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      To Ariel & Savannah

      I love you to the moon and back.
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      To Shanna, goddess of water, patron of sea and magic,

      To Brena, goddess of fire, patron of artistry and creation,

      To Erys, goddess of air, patron of storms and rain,

      To Rhiann, goddess of earth, patron of land and fertility,

      To Anya, goddess of order, patron of life and justice,

      To Aishlin, goddess of chaos, patron of death and crossroads,

      We swear our undying fealty.
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      Watching rain fall through the water was like watching the world upside-down. The drops shattered through the surface like shooting stars, their trails of liquid stardust falling short as the sea absorbed their magic and power.

      Celine’s fingers combed through the water, weaving magic around each shimmering star through her underwater sky. She hummed her shadows to life, their shades flickering darkness against light.

      One tendril of darkness for her father, Janis, the former merking. Another for her mother, Queen Elynda. The coils of shadow magic entwined. Celine tried to remember them smiling, her father’s brilliant purple eyes next to her mother’s sea green. But their images came in flashes, laughter without sound. She couldn’t remember their voices until she dreamed, even as they said her name.

      Celine pulled at the shadows for them, her will and determination fixed upon her targets. Dathan, the Usurper King, and Santus, First Commander. A true pairing of brawn and brain, of destruction and cunning. Where Dathan was the fist, Santus was the elegance of how the hand should hit.

      Her father had been first, of course. Janis, the merking whose throne Dathan wanted more than anything else Shanna’s sea could offer. Her mother, Elynda, had been later, after she’d tried to poison him on their arranged wedding night.

      Think of Dathan instead. Usurper King. Dathan planned a third anniversary celebration with Santus and his league of sycophants. The celebration would be the perfect place to haunt them, to have her shadows make them relive their darkest nightmares.

      Dathan and Santus. The king and his commander. What terrors would her shadows make them see?

      “Go, my beautiful dark,” Celine whispered. The shadows moved from her hand through the sea water, swaying to her delicate melody. “Give them my regards.”

      The shadows would reach them, affecting their conscious thoughts and focus. What did the merking and his first commander see when the shadows seeped into their mind? Did they relive their sins and their past mistakes? Or was such a fate only reserved for those in possession of a conscience?

      She’d called Santus king killer only once, earning her a week in merfolk prison where she was nearly starved and tortured with iron. But she smiled at the idea of saying it again, thrilled by the gleam of loathing in his eyes. “But where is the lie?” she would say. “King killer.”

      She moved her hands through the water, picturing the first commander, wishing for a stroke of dark magic to wipe the smugness from his mouth. She called to the forces of shadow, as Kasindra had taught her, and shadows were eager to do her bidding. Daily, the shadows served, tireless and hungry.

      “Don’t let Dathan win, my dear,” Kasindra had said, her lavender eyes filled with hatred toward her brother. “He will destroy himself soon enough, but don’t let him destroy you.”

      But grief already destroyed her. The version of her that existed now was Celine remade, the aftermath of love and loss and the thirst for vengeance. This new, reborn Celine crafted spells to haunt and torment. Her revenge wasn’t set in death but life-in-death, building her magic to send Dathan and Santus straight to Aishlin and the bottom of the seven hells.

      May the Chaos Realm welcome them both, she thought. Take them, and free my parents from your hellscape. I will gladly send their despicable souls in exchange for those whom I love.

      But if Aishlin was listening, she gave no sign. Still, Celine hoped. Still, Celine prayed.

      “Go to him,” she whispered to the second wave of shadows, smiling at their obedience. Some tendrils of shadows combed through her teal hair, bringing her to laugh. “Fill their minds, little ones. Fill their dreams. Keep them from rest.”

      The shadows moved to their work, but with the anger simmering deep within, this spell wasn’t enough. She needed more. She needed something stronger. Arcana crystal would help, but it was rarer by the day as merfolk and humans farmed it greedily. Even in Estilon, bearing no hospitality for magic or magic folk, arcana crystal still found its way into eager human hands. So, when the familiar iridescent shimmer of arcana crystal caught her eye, Celine raced up from the sea floor, dusting up sand and seaweed. The node was small, only about the size of her palm, but she could do something with it.

      She summoned one dagger, the handle filling her waiting hand as magic pulsed from her palm, using and manipulating the water to form a blade thin and sharp, delicate enough to separate the gem from the node without damaging the root system or cracking the glass surface. Small barnacles twisted up the length of the hilt, her index finger grazing one as she prepared her grip.

      But as quickly as hope filled her, disappointment fizzled out the fire. The break on the far side of the crystal revealed someone’s crude farming, the broken remnants held fast by the coral. Swimming closer, Celine could see correctly how small the node truly was, the width and span deceptive at the angle she’d seen before.

      She carefully farmed what was left, a mere fraction of what she’d thought, the crack giving her two small pieces instead of a larger one. She slipped the pieces into her bag, the strap barely pressing any weight against her chest. Though useful, the crystal was devastatingly light.

      A boat-shaped shadow consumed her own, stretching over the coral and sea floor. A commercial fishing vessel, by the look of the hull, one privately owned. Only the king’s sanctioned ships could legally fish for merfolk, a barbaric decree made as the war between nations escalated. But the crown’s laws at sea didn’t stop fishermen from accepting whatever quarry their nets fetched. Buyers paid dearly for rarities of the sea, be they made of stone or scale.

      A man jumped off the side, diving into the water with ease before swimming toward the sea floor. A mass of bubbles surrounded him like sea foam before they cleared, but he was too far away to notice any details beyond the contrast of his white shirt and dark brown trousers. His bare feet and broad hands pushed through the water. 

      Celine summoned her second dagger as she watched, glancing upward for any sign of a falling net. But nothing else came, and the man continued to swim for a stretch of coral she had yet to explore.

      There, barely perceptible until she swam closer, hiding in the shadows: another arcana crystal.

      No.

      What she’d gathered wouldn’t be enough to cast and reach Santus. The physical cost of dark magic was steep, but one arcana crystal helped to pay it. Celine’s fingers strangled her daggers as she crept slowly, the man a skilled swimmer as he reached the coral in a series of strong, practiced strokes.

      I’d prefer not to kill you, she thought. If only humans could hear merspeak. Let’s hope scaring you off is enough.

      But the nearer she swam, the stronger his magic pulsed from him, like a delicate heartbeat only detectable by those who shared it. Celine dispelled one of her daggers, cutting through the water as she raced to stop him, blocking his utility knife just in time. Her rich teal hair billowed around her as she met his startled eyes, as bright as the afternoon sky. 

      Bubbles escaped his mouth as he cried out, unleashing a wave of force magic. The pulse hit her in the chest and pushed her back, giving him time to retreat. He abandoned the crystal, working his arms and legs to swim for the surface. 

      But he was too late. Voices carried ethereal, haunting grace through the water seconds before the merfolk appeared, five swarming the fishing vessel in a shimmering rainbow of color. One maid, her coloring a rich orange, reached the man before Celine could pull him to safety. The maid’s deceptively delicate hands cupped his face, her full lips parted, preparing for a kiss.

      His cries for help erupted in bubbles. His hands and feet pushed with strength waning beneath her magic, the maid’s singing wrapping around his mind as she drew nearer.

      “This isn’t a sanctioned ship,” Celine said, her voice strong in the maid’s mind. “He was only after the crystal.”

      “King Rolf doesn’t have to give his emblem for ships to fish for us.” The maid’s hands untied the thin cord binding his hair, and she stroked the freed blond tresses as one would for a lover. There was still some fight in him, his hands trying in vain to push hers away. “And this handsome one is already here. A delicious little treat.”

      Celine poised her empty hand to cast, her will summoning the shadows to her call. “And what was his crime?”

      “Existing.”

      “Charlie!” Muffled voices cried overhead. The men had stayed, risking their lives to save his. “Charlie! Grab the rope!”

      A rope hit the water and uncoiled slowly. Charlie turned forcefully, his eyes watching its steady sinking. Fear braced his gaze as two merfolk surrounded him.

      Celine aimed both shadow and blade at the mermaid, meeting flesh and scale at the maid’s arm. The pain was enough to loosen her grip, and Charlie broke free. But the boat spun with the influence of the swimming merfolk, the rope pulling a lazy trail through the water.

      Another merfolk came fast, his twin swords gleaming in his hands. Celine used her daggers to block his aim as she dodged, using his own momentum to guide her through the water.

      “You’ll only live long enough to regret that.” The mermaid summoned her own weapon, a long, thin sword that cut through the water with ease. Her murderous gaze pierced through the water, her orange eyes burning like twin flames.

      Celine moved to Charlie, more bubbles escaping his mouth in panic as her hands pushed hard against his back. He flailed, instinctively fighting, but Celine didn’t relent.

      No, he wasn’t fighting. He was drowning. His body struggled and chest convulsed as more air escaped.

      She pressed her mouth to his, holding on as he jerked weakly in protest. She held his head with both hands, parting his mouth with her tongue and pushing air into him. Her gills fluttered as her body became a vessel to help him live. His hands tried to push her waist before his body accepted her offering, his hold relaxing at her sides, though his touch remained firm.

      The kindness cost her. The mermaid slammed into Celine, her sword blade slicing a neat line up her tail. Charlie sailed back with her but had gathered his bearings enough to swim for the surface. The rope glided away, following the track of the whirlpool.

      “Of course you would cause trouble.” That voice—a smooth tenor, echoing in her mind.

      Santus.

      Right hand of the king, and a self-righteous prick.

      He mocked her with a quiet chuckle. “Leave it to you to risk your life for the scum of the earth.”

      Celine sneered, every muscle clenching at the sound of his voice, at the sight of his green hair and fin. His face was perpetually locked in arrogance, dancing the midline between smugness and disgust.

      I could kill him now, she thought, the wistful dream becoming a reality as the thought set in. I could kill him right now and be one step closer.

      There would still be Dathan, the royal brawn to Santus’s brain. But once the head was removed, severing the hand would be easy.

      “You’ve been in their nets before, Celine.” Santus’s green eyes were almost luminescent in the watery dark. “You know what monsters they are.”

      “And what monsters are we?”

      Another voice, a gentle female mezzo soprano that was no less sharp. Jessa, Dathan’s daughter. Her snow-white hair, eyes, and fin startled even the merfolk as they beheld her in the deep blue of the sea. 

      “This isn’t a sanctioned military ship, Santus,” Jessa said. “They’re just fishermen.”

      Dathan’s own daughter, telling Santus to stand down. Her dislike of him wasn’t exactly unknown among the merfolk, but the daughter of the Usurper King coming between the first commander and his human prey? Celine didn’t bother to hide her shock, her stepsister an unlikely ally in defense of humans.

      “There’s no such thing as a mere fisherman with humans and their greed.” Santus looked up at the ship with a disgusted curl on his lips. “Your father would be disappointed in you, Jessa.”

      An ice-white eyebrow arched higher. “I’d be worried if he wasn’t disappointed.”

      Screams broke through, and the merfolk scattered. One net fell, the taste and smell of iron already seeping through the water as the laced hemp sank. It made no catch, but it offered the men enough time to sail away to freedom. The vessel pushed forward, the sails catching wind.

      Charlie was nowhere in sight. He must have made it. At least Celine wasn’t surrounded by angry merfolk for nothing.

      Getting under Santus’s skin was an unexpected perk.

      “You traitor,” one merfolk hissed at her.

      “You stupid fool,” said another

      Santus smirked. “You’re always so adept at making friends, Celine. Really, how do you do it?”

      “I won’t sacrifice my principles.” A weak reply, but all other words failed her. “No one is worth that, Santus. Least of all, you.”

      Somewhere in the fight, a blade had sliced through Celine’s arm, blood feathering freely into the water. The wound didn’t close as it should have.

      “Leave this, Santus,” Jessa said. “The waters of Shanna don’t deserve further bloodshed.”

      Santus glowered, the deep green of his gaze flashing dangerously before he glanced at the surface of the water. The boat had made significant distance, removing them from any equation he may have tried to calculate. 

      “Let’s go,” Santus said to his company, and they followed him back to whatever hole he crawled from.

      “The absolute loathing I feel for that waste is unfathomable,” Jessa said before regarding Celine with concern.

      Celine snorted a laugh despite the burning and aching over every inch of her body, especially her arm. “Something we have in common.”

      Jessa held sympathy beneath her chilled veneer. “He was out of line before. About your capture.”

      “It’s—” But she stopped. What was there to say?

      “Human weapons aren’t enough?” Jessa shook her head, her white hair like snowfall. “Merfolk have to use them, too?”

      After a moment’s silence, Celine said, “Thank you. For your help.”

      “Just doing the right thing.” Then, with the hint of a smile, she added, “Anything to get my father’s fin in a tangle.”

      Jessa had always said my father, not our father, which Celine had appreciated. They would hardly call their union family, but there was an unspoken understanding between them. That, and Jessa had honor where Dathan did not. Jessa had been kind since Celine’s parents died, a surprising kindness that impressed Celine into trusting that Jessa would do the right thing, despite her father. As her step-sister swam away, Celine was grateful for at least one boon from Dathan’s cursed reign.

      The cut on Celine’s arm burned with an aching heat, blood still seeping from the thin red line. Celine pressed her hand to the wound, fevered and bleeding, and whispered healing into her skin. She groaned through the searing ache as the toxin burned its way out, her magic pulling it from muscle and blood and skin. With cool relief at last, her wound slowly sealed itself closed.

      “Damn you to the Seven Hells.” She imagined Santus and his goons twisting into the unknown tortures awaiting them in each layer of the Kingdom of Chaos. “You and your Usurper King.”

      King Dathan, who played at being a king when he was nothing more than a tyrant with a child’s temper. But his tenure on the throne wouldn’t last much longer.

      Quickly, Celine swam for the coral, her hope fleeting as she sought the crystal Charlie had risked his life to get. But what remained was broken, the crystal harvested crudely and quickly by inexperienced or hastened hands. Charlie had harvested it, after all, unless one of the other merfolk had taken it for themselves.

      She fished out more pieces, adding them to her bag before swimming for home.
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      Human artifacts filled Celine’s reef, all of them in and around the living coral and stone. Pieces of art, various tools, clothing, and jewelry, things she and her friends had collected after ships collided with rocks or lost their duels with storms, finding their way to the bottom of the sea. 

      The most precious among them were the books. 

      The brine and sea life were cruel to the paper and binding, so she and her friends read them before they dissolved to nothing. Zander and Quinn enjoyed reading passages back and forth to one another, both of them blushing deeply at scenes of romance.

      Alone, Celine tucked herself against the curved alcove at the base of a sea stack, a book in hand.

      “Typical.”

      By the gods, again? “What are you doing here, Santus?”

      He flicked his fin toward a small pile of shiny bobbles nestled on the seafloor. A few of them toppled down, clinking and clattering in the sand. 

      Killing you will be easy. But a silent warning tingled the back of her neck. He would know better than to travel alone, especially to see her, the royal orphan.

      He hovered several feet away from her, sneering at the book in her hands before glaring at the human objects that filled the reef. His long, green hair floated around him like tendrils of seaweed. “Have you nothing better to do?”

      She had no patience for him. “What do you want, Santus?”

      At this, he grinned. “You honestly don’t know why I’m here?”

      She raised an eyebrow to appear bored, hiding the churning in her stomach. “I could take a guess, but why deprive you of the joy of telling me?”

      “You not only released a ship full of humans trespassing through our waters,” Santus said, his tone gleeful, “but you also injured your own people.”

      “They weren’t trespassing,” Celine said heatedly, “and my actions were in defense of myself and the humans they were going to kill.”

      “You are a disgrace to your people,” Santus looked around at the reef with a smirk. “What do you expect from someone who lives in a trash heap?”

      “What law have I broken?” Celine challenged. “The ship wasn’t sanctioned by King Rolf to fish for merfolk. The human dove into the water to farm arcana crystal, which is not illegal.” She waited. “They would have murdered a human simply for swimming in the sea. What law have I broken?”

      “You’ve broken our trust,” Santus said. “Your love and sympathy for humans is troubling.”

      He expects me to want their trust? Celine’s lips curled in disdain. He is delusional.

      “Anyone who finds joy in murder is troubling,” Celine said, her words sharp. “As you well know.”

      He sneered.

      “What do you have to prove, Santus?” She tilted her head, doing little to hide the pleasure at his annoyance from her teal gaze. “What do you have to prove, and to whom?”

      He swam to her in a flash, hand grabbing her chin and holding her face inches from his. She manifested one dagger, aiming the point at his ribs.

      “Let me make this very clear,” Santus said, his voice low in her mind. “All I need is one reason. Just one.”

      “To do what, Commander?” Celine didn’t drop her dagger, nor did she drop her eyes. Her free hand conjured carefully in the water, the shadows surrounding them with their cooling touch. “How badly do you want to see me dead?”

      “You have this strange notion that you can speak to me however you’d like.”

      “I find it fascinating,” Celine went on, “that I have this effect on you.” It was difficult with his hand holding her chin, but Celine managed a satisfied smile as the shadows climbed higher. “Do I keep you up at night, Commander?”

      He pushed her back, and she landed hard against a pile of books that went toppling. But she laughed at Santus’s vulnerability, dispelling her magic.

      “I didn’t know you felt that way about me, Commander. I’m flattered.”

      “Watch your back, Celine,” he said, his tone dangerous. “One more misstep, and you will know its consequence.”

      “Promise?”

      But he didn’t turn to see her coy expression, the competitive challenger within her too proud and stubborn to back down. Within seconds, Celine was alone once more.

      I should have killed you. The thought was a whisper to the empty dark. Who would have saved you, Commander? Who would have fought to come to your aid?

      The bitterness of the missed opportunity soured on her stomach as she settled back into her space, her body not fitting as well as it did before. But the darkness was cool, the sand comfortable, and the book a welcome distraction.

      Until…

      “My dear.”

      From around the reef came a stunning mermaid, her lavender tresses streaked with gray as her matching tail glistened. Seaweed adorned her hair as though it grew from her scalp. For the Sea Witch, perhaps it did. The gray in her hair was the only sign that time had touched her.

      The Sea Witch did nothing that wasn’t a benefit, and that included venturing out of her lair to make a personal visit unannounced.

      “I saw something interesting today when I peered into my cauldron.” Kasindra’s broad smile shimmered. “Would you like to hear it?”

      Celine closed her book. “What will it cost me?”

      “Oh, this comes at no charge.” Mischief shone in her lavender eyes. “Santus has been toying with magic again.”

      Celine almost laughed. When was Santus not playing with magic? But for Kasindra to bring it up… “Should we be worried?”

      Kasindra steepled her fingers. “There will be fallout. That much is clear. But the danger will consume him, along with those unlucky enough to be too close.”

      “Could that include Dathan? Or would that be asking too much of Fate?”

      “Fate is considered fickle by those who don’t know how to touch her.” She brought her hands to Celine’s hair, smoothing the teal strands with a loving touch before kissing her forehead. “The wise know that Fate obeys the diligent, which we are.”

      Diligent. “But my magic still doesn’t feel strong enough.”

      “We’re close,” Kasindra said. “The Usurper King will fall in the coming days. It is inevitable.” Then, after a moment, sensing Celine’s growing distress, she added, “He and his first commander will know who they’ve crossed. The moment they took your parents was the moment they signed their warrants for death.”

      Celine didn’t meet Kasindra’s eyes, glad for someone who understood and shared her bitterness and anger.

      Kasindra took Celine’s hands and squeezing her fingers. “My brother never should have taken the throne for himself. He’s damned our people to turmoil, especially while we war with the humans of Estilon.” She rubbed her thumbs across Celine’s knuckles. “Both Dathan and Santus will pay for their crimes against us.”

      Kasindra’s confidence was fortifying. “Thank you.”

      “Keep trying, my dear. Janis and Elynda would be proud of their strong, beautiful daughter. But be careful of your alliances.”

      Celine met her gaze, curious. “Who⁠—”

      “I watched Jessa help you earlier,” she said. “My cauldron shows me everything.” She kissed Celine’s hands before letting them go. “Trust is as precious as arcana crystal and just as fragile.”

      Celine stared, tempted to ask the Sea Witch to explain herself, but she left before Celine could utter a word.

      “Just a moment’s peace to read. Just one. That’s all I ask.”

      She opened the book blindly, eyes skimming the black letter shapes across the wet pages, stopping at one line in particular.

      “We can’t change who we are,” he went on. “Nor should we. But we can change what they’ve turned us into. What we’ve turned ourselves into.”

      Celine touched the words with her fingertips. What we’ve turned ourselves into. After everything, and with still more to do, what has she become?

      A vessel nearly filled, she thought. A weapon nearly ready.

      As Santus and Dathan will soon see.
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      “She just showed up?”

      Beneath the blooming dawn, Celine watched the Estilon shore with Quinn and Zander, Quinn’s blonde hair a beacon beneath the growing sunlight, where Zander’s was a deep red.

      “She warned me about my alliances and left,” Celine said.

      “She didn’t mean us, did she?” Quinn’s eyes darkened, their golden hue a contrast to her confrontational mood.

      “She meant Jessa.”

      “Jessa’s alright,” Zander said, confused.

      “She’s also Dathan’s daughter and his captain.” But Celine didn’t believe in Kasindra’s caution, either. If Jessa had a goal relating to Celine’s downfall, she could have seen to it a dozen times over. “She’s just concerned.”

      “Concerned about you having friends?” Quinn only raised a single eyebrow, offering nothing else. But she didn’t have to. Her suspicion was clear.

      “Trust is fragile. Like arcana crystal.” Celine shrugged, self-conscious and very aware of their disapproval of her relationship with the Sea Witch. “That’s what she said.”

      Quinn grimaced. “She seriously compared trust to arcana crystal? Or did you just do that?”

      “It was her, but I never shy away from a simile.”

      Zander laughed. “Of all the things to learn from those human books, simile is what sticks.”

      “A lot of things have stuck,” Quinn said, crossing her arms. “Though I am flummoxed by dancing.”

      Celine gave the painted sky one more glance before diving, the sunlight just enough to shimmer off of the flecks of arcana crystal buried in the coral. The first crystal of the morning belonged to Zander, its pristine shape filling the length of his hand. He sang a steady melody, the unseen feathers of magic becoming visible within its clear walls. He sang until the crystal filled, augmented, glowing iridescent pink with magic, and he set it inside his shoulder bag, fastening the flap closed.

      “Why do you think she came all this way to tell you that?” Quinn asked at last. “It makes little sense. She must see outcomes all the time—mine, the king’s, her own.” She stopped working, squinting at Celine. “But she took time to tell you directly. No warning, no payment.” Quinn blinked three times, her facial expression exaggerated. “I don’t trust it.”

      “Well, trust is as fragile as arcana⁠—”

      Quinn interrupted with a playful jab at her side. “I’ll show you fragile!”

      But the fun ceased with shouts from the land, loud enough to reach them through the water. The merfolk surfaced again, eyes alert as a team of knights escorted one man into Estilon Castle, their hooves thundering against the earth. Men shouted, gates opened, and they soon disappeared from sight.

      “What in the seven hells?” Zander swam closer. “To be escorted by so many knights, and at the speed they were going…”

      “Has King Rolf finally died?” Quinn asked. “Assassinated in his sleep?”

      “Perhaps, but what of his son?” Zander sank into the water. “We don’t know if Prince Owen will be any worse. At least with Rolf, we know our enemy.”

      “We haven’t had good luck learning about the prince,” Quinn admitted. “Information has been thin.”

      “I heard he’s pretty reclusive,” Zander said.

      Reclusive, but Celine had seen him walking along the shore alone beneath the night sky. Secret escapes in the dark, with Celine in the distance, watching.

      “You’re not going to see Kasindra today, are you?” Quinn’s question, like a bolt from the blue.

      “Yes.” Celine braced herself for an argument that didn’t come.

      “Are you any closer?” Zander asked, even though the subject made him uncomfortable.

      His sympathy warmed where Quinn’s dislike had cooled. “I’m learning a lot.”

      And it was true. Dark magic was difficult to master, but the shadows came when she called. With each passing day, she was getting stronger. But she still wasn’t strong enough.

      “You fight as well as the two of us,” Zander said, though the compliment was generous. Quinn was formidable with her blade, and Zander was strong with his magic. Celine was mediocre, at best. “You don’t have to⁠—”

      “I do.” She met the gaze of one friend, then the other. Deep red eyes, followed by light golden ones, both of them matched in their concern. “After what he did. What they both did.” Celine stopped, grateful that they already knew. She didn’t have to explain herself. The words remained understood, even if unspoken. “They left me little choice.”

      “Celine—”

      “I’m alright, Quinny,” she said, though her voice betrayed her. “We all have our parts to play, and I have mine.”

      “Revenge is a path that doesn’t end well,” Zander said. “It will take a piece of you that you will never get back.”

      Guilt and shame slipped down her chest to settle in her core, icy and hollow. But she wasn’t ready to stop. She wasn’t ready to let go.

      “Be careful.” Quinn touched Celine’s arm, a gentle anchor to keep her grounded. “Kasindra will use you, Celine. Please don’t forget that.”

      “I know.” But Celine wouldn’t stop. She used Kasindra, too.

      “Let’s keep looking,” Zander said, hands wrapped around the strap of his satchel.

      The three swam through the coral, the ambience of the sea filling the silence.
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      Kasindra’s dwelling was an underwater cave, thick with overgrown seagrass and kelp. Bones littered the sand, some of them fish, some merfolk, and some human. Celine set her jaw against the sickly sweet scent of decay as she slipped into the large stone mouth, fighting the turn in her stomach.

      There was no sound in this part of the sea. The deathly silence amplified the sound of her body cutting through the water as she swam, eyes tracing the shape of every object. She had nearly every inch memorized, from the clear bottles awaiting potions and corks to the enchanted parchment bearing pearlescent ink. But what fascinated Celine was Kasindra’s garden, magically made and magically kept. Tall, lush plants thrived on the fertile ground, flora that did not exist but through Kasindra’s magic and remained a source for her power. What Celine would give to explore those plants, to tap into the magic they possessed. Perhaps one day, when Kasindra was well distracted…

      “You’re late.” Kasindra’s smooth alto eased its way into Celine’s mind. “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming.”

      “I tried casting today.” Celine swam around stalagmites, turning deeper into the cave, dark but for the bioluminescent fungi and algae that thrived in the mineral-rich stone. “My magic is strong, but it isn’t strong enough. Not yet.”

      The bright green of Kasindra’s cauldron gave her lavender hair and eyes a gray hue. “You’re still gathering yourself, my dear. Dark magic requires everything you have.”

      What more did Celine have left? “I’m giving everything.”

      Kasindra swam around the cauldron, the lights painting sinister shadows in the valleys of her face as she settled in front of Celine and took her hands, softness and gentleness in her touch. “There is always more, my dear. There is still a part of you that hasn’t let go. You must trust the magic more than you trust yourself, and you’ll let go.”

      Celine looked toward the garden, her curiosity growing by the second. “You said this was a great source of power.” If Celine’s hands weren’t in Kasindra’s grip, she would have reached for one of the nearest fronds of green and purple, eager to know its waxy-looking texture beneath her fingers. “Not even arcana crystal could compare.”

      “It is a powerful conduit,” she said with suspicion in her voice.

      “What of my own?”

      “We’ve been over this, my dear.” 

      “I’m not strong enough.” Celine focused her teal eyes on the Sea Witch, willing her to understand, to give in, to see things as she saw them.

      “This garden thrives off of living things.” Kasindra caressed a nearby purple-green leaf. “Even as we speak, it helps me to maintain even the most powerful of spells. But it requires a lot to maintain. If your shadows struggle–”

      “I’m not struggling.” Celine had been too easy, too vehement, to interrupt Kasindra like that. Why was she still having to prove herself? “I can do this.”

      “You can, in time.” Kasindra moved back to her cauldron. “Trust in the arcana crystal, until then.”

      But arcana crystal was fleeting. Short-term. Celine wanted permanence. Something that would eternally be hers and no one else’s. Her magic would drive Dathan and Santus into Chaos. Her parents would be free. They deserved a far better afterlife, and Celine would give it to them.

      She closed her eyes, imagining what part of herself still held on, but came up with nothing. Her heart was in. All in.

      Kasindra cupped Celine’s hands in hers. “Let us begin.”

      And they each pulled at the shadows, using both water and darkness in a strange union between Shanna’s magic and Aishlin’s. The Sea with Chaos. Water with Death.

      Celine practiced with her teacher, willing any resistance to fade away as the magic worked through her blood. But the shadows wove themselves around her, sinking into her skin, filling her with their cold.

      “Good.” Kasindra swam toward her cauldron, reaching toward a shelf of stone for the glass orb she kept close by. The purple and green smoke swirled as she lifted her hand to it, the magic within reacting to her. She moved her fingers around the smoke-filled orb, the colors moving together until they coalesced. “Very good, Celine.”

      Celine pushed harder, encouraged by her teacher, by the power that coursed through her blood.

      She heard him screaming, his jaw clenched tight as he tried to muffle the sound. But his voice ripped through his throat, and Celine swore she could smell his blood in the water.

      Then he was quiet. His breathing had slowed, deepened…then stopped.

      “Father!”

      Sadness gripped her chest, the memories too vivid despite the years between then and now. Five years, but the sights and sounds were still as fresh as the minute he suffered his last beneath Santus’s cruelty. Santus, who toyed with magic, who harvested toxins from the Coral Deeps, who preyed on those Dathan told him to hunt.

      It took her father nearly a week to die. And as the memories of his death flashed in her mind, as her ears heard his screams and her tongue tasted copper in the brine, resolve hardened her heart. She wasn’t aware any softness remained. Every practice with Kasindra brought more of her anguish to the surface, fueling her casting and her rage.

      She would make sure Santus felt every inch of her father’s suffering.

      “You’re strong enough, my dear,” Kasindra said, her voice a soothing whisper. “You only have to believe it.”

      She believed it. With every pounding thud of her racing heart, she believed it.

      She would make Santus and Dathan believe it, too.

      Celine left the Sea Witch with anger still burning in her blood, her determined eyes scanning the coral landscape for any glimmer of arcana crystal. Before the heat simmered, before her resolve faltered, she would find enough arcana crystal and reach Santus this very day.

      Her journey took her to the northeastern coast, the cliffs of Estilon hundreds of feet above sea level. A few humans, be they brave or foolish, jumped from those heights to tempt the hands of nature, all for a few moments of adrenaline and ecstasy. But there was an inlet through the cliff side, reachable on foot without causing harm to life or limb. Tucked away beneath the water’s surface was a small cave of porous stone where fungi and algae thrived. Among them, arcana crystal. Celine protected this secret, visiting as infrequently as possible.

      So, when a loud splash disrupted her thoughts, her keen teal eyes searched through the clear water, finding bubbles and movement near the inlet. Celine drifted closer, watching the man move with great form, his long and lean body pushing through the water with ease. He skirted the edge of land toward a corner easily missed by untrained eyes, and he slipped out of sight.

      Not again.

      She reached the entrance, slipping through the water behind him. He propped his legs against the stone incline to steady his torso above the surface, leaving enough room for her to come up behind. She watched, hands ready to defend herself.

      “Damn.” He rubbed his forehead, his voice echoing off of the wet stone. Water slicked his short, dark hair from his face. He ran his hands through the dripping locks. “What do I do now?”

      He was familiar, but where⁠—

      He spun before she could blink, and he cried out, flailing backward onto the stone, crawling up and out of the water. He hissed, lifting a bare foot cut by the sharp edge of a stone. Blood welled in the cut but didn’t ooze. His crystalline eyes, wide with shock, were bright in the blue-green bioluminescent light of the fungi and aura sprouts, and he stared into her eyes with wonder.

      “Don’t kill me!” He raised his hands, pleading, his body unsteady where it lay, still somewhat inclined into the water. “I mean you no harm. I swear it.”

      Celine studied him, blinking slowly, trying to remember where she’d seen him before. “I know you.”

      He gulped. “I swear on my life, I’m just searching for arcana crystal.”

      “Your life is what you risked coming here.” But something nagged at her the longer she stared and the more he spoke. His bright eyes. The satisfying symmetry of his face. His voice, a pleasant, smooth baritone. “Who are you?”

      He hesitated, eyes flashing to the exit behind her. The only way out.

      She tilted her head, curious. “I can feel your magic.”

      “You—” Flickers of panic tugged at his mouth and sharpened the tightness around his eyes. “You can tell that?”

      “You can’t feel mine?” She swam closer, amused that he tried to scramble higher up the incline, only to slide back down.

      “I’m still learning how to use it.”

      “A difficult feat, in a kingdom like this.” 

      Celine’s eyes wandered over him, his shirt clinging to his heaving chest and stomach. A strong body, even in its leanness. His legs were long, noticeable even in the haphazard bending and steadying against the rock that kept him out of the water. He had the body of a fighter.

      When their eyes met again, he jumped as though startled. Celine allowed a hint of a smile to show through, taking a bit of pride in the power she held over him. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      His eyes darted toward the exit again. “Please.”

      “I’m not interested in killing you.” Hopefully, he could tell she spoke the truth. “I’m interested in who you are and what you want.”

      “I told you. Arcana crystal⁠—”

      “Which is also what I want.” She narrowed her eyes. “Something about you is so familiar.”

      He held out a hand as a defensive plea. “If you’ll let me.”

      Then he shifted, his dark hair lightening, his skin tanning, his frame widening just enough to appear like a different man. The only thing that remained were his eyes, bright blue and piercing.

      “Charlie?” She stared, almost dumbstruck. “You can’t be serious.” This infernal human. “Do you genuinely have a death wish?”

      He smiled, a hint of a dimple appearing on his cheek. Did he add it for his second identity, or was it a small piece of him that remained? “You remember my name.”

      “It’s not often a human survives hungry merfolk and comes back for more.”

      “You have me at an unfair advantage.” He relaxed, letting his legs extend. The wound on his heel was inflamed and angry. “You know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

      “Celine.” She studied the brightness of his eyes, captured by them.

      “Celine.” He smiled. “It suits you.”

      But his current mission had her worried. “You’re after more arcana crystal?”

      “More?” Then he realized. “I didn’t get any last time. As you well know, I was interrupted.”

      “But the crystal’s gone.” With a sinking feeling, she knew. “Santus.”

      Goddesses damn him and rid us of his pestilence.

      “Santus?”

      “The one who almost killed you.” She gestured around her own face as she described, “Green hair. Murderous eyes.”

      “Oh, right. Him.” He quirked a brow. “Though the orange mermaid left a stronger impression.”

      “Not enough for you to value your life and stay out of our sea.”

      She reached a hand toward his injured foot. When he recoiled, she said, “I can heal that, if you’ll let me.”

      Relaxing once more, Celine held his ankle and  touched the cut across his heel. He jerked with a grimace, a light flush painting his cheeks.

      “Apologies.” He cleared his throat. “I’m ticklish, not afraid.”

      “Being afraid can help you survive.” She pushed magic into the wound, even though her skill in healing was rudimentary. A cut was easy enough, and the red line sealed in seconds.

      “Thank you, Celine.” His gaze pierced into her, as though the biological light of the surrounding algae and aura spores wanted to aid his stare in reaching her. “I’m here because something’s happened to my father. Some malady. I can heal, but what I can do isn’t strong enough. Hence–” He gestured vaguely to the cave that surrounded them. “Arcana crystal.”

      He aimed to heal where she aimed to hurt. Funny how opposites collided. But if Celine could have saved her father, she would have done anything, no matter the risk.

      “I’ll help you.” Her own foolishness washed over her as the words left her. Damn those eyes of his. “But you have to do exactly as I say.”

      Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      He blinked. “You’ll find arcana crystal?”

      “No. Any arcana crystal I find is mine.”

      One eyebrow rose, his expression somewhat sardonic as though he’d been duped. “Then how?”

      “Medicine.” Celine pulled a layer of algae free from the stone, letting it rest across her fingers. “We can make something to help him heal. But I need to know what he ails from.”

      Charlie shrugged a shoulder. “The doctors are baffled.” He traced his fingers down his neck with a clawing action. “Black veins beneath his skin.”

      Black veins. The same that her father had suffered. “Caused by a toxin—hell’s touch. A fungus that grows here.”

      “Hell’s touch. And it grows here?”

      “Deep in the sea.” She stared, questions flowing too fast to track. “Do humans typically venture into the deep and dangerous sea to farm?”

      “No human I know would dare venture so deep and trespass on the merfolk.”

      “Present company excluded.” She met his gaze unwaveringly. “How did your father become poisoned with a merfolk toxin?”

      “A question I was just asking myself.” After a beat, he asked. “Is there a cure?”

      “No.” 

      Anger and disappointment mingled on the handsome features of his face. His eyes focused as they looked around the cave, desperate for some unknown answer. 

      She went on. “The only thing we can do is ease his suffering with sedatives and pain relievers.” She scraped more algae from the wall. “Do you have any skill making medicine?”

      “My teacher does.”

      She held out her hands, smeared with algae and holding bits of stone-grown fungus. “See that he makes the strongest sedative he can. That’s the only relief your father can have.” With a grimace, an ache pinging in her chest, she said, “I’m sorry. Truly. No one should go through this.”

      “Thank you.” 

      He shifted to his other form and, with her help, swam back to the base of the inlet. The algae coated his hands like a second skin. “Oh, by the gods, the smell.”

      “These can make something topical or be brewed⁠—”

      “Prince Owen!”

      Charlie winced, looking back toward Celine.

      She stared, agape, remembering the shape of him, silhouetted in the dark beneath the various phases of moonlight. The heir of the throne of Estilon. “You’re Prince Owen?”

      “Hello, Celine.” With his sheepish but satisfied grin, the dimple was there. “A pleasure to meet you.”

      “You could have said.”

      “You didn’t ask, and I didn’t want⁠—”

      “Prince Owen!”

      He turned and called, “On my way!”

      “Your father. King Rolf.” She stared at the ingredients in his hands. “I don’t know how merfolk toxin reached him.”

      “You must regret helping me now.”

      His voice was meek, but the keen brightness in his eyes was not. He’d gotten aid for his father, even so from an enemy. Though Celine doubted she would have done differently had she known who she was helping.

      “Your king and mine have made monsters of us both,” she said, “but my father also suffered the same toxin. I meant what I said before. No one should go through that.”

      “Prince Owen!”

      “You have magic,” she said, looking toward the grassy incline. “Does your father know?”

      Whoever beckoned Owen at the top of his lungs walked closer, his footsteps trudging down the land toward the inlet. “By the goddesses, holy and divine, Prince Owen!”

      “Tyrion, for gods’ sake, I’m here!”

      As his back faced her, she sank into the water, her stomach curdling with being so easily led. The few times she’d seen him on the shore by the castle, he’d taken to walking near to midnight. Whether by cover of darkness or beneath the white light of the moon, the night changed everything it touched, and the restless prince had been no exception.

      But now, swimming away from the inlet, Celine chastised herself. The shimmer of nearby arcana crystal assuaged her feeling of foolishness, hands eagerly plucking a modest node from the coral at the base of the cliffs. If only the piece were bigger to allow her to cast stronger and longer.

      But, if she had her way, the dark would never let go.

      She swam toward home, leaving the magical prince behind for the promise of a wish fulfilled. The cold dark of the sea surrounded her as she moved deeper, reaching the sea floor with her arcana crystal safe in her hands.

      “I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      She stopped, her hair billowing around her as she turned, the familiar green appearing from the coral.

      “Helping the human prince of Estilon.” Santus shook his head, disgusted. “You’re a disgrace to your people.”

      Two more merfolk appeared behind him, neither of them Celine recognized.

      “Take her to the king.”

      A pair of hands seized Celine’s arms from behind before she could react. She screamed, thrashing, until a summoned blade met her throat.

      “Your father will want to hear about this.”

      “He’s not my father, you gutless murderer,” she snapped, hands trying and failing to summon the dark magic made to kill him. “You left my father to suffer so that his death would be a mercy. You coward.”

      “You seem to be under the impression that⁠—”

      But movement interrupted him as a flash of pale gold and blood red came in a flurry, Quinn and Zander armed and furious.

      “She will see the king,” Santus said, his tone official and dangerous. His own pair of broadswords appeared in his hands, poised to strike. “She will face the consequences of helping humans and the royals of Estilon.”

      “You’ve resorted to stalking her, now, have you?” Quinn spat, snarling. “You sick bastard.”

      “Arrest them all,” Santus ordered. “Let’s see what King Dathan has to say.” He smirked. “The perfect entertainment for his celebration.”

      “His anniversary isn’t for another week,” Celine said.

      “Why not celebrate now, with the arrest of his rebellious stepdaughter?”

      Quinn and Zander didn’t go without a fight, even as Celine tried to break free from the stone grasp of the hands that held her. She thrashed hard, her muscles and skin and bones aching and burning. She tasted blood on the water and saw that one of Santus’s men bled from his arm.

      “Enough!” Santus’s booming voice carried force magic, pushing everyone back with a sonic clap. “To the king!”
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      The journey was long, with the three of them fighting until, at last, Santus summoned more magic to subdue them. Subtle magic crept into their ears, dulling their minds, making them easier to lead.

      Merfolk built their structures from stone made from the offerings of the sea—from animal bones to seaweed—all of it fortified with magic. Kelp and coral brought life to the inanimate, and merfolk thrived in the expansive structures their ancestors had built.

      Dozens of gem-colored eyes watched as Santus and the others escorted them to the palace. They swam toward Dathan’s stolen throne, surrounded by stone and coral structures that thrived with life in a rainbow of colors. The buildings were beacons of iridescent white, pink, and gold, symbols of opulent luxury to any outsider who didn’t know the cruelty they represented.

      “It’s high time the king dealt with this nonsense,” one guard said. “Such behavior should not go unpunished.”

      “He’s too soft with her,” another said. “But that generosity has run out.”

      Too soft? Generosity? Celine wanted to spew a string of curses and prove their stupidity, but she kept her mouth closed, her lips aching as they formed a tight white line.

      “Gods above and below. What now?”

      Celine focused through the gathered crowd to find the snowy white crown of Jessa, moving her way to the procession.

      “Celine was caught helping the human prince of Estilon,” Santus said. “She will face Dathan’s judgment.”

      “What?” Jessa’s icy stare met Celine with disbelief. “Is that true?”

      “I didn’t recognize him, but yes.” She squared her shoulders in defiance as the guards pulled harder on her arms, leading her forward. “And I would do it again, even while knowing who he is.”

      “We do not suffer traitors in this court,” Santus said, posturing in importance and grandeur.

      “Whether in this life or the next,” Celine said, her voice in his mind alone, “you will know what it means to suffer. You will never stop paying for what you’ve done.”

      Santus’s deep green gaze focused on her, but he said nothing, swimming the long path of pearl, clamshell, and stone to the seat of King Dathan.

      The merking waited as though he expected of her arrival, his wide, strong body consuming the breadth of the throne as his long blue tail draped over his seat of bone and coral. His matching hair, graying to silver, only emphasized the depth of his dark stare, eyes almost black in their reach of blue.

      Celine couldn’t bear to be very close to the Usurper King without her stomach churning. She silently cursed him, praying that her repulsion would magically turn his stomach.

      The merman gripping Celine’s arms finally released them. She glanced back at Quinn and Zander, glad to see that they were still with her, unscathed.

      “Celine.” Dathan’s deep voice rested with familiarity in her mind. This wasn’t her first time before his throne in discipline, but it may very well be her last. “I’d hoped to not see you come before me this way again.”

      “Didn’t you?” She met his eyes unwaveringly. “I thought you rather enjoyed our time together.”

      “You test him,” Jessa said, her words a warning. “Guard your life, Celine.”

      Celine was tempted to do the opposite in favor of embedding herself further beneath the Usurper King’s skin. But Jessa was right. She needed her parents freed from Chaos. Dying or going to prison would complicate that plan. Considerably.

      “The cause of all your troubles, Celine, is your sickening infatuation with humans.” Dathan looked at his hands as though bored. “Your reef is a garbage heap, stepdaughter.”

      She bared her teeth at the title. “So is the throne sullied by your scales.”

      Pain stabbed her mind, and she screamed through clenched teeth. His voice boomed, echoing within her mind. “Your insolence will cost you everything that you hold dear. Do not test my patience further.”

      Quinn and Zander suffered, too, their pain resonating in Celine’s mind and body. Dathan’s magic joined them on purpose, grounding Celine in what was truly at stake. Fear gripped her then, at last. “Leave them alone, Dathan. Or do you wish to further alienate your people?”

      The pain ceased, curiosity flickering in his dark eyes. “My people respect me.”

      “What you stole may yet be stolen,” she said. “You haven’t earned their love. Your leadership hangs by a thread.”

      He
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