she’d had a home to return to. Now, aside from helping her cousin and trying to claim the hand of the man she loved, she had nothing.

      She was adrift, detached, wavering, and barely keeping her head above water as she paddled toward the only source of land in sight.

      Captain Kelsey made another announcement that slipped Cali’s ears, and the remaining crowd responded with another lively round of applause and cheers before dispersing completely.

      Bae led the way inside. Cali tried not to, but she couldn’t help but be aware of every movement he made. His swagger. His hands at his sides. The tilt of his head.

      She had to stop. She couldn’t afford to track him like a starving animal. Instead, she fixed her focus on Soraya’s back and forced her feet to keep moving.

      One by one, the princesses entered the palace’s main doors behind him and stepped into the courtyard where Cali and Bae had played their game to find the gardens.

      A familiar rush of jasmine-tinted air knocked into her with unexpected nostalgia. The open area breathed with life, a sense added to by the palm trees planted in pots and the swaths of color draped along columns on either side of the main staircase. The koi pond near the staircase was a blue interruption in the otherwise white-stoned area.

      “You have a beautiful home,” Lyric said kindly to Soraya, giving Cali a welcome distraction as the princesses entered through the main doors.

      Lyric gazed in admiration at the same columns and archways Cali had been so impressed by during her first visit. The geometric designs along the ceilings, the domed archways, and blooming colors of fabrics popping against the stark whiteness of the walls were all breathtaking.

      “Thank you,” Soraya said.

      Arabella snickered from her position ahead of them. She pursed her lips at the surroundings as though she spotted distasteful stains and piles of putrid waste.

      “Something wrong?” Lyric asked.

      “It’s not her home anymore,” Arabella said over her shoulder.

      Her tiger padded quietly beside her, his claws making the occasional clack against the floor that set Cali’s teeth on edge.

      “Friendly, aren’t you?” Lyric said.

      “Just stating a fact,” Arabella said without stopping as they passed the koi fish pond carved into the floor. Bright orange fish drifted lazily beneath the crystal sheen of water, which was fed by several fountains.

      Gia strolled beside Cali in silence, though the pensive expression on her round, babyish face implied she quietly agreed.

      Bae turned to face them, stopping their procession. Near their feet and the hemlines of skirts, the orange fish continued to swim with unsuspecting abandon.

      “Mina will show you to your chambers,” Bae said. “I hope you’ll take the time you need to settle before joining me for dinner at six o’clock this evening. I’m eager to get to know you better.”

      He winked at Gia, which elicited a giggle from the silly girl. The others were preoccupied with the tall, marble-white archways and the lavish rugs, but Cali didn’t miss the smile vanishing from Bae’s lips as quickly as it had come, and the way he squared his shoulders as if the performance had ended.

      He watched her, too, as he passed. His shoulder came within an inch of Cali’s, close enough that she felt his all-too-piercing gaze.

      “If you’ll follow me,” Mina said, still hugging her clipboard.

      “But—” Soraya’s mouth hung open. She glanced toward the direction Bae had taken. The direction of her rooms.

      Mina’s mouth molded into a derisive smirk as if this was a form of entertainment and not her former princess’s life. “You don’t get your old quarters, Princess. You’ll sleep in the guest hall with the others.”

      Arabella’s lips pursed again. Pointedly, she raised her brows.

      “Like I said,” she sneered, sweeping the train of her jacket around and patting her hip for the tiger to follow.

      Tears pooled in Soraya’s eyes.

      Aching at the desperate glance there, Cali had an unladylike impulse to punch Arabella.

      “Not here,” she said, urging Soraya forward.

      One by one, Mina directed the princesses to doors of dark mahogany standing out against the stark whiteness of the walls. Blue carpets lined this hall, as well as decorative columns topped with sea creatures of all kinds. Mermaids with elongated tresses and tailfins, arched sharks baring jaws full of teeth, and other creatures Cali couldn’t name.

      A glow lit the doors where Mina stopped to direct Cali and Soraya. Cali was pleased to find a fish tank embedded in the stone wall similar to those in the more extravagant family wing upstairs.

      Brilliantly colored fish with flaring fins, others with stripes of orange, blue, and black, and even a bumpy one that swelled to twice its normal size swam among the rocks and high-stemmed plants in the glowing tank.

      “You weren’t expected.” Mina cast a pointed look at Cali.

      Cali’s stomach squirmed. Days ago, Mina had thought Cali was truly Soraya. She’d been the one to bring her breakfast, and she’d even walked in on Cali and Bae snuggled in bed the morning after Bae had comforted her when she’d had a terrible nightmare.

      What must the maid think of her now? She clearly wasn’t happy about Cali’s deception.

      “But Prince Bae had this room hastily prepared, Princess,” Mina finished.

      Prince Bae. Not Bae. Not her husband-by-paper. Not the man who’d held her through the night. Just a title Mina could wield like a saber.

      “Thank you,” Cali said, grateful for the sense of calm the fish created inside of her. With the way her nerves were stretched tight, she needed it.

      She glanced at Soraya, but her cousin pushed past her, entered her chamber, and slammed the door before Cali could say another word. After a nod at Mina, Cali entered her own space.

      It was smaller than the adjoined chamber she’d shared with Bae only days ago. It was also less adorned, though still elegantly furnished.

      The ceiling was accented with symmetrical patterns in small, repeated arrays along the archways over the door to the hall and the one to the bathing area. Teardrop-shaped arches led to a mahogany-posted bed littered with decadent pillows dripping with beads and gold embroidery.

      Cali pressed a palm to the inviting, overstuffed teal comforter. It sank beneath her hand and was as soft as its appearance insinuated. She then crossed to the window and parted the silk curtains rimming it.

      Her heart squeezed at the spread of bushes and gardens a few feet below. Just one more memory of everything she and Bae had shared.

      At least she’d have a spectacular view. The flowers came to life in
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DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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