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EPILOGUE

Below the thunders of the upper deep,

Far far beneath in the abysmal sea,

His ancient, dreamless, uninvaded sleep

The Kraken sleepeth: faintest sunlights flee

About his shadowy sides: above him swell

Huge sponges of millennial growth and height;

And far away into the sickly light,

From many a wondrous grot and secret cell

Unnumbered and enormous polypi

Winnow with giant fins the slumbering green.

There hath he lain for ages and will lie

Battering upon huge seaworms in his sleep,

Until the latter fire shall heat the deep;

Then once by men and angels to be seen,

In roaring he shall rise and on the surface die.

—Alfred Tennyson, The Kraken

​
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Don’t even think about containing us. We will not be tamed.

—Aaryana Vijkanti
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CHAPTER 1
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The Stone Ring was never this quiet. Myraa, Rudro, and Princess Malin hadn’t uttered a single word since realising that, if the Tale of the Sea Princess was a true story, the evil Sea Prince was real too, plotting world domination. Not that the Tale had alluded to such a thing; it had been Parth that suggested this to Myraa. I’ll find where he learned this. And Myraa couldn’t do that from the dungeons. That’s where I’ll end up if I don’t return to the Palace. The Queen had probably finished her dinner by now.

Although it felt like a lifetime had passed since she’d offered to escort a disoriented Malin to her chambers, it was still Wednesday. Still, the day she’d found the first edition of the Tale in Parth’s bedchamber. The way he’d looked at her... it made her shudder in revulsion. 

“Mother’s ancestors wanted everyone to forget the original story about the Sea Princess.” Malin broke the silence at last. “To keep the evil Prince a secret.”

“The Nidiyas couldn’t have known for sure that the Sea Prince came above water,” Rudro replied before Myraa could; she’d wanted to lie and say Malin was likely correct.

“Then, why did they go to such lengths to change the Tale?” Malin sounded exasperated.

“The story has a lot of information about the sea folk.” Rudro looked thoughtful. “Maybe they didn’t want it to become common knowledge?”

“Why not?”

Before Rudro could respond, Myraa said, “Who knows? I honestly can’t see what the Nidiyas wanted to achieve.”

“They had a good reason.” Malin’s tone was firm. “My mother—”

The Princess halted; she didn’t want to mention Queen Kanona’s letter. The letter insinuating the Sea Princess’s story contained certain truths for Princess Aaryana. Myraa had guessed what those truths might be; Rudro, she was sure, had figured it out, too. Malin has no idea what she’s stumbled upon.

“Your mother what?” Rudro gazed intently at the Princess.

Malin shook her head. “My mother’s ancestors risked notoriety to change this Tale. They had a good reason.”

“And we’ll figure it out, Princess,” Myraa assured her. “But right now, I must return to the Queen. If she throws me in the dungeons, I expect you two to rescue me.”
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“You really have no idea why the Nidiyas crusaded against this story?” Malin asked the Combat Master once Myraa left.

He sighed. “None that I can think of now, Princess.” He looked tired, deflated.

Malin inhaled deeply. “What would a family that emigrated from Khadak have against a story hailing from Roshdan? And what does it have to do with the missing people?”

Rudro shrugged. “Maybe nothing. Maybe everything. I want to read the text again. I shouldn’t have let Myraa take it back to the Palace...” He shook his head.

That reminded her. “She didn’t say where she’s taking it.”

They hadn’t discussed the circumstances under which Myraa had taken the book from Parth’s apartment. He must have intercepted her when she was searching for it and shared his thoughts on the Sea Prince. Malin was glad Rudro hadn’t questioned Myraa about this encounter; she didn’t want him to know her mother had kept the Tale for Aaryana, that Parth had found it in Kanona’s shrine. This is a family matter.

It was after Malin snuck back into her chambers through her secret passage that it occurred to her: Rudro hadn’t brought up the topic of Myraa speaking to Parth. They’ll meet in secret and discuss everything.

One thing Myraa wouldn’t hide from Malin was the current location of the Tale. The girl slid another note under Malin’s door: ‘What you seek lies in your mother’s shrine.’
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Luck wasn’t consistently on your side. Seen as Myraa had been extremely fortunate earlier in the evening, taking the Sea Princess book with Parth’s permission, the night would naturally end with a huge stroke of bad luck. It came in the form of Leesha and Parth waiting for her in the Queen’s rooms. Well, they weren’t awaiting Myraa’s return, but simply getting ready to retire for the night.

Leesha sat at her vanity table, her husband on a stool next to her, and Myraa’s fellow ladies-in-waiting were fussing around them. “Ah, Lady Myraa.” The Queen barely moved her lips as she spoke. “How kind of you to return to your duties.”

Myraa lowered her head and murmured, “My apologies, Your Majesty.” Without elaborating, she joined the other women bustling about in the room.

She was planning to tell Leesha she was in Princess Malin’s rooms, massaging her head—Malin would corroborate this story if her eldest sister asked—but that lie would do more damage than good now. Because Parth is here. Parth, who had tasked one of the librarians to spy on Malin and discover what she was reading. He couldn’t know Myraa had been with the Princess today. The day she’d taken a book from his rooms. 

Why was he in Leesha’s quarters, anyway? Usually, he got ready for bed in his own chambers before coming to his wife. If it was a hot night like this, the couple typically slept separately in their respective rooms. 

“Care to tell us what kept you from serving your Queen, Lady Myraa?” Of course, Leesha would ask that. 

Myraa paused in the middle of fluffing the pillows on the bed. The Queen was wearing a forced polite expression on her face as her ladies removed the pins and pearls from her hair. Her eyes were stone cold with rage, though. By her side, Parth had a bland smile on his lips, his eyes intent on Myraa’s face. He was obviously very curious as to what she’d say.

Myraa took it as a challenge. “Your Majesty, forgive me, but I was reading and lost track of time.”

The room paused. No one had expected her to say that! Parth’s smile widened, impressed yet unsurprised by her words. His gaze made her feel as though her entire body was covered in something wet and slimy. He didn’t know she’d left the Queen’s side around lunchtime; Leesha wouldn’t have discussed that with him at dinner. He had caught Myraa in his room just before supper—he’d come from the dungeons then—and she’d told him she was there to close the windows. As far as he knew, his wife was annoyed because Myraa hadn’t attended dinner, that’s all. 

Finally, the Queen recovered enough to ask, “Reading?”

Myraa nodded.

“And what, might I ask, kept you so engrossed?” Leesha held up her hand to stop the woman helping her out of her shoes. 

Myraa flicked her gaze towards Parth, biting her bottom lip. Should I tell her? she asked with her eyes. It was all for show but Parth was easily fooled. He narrowed his eyes: Tell her if you dare. Well, Myraa definitely dared. “I was reading the book that Your Highness gave me,” she said to Parth with a little bow.

Leesha shifted in her stool to face her husband. “You gave her a book?” Her voice was hollow with shock. 

He smiled at her, warm and indulgent. “I did.” Then, turning to Myraa, “Of course, I didn’t mean for you shirk your duties to your Queen to read it.”

“No, Your Highness, that was my fault.” Myraa dropped her eyes.

“And yet, I can’t blame you for losing track of time. That story really is fascinating.”

Leesha spoke before Myraa could. “Really? Would I have read it?” Clearly, Parth had never given her a book or recommended one. 

“I’m sure you haven’t read this particular rendition of it, dear wife.” 

“Lady Myraa, if you’re done with it—”

“How about this?” Parth was the only soul in Adgar that could interrupt the Queen. He wasn’t supposed to but Leesha was so besotted with him that she allowed it. “I will tell you the tale tonight. Everyone likes a good bedtime story to put them to sleep.”

Leesha nodded reluctantly.

Beaming at his wife, Parth added, “Especially considering the fact that it will start raining very soon. It will create great atmosphere.”

Yes, the next two or three days would be the rainy days that followed the suffocating heat of the dry ones. Parth would undoubtedly ask Myraa to mop up the water that pooled by his windows in the mornings. She wasn’t looking forward to it at all.
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Aaryana and Wyett returned to the Palace in time for lunch on Thursday. Wordlessly, they headed for their respective rooms, desperately in need of a bath. They had travelled mainly in silence, the events of the last couple of days plaguing their thoughts:

Wyett being flirty.

A possible cure for Seth’s illness in the Isle of the Damned. 

The abominable sea-beast.

Aaryana’s near-death experience.

The ocean healing her fatal wounds.

The kisses.

The revelations...

She had come to care about the Crown Prince these past few days, when he’d been pretending to be kind and friendly towards her, and didn’t realise she was becoming attached. And when she’d started indulging her sudden attraction to him, the euphoria had ended so abruptly that it felt as though her insides had been sucked out of her. It didn’t make sense, mourning something she’d never had. That’s why it hurts so much—because I never had it.

And she never would. 

It’s worse for Wyett. He had known since day one how he felt about her. No, the Prince. She shouldn’t use his name; it would only remind them of the brief moments of passion they’d shared and could no more. Never again would she feel those big, warm hands on her face, his lips on hers. Aaryana could still feel Wyett’s tongue in her mouth—

Stop! Finish your bath and dress for lunch. Her bathtub had been readied by Jeena, arriving in her room a few minutes after she’d returned to the castle. When Aaryana enquired after her health, Jeena said she was never unwell. “Where were you on Tuesday afternoon, then?” When I found Wyett’s fake letter.

“The Crown Prince asked me to run a few errands for him.” To keep me from asking Jeena about the Dead Forest. He accounted for every eventuality.
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Seeing that Wyett wasn’t in the dining room yet, Aaryana went to ask Seth how he was. He sat at the table sandwiched between his sisters, one legitimate, one bastard-born, though only a select few in the Palace knew Erisa’s true identity. The hollows of his eyes were almost as green as his pupils, his skin pale. Even his hair, in that magnificent shade of wine-red that only the Fresdans possessed, didn’t have that glossy sheen. Aaryana’s heart gave a painful squeeze.

On their ride home, Wyett had admitted that his brother was suffering from one of his “episodes” but wasn’t nearly as bad as he’d led her to believe when he’d thrown her out of the castle.

“But His Majesty seemed particularly troubled...” King Keyan’s behaviour that night had made Wyett’s act easier to believe. 

“Father was troubled,” Wyett murmured. “I told him if he didn’t go to Moon Lake, the rebels wouldn’t have attacked, and Seth wouldn’t have become unwell.”

“But it was because he trained with me...”

After a long moment, Wyett said, “Just... don’t train him again.”

“I won’t.” There were a lot of things she wouldn’t do anymore. With Wyett. How would she sit in the same room as him and act like she hadn’t kissed him? How would she keep from staring at his mouth whenever he spoke? How will I stay away from him?

If only they didn’t possess the powers of their godling ancestors! Wyett could control eternal fire; Aaryana could heal herself with sea water. According to the Crown Prince, that meant Aaryana could make sea water do a whole lot more.

“You came back! I knew you would.” Seth beamed when she reached his seat.

News of her departure had spread, of course. The majority of the Courtiers at the dining table were staring at her, just as the servants and guards had when she’d made her way here. Erisa was staring at her plate though, and Princess Quin looked curious but kept her questions to herself. Aaryana liked the teen; she reminded her of Malin.

Did Wyett still want her to keep her distance from his siblings? From Seth? Definitely. After making his condition worse, she didn’t deserve to be near him, anyway. Yet, here I am... She just had to see that he was alright. 

“Who said I went anywhere?” Aaryana raised an eyebrow and flashed Seth a cheeky grin.

“Oh, let me see.” He tapped his index finger on his chin and pretended to think. “Everyone.”

“If you’re already indulging in idle gossip, I’ll take that to mean you’re feeling better. I needn’t have bothered coming to check on you.” She shook her head in feigned disapproval. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must join Lady Lisbeth before her ears seize up from straining so much.”

Seth laughed out loud. “It’s great to have you back, Aaryana.”

Just as she sat down next to Lisbeth, Wyett entered the room. He had to take one of the last two empty seats around the table: The one next to the King’s unoccupied Throne. The one that was more or less opposite Aaryana. Needing to keep her gaze away from him, she turned to Lisbeth and smiled. Even as the older woman greeted her, Aaryana’s head filled with memories from yesterday. Kissing Wyett by the coast, repeating his name over and over, Wyett repeating her name. Wyett’s lips on her cheeks, on her neck, her palm...

“Lady Aaryana,” Lisbeth was saying but Aaryana mostly heard Wyett’s whispers in her head, “there’s the strangest rumour that Prince Wyett threw you out of the Palace. I didn’t believe it, of course. I mean, he’s completely smitten with you.”

“Oh, he did tell me to leave,” she assured the woman lightheartedly. Lisbeth was stunned for a moment. “Only to bring me right back.”

“See, I thought it was just a lovers’ tiff.” Lisbeth gazed at the Prince. “He obviously feels horrible about it now.”

She scrutinised Wyett’s face. Yes, he looked just as miserable as she felt. Cracks spread through her heart. He cared about her more than she did for him—he loved her, she was sure of it—and his pain cut him deeper than her own would ever cut her. Easier to read. Harder to hide. Hide it, he must. They had to carry on as before. No one could know their union was forbidden—or why.

As such, when Wyett’s eyes caught hers, she smiled at him coyly and lowered her gaze, something she did when she saw him around Court. Aaryana had never managed to pull off those flirtatious smiles or looks filled with longing, but today, she was certain she’d conveyed all that and more. It wasn’t an effort, either; she wanted to stare at him, wanted him to know she couldn’t get him out of her head. Wanted him to walk over, grab her hand, and take her somewhere they could be alone—

“He really is fond of you.” Lisbeth’s comment halted Aaryana’s thoughts in their tracks.

Perfect timing. Her face felt hot; she was probably blushing. Say something. Distract yourself. “Lovers’ tiffs are the worst, aren’t they?”

The woman giggled. “They’re supposed to be the best, actually.”

Aaryana frowned. “How so?”

She and Wyett hadn’t argued or fallen out. They had... ended things on amicable terms. If they’d been mean to each other, if they’d said awful things to hurt one another... it would have been a hundred times worse. She glanced up at the Prince. His eyes were on her, pained and confused.

“Well,” Lisbeth said and Aaryana reluctantly turned to face her. “They say that when a couple reconciles after a lovers’ tiff, their kisses are sweeter and their love grows more intense.”

Why did she mention kissing? Aaryana’s gaze returned to Wyett and her head spun with memories of kissing him. Look away, she urged herself. Why doesn’t he look away? There was little pain in his eyes now. Perhaps he was remembering the same moments she was? She swallowed as she found that she could smell his breath now, as though she was breathing in his breaths.

It smelled of tea and smoke.
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“Come with me.” Those were not the three words Aaryana had expected Wyett to say to her now. Definitely not in front of Lisbeth and her friends as they made their way out of the dining room. He had walked towards her, snapped those three words without stopping, and stormed off, his guards following. He sounded angry...

He saw me talking to Seth... If he were to rebuke her for that, it would hurt a hundred times more now. Aaryana hurried after Wyett and his guards, her own bodyguards trailing after her. He was leading them towards... the eastern tower. Their love nest.

Halting at the entrance to the tower, Wyett said over his shoulder, “Guards, leave us.”

The men fell back, leaving a little path for Aaryana to join Wyett at the large wooden door. He opened it and waited for her to head inside. She had barely crossed the threshold when she heard him enter and shut the door. He secured the bolt as he did each night they came here. Today, Aaryana felt terrified by the idea of being locked in an empty tower with him.

She also felt exhilarated, her blood singing in anticipation. 

The landing was bright with the morning sunshine streaming in through the large windows, but it was rather chilly. Summer really is over in the north. She shuffled around to see Wyett leaning against the door, hands fisted at his sides and eyes on the ceiling. When she hugged herself to keep warm, his eyes shifted to her.

Just as Aaryana was about to speak, Wyett reached inside his pant pocket, took out a box of matches, and lit one. Then, he sent the flame shooting towards the fireplace. The wood caught fire. Dropping the match, he held up his hand, palm facing the fire as if to tell it to stop burning. The opposite happened: The fire grew. As his hand drew invisible rings in the air, the flames roared and threw sparks, filling the room with welcome heat.

“Is everything alright, Your Highness?”

He opened his mouth, a question on the tip of his tongue—maybe to ask, “Did you call me ‘Your Highness’?”—but decided not to articulate it. Sighing, he turned his back to her and pressed his forehead to the door. “Everything isn’t alright.” His voice was quiet and of course, pained. “I didn’t expect it to be any other way but you’re making things worse.”

All she could say was, “How?”

He spun around and glared at her. “How? Was it not you at the dining table, smiling and blushing like a new bride? Flirting with your eyes and batting your lashes at me?”

Aaryana’s mouth popped open. “I did not bat my lashes at you!”

“You did everything else, why stop at that?” He threw his arms in the air and when they fell to his sides, his body seemed to fold in on itself. He looked dejected, hopeless. 

“I was trying to behave as before. I’m sure His Majesty still wants us to pretend—”

Wyett started shaking his head. “It was nothing like before,” he whispered, closing his eyes. “You kept staring...”

True. “I’m sorry.”

“And the way you were looking at me...”

“How was I looking at you?” Her question came out as a whisper. 

Wyett opened his eyes and sighed. “Like we didn’t have the conversations we had yesterday but did everything else.” In other words, she’d behaved as though they’d rolled around on the ground but hadn’t agreed to never do that again.

She swallowed. “I’m sorry.”

“Stop saying sorry, damn it!” His words boomed around the circular room and the fire hissed. Aaryana jumped. Instantly, Wyett looked remorseful. He ran his hands through his hair and made a frustrated sound.

“I don’t know what else to say, Your Highness.”

“And don’t call me that.” He clenched his teeth, as though to keep from screaming at her. 

“Yes, Prince.”

“Or that.”

“I’m not calling you by your name.” She raised her chin. How dare he have an issue with her not using his name? He hadn’t used hers yet, had he?

“Then, don’t call me anything.”

“Fine.” Aaryana folded her arms across her chest. “Maybe I’ll stop coming to Court. Will that make things easier for you?”

“It will.” He barely moved his lips. 

“Alright.”

“Good.”

“Good,” she repeated and walked to the door. “Why did you bring me back to the Palace, anyway? Why didn’t you tell me to go to the Nidiyan Mountains? It’s where I belong.”

She unbolted and opened the door, but paused when Wyett said, “Aaryana.” He turned around and pushed the door shut. She couldn’t believe he’d said her name; it had never sounded so beautiful. “That’s not where you belong.” He swallowed, his eyes falling on hers.

Her throat went dry. The way he was looking at her... This intensity and desire had burned in his eyes yesterday—before they’d started talking about their godling ancestors. “Where do I belong, then?” she half-whispered. 

“You belong where you say you belong.”

“I want to belong with you!” She covered the small distance between them. 

Sucking in a breath, Wyett took a step back. “Aaryana, don’t. You must understand—”

“I do.” She sighed and moved back a step. “But we don’t know for sure that I’m gifted. I mean, I’d know if I had magic.” She rolled her eyes. 

“Sea water healed you, Aaryana,” Wyett said with deliberate slowness. “Brought you back from the brink of death. If that isn’t magic—”

“For all we know, the sea heals all Nidiyans. It doesn’t guarantee that I’m gifted. Does it?”

The Prince inhaled deeply. “I can’t say for sure.”

“Then we find out. Tomorrow. We’ll see if I can control sea water and settle this once and for all.”

“You need to explore your power, anyway,” he told her. “Learn what you can do. And you’ll do it to keep your abilities under check, not to prove a point with regards us.”

“What do you mean by keeping it under check?”

“If your gift is linked to your emotions, you need to learn how to manage them. Or keep them from affecting your abilities.”

She thought back to all those times during her Royal Guard days when the torches outside Wyett’s bedchamber would flicker or dim... and on her first night in the Palace, all the torches in the Throne Room had gone out without any discernible trigger. And the hissing of the fire a moment ago... Wyett’s emotions—his anger, mainly—caused eternal fire to behave that way. 

Oh my... “But nothing like that has ever happened with me and water!” Optimism bloomed in her chest. “And I’ve experienced some powerful emotions in the last few months.”

“True.” But he didn’t sound convinced.

Walking up to him with a smug smile, she said, “If I’m right and I don’t have any gifts, you owe me a kiss tomorrow. Well, several, actually.”

Wyett’s lips parted and his face paled. His green eyes were wide with something close to terror. Without waiting for a reply, she left the tower, feeling better than she had all day. 
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Yes, it would be useful to talk to Parth about the Sea Prince, but that didn’t mean she wanted to be alone with him in his chambers. As such, Myraa waited until Parth had locked himself inside the Palace Pool—reserved for his weekly swims on Friday mornings—before she went to his room. Of course, he’d asked her, during breakfast, to mop up the rain that had flooded his bedchamber overnight.

Why did he open his bedroom windows on the rainy days, anyway? Oh, I know why he does this: To summon me to his apartment and watch me clean.

Myraa lowered herself onto her hands and knees and began to soak up the dirty water with a cloth. She was about to squeeze out the last drops of rainwater from the rag into her bucket, when she heard the footsteps she’d become too familiar with in the last few weeks. He’s back. Early. To terrorise her. 

Telling herself to make the most of the situation, she rose to her feet and picked up the bucket. She had to make it look like she couldn’t wait to get away from him, act like all the other times he’d snuck up on her. When he walked into the bedroom, she found herself gasping. He was only wearing pants. A towel was draped around his bare shoulders. His muscular torso was dimpled with water, his hair dripping wet, and his face was flushed. He’s so handsome. She had thought these exact words when she’d first met him—and on every occasion she’d seen him around Court.

Up until the day of Princess Aaryana’s trial. Since then, Parth’s face had twisted into something ugly and despicable in her eyes. Myraa had even stopped seeing him as a man. Right now, however, she couldn’t deny that he was a man. Strong, toned, powerful. She understood why the Queen was so entranced by him.

Then, he spoke and the spell broke. His voice, slippery and cold, was not pretty at all. “Ah, Lady Myraa,” he said with a crooked smile. “Still here, I see.”

She curtsied in silence. 

“But you’re ready to go, it seems.” He ran his towel through his hair and threw it on his bed.

“Yes, Your Highness. Unless there’s anything else you’d like me to do?”

He looked at her a long time. Myraa clenched her teeth to stop her body from flinching. His gaze always made her feel like she was splattered with something slimy. “Tell me what you made of the Sea Princess’s tale, Myraa.”

Myraa. He was using her name too often. “I enjoyed it. Thank you very much for letting me read it, Your Highness.”

“And the Sea Prince?”

“I didn’t like him in the book,” she said cautiously. Parth was particularly sympathetic to the villain in the story; Myraa didn’t want to offend him. But the first edition portrayed a different side to the Prince: His possessiveness, his hunger for power, his murderous intentions towards the Sea Goddess... “I think you understood the Sea Prince’s perspective better than the author did, Your Highness.”

Parth cocked his head to the side. “How so?”

She swallowed. “Everything he did, he did because he loved the Sea Princess. She was too stubborn to see that.”

He walked up to her and said, “I’m so glad you see it that way.” His face was expressionless, his eyes intense and penetrating.

She looked down. Only to find his smooth chest in her eye-line. Myraa gulped. He really should put some clothes on. I really ought to go now. But... Parth had brought up the topic of the Sea Prince; she had to take advantage of it. An opportunity like this might not arise again. Look at his face and ignore his half-naked body.

“But the book didn’t mention,” she began in a shaky voice, “that the Prince came above water.” Above water. The term the Sea Princess used to describe the lands occupied by humans.

“Didn’t it?” Parth looked curious. Myraa shook her head. “I must have confused it with another rendition.” He shrugged.

“How many versions are there?” She rolled her eyes. Inside, she was very interested in whether Parth knew of a different, or extended, version of the story. Would he tell her how she could get her hands on it? Should I ask?

“I really don’t know, Myraa.” His voice was suddenly harder. “But I do know that the book I gave you couldn’t have taken you longer than twenty minutes to read. So, you shouldn’t have been away from your Queen for as long as you were.”

Her heart dropped to her feet. She felt her face grow cold. He had been aware of her absence on Wednesday afternoon—and covered for her. “What were you up to?” Clearly, he had no clue as to what she’d actually been doing.

She didn’t want to refute or admit anything. “I was reading.” Better to stick to the lie she’d told Leesha. “And I lost track of time. I couldn’t stop thinking about the Sea Prince.” Parth was an admirer of the Sea Prince. If she could get back on his good side by fanning his vanity, she might get him to tell her more about the villain. “He didn’t deserve to get heartbroken by the Sea Princess. He was kind to her—”

“He was kind, just as I was kind in intervening when your Queen was rebuking you for your absence.”

There’s no distracting him now. “Your Highness is very kind and generous.” She inclined her head.

His eyes widened. So, you admit it? they seemed to ask. 

Myraa squared her shoulders; I admit it, she said with that, but I won’t say any more.

“My kindness and generosity only goes so far, Myraa. Without repayment, it doesn’t go far at all.”

She inhaled deeply. “How can I repay you, Your Highness?”

“There’s much to pay for, Myraa. Much. And I’m willing to refrain from asking you about this ever again. Are you sure you can pay the price for that?” The challenge in his eyes was clear. As was the magnitude of the payment he wanted.

“Generosity of that kind requires repayment.”

“I’m so glad you see it that way, Myraa.” He smiled triumphantly, before his voice hardened and his features became cold as ice. “You will come to me when I call. And leave only when I say. You will do as I say without question. You will bend to my will only. What say you?”

There’s much to gain from this arrangement. Much. And she’d do it all for her true Queen—Queen Aaryana. “I will pay it.”
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Aaryana wasn’t sure what to expect when she’d followed Wyett here, but she hadn’t anticipated this: A tranquil stream winding around boulders and bushes in a clearing not too far from Moon Lake. Not too far from the spot where Rozlene had attacked her on the night of the harvest festival. 

The Prince had knocked on Aaryana’s door at the break of dawn and she’d been relieved to wake up. If he’d come a minute later, she would have drowned. In her nightmare. The exhaustion of the past few days had caught up with her last night and she’d drifted off as soon as her head fell on her pillow. And dreamt of the sea. Well, she didn’t know if she was in the ocean or if Adgar was sinking in it.

Myraa, Malin, the boy Princes, and the twins were trying to keep their heads above water, all the while calling Aaryana for help. She had heard Rudro’s voice, her father’s, too, maybe even her stepmother Lilia, but she couldn’t see them. Aaryana was barely staying afloat as the water continued to rise; she couldn’t go to anyone’s aid. 

The two people that could help, Leesha and Parth, didn’t seem particularly interested in saving their family. Leesha remained perched on the Throne as the water climbed up to her nose. Her husband was on the Throne next to her, oblivious to the rising of the water. Enraged by the sight of him sitting where her mother used to sit, Aaryana launched herself at Parth.

Only for the Dungeons Keeper to cut her off. The beautiful woman, who may or may not have a fish’s tail instead of legs, broke the surface of the water and loomed over Aaryana. The Keeper smiled, her eyes black like coal, and pushed Aaryana under water by her head.

Several people called her name, fear and despair breaking their voices as she struggled against the Keeper’s hold, but Wyett’s shout of “Aaryana, open the door” was the loudest of all. It was followed by several knocks, which woke her up eventually. I’d have drowned if he didn’t come... She had opened the door in just her skimpy nightgown, too disoriented and shaken from her nightmare to realise she ought to pull on a robe before seeing Wyett.

Whatever he’d planned to say died on his lips. He locked his jaws and glared at her. She winced, still raw from her nightmare, the taste of sea water still in her mouth, the feel of it on her skin. “Get dressed,” he snapped. “We’re going to train.” She understood why Wyett had roused so early—the fewer people that saw them leave the Palace alone together, the better.

“Where are we going?” she had asked as they trotted out of the gates.

“I know a place...” He seemed to have gotten over his anger from a few minutes ago and sounded pleasant enough. Handsome enough that her heart beat faster. His black jacket and pants were so flattering on him.

Stop drooling and apologise. He shouldn’t think she was trying to seduce him, which is what he must have assumed when she’d opened her door in that revealing nightgown. Especially considering what she’d said yesterday. If I’m right and I don’t have any gifts, you owe me a kiss tomorrow. “I’m sorry about earlier. I was having a bad dream and you woke me at the right time—”

“What about?” He stopped his warhorse and looked at her with concern.

Her horse halted, too. “It doesn’t matter.” Aaryana shrugged.

“Was it about burning?” He swallowed. 

“Why? Did you dream of fire?”

He opened his mouth but shut it quickly. “I asked you first.” He urged his horse to move again and hers followed.

She wanted to know about his dreams, so she told him about hers. He listened without interrupting.

“I dream of fire,” he said in a subdued tone when she was done speaking. Recurring dreams... “The night you first saw the flaming feathers, I dreamed you were burning, too.” His throat bobbed. 

Aaryana remembered how terrified she’d been of those flames in the night sky. The sky’s on fire, she kept thinking. “That night, I dreamt that Adgar was burning.” Her mother’s voice had urged her to douse the fire but she didn’t know where she was in the dream, so the fire kept burning. “I woke up smelling smoke.”

“So did I,” he whispered. “I always do.”
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“We start with something simple.” Wyett kneeled by the stream. When Aaryana joined him, he added, “Start with something you can do. Heal.”

Nodding, Aaryana pulled out a knife from her weapons belt. She had dressed in her brown pants and jacket with a thick shirt underneath. The grass was cool beneath her knees, damp from morning mist. 

“Allow me.” Wyett snatched the knife and held out his other hand. Automatically, she placed her hand in his, despite thinking, He wants to cut me?

The warmth of his skin registered a moment later and sent a spark through her veins. They were holding hands. In a way. Her stomach quivered. She hadn’t dared to hope they’d touch each other this way again. Not before confirming she didn’t have any special abilities. Well, I hope I don’t. When she flicked her eyes to his face, she saw Wyett grit his teeth. Then, he took the tip of the knife and cut a line down the side of her index finger; she hardly felt it. Hot blood oozed out. She would have cut much deeper, harder. That was probably why he chose to do it. 

“Go on,” he said in a rough voice. “Dip it into the water.”

Reluctantly, she removed her hand from his and stuck her finger into the stream. She pulled it out a minute later.

“All healed.” Wyett sounded relieved.

As he examined her finger closely, Aaryana said, “I don’t understand. This stream doesn’t lead all the way to the sea...”

“That’s why we’re here—I don’t want you anywhere near the sea.” Satisfied that her skin was perfectly fine, he gestured towards the stream. “Now, do something else with the water.”

“But it’s not sea water...”

Wyett sighed. “Eena cried water into being. Every form of water in this world, including rain, came from her. So, all water is essentially her tears. Which means you can control rainwater just as you can control water from a well or a river. Now, do something else with the water.”

“But I’ve taken baths my entire life! They didn’t speed up my healing.”

“When have you ever had injuries and not taken baths?” Wyett arched an eyebrow in challenge. 

“Never.”

“Then, how do you know the water didn’t help?”

Good point. She healed faster than most people, but had always attributed it to her training and healthy diet. She thought she’d trained her body to repair itself quickly. But it was the water... Her sisters would recover at a similar rate to her; it was the norm for the Vijkanti Princesses. Nothing to look twice at. Water helped us all...

“On the day I nearly drowned trying to save Parth,” she blurted out the next second, “I’d never been surrounded by so much water before. That’s why those horrific injuries improved so much so quickly. The more water there is, the more effectively it heals me. And of course, I have to will it to happen.”

“Right. So, will the water to do something.” Wyett pointed at the stream.

“Like what?” She stared at the clear water; it was still as a mirror, too peaceful to disturb.

“Anything.” Wyett shrugged.

Aaryana chose to create a ripple on the surface of the water. Sucking in a breath, she told the water to ripple.

Ripple.

Ripple.

RIPPLE.

Nothing.

She tried again, closing her eyes and chanting faster in her head, chanting louder.

Still nothing.

“Focus, Aaryana,” Wyett said from beside her, a strict edge to his voice. “Do what you did when you healed yourself in the Isle of the Damned.”

That’s what I’m doing, she wanted to say but held her tongue; he would rebuke her for not concentrating. Ripple, she said to the water in her head. I want you to ripple now. The stream did not listen. 

A few minutes of internal chanting later, Wyett said, “If you lower your head any lower, you’ll fall head first into the stream.”

Indeed, her nose was almost skimming the surface of the water. She straightened up and sighed at the Prince.

“Do you want a break?” Wyett got to his feet. “I packed food, seen as we didn’t have breakfast.”

“And then what? I go back to kneeling by the stream?” She wiped her hands on her pants as she stood up. 

“No one told you to prostrate before the water.” Wyett was obviously trying not to grin. “You can stand, or sit, or lie down...” Then, he did grin.

She narrowed her eyes at him, but he looked so handsome when he smiled that she couldn’t pretend to be annoyed for long. He made his way to his saddlebags and started taking out apples, pears, and sandwiches. He fed the horses first, parting with most of the apples for them. Taking the remaining food, he sat down under a tree at the edge of the clearing.

“Come. Sit. Eat.” He patted the spot next to him. As soon as she lowered herself to the ground, he asked, “Who’s Parth?” She froze for a moment, stunned. “You nearly drowned trying to save him. He must have been important.” When she kept quiet, unsure as to whether she wanted to tell him everything about Parth or just the briefest of details, Wyett chuckled. “All these men in Adgar... Their names just keep popping up. Rudro. Ty. And now, Parth.” He chuckled again, shook his head.

She knew why he was curious about the men she’d known in Adgar. She wanted to know about the lovers he’d had, wanted to know he no longer liked them. He was just brave enough to ask her about her past—in his own roundabout way, of course.

“Parth was my eldest sister Leesha’s fiancé at the time. She begged me to save him when he foolishly went into the sea. I couldn’t say no.”

“Couldn’t she swim?”

“Not at that time, no.” Wyett looked like he wanted to press her for more information, but she didn’t let him speak. “Do you know,” she said in a lighter tone, “there was a time when I thought you liked Erisa.” She shook her head at herself. 

“Erisa?” He almost belched. 

“I thought you didn’t know she was your half-sister.” She bit her lip, sheepish. “I thought she broke your heart. That’s why you were so distant.”

He shook his head. “Rozlene always tried to keep us apart when we were younger. And then Erisa—”

“Then Erisa what?” she probed when he didn’t continue.

“Nothing. Let’s eat and get back to training.”
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No matter how many times she told the stream to move—through inner chanting, by mouthing, or whispering—the water didn’t obey. “I don’t think I can do it,” she told him as they walked back to the horses for some water. She was feeling a headache coming on. “I’ve tried everything, trust me.”

“I know. I do.” They drank deeply from the skein and turned to face the stream. “Now, I’m going to try something.”

“What?” she asked, her voice rising. 

“I didn’t want to resort to this, but...”

“I’ve left you no choice?” She arched an eyebrow. 

“Shh. Sit down and close your eyes. Else your headache will get worse.”

“How did—”

“You’ve been rubbing your temples for a while now. I’m sorry, I should have let you rest sooner.”

“It takes a lot more than a headache to keep me down.”

“I’m sure.”

“So, let’s try your brilliant idea.”

His forehead creased. “Are you sure?” When she nodded, he said, “Alright. But you might not use the word brilliant...”

They returned to the stream and sat down. Wyett rolled up the sleeve of his jacket and immersed his hand into the water. 

“Are you going to heat up the water with eternal fire?” Of course, he isn’t. He couldn’t conjure fire from nothing. He needed matches or a lit fire.

“No. I’ll splash water on you. And you’re going to stop it hitting you.”

“And how—”

Splash. 

He had aimed for her face, and because she was in the middle of speaking, she ended up swallowing some of the water he’d flicked at her. “I wasn’t ready!” She shook her head from side-to-side. 

“You are now.” He struck the water hard and aimed to hit her chest. 

Jacket soaked through, face dripping, she jumped to her feet. “I still wasn’t ready.” No amount of flapping her arms was going to help her now. 

Wyett straightened up and sighed. “Your reflex reaction to seeing water coming at you should have done something. Let’s try one last time,” he suggested as Aaryana opened her mouth to snap, Anyone would think you want me to be gifted. “Be ready to stop the water or fling it back at me. Alright?” There was a plea in his eyes for her to cooperate.

She held out her hands as though saying stop; she should see if physical actions accompanying her mental chanting made any difference. Nodding at him, she started counting down. “One. Two. Three.”

Splash.

Aaryana was completely and utterly drenched. “I’m not gifted,” she mumbled. “I told you.”

“You did.” He sighed, defeated.

“You’re so disappointed,” she said in an unintentional whisper. “You want me to have magic, so you don’t have to be with me.” She felt her face fall; her heart had fallen already. 

“It’s not like that.” He shook his head. 

“What is it like, then?” she snapped. 

“It’s like...” He shuffled closer to her on his knees, their noses just an inch apart. “I can’t believe that I get to kiss you again.” He almost smiled—or he was trying not to.

Gasping at the change in his expression, she looked in his green eyes and saw the elation and relief that was spreading through her own body. He was so happy he didn’t want to do or say anything to ruin it. He was afraid of losing this feeling.

Aaryana stood on her knees and reached for his face with her cold, wet fingers. He shivered. “Don’t be afraid,” she said softly. “I’m never going to leave you.”

Wyett swallowed. “Say my name.” His voice was husky.

“Say mine first.” She lifted one corner of her mouth, cheeky and flirty.

“I asked you first.” He gripped her waist. “And I’m the Crown Prince.”

She rolled her eyes but said, “Wyett.”

He gulped.

Tilting her head to the side to get a clear path to his lips, she repeated, “Wyett.” Their mouths were almost touching. 

“Aaryana.” The whisper sent a flutter through her heart. 

“You owe me a kiss,” she whispered back, her lips grazing his as she spoke. “Well, several, actually.”

“More than the number of breaths I have left in my body.” 

And finally, finally, he kissed her.

All day yesterday and today, Aaryana had been certain she could remember the feel of his mouth, the taste of his tongue, remember it so well that she’d never forget it. She thought she’d recognise it when she felt it again. I had no idea. This kiss felt new, different to everything she’d ever experienced; it didn’t feel like she was kissing him for the second time, the second day. Yet, there was a familiarity in the way their lips moved together, the rhythm in which they captured and released each other’s mouths, like they’d kissed one another for years.

It felt like breathing and holding your breath. Like flying and drowning at the same time. Living and dying. It couldn’t have been this good last time; if it was, Aaryana wouldn’t have agreed to stop doing this with him. Never agreed to give him up. Now, I don’t have to. The thought made her heart swell with joy; her body shivered. Her Prince tightened his arms around her, kissed her deeper. She moved her hands under his jacket, making him shudder at the touch.

Wyett could be hers, she could be his. They could marry and have children and one day rule Roshdan together. Maybe she didn’t have to go back to Adgar. If the seabird brought good news, there would be no reason for Aaryana to return to the south. She didn’t need to wear two Crowns or sit on two Thrones, didn’t need to rule two Islands. Ruling one beside Wyett would be enough.

If Wyett was hers, she wouldn’t need to rule anything. Wyett—Wyett was enough. 

She could learn about her heritage from him, from the Nidiyans, from the bedtime stories Quin remembered from her childhood. As Wyett had once said, Kanona probably was dead. There was no guarantee Aaryana would find her mother if she was miraculously alive. After all, she’d stayed away all this time. As for the prophecy about Adgar drowning or burning... it wasn’t Aaryana’s problem anymore. Leesha can see to that. Aaryana had Wyett to see to.

The Prince began to kiss his way to the bend of her neck, making her whimper. He moved her damp hair aside to nuzzle her neck. She giggled.

“What?” he asked, still moving his mouth over her skin.

“Tickles,” was all she could say.

He captured her lips again after a moment and lowered her to the ground. Resting his palms on either side of her head, he disengaged from her mouth to look at her face, her wet hair. “I think I miss your two-toned hair,” he said with a crooked grin.

“I’ll change it back—”

“As long as you keep the curls off your face. I want to see it properly.”

Aaryana shoved him onto his back and rolled on top of him. “I want to see your face properly.”

His eyes were wide with surprise—she’d moved rather fast. She kissed him for a few seconds before pulling back to say, “Black really is your colour.” His black jacket and tunic made his beauty stand out better than all the other colours she’d seen him in, just as the black robes had during the harvest festival.

The two of them had blindly walked up to each other in the finding ceremony that night. The Sea Goddess had blessed their love... Smiling at the thought, she was about to press her lips to his again when she noted his eyes were still wide. “What?”

“Aaryana,” he said, gulping, “look.”

She grinned. “I am looking.” I’m looking at the man I’m going to marry...

Wyett shook his head. “Look. Behind—above—around us.” The Crown Prince had never stuttered before. 

Furrowing her brow, she braced her hands on the ground and lifted her head—

It was raining. But she couldn’t hear it. The clouds hadn’t made a sound when they’d burst. The raindrops weren’t making splashing noises as they hit the nearby stream, either. No, that’s not—

Aaryana couldn’t complete the thought. The raindrops were too large to be rain or hail. They were the size of cherries, some a little bigger, others slightly smaller, and they were round like marbles. They weren’t falling, either. Lying down next to Wyett, she took in their surroundings. Her lips parted. Drops of water were floating in the air, glistening like crystals in the sunshine. If Wyett were to stretch his arms out as far as he could, he might be able to touch one. The ones that were higher up would probably be at eye level for Aaryana if she was standing up.

“It’s like the raindrops have frozen in midair...” She felt as though she was suspended in the sky, surrounded by stars of water. 

“No, not raindrops,” Wyett said without wonder, without emotion. “It’s water from the stream.”

Aaryana turned her head towards the stream. Sure enough, spheres of water were rising from the surface and settling in the air around them.

“You’re doing it, Aaryana.” Wyett’s voice was rough.

She turned her head to see he was already looking in her direction. “Me? How ridiculous—”

The droplets splattered all over them. Wyett blinked, his long lashes wet. “I’d say you’re gifted.”
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CHAPTER 2
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There was only one puzzle piece left to slot into place and Myraa had provided it tonight. It was the strongest piece of evidence to support Rudro’s theory.

“You already knew...” Myraa frowned. She was sitting on the bench in Aaryana’s compartment in the Stone Ring, shoulders drooped, eyes cold and distant.

She shouldn’t have come here... Yes, Rudro had waited for her—or Princess Malin—in the Stone Ring every night since reading the Sea Princess’s tale, and yes, the Queen’s ladies-in-waiting could leave the castle once their chores were done, but he’d never forgive himself if Myraa got into trouble for coming here in the middle of a Sunday night.

“I didn’t know.” He was standing at the other end of the compartment, staring into the dark stadium. “This is merely speculation.”

“You’ve been speculating for a while.”

“Not much longer than you. Besides, you found confirmation in Queen Kanona’s letter. I had no idea it existed.” Myraa had divulged the note’s contents, though. “What led Princess Malin to show it to you?” As Rudro turned to face her, he resisted the urge to pace the room, lest she snapped at him for it.

“Don’t dwell on that, Rudro,” she told him dismissively. “I think she wanted to protect her mother’s secret.”

“A secret she hasn’t unraveled yet.”

“It’s only a matter of time before she does. We can’t let her. Queen Kanona only wanted Princess Aaryana to know this; we have to honour that.”

“Of course.”

“I wonder why...” The girl shook her head.

“Aaryana’s different from her sisters...” He had yet to decide if he wanted to tell Myraa about the sea healing Aaryana. Something in his gut told him to keep it from Myraa, though he couldn’t explain why. The girl had been more loyal to Aaryana than most anyone. 

“Obviously.” Myraa rolled her eyes. “She was the strongest. She was supposed to be Queen.”

“You think that’s significant?” Rudro thought for a moment. “Now that Leesha is Queen, should she know about her mother’s ancestors? No. Queen Kanona would have asked for her letter to go to the daughter that takes the Crown.”

“But she was so sure—we all were—that my Lady would win The Contest.”

“Whatever her reasons, Aaryana needs to know the truth.”

Myraa nodded. “How are we going to get a message to her in Roshdan, telling her she descended from a Sea Princess? The Sea Goddess’s most powerful daughter.”

“We must find a way,” he insisted. “In a way, the Nidiyas are... sea folk royalty.”
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She was about to leave the Stone Ring when Rudro called her name. “I want to know about Parth,” he said.

Parth had yet to summon Myraa to his bedchamber. She didn’t dare hope he’d forgotten or changed his mind. The looks he’d given her this weekend were slimier than ever. He wanted her to lose sleep over it, dread it. He would wait until she thought he wouldn’t follow through with his plans and slither up to her when she least expected it.

“How did you end up speaking to him?” Rudro’s brows squeezed together in concern. Myraa told him everything. The Combat Master listened, eyes wide. “And what did he want in return?” Rudro looked like he’d throw up.

“What do you mean?”

“Please, Myraa,” he snapped. “I may not visit the Palace anymore, but it doesn’t mean I haven’t heard the gossip. That Parth’s eyes keep wandering to you. I’m sure you’ve known it for longer.”

“Contrary to popular belief, he’s faithful to the Queen.”

“For how long?” There was no point in denying it; Rudro seemed to know what sort of arrangement she had with Parth. She wasn’t ready to verbalise it, though, so she turned around and left the stadium without a word. Rudro swallowed painfully as she departed. 
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This weekend had been one of the longest of Aaryana’s life and also one of the hardest. A long silence had fallen over the clearing once the drops of floating water had burst upon her and Wyett. She’d stared at the sky and he’d left her to her thoughts for a while. Then: “You’re gifted, tremendously so. It was years before I could do that with fire.”

“But I didn’t do anything.” She sat up, pulled her knees to her chest, and hugged them tight.

Sitting up, Wyett asked, “What were you thinking about?”

Being with you forever. “I wasn’t thinking at all.”

“You’re like me.” He ran his fingers through his wet hair. “Your powers are linked to your emotions. You’ll have to train harder—”

Her eyes flashed. “You’re talking about training?” She didn’t know why she jumped to her feet. 

The Prince mirrored the action. “We came here to train—”

“Well, I’m done for the day!” How could he think about harnessing her power when her heart was breaking all over again? Maybe I was wrong. Maybe he doesn’t care half as much as I do for him. She marched towards her horse, needing to be a million miles away from him.

She heard him follow, saying, “Yes, let’s go home.”

Home. Where in Roshdan was home? It wasn’t the Palace. It could have been, if she and Wyett—

The mountains. She longed to ride north, to see her fellow Nidiyans. Being amongst them that one time had made her feel at peace with herself. There was much she needed to learn from them, too.

Her heritage, her mother’s prophecy, returning to Adgar... all of this was important to her again. But it wasn’t the right time to go to the mountains. Firstly, she wasn’t prepared, and secondly, Wyett wouldn’t let her go. He didn’t want her anywhere near the sea and the sea and the Nidiyans were one and the same. I’ll go tomorrow, she promised herself.

Sadly, she couldn’t follow through with that plan. As soon as they’d trotted inside the castle gates, a Royal Guard rushed up to them and urged Wyett to go straight to Seth’s rooms.

“Is he alright?” Wyett jumped down from his warhorse.

“He is not,” replied the guard.

Storm clouds gathered overhead and darkness pressed against the Palace. 
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Wyett wouldn’t have followed Aaryana to the Isle of the Damned on Tuesday night, wouldn’t have spent Wednesday night with her by the coast, if he thought Seth wouldn’t get better soon. It had been a relief to see his brother at the dining table when they’d returned on Thursday. If he’d thought anything was amiss that afternoon—when he played cards with Seth—he wouldn’t have taken Aaryana to the stream on Friday morning to train.

But for Seth to suffer a relapse... For Wyett to be away from the castle when his condition had worsened... To be kissing Aaryana by the stream, kissing her when he knew he shouldn’t... He had failed his brother and Aaryana.

Aaryana. A name he couldn’t stop saying, in his thoughts or with his mouth, not after repeating it countless times as they’d kissed by the sea. He had tried to go back to not calling her anything when he’d dragged her to the eastern tower, but he gave up quickly. Saying her name made him feel like he had a piece of her. The more he said it, the more pieces of her he could collect. 

I can’t have any of her. Even as she’d failed to make the water ripple, Wyett had felt certain she had the power to do it. And his brilliant trick to bring her gift to the fore—splashing water on her? How pathetic! He hadn’t tried everything. Why? Because he’d wanted to be wrong. Wanted to kiss her. He knew that if Aaryana didn’t show a glimpse of magic, there would be a kiss in it for him—well, several, actually. How deplorable to steal that kiss from her, fueling dreams about a future with him; what else but happy thoughts of marrying the man she desired could have done that to the water?

The beautiful sight had broken her heart again and he’d never forgive himself for that.
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The first few drops of rain had broken her trance. Despite wanting to catch up with Wyett as he raced towards Seth’s room, Aaryana went to change into dry clothes first. Before the day had suddenly darkened with rain clouds, the autumn sun had glowed bright, but it hadn’t dried their hair or clothes on the short ride back from the stream.

She hadn’t dared to request entry to Seth’s rooms and waited outside his chambers. Whereas Wyett’s apartment was in a long corridor, Seth’s had a grand landing outside it. Upholstered benches lined the walls and a round table in the centre boasted a huge flower arrangement. Aaryana had stared at the cream roses, praying for someone she knew to come out—Erisa, Quin, the King, Wyett—so she could ask how Seth was.

An hour later, Wyett exited Seth’s chamber, looking like hell and still in his damp black jacket and pants. It meant Seth was in a very bad way. “He wants to see you.”

And you’ll let me? Aaryana asked with her eyes. Wyett nodded imperceptibly. Her heart pounded painfully against her chest as she followed Wyett into Seth’s lavish apartment. Rozlene and Erisa were in the lounge, sitting on a futon and fidgeting with their fingers. One of Lisbeth’s teenaged daughters—a friend of Quin’s; Aaryana couldn’t recall her name—was also there, staring at the roaring fire in the marble fireplace. Seth’s guards were stationed by the various doors in the apartment.

Ignoring them all, Wyett led Aaryana towards the bedchamber. Just as he reached for the doorknob, the King opened the bedroom door from the other side. Quin was a step behind him.

“You found her.” King Keyan looked just as exhausted and broken as he had at their last meeting.

“She was outside,” Wyett murmured.

His father nodded and walked past them, Quin following. Only after she stepped inside the bedroom did she realise that she’d forgotten to curtsy to the King.

“Aaryana!” She turned towards the sound of Seth’s voice. And gasped. He was white as a sheet. His chalky skin made the purple shadows under his eyes truly gruesome. He was lying under several blankets despite the fire close to his bed, his head propped up on three pillows. He seemed to be struggling for every breath. Calling her name had taken a lot out of him. She rushed up to him and made to remove the pillows from under his head.

“Aaryana,” Wyett cautioned.

She stopped still. “It will help him breathe easier,” she explained as the Crown Prince joined her by the bed. “It’s better if he’s lying flat. His neck looks bent in the worst possible way.”

“Seth asks to lie this way.”

“Why? It can’t be comfortable,” she snapped at Seth. “My neck is hurting just looking at you.”

Seth looked sheepish. When she narrowed her eyes at him, he whispered, “Oh, alright. Leave just one.” The storm outside ate up most of his words.

She placed the spare pillows on the empty chair by his bed. “Better?”

The Prince smiled guiltily. His breaths came out with less effort now. 

Wyett asked, “Why do you always prop your head up like that?”

“To be able to talk and smile at his visitors, no doubt.” Aaryana folded her arms across her chest and gave Seth a disapproving look.

“Well,” Seth said in a whisper—or was it just that he could barely speak? Aaryana tried not to let her worry show on her face. “Everyone drops what they’re doing to come and sit with me,” he began to explain in a croaky voice, but Wyett cut him off.

“That doesn’t mean you make yourself uncomfortable to... show us your appreciation!”

Aaryana grabbed Wyett’s arm to stop him from becoming too animated. He stilled at her touch. She dropped her hand. “He won’t do that again. Will you?”

“You know me too well, Aaryana.” Seth smiled indulgently. It didn’t look cheerful or cheeky. How could it when his skin was so pale? When he looked shattered? “It’s a shame that Wyett likes you, otherwise you’d be batting away my advances.”

Aaryana gaped. She felt her face grow hot with an embarrassed blush. “Seth, I—err—you—” 

“Oh, I’m just jesting.” He rolled his eyes—well, tried to. The more he spoke, the raspier his voice became, the more he resembled an old man. The rain battering against his windows was making it near impossible to hear him. “Besides, I have no plans to court anyone or marry. You’re safe from me for the foreseeable future.”

Aaryana was about to make a joke about him being a menace, so it was a good thing he’d spare the girls at Court from his mischief, when Seth yawned. “You’re sleepy.”

“No, I’m not.”

“You need to rest,” Wyett started, but Seth said, “Aaryana only just got here.” Another yawn.

“She’ll come back later.”

Her heart leaped in joy. Then, it dropped. Wyett thinks Seth is running out of time...

“And if you try to get some sleep, the rest of us can have something to eat.” Wyett gave the younger Prince a strict look. 

“Fine.”

“Good.” He turned towards the door, giving Aaryana a look that said, Let’s go. 

She nodded at him but faced his little brother. She heard Wyett sigh and walk away. “I’ll see you soon.” She bent down to kiss him on the forehead. His skin was so cold it made her shiver.

“Take care of my brother, Aaryana,” Seth whispered just as she was about to straighten up. “Don’t leave him. Don’t go back to Adgar—”

“Seth.” She cupped his face with her hands and looked in his eyes. She hoped some of her body heat seeped into him.

“If you return to Adgar,” he said even quieter, “take Wyett with you.” Then, he closed his eyes and fell asleep.

[image: ]

“What were the two of you whispering about?” Wyett asked when she joined him in Seth’s empty sitting room. He must have told everyone to go have lunch seen as Seth was sleeping.

And he was sleeping; Aaryana had watched him sleep for a few minutes before exiting his bedchamber. While adjusting his sheets, she’d
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