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Chapter Five

Dreamweaver

My thumb traces the wax seal. Rain is home safe, but I’m back at the Barracks, analyzing this sodding letter for the thousandth time.

What I’ve gleaned so far:

First, whoever wrote this note wanted me to know they have access to the Royal seal.

Second, the writer of this note is left-handed.

Third, when I find them—and I will—I’m going to kill them.

My bedsprings squeak as I rummage beneath my mattress, feeling until I find the wood of my lairic bracelet—thirteen beads strung on silver wire. Twelve of the beads are crafted from the wood of a samsam tree, polished to a shine, and etched with five silver runes. The thirteenth is a deep-red bloodstone spotted with a green so dark, it appears black.

I slip the bracelet over my wrist and twist the wooden bead to the right of the bloodstone until the correct rune faces outward. I twist each bead, working from left to right, until the bracelet displays a familiar lairic configuration.

Drawing my knees to my chest, I prepare myself to plunge into the world of Dreamweaving.

I push the bloodstone. The bracelet runes glow, casting silver light over my wrist.

My room dissolves into droplets of colors that drizzle down my field of vision like rain on a windowpane. The raindrops swirl together, mixing with other shades like a paint palette, melting into a new world.

I close my eyes, waiting as the whir of my shifting consciousness fades into the dull roar of the ocean.

I peel my eyes open to all-consuming brightness.

My lids flutter shut, warding off the brilliant white. I wait five ticks before opening them again.

I’m ankle-deep in white sand, facing the clear blue sea, not a cloud in the sky. A gull caws overhead and a warm breeze sends a fine, salty spray of seawater into the air. I cup a hand over my eyes as I peer around.

Lying in the sand a couple dozen paces down the otherwise empty stretch of beach is a figure I’d know anywhere.

The woman has long, long legs; tawny-hued skin; and waist-length hair the color of freshly fallen snow. Her eyes are closed and her hands are folded beneath her head, but I know she’s awake.

I trudge through the sand to stand at her head. “Auntie Drina.”

Her eyes snap open.

Y’ddrina’s eyes remind me of the night sky—velvety midnight blue spattered with gold. She’s undeniably beautiful and, like all witches, appears young. While most fae live around 150 years, witches live three times longer. I’ve known Y’ddrina my entire life, and she’s never revealed her age.

My family and I know nothing of my birth parents. I was found toddling around Drina’s backyard when I was two and raised by my aunties in the witch sector of Ketzal until I was five. That was the same year










































































































Chapter Eight

A Dollhouse

Meeting new people isn’t daunting—it’s too familiar to be daunting—but it’s inevitably draining.

Strangers have the same reaction to seeing me: first, they stare for a breath longer than they should, then they stop looking at my face altogether to overcompensate for initial rudeness.

Shaking hands is the same. People either look directly into my eyes to avoid letting their own wander to my burn or they stubbornly stare at my wrist, pretending my face doesn’t exist.

So far, the head of the Prince’s personal guard, Zensen, isn’t rude and doesn’t stare. As he leads me through the Palace corridors to the Prince’s war room to meet the other guards, I hope they’re the same, but my hopes are low. People have a way of living down to my expectations.

Zensen fits here, in the corridors of the Palace, like a character plucked from the portraits on the walls and brought to life. Stoic and calm. Not Royal but regal.

As much as I despise this place, it’s beautiful. Velvet navy carpets line the floors and heavy tapestries drape the walls—the same deep-blue, glassy material as the outside. The handles of the mahogany doors are handcrafted from erstwyn—a metal so beautifully sheer that, when polished, it looks like blown glass.

But tied to each beautiful ornament is a seedy, ugly story. Dyes made by earth fae in Kurr Valley who get less than a fraction of the selling price, tapestries hand-stitched by overworked, skin-and-bone humans in Sinu living on scraps and fear, and chaeliss lights magicked by witches in Ketzal not even allowed in the Palace. The beauty of the Palace is a veneer, shrouding the broken pieces that make it whole.

Still, everything about it draws me in. Up close, the surface of the walls churns like waves. The sound is music to my ears. Soothing like a stormy sea.

I’ve spent my life hating the Royals, yet here I stand, in their Palace, admiring their spoils, contracted to their Prince. Owned like a doll, obligated to do their bidding.

Zensen hasn’t spoken since offering his name. Normally, I appreciate the silence, but I have questions that need answers.

“Did you attend graduation?” I ask.

Zensen gives a stiff nod. “I went with Hayes. And Erasmus. You’ll meet him momentarily.”

I make note of this. I’m compiling a list of everyone in the stands at the Ranking who frequents the Palace—anyone who could have slipped that note in Rain’s bag.

Zensen pushes open the steel-reinforced door to the Prince’s war room and allows me to walk in ahead of him.

The war room has no windows. Torches are bracketed to the walls around the perimeter, but the light isn’t far-reaching. A table cuts through the center of the room surrounded by high-backed wooden chairs that look about as comfortable as the cold, gray floor.

Four people sit around the table. As expected, they all stare as I enter, but I only count three looks of surprise.

The woman sitting closest to the door is stoic. Her dusky complexion is paired with tight silvery curls, her mouth is set in a flat line, and her eyes—one gray flecked with green, the other green flecked with gray—look unimpressed. Her speckled eyes and bright hair give her away: she’s a witch.

I’m as taken aback by her as the rest of the guards are by me. Fae hate witches. How a witch came to work for the Prince—a member of his personal guard, no less—I can’t fathom.

The heavy door slams shut behind me. The sound is a splash of ice-cold water to the dazed inhabitants of the room. The surprised stares glide away from me, but the taste of their burning curiosity lingers on my tongue.

“This is Saoirse.” Zensen makes his way to the head of the table. “She is a recently graduated Delta and the newest addition to Hayes’s guard.”

They grumble a greeting, and I claim the empty chair next to the witch. She tilts her head and smiles, eyes glimmering with mischief. “Good to meet you, Saoirse. I’m Laa’el.” The mischief spikes. “How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

“Seventeen?” The fae on Zensen’s right echoes.

I almost cough on the bitter resentment that accompanies his indignation.

Laa’el smirks. Clearly, riling the fae was her intent.

The fae in question is older, tall, has a faint stoop, and his hair is graying. He makes no effort to hide his scowl. “I knew Hayes was hiring a graduate, but a child?”

“Our job is not to question the Prince, Erasmus,” says Zensen sharply.

So this is Erasmus. The other member of the Prince’s guard who attended graduation.

Erasmus glowers at me as if I hired myself. “If they’re letting children graduate the Barracks, perhaps their standards have lowered since my graduation.”

“Probably, E.” A fae watches him in lazy amusement. She’s exceptionally pretty. Dark russet-toned skin, a heart-shaped face, and big blue eyes. “Plenty of things are bound to have changed since you were a sprig—they’ve even invented the wheel.”

“Thank you for the insight, Jeune,” says Erasmus waspishly. “I truly appreciate your generation’s contributions. What are they again?”

“My most crowning achievement is not needing my father to buy my way into a Palace job.”

His face darkens. “I graduated the Barracks at the top of my year.”

“You placed thirteenth in your Ranking. I was first in mine.”

The torches lining the room jump. Flames arch over our heads, accompanied by a loud clap from Zensen. “Enough.”

Silence.

The flames return to their original positions, and Zensen adjusts the cuffs of his shirt. “If you’re all finished, we will do introductions for our newcomer. I implore you to allow me to finish before we commence bickering.” He looks at me, expression calm. “I’m Zensen, fire fae and head guard for Hayes.”

As we work around the table, I commit each name to memory. Erasmus is an air fae, Jeune is a water fae, Devlyn is an earth fae, and Laa’el is a witch.

It’s an odd mix. The Royals are notorious for favoring water fae. Until today, I didn’t even realize the Royals employed anyone else as Palace guards.

I assess them as I would a sparring opponent. There’s a high likelihood one of them either delivered the silver envelope or knows more than they should, and I intend to find out who.

“We start each day here,” Zensen explains over my roaring thoughts. “To review Hayes’s schedule. Only senior guards—myself, Erasmus, or Jeune—can be alone with Hayes. Saoirse, you are a novice until I or Hayes says otherwise. Everyone else is a junior guard.”

“You speak of rank as if it means something,” Laa’el mutters. “I have been here longer than you, and I am still not a senior guard.”

“A witch cannot be a senior guard,” says Zensen.

“A ridiculous rule. Clearly”—Laa’el jerks her head at me—“fae cannot be trusted to protect other fae.”

I raise an eyebrow. “What does this have to do with me?”

“Your face, girl. If the fae are so skilled at protection, what happened to your face?”

Of course my face. She remained impassive at the sight of me, but as promised, my burn is the first and last thing anyone sees when they look at me. “I fail to see how that’s any of your concern.”

She smiles. At least, it’s supposed to be a smile. It looks more like she bares her teeth in semi-good humor. “How much ranis do you have on you, girl? I’ve a few keil beads I could sell you to fix your face.”

“I’m not interested.” My voice is ice. “And there’s nothing about me I need you to fix.”

Sharp, tangy surprise arises from the fae in the room but, like all witches, Laa’el’s feelings remain a mystery to me.

The look Zensen gives Laa’el is biting, but he offers no verbal reprimand. “Rotation is determined by me.” He keeps going as if she hasn’t spoken. “Each day is divided into three shifts—morning, evening, and night. You will have one shift each day with the exception of mandatory Royal events. They are not common, but Hayes’s birthday celebration is one lune away, and all guards are required to attend.”

“Am I on the rotation tonight?” I’m already spinning through excuses for why I can’t. Aside from having no desire to see the Prince again today, I have a previous engagement—delivering money to Rain’s blackmailers at midnight.

“Not tonight.” Zensen lays a wide sheet of parchment across the table. “Tonight’s schedule is already set. You can use this day to unpack and rest. Tomorrow”—he picks up a pen and scrawls my name on the schedule—“you will join me for the night shift. We meet outside the Prince’s room at midnight.”

He writes my name in neat, loopy letters. Not the handwriting of the silver envelope. It doesn’t mean he’s innocent, but it’s information I tuck away.

When we’re dismissed, I hurry to my room to avoid getting sucked into a conversation. All of the guards’ chambers are in the same corridor as the Prince’s bedroom and war room for ease of access, so it’s a short sprint down the hall to my new lodgings.

I turn the erstwyn door handle and enter. It’s nicer than I anticipated. Large with a wide window framed with gold curtains, a bed double the size of mine at home, and a samsam wood desk.

A smooth, flat stone sits on my desk with a rune carved into the surface. I press a finger to the rune, and the overhead string of chaeliss lanterns ignite all at once, bathing my room in orange light.

First order of business: I yank the curtains closed, drowning out the light. The dimness brings a comforting sense of solitude to the extravagant newness, and the seclusion makes it feel more real. More like mine.

Second order: I yank the mirror from the wall where it hangs above my desk, flip it over, and cram it under my bed before I get lost in my reflection and my instincts guide me to something I’ll regret.

Six sets of my new uniform sit folded on my bed—long-sleeve navy shirt with gold detail, black pants, and a gold pin with Keirdre’s crest.

After changing, I sift through my rucksacks at the foot of my bed, feeling for my pale-blue freya candle. I set it on the corner of my desk.

When I light it, the wax melts quickly and the surrounding surface of the desk pools with molten candle. It shrinks until it’s less than half of its original height—which means it’s a smidge past midday.

My freya candle is a gift from Auntie Drina. Unlike my lairic beads, it’s not illegal, but it’s very rare for non-witches and very expensive. Drina didn’t give this to me out of necessity but, in her words, “Just because.”

It’s my most prized possession.

Aside from telling time, it’s useful.

I pass a hand over the candle, and the flame flares blue like the sky on a crystal day—a letter.

The fire sputters and shoots ash into the air. It flickers faster as the dark ash billows like a plume of smoke, hovering above the candle as it shapes into a thin sheet. The flame brightens, and the sheet of ash solidifies into a page of vellum covered in familiar curling handwriting.

I snatch the vellum and greedily drink in the words of my sister.

Pinecone,

Good luck on your first day! Please, please, please stay safe and don’t do anything rash. And don’t forget to tell me everything!

Love,

Your Beansprout

By the way, you should forgive Carrik!

My lips curve into a smile.

I have every intention of taking a self-guided tour of the rest of the Royal Dollhouse, but for now, I sit at my desk and write to Rain.





Chapter Eleven

Weapon of Choice

I’m a churning mess of exhaustion and exhilaration as I burst into my room after the morning briefing.

I’m tired—I only managed to squeeze in a few hours of sleep—but also brimming with restless energy from last night’s kill.

My instincts are singing, already thirsting for the rush of another kill, while my body yearns to drown in my bedcovers until my next night shift.

Both sides—instinct and body—lose. As I enter my room, my steps falter.

A silver envelope taunts me from my unmade bed.

I slam my door shut and stumble forward, snatching the letter and ripping it open.

The handwriting is the same. Except it’s crueler. The writer’s smugness shines through the looping letters.

I’m glad to see you know how to follow directions.

Have you ever heard of King Larster’s creature cullings?

I assume you haven’t. For your next task, find someone who has and report to me what you learn.

I flip over the parchment, hoping for something written on the back. As before, the only identifiable feature is the Royal seal pressed into red wax.

They’re toying with me. They want me to know they can enter my room whenever they please. I’m not safe from them, and neither is my sister.

I trace a thumb over the unfamiliar handwriting. Creature culling.

I’ve never heard of it, but it’s sinister-sounding enough to make the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

Whoever left this note has access to the Palace and the Royal seal. Considering only the King and Prince have a seal, I have to assume it was someone working closely with either of them.

My top contender: Jeune.

Next on my list: Zensen and Erasmus. They were at the Barracks for graduation. And by the Prince’s own admission, they were briefly at the Ranking.

A knock at my door cuts through the muck of my questions.

I shove the letter under my pillow before opening the door.

The Prince flashes his perfect smile from the other side. Zensen stands stoic over his shoulder.

“Your Highness.” I dip into a bow.

He sighs. “Don’t you ever tire of bowing?” Somehow, his voice is free of alcohol-induced grogginess.

“I could never tire of giving my Prince the respect he deserves, sir.”

His eyes narrow, but his lips strain against a grin.

“Did you want something, sir?” I ask.

“It occurred to me that no one has shown you the training room, and I thought I would. Personally.”

“I’m sure I can find it on my own, sir.” I start to close the door, but he shoves a boot inside, stopping me.

“I was actually hoping for a weapons demonstration.” As he speaks, he rests his body against the wood of the door, nudging it open farther and bringing our faces closer together. Part of me wants to step back; the other part fears it’ll seem too much like a retreat.

I don’t move.

“Do you have a weapon of choice?” His breath fans my cheeks.

My face. Or my voice. Depends what I’m wearing.

I hold my tongue and pretend to contemplate. “A crossbow.” I’m too aware of the narrow space between us. The energy he emits is packed with warmth. Heat.

“Really?” He tastes intrigued. “I’ve never used one.”

A pointless statement. He’s a Royal; there’s no reason for him to do anything other than look pretty (check) and kill anything he doesn’t like (another check).

When I don’t respond, he continues. “I want to see you perform. I only caught a glimpse at the Ranking.” His tone is casual, but the taste of his curiosity is too intense to be idle.

“Is this an order, sir?” I ask.

He groans. The sound is part amused, part frustrated, and loaded with enough heat to thaw winter. “Think of it as a skill assessment for a new hire.”

It’s not an unreasonable request for a new employer to make of an employee. Holding in a glower, I leave the Prince standing in the doorway to slip on my shoes.

“Are those your boots?” he asks. “They’re ancient. When was the last time you got a new pair?”

I finish tying the laces and leave, taking care not to brush against him. “I’m not sure, sir.”

“You’re not sure or you don’t want to tell me?” He falls into step beside me. Vaguely, I’m aware Zensen follows us, silent as ever.

“Both,” I say.

“Fair enough. Perhaps with your new salary, you can buy yourself new boots. Or maybe a pair for your sister.”

My hands curl at the mention of Rain. Of course he looked into me—and of course my sister appeared on a background check—but the thought of a Royal knowing anything about her sends my pulse thrumming.

“My sister doesn’t need new boots,” I say dismissively.

“Hmm. If you don’t mind my asking, your sister goes to Caruston. It’s a pricey school.”

That’s an understatement. Caruston Academy is the most expensive school for water fae in Vanihail. With Rain’s added expenses, our bills are even more exorbitant than the wealthy fae who can actually afford tuition. If it wasn’t absolutely necessary, we’d send her somewhere else. Anywhere else. But Caruston is the only school that suits Rain’s needs.

“That’s not a question,” I point out.

“I’m wondering how a family of millers can afford to send a daughter to Caruston but not buy the other a decent pair of boots.”

He knows.

The thought crashes into my mind like driftwood on a beach.

It would make sense that he knows. It would explain why he watches me too closely, constantly pesters me, and why that damned smile of his seems as sly as it is beautiful.

“Saoirse?” he presses when I don’t say anything.

“Debt, sir.” It’s true. To an extent.

“Ah. Sorry.” He sounds contrite, but I don’t believe it. Not when he’s once again wearing hunting boots crafted for tramping leaves and rough terrain but used instead for traipsing velvet rugs and rose petals.

“You could always raise the price of flour,” I say. It’s meant to sound flippant, but he slows as he churns my words.

“What do I have to do with the price of flour?”

“The Royal family sets a limit on how much we’re allowed to charge, sir,” I say slowly. “The limit makes it nearly impossible for millers to make a profit.”

“For how long?”

My brow creases at the surprise in his tone. “Forever.” I run my tongue along the roof of my mouth, searching for deception. Instead, I find vinegar—like wine gone bad mixed with a rancid lemon. Guilt and shock. He truly didn’t know.

The Prince is still frowning. “I’m sorry if I—”

I walk faster. “There’s no need to apologize, Your Highness.”

He trots to keep up. “Perhaps I could speak with your family—”

“No.” An image enters my mind: his ocean eyes fixed on my sister and Rain—my Rain—in danger.

I duck my head to hide my flashing silver eyes.

The Palace fades away. Thoughts of witnesses and consequences drown, flooded by the sudden, insatiable urge to kill.

Kill the Prince. Kill the damned King while I’m at it. Anyone who can hurt Rain.

The Prince stills beside me. “Saoirse? Are you all right?”

The smoothness of his voice grates on my fraying nerves.

Kill.

Everything about him is perfect and I hate it.

But I need to calm myself.

I think of Rain. Killing the Prince won’t keep her safe from everything else. The blackmailer. The ever-increasing cost of her school.

I take a calming breath. When I open my eyes, they’re back to honey. “It was a statement made in jest, Your Highness. And I would prefer if we kept the conversation clear of my family.”

“Understood.” We walk in silence for a few paces but, of course, he can’t let it stay. “I must admit, I had an ulterior motive for inviting you to the training room.”

“Invite?” I force my tone to lighten. “Does that mean I can decline?”

He fights a grin. “I wanted to apologize. For last night.”

I wasn’t expecting that. “The party?”

“I should’ve let you leave sooner. You weren’t having a good time. And perhaps I could have spared you from having vomit on your shoes.”

“Sir, you didn’t vomit on my shoes.”

He glances at my worn boots. “You sure?”

He sounds so much like Carrik, I almost laugh.

We come upon a set of large double doors. Zensen pushes them open, stepping aside. The Prince gestures for me to enter first.

The Palace training room is a deep pit with rocky walls. Weapons to the right, targets to the left, and elevated sparring rings in the middle.

“I had the other guards clear away. Figured you’d prefer the privacy,” says the Prince.

He’s right, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of thanking him. Instead, I cross to the wall of weapons. He stands behind me as I grab a crossbow. His front is a hairsbreadth from my back, and the warmth of his body wraps around me like an embrace. Or maybe a cage.

“They’re kind of beautiful.” He reaches around me and runs a hand over the crossbow’s frame. He doesn’t touch me, but the hairs on my arm reach for him. “Can you show me how it works?” Hot breath brushes the side of my face and goose bumps trail up my arms.

I don’t answer right away.

Instead, I sling a quiver of bolts around my back, forcing him to step away and giving me a chance to catch my breath.

Inhale. Exhale.

Crossbow in hand, quiver strapped to my back, I walk to the middle of the room, facing the row of targets.

I angle the crossbow at the floor and place my foot in the stirrup. Grabbing the string, I pull it back, hooking it in place. Reaching behind me, I snatch a wooden bolt from my quiver and set it on the rail. I slide it back until it sits in place before resting the crossbow on my shoulder, stock against the side of my face.

“Using a crossbow is easy, Your Highness,” I tell him briskly. “Just aim.” I point at the target. “And shoot.” I pull the trigger, and the bolt slices through the air and hits its mark—dead center.

My mouth fills with the lemony zest of his amused surprise.

“I think you skipped a few steps in your lesson,” he says.

My eyes stray to Zensen, watching the Prince from the side of the room. There’s a letter hidden in my room demanding answers. As much as I want to take advantage of the Prince’s pleasant mood and ask him about the “creature cullings,” I can’t with Zensen here.

I return to the weapons wall and find a bin of gray clay projectiles molded into nighthawks. I will get answers. If not now, then later, once I’ve managed to slip the Prince away from his other guards for a few stolen moments.

For now, I replace my quiver of wooden bolts with metal-tipped ones and thrust the bucket of birds into the Prince’s hands.

He looks at the bucket, then back at me. “What am I supposed to do with these?”

“You said you wanted a demonstration of my skills, sir. You throw; I’ll shoot.” I take the stance, waiting.

Nothing happens.

I lower the crossbow. “Your—”

He chooses now to toss the first clay bird.

Instinct takes over. I raise the weapon to my shoulder, aim, and shoot. The bolt pierces the clay, and it bursts into pieces that rain on the floor.

He tosses the next one. I shoot again.

I lose myself in the rhythm. Training puts me at ease. I can be quick, strong, and fierce without the probing judgment of being an ikatus or the nagging fear of discovery.

The Prince’s tossing speed increases with each bird I take down, but I never miss. I’m almost disappointed when he runs out.

He looks at me, both eyebrows raised. “I admit I’m impressed. Can you teach me?”

“I already did, Your Highness.” I walk around the room, collecting my fallen bolts. “Aim and shoot.”

There’s a hand on my arm, stopping me.

I jerk away from his touch, eyes narrowed. I hate how warm he is. Like a blanket too close to a fire. It’s distractingly comforting, but I feel I’ll burst into flames at any moment.

He raises his hands in surrender. “Sorry. Just wanted to say that you don’t have to pick these up. I’ll get some servants in here.”

My eyes stay slivered, hearing what he doesn’t say: human servants. Maybe even the twiglike boy who drove the carriage that brought me here.

I don’t dignify his words with a response. Stooping, I pick up crossbow bolts and shattered birds. The Prince watches in silence for a tick before joining me. “So,” he says as he cleans, “a crossbow is what helped you keep up with the other Deltas?”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t understand how an ikatus kept pace with fae with affinities. Did a crossbow help even it out?”

I shrug. “I worked harder than the other Deltas. I was in the training room hours before anyone else and hours after they left.”

“Why?”

Why? “So I would be the best.”

“Why did you want to be the best?”

I don’t understand the question. “Should I have aspired for mediocrity?”

“No, I’m just wondering if there was a particular assignment you were hoping for?”

“Whichever paid the most.”

“Right. You’re here for the money—money you refuse to use to buy yourself a decent pair of boots.”

I shove the bolts back in their respective quivers and don’t answer. He hasn’t asked a question.

The Prince frowns, sensing my sour mood. “Saoirse—”

“Hayes.” Zensen approaches with his usual stiff back and matter-of-fact tone. “You have that meeting—with the King and his investigators.”

Irritation takes refuge on the Prince’s face, and the briny, picklely taste lodges on my tongue. “You know I don’t want to go to that.”

“And you know your father has given you no choice,” says Zensen.

I follow their exchange with a frown. “The King’s investigators, sir?”

The Prince is still scowling. “We received news this morning of a missing person. My father insisted we send Keirdre’s best to investigate.”

My half-wired, half-drained mood gives way to dread. “I wasn’t aware the Royal investigators looked into missing persons.” I try to sound casual. I’m not sure I pull it off.

“Usually, they don’t, but when the missing person is an Enforcer’s son . . .”

A memory from last night shoves into my brain.

“What brings you to Serington?”

“M-my father. I’m visiting him.”

My mouth is dry.

The odds that my mark is the same as the Prince’s missing person are slim—they have to be—but I don’t believe in coincidence.

I’m still processing when the Prince gives me a farewell nod and follows Zensen to the doors.

I take a step after him, stumbling through racing thoughts. I’ve never had to deal with a Royal investigation headed by the King himself. If this meeting is about my kill from last night, I need to know. Which means I need to pilfer whatever information I can before the Prince disappears.

“I thought you were going to help me clean, sir?” I say.

He turns, expression guilty. “I would, but my father will kill me if we’re late. If I’m not in the war room by—”

“The war room?” I interrupt. “Why would the King’s investigators meet in the war room?”

“Not mine. My father’s.” He makes a face and casts his eyes about the training room. “I can come back,” he offers. “And help you finish cleaning. After the meeting.”

His earnestness is disconcerting. “It’s all right, sir. I’ll manage on my own.” I start cleaning again, picking up pieces until the doors close behind the Prince and Zensen and I’m left alone with the burning question: Is my mark from last night the Enforcer’s missing son?

I want to shake away the thought—slam it on its back like a sparring partner—but it lingers.

As I finish cleaning the training room, I know what I need to do.

Step one: find the King’s war room.

Step two: sneak into the meeting.





Chapter Fifteen

The Woman on the Rock

I wear a plain blue dress beneath my cloak. I’m in the closet across from the King’s war room again, primping. After tossing my cloak in a dusty corner, I remove my keil bead and run a hand through my thick hair. I arrived half an hour early but, as expected, my wait is short. Something light, flaky, and sweet, like a fresh-fruit pastry, settles on my tongue—anticipation—followed by two swift knocks on the closet door.

When I open the door, Grisham’s eyes widen, and the anticipation gives way to the sweet spice of lust mingled with the citrusy zing of his surprise.

“You came.” He’s out of breath, but not from exertion.

I pull his arms around my waist with a seductive smile. “If I remember correctly”—I turn us around and kick the door closed—“I’m the one who invited you.”

“Yes, but you’re so . . .” He gives up on thinking of an adjective, choosing instead to stare into my eyes and sigh.

I hum a few notes under my breath so it feels absentminded. His eyelids droop. He’s completely enraptured, and I bask in his adoration like sunlight.

“Tell me about King Larster,” I say.

He takes a breath. “How did you hear about his creature cullings? They haven’t been spoken of in centuries.”

“Does it matter?” When he hesitates, I pout. “You’re not going to tell me?” I make to pull away, but his fingers coil around me in a panic, desperate to hold on to me.

“Wait.”

I pause. Raise an eyebrow. Slowly, deliberately. “Tell me.”

“I—” He breaks off again.

“I’m sorry.” I feign understanding and lean closer. My cheek presses against his chest so I can better hear his heartbeat thundering away like horses giving chase. My fingers glide across his back. “I understand if you can’t tell me. It’s all right.” I hum again, soothingly this time, as though to comfort him.

His stance relaxes from the combination of my touch and voice. “What’s your name?” He sighs dreamily, and I know I have him, lapping from the palm of my hand like a mewling kitten.

I tuck my face into his shoulder to disguise a smirk. “Tell me about the King.”

“Can I show you?”

The plan wasn’t to leave this room, but he sounds desperate.

“Of course.” I scoop up my cloak and gesture to the door. “Lead the way, Grisham.”

He shudders as I say his name. Obediently, he trots from the room.

My curiosity swells as he leads me through the Palace corridors. He scans each hall before turning and checks over his shoulder constantly, both to ensure that I’m still here and that we’re not being followed.

He stops in a narrow hallway that leads nowhere. While the other Palace walls are a vengeful sea, the right side of this corridor is a tiled mural of vibrant colors—sunny yellows, rose reds, and sky blues. Built into the mural is a low fountain lined with navy tiles.

The gurgling water is faint, but it’s enough to stir something in me. My hand shudders, eager to take a dip into the water.

Grisham appears in front of me, pulling me from my trance. “We shouldn’t be here.” He wrings his hands. “I shouldn’t have brought you here. We should—”

I seize him by the back of his neck and drag his face to mine, smashing our lips together.

Grisham is too stunned by the sudden, graceless act to do anything other than hold still. When I pull back, a mere three ticks later, that glazed, compliant look has returned.

“Wow.” He touches his fingers to his lips with a wide smile, as if we shared something passionate and life-changing as opposed to what I imagine would happen if you touched the lips of two corpses against each other.

I don’t question it. I tip my head to the side. “Wasn’t there something you wanted to show me?”

He’s still flustered, but he extends a hand over the fountain and uses his affinity to churn the water.

Set against the stone tiles on the fountain floor is a wheel of the same color, with the same tile pattern. If you’re not looking for it, it’s hidden, but as the water turns the wheel, it becomes more visible.

My eyes follow the moving water so intently, so longingly, I don’t notice a paneled door open to the right of the fountain until Grisham beckons me through.

We stand at the base of a stone spiral staircase that stretches up into oblivion, not a single window in sight. A tower.

I start as the sliding panel slams back into place, plunging the stairs into darkness.

For a count of three, we’re still, until a torch bracketed to the wall flickers alight.

Grisham holds the torch in front of him, illuminating the dusty stairwell.

“Is that the only light?” I ask.

He smiles and holds out his free hand. His smile widens when I place mine in his. “This room doesn’t usually receive visitors. The King prefers it stays hidden.”

The light from the torch is our only guide as we twist up the stairs. There’s no railing, so I clutch Grisham’s arm. He doesn’t complain.

I can’t tell how long we’ve been walking or how much farther we have to go, and I can’t risk Grisham’s enchantment fading before we reach our destination, so I start to sing. My voice echoes, bouncing against the stones around us.

Grisham smiles. “Has anyone ever told you that you have a beautiful voice?”

“Once or twice.”

The winding stairs lead to a samsam wood door with an erstwyn handle. Grisham puts a hand on the door. “You can’t tell anyone I brought you here.”

“Never,” I say earnestly. I move past him and push open the door myself.

I’m transported.

Thoughts of the dark, cobwebbed stairwell behind me melt like snow in spring. The room is circular, wide, and bright despite the lack of windows. The walls are a rich red and covered in paintings—some portraits, some landscapes, but all beautifully somber. Above each painting is a string of tiny chaeliss lanterns, winking like stars.

I inspect the first painting to my left. A portrait.

A broad-shouldered woman sits on a forest floor, back against a pine, legs out in front of her. Her skin is dark and deep, like bronzed mahogany. Her hair is short and pulled back with a forest-green kerchief. Her eyes are brown, and her corded, muscular legs are displayed in a pair of pants cut above the knee.

I study the painting once, twice, thrice, my frown deepening with each perusal.

First oddity: the woman’s clothing and the surrounding forest are bright, but her face—something in her eyes, the slant of her mouth, the crease of her brow—is undeniably sad.

Second oddity: the painting’s proportions seem . . . off. The woman’s back rests against a large tree, but even while sitting, her head reaches almost halfway up the trunk.

Third oddity: I can’t place what kind of creature she is. She doesn’t have the bright eyes of a fae or the speckled eyes of a witch, but she also looks too strong to be human.

I sense Grisham before I feel him. Arms wrap around my waist from behind. He’s humming. I think it’s a rendition of my song on the staircase. He has no sense of rhythm, but I doubt he can help singing it.

My first instinct: take hold of his hands where they rest against my stomach and spin around. Pin him to the wall and sing until he draws his own blade and plunges it into his gut.

Instead, I lean into his embrace and smile. “Why did you bring me here?”

“To show you this.” He nods to the portrait. “Is this your first time seeing a giant?”

I frown. “This is a giant?”

Grisham’s chin taps against my shoulder as he nods. “King Larster commissioned portraits of creatures as they used to be in Keirdre.”

I heard him wrong. I must have. “Did you say ‘in Keirdre’?”

“Yes.”

I pull away.

I feel his distaste at the distance, but I ignore it, preferring to wear a hole through the floor, pacing. My thoughts trip over themselves as I try and make sense of his words. “There used to be giants in Keirdre?”

“You didn’t know?” Grisham seems genuinely surprised. “But you asked about the creature cullings. I thought—”

“Never mind that.” I’m still pacing. “I thought the barrier was created to contain fae, witches, and humans.”

“It was. But those weren’t the only creatures in Keirdre when the barrier was created. Most of them fled before the barrier went up, but not all of them. The creatures who were left, King Larster—”

“Killed them all.” I finish his sentence with a hushed voice.

Grisham doesn’t respond. He doesn’t have to.

I walk to the next painting.

A woman stands in front of a willow tree. Scratch that—she’s part of the tree. The top of her body is free, but where her waist should curve into her hips, it blends seamlessly into the tree trunk.

Her skin is a perfect match for the color of the bark. Her hands clutch the branches and draw them to her, holding them over her chest. Her hair is long, green, and woven, like the leaves of the willow.

“A dryad,” says Grisham. “A tree nymph.”

“The King killed them too?”

“Yes.”

I circle the room, stopping at each painting. They don’t have engravings to identify them, but when I point, Grisham dutifully provides me with a name.

I’ve heard of them all, but never outside the pages of Rain’s books—never as creatures who once lived in Keirdre.

My whole life, I was told there were three species in Keirdre. That a few sirens must’ve made it through. But that was a lie. There were other creatures within the barrier. Like sirens, they weren’t supposed to be here. And like sirens, the King killed them all.

This room is a hidden, twisted homage to creatures who were wiped out—washed away like stains on a shirt and forgotten.

“Why’d he do it?” I ask. “What did King Larster have to gain by—”

My steps and words falter at the largest painting.

A woman sits on a jagged rock emerging from the sea. The brushstrokes of the ocean are so delicate, I can feel the spray of the sea-foam as it crashes against the craggy surface.

The perched woman has long, dark hair. It’s wet and tangled from the water and hangs over her shoulders. Her skin is darker than mine, her lips are curled and parted as if she’s speaking, and her face is almost startlingly beautiful.

What stands out to me—what jars me—are her eyes. Glowing silver.

Grisham watches me stare before he says, “She’s a siren.”

“You don’t say.” I’m too stunned for the sarcasm to come through. “Why is she so much bigger than the others?”

“King Larster hates sirens. More than anything else.”

I look away from the painting to frown at him. “Why?”

“They’re dangerous.”

My heart is pounding so loudly, I have to strain to hear him. “What do you mean?”

“King Elrian created the barrier to keep out enemies of Keirdre. But some of those enemies slipped inside.”

This part is familiar. History told to me by my aunties time and time again. The Resistance, a group of enemies to the kingdom. They’ve been hunting for a way out of Keirdre ever since the barrier’s conception, but they’ve always been too small and disorganized to cause real damage.

“Before the barrier, sirens protected Keirdre from invaders by the sea. They lured enemy ships to their death. When the barrier was constructed, Keirdre no longer had any enemy ships to fight, but the sirens trapped inside still thirsted for blood. So they started hunting Keirdrens. For fun.”

My tongue presses against the gap behind my false tooth where my keil bead should be. I knew the role sirens used to play in Keirdre, but Drina never mentioned the bloodlust. Which means either Grisham is currently lying or Drina has been lying to me for years. “Surely they could control it.”

“Sirens have no impulse control. They’re beautiful monsters. All they can do is kill.”

I flinch. I don’t know why it hurts so damned much, but it does. All he’s done is lay out everything I already know about myself. I kill because I need to, and when I don’t need to, I kill because I want to. And yet, even though he’s said nothing I don’t already know, hearing it confirmed hurts.

From my first kill—the first battle I fought and lost to my instincts—I had the flicker of a hope that I could control it. That there was more to being a siren than craving the kill.

Grisham Haverly just snuffed out that hope like a chaeliss torch.

Attempting to curb my impulses is futile. At the end of the day, when all my marks are dead and gone, when I’m no longer under the Prince’s employ, when my family can no longer stomach the sight of me, when Rain has outgrown me—I will have one constant in my life: the aching desire to kill.

And I’ll never have peace.

I’m not sure how long I’m lost in thought, silent, but Grisham circles in front of me, blocking my view of the painting, handing me something. “I brought this for you.”

I’m sinking in visions of my bleak future, but I force a coy smile. “Did you get me a present?” The smile slips when I see it’s a plain white envelope.

“It’s a letter,” he explains. “With the King’s seal. Like you requested.”

“Thank you.” I snatch the letter and flip it over. Same red wax Royal seal. Almost.

Same twisting, spindly branches of a samsam tree shaping into the letter “K” for Keirdre, same apple sprouting from a single branch. But on the seal in my room—on the silver envelope—there’s a branch missing. It’s subtle, but after all the hours I’ve spent staring at it, I’m certain.

Whoever sealed the silver envelope used a different stamp—a broken stamp. And if it wasn’t the King’s, it must’ve been Prince Hayes’s.





Chapter Eighteen

Midnight Orders

Zensen waits outside the Prince’s bedroom when I arrive for the night shift. Which is odd, because Devlyn is already here and, usually, the day shift leaves as soon as the next wave arrives.

I hold in a frown. “Is something wrong?”

Zensen motions me forward until the three of us stand in a close-huddled circle. “I wanted to alert you both.” His voice is hushed. “Hayes has been . . . off today. He’s spent much of the day in his room, not speaking.”

My spine stiffens, but I hold my tongue.

“Thanks for letting us know, Zen,” says Devlyn.

Devlyn waits until Zensen has disappeared around the corner to sigh. “I’ve never seen Hayes like this before. E thinks it’s because Felix is still missing.”

I lean against the wall opposite him, trying for casual. “Did you know him? Felix?” It’s the first time I’ve said his name out loud, and it tastes strange.

“Not well—I haven’t worked here for long—but Hayes and Felix are close. Like brothers. And Felix is a really nice guy.”

My stomach turns. Was.

I swallow the word. It sticks in my throat.

Devlyn must mistake my anxious silence for sadness, because he says, “I’m sure he’ll turn up. He’s an Enforcer’s son. What’s the worst that could happen?”

All I see is that black coin on a chain. The Prince clutching it close, Felix tapping it on the side of his desk. I wonder if Felix’s half will ever turn up or if it’s forever lost to the river.

“How are you adjusting to the Palace?” Devlyn bursts into my thoughts. “I know after the other night, we didn’t get off to a good start.”

And now Devlyn’s transitioned from thinking I’m not speaking because of Felix, to assuming I’m still mad at him for the break-in the first night.

Which is fair, because I am. But it has nothing to do with my silence.

“Is that an apology?” I say.

Devlyn opens his mouth to echo an empty “I’m sorry,” but I cut him off. “Answer me this—is everyone really involved?”

“Yes. We usually rotate who sneaks in.”

“Usually?” I pick out the word. “It wasn’t Jeune’s turn?”

“She was curious. Wanted to get to know you. She insisted on being the one to search your room.” He grins. “I suppose that didn’t go as planned.”

I don’t return his smile. Jeune’s interest in me could be innocent, but given the silver envelopes, I can’t assume anything is harmless.

The Prince’s door flies open before Devlyn can say anything else.

“Hayes?” says Devlyn. “Is everything all right?”

“Everything’s perfect.” The Prince wears a too-large grin that doesn’t match the muddled taste of his emotions—metallic pain, sour regret, and bitter sorrow. “It’s good to see you both. I’ve decided I’m tired of this damned room. I want some fun.”

“Oh—all right.” Devlyn looks flustered. “Should I—should I find Zen? He usually handles your party guest lists.”

“Don’t get Zen, he’ll only spoil the fun.” The Prince waves him off. “I don’t want a party. I want something better. To go out.” His gaze shifts to me. “The three of us.”

I’m not sure in what world “better” constitutes leaving the protection of the Palace for a night of debauchery. “Sir, I don’t think it’s safe for the Crown Prince to go wandering around pubs in the middle of the night.”

“Relax.” The Prince reaches into his pocket and pulls out a keil bead on a rope necklace. He slings it around his throat. His jaw loses definition, his cheekbones become less pronounced, and his enchanting ocean eyes dull to a less-vibrant amber.

He’s still beautiful, but his eyes no longer resemble the ocean. “See?” The Prince holds out his arms. “I’m practically a different person. Still object?”

Yes. “Is this an order, sir?” I already know his answer.

“Absolutely.”

I bite back a grimace. “Then I have no objection, sir.”

“Don’t give me that face. It won’t be that bad. You might even have fun by accident.” The Prince looks me up and down. “I don’t mean to be rude, Saoirse, but is there any chance you own anything more befitting a pub?”

The truth—not that I’ll ever tell the Prince—is I own plenty of tiny dresses, made for luring marks. I’m about to mention finding something acceptable (with every intention of changing into black pants and a black shirt) when it occurs to me I’ve been presented the perfect opportunity.

I don a smile some might describe as sweet. “No, sir, I don’t. But maybe Jeune would lend me one?”

His eyes light with pleasant surprise. “That’s an excellent idea.”

“I’ll ask.” I turn for Jeune’s room.

“Saoirse—last thing.” The Prince’s eyes spark with mischief. “While we’re out, don’t call me Your Highness or sir. It’ll draw unnecessary attention, and, as you said, the goal is to keep me safe.”

I fight a scowl. “Yes, sir. Is that all?”

“Actually, since you asked, one more last thing: try to have fun. A normal person’s version of fun, not yours.”

“Is that an order as well, sir?”

His grin turns devious. “Yes.”

Devlyn—lightbrain that he is—seems genuinely excited as he practically bounces through the hall to his room to change. I drag my feet, irritation bogging down each step.

I’ve managed to get my face under control by the time I rap on Jeune’s door.

She raises her eyebrows when she sees me. “I thought you were with Hayes?”

“I am. He wants to go out, and I need a dress. Is there any chance—”

“Say no more.” Jeune ushers me in and looks me over. “You wouldn’t happen to know your measurements, would you?”

I give her a look, and she grins. “Just thought I’d check.”

She turns to her wardrobe, and I look around. She’s strung up ivy and blue kylith flowers over the ceiling and along the back wall to hang over her bed. Her bed is made, there are no unpacked rucksacks cluttering the floor, and her mirror hangs above her desk as mine once did.

“Take a seat. Wherever you like.” Jeune opens her wardrobe and begins digging through.

I sit at her desk.

“Who’s Hayes taking out with him?” Jeune’s voice is muffled from the wardrobe.

“Just me and Devlyn.” As I talk, I ease open her top desk drawer, silent as I dare. A few scraps of parchment.

I flip the top one over. Her handwriting is small and messy. Nothing like the writing in the blackmail note.

“Really?” says Jeune. “I figured he’d take a few friends.”

I close the drawer and slide open the next. “Zensen said he’s been—”

“How do you feel about blue?” Jeune ducks out of the wardrobe holding a blue-and-gold printed dress. I barely have a tick to shuffle myself in front of the desk to block the middle drawer from view.

I give her a sharp look. “Black.”

She pouts. “But you’d look so good in blue.”

“Black,” I repeat firmly.

She mutters something under her breath but dutifully returns to her closet.

I wait a moment before opening the bottom drawer. Nothing too interesting. Scattered cosmetic bottles and jars and a small, wooden jewelry box. I slide off the lid and peek inside.

Four gold-etched keil beads sit on the navy satin lining.

My stomach drops.

It proves nothing. Plenty of women use keil beads for non-nefarious reasons, but given the silver envelope and Jeune’s fascination with me, I can’t afford to write her off as a suspect. There were hundreds of people in the arena for graduation. Any of them could have slipped something in Rain’s bag. A smart person, as I suspect Jeune is, wouldn’t leave a chance of being recognized. A smart person would disguise themselves.

I close the third drawer just as Jeune exits her wardrobe, grinning. Before I can say anything, she’s in front of me, thrusting a dress into my hands. “This one. It’s perfect.”

It’s black, which I appreciate, and as I tug it on, it hugs every curve of my body. It’s off the shoulder with straps that band the sides of my arms and sweep down to meet in a plunging neckline. The hem is short. In the front, it stops at my mid-thigh, but the thickness of my thighs and width of my hips means it cups my ass in the back.

Jeune’s eyebrows shoot up as she looks me over.

“If I had a body like yours, I’d burn anything loose,” she says. “I might not even bother with clothes at all. Want me to do your makeup?”

“I don’t paint my face.”

“What about your hair?”

My hair is still coiled in a tight braid and twisted into a knot. “No.”

“How long has it been braided? I bet you have an amazing curl pattern.”

I shake my head. “I’m wearing the dress. That’s enough.”

She huffs. “What about shoes?”

I know she’ll object, but I put my boots back on—the ones with the soles barely attached that Carrik hates.

As expected, she looks horrified. “What about—”

“No,” I say, lacing them up. “Nothing with a heel.”

“Saoirse, can’t you try? For me?”

“I’ll try not to kick your ass too badly on tomorrow’s run.” Boots on, I head for the door.

Jeune follows with a scoff. “Sorkova?”

“Yes?”

“Try to have fun.”

I hate how sincere she sounds. “Why does everyone keep saying that?”

She just laughs and disappears back into her room.

I tug the bottom of the dress before knocking on the Prince’s door.

I expect spelled-amber eyes—I can handle amber eyes—but when the wooden barrier is tugged open, I’m lost at sea.

It takes me two ticks to look away. It takes him longer.

The only thing I’ve changed about my appearance is Jeune’s dress, but I guess the knowledge that the body lurking beneath the guard’s uniform looks like mine is mind-boggling.

I lose track of time as the Prince stands in his doorway, staring at me, open-mouthed. He tastes spicy like cinnamon—lust. Burning and sweet. I’m familiar with the taste, but never while wearing this face that isn’t mine.

“Sir?” I prompt after a pause. “Are you ready to go?”

“Um . . . yes.” He drags his gaze up the curves of my hips to meet my eyes. “Where’s—er—” His fascination with the shape of my body stops him from remembering Devlyn’s name. “The other one?”

“Here, Hayes.” Devlyn hurries down the hall, adjusting his maroon dashiki. “Whoa.” He grins at me. “You scrub up good, Sorkova.”

“Thanks,” I mutter.

The Prince touches the rune on his chaeliss stone, snuffing the lanterns in his room. He loops the keil bead back around his neck, and his overwhelmingly handsome features melt into slightly less handsome features. “You ready? I have the perfect pub in mind.”

Without waiting for a response, he marches down the hall to leave the Palace, Devlyn lapping at his heels.

With a sigh, I follow, mentally preparing for what I’m sure will be a long night.
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