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Praise for Kalie Cassidy’s 
IN THE WAKE OF THE RUINED

“Dark, addictive, and brimming with romantic tension, this sequel sinks its claws deep and doesn’t let go. Imogen and Theodore’s story is as perilous as it is irresistible, and I was completely swept away. Cassidy is a fierce new voice in the genre.”

—Kerri Maniscalco, #1 New York Times bestselling author

“Decadent, dark, and absolutely enthralling, In the Wake of the Ruined will satisfy every hunger—and it is everything Cassidy’s fans have been waiting for. I could not get enough.”

—Bel Banta, author of The Court of Venus

“Full of twisting alliances, blood-soaked bargains, and deliciously painful angst, In the Wake of the Ruined is truly the dark fantasy romance of my dreams. Theo and Imogen will leave you breathless, racing toward the epic conclusion of an absolutely show-stopping duet. Come for the sirens and stay for the yearning! Needless to say, I cannot wait to read more from Kalie Cassidy.”

—Kalie Reid, author of The Sacred Space Between




For those who feel weak and overcome and fearful.

And for those who come along and help.
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There is a crown. Ripped, ripped, ripped from the head.

There is a bond. Cut, cut, cut from the blood.

The queen lies drained of her divinity.

The king sits wrecked and ravaged beneath her wing.

What they have made will decimate the order of all things.

What they have made will bring chaos.

Will bring ruin.

Will bring death.





PART I

THE FLOTSAM
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Imogen

I crawled out of the sea like some graceless water creature, unused to the air and hard sand.

In one fist I gripped Nemea’s sword. On the opposite arm, looped around it like an overlarge shackle, was his crown. I’d been delirious with pain and exhaustion, floating over the sea’s surface and through the remnants of the battle, slipping in and out of consciousness for the whole of the night. There had been no distinguishing between dream and reality, as bits of soldiers’ bodies bobbed on the water beside me. Ship flotsam mingled with the blood-laced foam.

It had been a strain to keep my power focused, as the spell I’d performed had reduced me to almost nothing. The taste of it still sat on my tongue, and an incessant hunger for more pulsed through me with each thump of my sore heart. My senses had been swallowed by the fierce pain in my middle, and yet I’d managed to force the sea to ferry me across its surface.

All the while, I’d clung to the sword and crown like the dented pieces of metal were what kept me afloat. They were imbued now, anointed with Nemea’s blood. When I touched them, I remembered that I had slain a monster.

I remembered that I could do it again.

My body scraped against the shore. Shaking, and on all fours, I paused at the edge of the waves and looked up at the dune.

The white sand rolled gently, creased by the wind, and I realized the sea had spat me out onto the very beach where Halla had performed her offering to Eusia. Where I had choked on the draught that had severed my bond from Theodore. I could make out the stairs that led to the flower garden, where the pain had brought me to my knees and blotted out my vision. The pale walls and turrets of Genevreer Palace loomed beyond in an endless, mocking sprawl.

I lay slowly onto my side and let out a sob at the flare of pain in my stomach. I could hardly stand, let alone reach the palace, traverse its halls.

“Your house is too big, Theo,” I mumbled to myself, sounding half dead.

Perhaps I was.

The moldering, sea-filled hole in my middle throbbed like a heartbeat, carrying pain from my tender scalp to my wet toes. It pounded in my lips, in my fingers, and all I wanted was to sleep on the warm sand. I closed my heavy eyes, only to have my thoughts flicker and distort like images from a violent fever-dream. I saw the empress on her swaying ship, and Eusia in her little pool of dark water, and Halla, warm and safe with Theodore in the palace above me. I imagined Agatha’s halo of dark curls, her wide, shining brown eyes, and there was fear in them.

A thin whimper filled my throat. Agatha, who never seemed to fear or fumble. Who was made of steely resolve. Agatha, who had given me years and years of stalwart care and friendship. Who’d done so much to ensure I would never be alone or afraid.

“Get up.” The words were sharp air through my teeth. “Get up, get up, get up.”

Pain licked at my nerves like wildfire, but I pushed myself back up onto all fours. I knew, even as I dragged myself, and my damn sword and crown, over the sand, that I wouldn’t be welcomed back on palace grounds. I’d threatened the safety of the Varian kingdom in more ways than one. I’d gleefully choked Chancellor Eftan in farewell. But I was too weak to enact my plan alone, and there was only one person in the realm who cared for Agatha the way that I did, and he was in that palace.

The sun beat hot against my back, yet my skin stippled with a deep penetrating cold, regardless. I reached the base of the garden stairs. Though my arms shook, I lifted Nemea’s sword and brought it down against the weathered treads with a loud clang. I did it again. And again. Tears slid down my cheeks, over my pinched lips, but finally a gold-armored soldier appeared at the top landing.

He squinted down at me. “Oi! You all right?”

In answer, the sword clattered from my hold. I collapsed fully against the wood. “I need Commander Mela.” The words were hardly loud enough to reach him.

His boots thudded his descent. Once on the tread that my head rested upon, he squatted to inspect me, then reared back with recognition—with fear. “Ahh, shit.”

“I won’t hurt you.” My voice rasped, ugly and thin.

The soldier reached out and plucked Nemea’s sword from where it had fallen. Then he slipped the crown from its place around my limp arm. My resistance was delayed—a weak jerk, a curl of my lip.

A grave note colored his voice. “Right, but I won’t be takin’ you at your word.” He coughed in discomfort. “Sorry, Your Majesty.”

There came the rattling of a chain. Rough fingers gripped my forearm. The biting cold of metal enveloped my wrist and squeezed and squeezed.

The sun shone behind him, and I squinted, trying to see him better. I’d not expected to be welcomed, but a nick of surprise cut through me anyway. There was no ignoring its sting, nor the question that accompanied it: Had Theodore ordered this?

I opened my mouth to ask, but the guard rose and started back up the stairs with my sword and crown in his fist. An incoherent protest shook up my throat. My arms wobbled as I tried to push myself up, to crawl to the next stair, but pain filled my stomach in a shocking burst. My limbs gave out. I laid my cheek once more on the warm, smooth tread, and slowly, the afternoon light dimmed to black.
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I woke to the sound of footsteps. Boots, and clanging armor, and murmuring voices. My senses rushed with the cutting sunrays, with the warm air perfumed with the scent of Theodore’s flowering vines. My body ached against the stairs I lay upon, and my wrists were heavy with the manacles that the guard had locked around them.

“Lachlan,” I said on a jagged, searching sob. My head sat in a fog. My vision was bleary. “I need to see Commander Mela. Please. Not the king. I need Lach—”

Something bit into my shoulder. I squinted up at a handful of armored soldiers, swords drawn and poised on me. One of them spoke, though I was too beset to decipher which. “We’re ordered to run you through without trial if you use your power.”

My heart struck my ribs. “Who ordered tha—”

“She’s supposed to go straight to the prison tower, isn’t she?” asked another soldier, cutting me off.

“No. Please. I need … I need to tell Lachlan about his wife.”

“Commander Mela doesn’t have a wife.”

My mind, my tongue, could not find and form words quickly enough. Chain rattling, I tried to twist, to sit myself up straighter, but a guard pinned me still with a boot to my hip bone.

A piercing screech tore up my throat. Some of them jolted and swore at the sound. I couldn’t comprehend how that pressure alone was enough to ignite a blaze of agony through the whole of my body. Panic carved through me. I was weaker, tremulous, when all I’d previously known was a body that had felt sturdy and capable.

You will only find relief in your king. The words Eusia had spoken to me scraped through my head, a provocation and a warning made one. Only the king will do.

The guard yanked his boot from me, more from fear, I guessed, than remorse or pity. Perhaps he thought whatever vile thing coursed through me might seep from my skin and crawl into him. Then the group of soldiers was straightening, clearing their throats, making themselves look well disciplined and alert, as descending footsteps sounded above me.

“Found her at the base of the stairs,” one of the guards said. “Do we carry ahead as usual? Not sure if royalty is treated differently from commoners in something like this, Commander.”

I lifted my head just as Lachlan lowered himself to a knee beside me. Our gazes locked.

His mossy eyes were cold, his mouth sitting at an unfriendly slant. He looked empty, worn. “In Varya, queen, commoner, and Goddess alike,” he said, voice bereft of its usual mischief, “are all equal when it comes to the law.”

Fucking bastard. I let out an angry breath and fought to raise my manacled wrists. “Unchain me.”

Lachlan ignored my plea completely. “You look like a living corpse, Imogen.”

“Lach.” His name came out as a squeak. “What are you doing?”

“My job.” He stood and loomed. “You’ve been proscribed.”

I didn’t know that word or its implication. I shook my head, frantically scanning the half-dozen swords that were still trained on me.

Lachlan spoke to me, slow and clear. “You’ve been condemned and banned from Varya for your crimes of entrapment, treason, endangerment, and murder …”

“Who did I entrap—”

“The king.”

“That’s not—Lachlan, you were there. You know the truth.”

His lips twitched. “Help her stand,” he said to the two guards nearest me.

As they hauled me up, another cry shredded my throat. Lachlan scowled, and I searched for any sign of concern in his flattened gaze. My chest hollowed out when I didn’t find it.

“We have testimony that you ordered the murder of the captain of the Hercule, that you stowed away and endangered a Varian warship in the midst of battle.”

A plummeting sensation took me as I remembered that captain’s death. The deep gurgling wound in his gut, the putrid lures that I’d cast into his killers. Lures I hadn’t been able to control.

I leaned into the soldiers to keep myself upright. “I didn’t. I sank Serafi ships—I helped you win that battle.” I groaned through my clamped teeth. “I killed Nemea. His crown is mine.”

Lachlan’s eyes rounded at my confession, but he said not a word.

“Who proscribed me?” I finally whispered, unable to keep the tremor of hurt from my voice. “Was it Theo? Or did you and Eftan force his hand?”

His throat moved as he swallowed. The moment stretched, thin and taut as a lute string. When he finally answered me, it was with an empty voice. “The king and his council are one and the same.”

Something cracked in my chest and all I could do was hold his unfeeling gaze, hoping to dredge up some shame or remorse in him. Quickly, he flicked his eyes toward the top of the stairs, and the guards turned me roughly. I spun like a cloth doll, loose and lolling, as they hauled me up to the flower garden. Each jostle drew a whimper until finally they released me at the top of the stairs, where I fell to the soft grass in a tremoring heap.

Slowly, as the guards all filed in and Lachlan came to stand before me, I sat myself back on my haunches. I went still, quiet. For a desperate moment, I thought to search for my power beneath my heavy shroud of pain. To send out a slew of lures at once and see myself unchained.

The tinny scrape of a dagger torn from its sheath stopped me.

Lachlan shook his head. “I see your wheels turning.” He stooped to pick up the chain that hung between my cuffs. “Use your power”—he pointed the dagger directly at me—“and I’ll have no choice but to use this.”

I locked my gaze onto its silver point. “You wouldn’t have the chance.” Then I studied the resolute look in his dark-rimmed eyes. There was no scheming in that look, no covert meaning in his threat. It set me off-balance, how we had gone from a warm, if awkward, farewell just yesterday to this.

“Two of my guards are Siren-bound, Imogen,” Lachlan said. “They’ll kill you before you can beg. And I’ve told you before, I have no desire to see you dead.”

I’d known Lachlan’s fears over how I might set Varya toward ruin from the first. He’d threatened and scolded me and made his dislike clear. Our discord had sat between us like a reared-back weapon, but I’d never once thought he would bring it crashing down so violently.

He lifted his brows in unhappy irony and gave my chain a tug. “Rise, Your Majesty.”

Not long ago, the Mage Seer had given my guidance: Take what you want. I wanted to curse and gnash. I wanted to scream and be heeded and see all these guards on their knees. But I also wished, more than all else, to live.

I stood with my clamped teeth bared.

The garden around us swayed in a soft breeze as Lachlan led me by the chain—my crown and sword in his other fist—with two of his guards trailing. Slowly, painfully, we wove through riotous beds of orange and yellow and pink blooms. We passed the glittering fountain that cradled three proud Siren statues in its center. With each step my throat grew thicker.

I’d returned to this place with the purpose of ending a threat, but as I moved closer to the palace, glowing pure white in the afternoon sun, I remembered that I was the danger cutting through the grounds. I was the terror encroaching.

When we crossed under a sun-dappled tunnel of vines, its blooms yawning and plentiful, I stumbled over my own leaden feet. My pain thrummed. Sparks flew through my vision. I closed my eyes, trying to focus on the warm rays of light and how they kissed my cheekbones, but it made me think of Theodore.

As intemperate and corrupted as I was, I could never risk his safety, even for Agatha. A dark and terrifying desire began to flood me at the very thought of him. It came on like a fever, heat storming through my veins. My mouth watered with a hunger that needed sating. I yearned for his blood, for his flesh between my teeth. For his soft lips against mine.

I stopped hard in my tracks. Terror clogged my throat. I could hardly delineate between my own care and desire and the way Eusia wanted to consume him.

Lachlan turned, brow knitted as he glared at me over his pauldron.

“Don’t …” I whispered, struggling to keep my eyes from welling. “Don’t let me near him.”

Unlike Theodore, Lachlan’s face was readily sculpted by his emotions. Sympathy softened his stern brow, but on its heels came a flash of suspicion. There was a question he wanted answered, a wariness he needed soothed. I held his glare and tried to will his trust, ignoring entirely whether I deserved it.

He gave a brisk nod, and then his gaze cut to the soldiers behind me. “You’re dismissed. I have her from here.”

“Sir, we’ll take her,” one of them objected. “You’re not safe with her alone.”

Not safe. How strange to have lived so long ruled by my own fears, only to become the source of it for others.

“You’ve been given your orders,” he said, and started back down the path, toward the palace. A high whimper split my lips at the sudden movement.

Good. Now we would be free to speak. I could try to pull him to my side.

The guards lingered behind us for a moment, and I studied the rigid line of Lachlan’s shoulders, the determined yet vacant way he moved now, as if a vital piece of him had been carved away and it was only sheer force of will that animated him. It was so unlike him. Even in his anger he’d been effusive, glinting with mischief.

“Lach, wait,” I said, as we reached the empty palace terrace. I tried to slow my steps, but he kept our pace, pressing onward toward the glass door. “Gods damn it, you asshole. It’s about Agatha.”

His strides hitched. I’d found the crack in his armor, and I knew how tender the flesh was beneath. My words were a well-honed blade. “I know where she is.”

But they didn’t pierce. Lachlan carried on, doggedly as before, and led me through the door.

“Did you hear me?” We were in the Garden Room, crossing over its gleaming floor, past its bloom-painted walls. “Lachlan, are you actually going—”

“Quiet.” He dragged me toward the entry hall, but I thought I’d heard worry in his command.

“We’re running out of time.” My voice was loud and shaking. “The empress might have—”

Lachlan stopped and whirled, eyes horrifically wide. “The empress—”

I nodded, taking in his stricken face. His neck strained, eyes widening even further as he fought to compose himself. With a warning glance, he tucked us into the shadows of the eastern stairs before we could be noticed. A few soldiers milled about the entry hall, minding their posts. Some servants cleared away decorations.

Awareness prickled over my skin, and I finally studied the details of the space. When I’d left—just yesterday—the hall was being set for a wedding. Flowering vines had been woven through the black marble banisters, where they’d looped around the statues of the Great Gods. Obelian sigils had hung beside Varian ones, a mingling of deep blues and greens.

Now all of it was half undone. Before the statue of Ligea, who stood beneath the western stairs, two maids worked together to fold a deep-green-and-gold banner, making crisp creases. They tucked it neatly into a basket at their feet.

“What happened?” I asked in a wobbling hush. “Did he call it off?”

Lachlan’s look hardened with confusion, a wariness filling his gaze before he eyed the paneled wall at the base of the western stairs. “Let’s keep moving.”

I dug in my heels. “Did he call it off?”

“Please, be quiet, Imogen.” He scanned the room once more and whispered, “No.”

“Then what …”

“Not here.” He started us toward the far wall and the narrow door hidden there. Each step had me feeling like I might drop, but he took my arm when my knees started to give. Hinges squealed, and I hobbled into a small, dark room. An armory. There was a small hearth, a handful of lit lamps in their holders. Maces, and flails, and battle-axes hung on the pitted stone walls. An old table and chairs took up the center of the space.

Lachlan bolted the door. His even mask fell away, replaced by dire intensity. “Where did the empress take her?”

“To Anthemoessa.” An awful cold crackled through me. “Where Eusia is.”

He leaned against the wall as the color drained from his cheeks. His skin looked suddenly waxen as he sorted through battering thoughts.

“Tell me what’s happened with the wedding.” I spoke too strongly, making pain flare deep in my middle. “Yesterday, when I left—”

Lachlan gave his head a sharp shake. “Yesterday?” The word broke in his throat. He shook his head again. “It’s been two days, Imogen. Two fucking days since you left.”

I sucked in a breath. Held it. I couldn’t wrap my mind around it—that I’d spent two whole days on the water, fighting toward land in a spell-sick stupor, clinging to a meager, inactionable plan, while Agatha sailed nearer and nearer to danger. By now she might have reached it.

“How far is Anthemoessa?” My voice was small and frantic.

“Just over three days.” Wood scraped as he pulled the nearest chair from the table and collapsed into it. He clutched his short hair in his fingers. “But it’s impossible to get to.”

I gaped at him, trying to transmute my pain, and shock, and anger into something violent enough to sustain me. “Stand up, you ass.” His head snapped to me, wet eyes to mine. “You have pined for her for a lifetime and now you collapse? When she needs you most?”

He glowered. “What can we do? You’ve been proscribed—”

“No thanks to you.”

“It wasn’t me. The council put it to a vote at Eftan’s insistence,” he said. “Everyone in the palace knows who you are. They know you’re to be imprisoned until trial. Admitting to regicide, like you just did in the garden, won’t help you either.”

“Tell Theodore to pardon me.”

He shook his head. “He’s not here.”

A new pain tangled in my chest. I took a small step back like I could escape what he would tell me next.

“The wedding has been moved to Theo’s ship.” Lachlan spoke in starts and stops, like it took effort to form the words. “After that battle, after you went missing, Theo snapped … he altered all the wedding contracts. They set off for the docks a couple hours ago. They’re headed to Obelia so Halla can have a proper wedding celebration with her own people.”

I had to play the words over again in my head, had to fight to keep my stumbling heart intact. I needed Halla. I needed to get to Agatha and Eusia. I shoved the insatiable want I felt for Theodore as far down as I could.

For a long moment, our gazes held. I could nearly feel the charged air between us slowly turn our sorrow and terror into an unmapped, awful idea.

“Lachlan.” Despite how it ratcheted my hideous pain, I forced a deep breath. I clung to the table’s edge to keep myself upright. “We need to get to that ship.”
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Theodore

I was the first to arrive on the ship. I’d slipped from the palace before Halla and my council and courtiers, then into the stables. I made my guards ride ten lengths behind so I might have at least the illusion of solitude.

Now my stateroom door was locked, the curtain drawn over the Siren in the stained-glass window, and I carefully unfolded one of the books I’d stolen from the hermitess. Its oil paper and linen wrappings unfurled over the table, offering up its flaking, silvered title.

A New Age of Terrible Magic

After being forced to read The Greatest Leucosians in my school years, I’d determined to avoid the Great God Jesop’s works altogether. They were painfully dry, overlong, and oddly self-aggrandizing, and now I’d filched a slew of them and had not stopped reading since I’d learned that Imogen had left. I pressed my fists into the table, on either side of the book, and glared at it.

At the cracked brown leather and yellowing paper. I’d torn strips of parchment and tucked them between the pages that seemed like they might be of some use. I’d marked the particularly vile and horrific passages too.

Terrible magic.

The title stuck with me like a deep-set thorn. For it was just that: terrible. Everything I’d read in these pages—every spell and its result, every caster and recipient of its power—had been weakened or marred or mutilated by it.

I pinched the bridge of my nose, fighting to banish the image of Imogen during the severing ritual, hardly breathing, black blood dripping from her eyes like tar. I flipped open the cover, which crackled in protest, and turned the pages to where I’d left off.

There is much to discuss regarding the cost of spell work. I have learned that the eyes will go white: the cost of expanding one’s sight. The scalp will burn from the root and release its hair: the cost of transcending time. If flesh is not consumed—the smallest bit will apparently do—the body of the Mage will begin to eat its own. We see this in the story of the First Mage, where she managed to replenish her badly depleted body by consuming the body of another.

Breaths rough, I lifted the book. I paced toward the wall of windows aft of the ship, and then, as if pulled to it, I looked to the water below me. Dark today, and furious. The wind coaxed its surface into a frantic dance. It urged a curling mist over its peaks, and I found myself waiting there, breathless, like she might appear out of its chaos. Fully wrought. Merciless, and lovely, and whole.

I gripped the damned book tighter and read on.

A Mage will tell you that the only way to ease magic’s impact is through balance. Flesh replaces flesh. Blood replaces blood. Only a caster can undo their own spell. Though one cannot help but wonder what sort of influence the Gods’ power might have over magic. For there is only so much otherworldly sway in this archipelago, and I, with my immortal age and advanced reasoning, have come to believe that a Mage’s magic and a God’s power are two edges of the same perfectly balanced sword.

I lowered the book slowly, feeling unmoored and entirely out of my depth. I ripped a piece of parchment from my desk, tucked it into the page, and closed it. “Fucking Gods.”

Through the ship’s window, Panos Port looked like a painting bathed in afternoon sun. The docks were a tangle of spires and ropes before the roll of Varya’s resplendent green hills.

The cold knot in my chest thawed slightly as I studied the white clusters of thatched-roof houses threading through the undulating landscape. I could picture the people there—the smell of their food, the pride they took in their thriving gardens, their determination and their joy. I held the image of them tightly, because they’d become the only pleasant thing tethering me to my duty.

A knock rattled the stateroom door. “Your Majesty.” Eftan’s voice was clipped with loosely held anger. “Open this door.”

I firmed my jaw as I folded the book back into its wrappings and tucked it into the satchel where the rest of the books I’d stolen were safely stored. Another knock, this time with his fist. Before I answered, I poured myself a glass of wine and hid every emotion, every piece of me, that might reveal the depth of my torment.

I swung the door open on silent hinges. “Good afternoon, Chancellor.”

Eftan stood there, broad and glowering, in his gold-threaded suit. In one heavy hand he held a burlap sack. In the other he clutched the leather folder I’d had delivered to him before I’d left the palace. He raised it up between us, forcing my gaze to it.

“Did some reading in the carriage, I see.”

Eftan flushed and pushed past me, striding toward the table. “You can’t have done this.”

My feet were rooted, my chest tightening in preparation for a row. The folder gave a crack as he threw it down on the gleaming wood. He ripped it open and spread the marriage contracts over the table, exposing every one of them like guilty secrets begging to be brought into the light.

His finger stabbed a black block of ink in the margin—one of the amendments I’d made. “You have never been this reckless … this …” Eftan stared up into my eyes with pleading fury.

He looked old. He always had, even when I had been a boy, but now he looked weary too. Dragged down. His dark liquid eyes drooped, the cunning in them somewhat banked by exhaustion. What little hair he still had stood on end, like he’d dragged his anxious hands through it the whole ride to the port.

He all but fell into the chair beside him. “You fool.”

I slammed my goblet to the table, sloshing the wine. “Careful.” When I spoke again, it was with perfect control, with a practiced voice that was unfeeling, but sharply edged. Just as he had taught me. Anything less would have him in a fit over my recklessness. “I’ve done my duty. I’ve given the princess precisely what she asked for, and before all else, I have kept my kingdom safe.”

He gaped at me. “Your duty?” Eftan lifted one of the contracts and squinted to read from the right margin. “‘In addition to the marriage ceremony, the princess will be escorted to Obelia, with the king in her company, so that she might have a traditional Obelian reception in her home, among her own people.’” He looked up to me with marked suspicion. “You mean to tell me the princess willingly gave up everything she’d been promised—a crown, a shrine to worship at, all those protections—in exchange for a party in her dear mummy’s palace? The poor girl suffers seasickness, for the love of the bloody Gods! And you expect me to believe she wanted to marry in a pitiful ceremony on a ship.”

“This is what she requested, Eftan, only the Gods know why,” I said, simply. It wasn’t a lie. I swallowed past a sudden block in my throat. “There is a second point we are in the midst of negotiating. Those terms will be decided upon shortly.”

Eftan’s fist slammed to the table. “Damn your negotiations—this is a half marriage! If you do not bind yourself, if your blood does not mix, the princess will not be Varya’s legal and rightful queen.”

“I’m aware.” I kept very still. “You’ll do well to remember that I am king. And despite the way you vie for control, you and the council have no power over me unless I compromise the kingdom’s safety.”

The look he gave was lancing. It was the sort of look that dove beneath my well-crafted facade. But over all these years, I had grown more protective layers than I think Eftan—or I—realized. I’d crafted them so expertly that a part of me was still in shock over the way Imogen had managed to breach them so thoroughly.

He gave an impressed, if angry, chuckle. “Well done, I must say. You’ve decided that these amendments will be your little act of rebellion, haven’t you? Your way of keeping an opening in your life for the woman that you’ve come to love.” His look hardened. “I’ll warn you, though, no matter how you try to make a space for her, she will never fit.”

Nerves shot through my stomach, but I mastered myself. “These amendments,” I said, “are how I will keep my kingdom safe from an alliance with Obelia that I cannot fully trust, now that I know who they worship. The princess is content. There will be no war. So I cannot parse your objection.”

His face stretched with incredulity. “You will not fool me into believing that you did this for the kingdom!”

“Everything I do is for the Godsdamned kingdom, and you are toeing treason to suggest otherwise, Chancellor.” That made him still. “What was it you always said to my father, Eftan? There is no devotion so rapturous as the devotion between a king and his crown.”

Eftan’s mouth flattened as he cast his gaze down. As if in apology, he swiped a caress over one of the contracts. “I said it to your father often, and little good it did.” Disappointment lowered his voice. “It’s a shame to see that you have jumped from your bright and promising path to follow his instead.”

And this was our impasse: Eftan’s belief that I had fallen into the very same compromising position that my father had with his lover, and that because of Imogen and how I’d grieved for her, I was no longer fit to rule.

After she’d taken the severing draught, I’d spent every waking moment at her side. Through the days and night, I’d wiped the thick black blood from her eyes and nose and mouth myself. I’d poured my power into her and counted her breaths as they struggled to fill her chest.

What I had not done in that time was “see to my duties.” I’d attended neither council nor war meetings. For two days and one night, I’d not done what my crown required of me, and that had been enough to send Eftan into a whirl. He’d worked to set my council against me, urging a vote while I’d been caring for her. Even while keeping her alive, I’d not been able to protect her—it was during that vote that he’d suggested she be proscribed.

Eftan rose and straightened his dark suit. He turned up the lantern beside him, so the flame burned brighter, and let his gaze dart over the black ink that littered nearly every page of parchment. “Do you think that the council members aboard this ship will allow this? These amendments show clear disregard for the well-being of your kingdom—” He cut himself off, overcome. “I’ll get them now, and we’ll put these changes to a vote. You are the crown, but you have succeeded only because the council allows it.” His hand beat once upon his chest. “Because I allow it.”

I stiffened. “Do you mean, Eftan, that I am the vessel, and you are the captain? That I am the sword and you the fist?” I waited, anger rising in my chest like the burning sun, but he only stared at me with a clamped mouth. I picked up my goblet and hurled it at the wall above his head. “I am the captain, and you are a single fucking line of rigging. When you are snapped, you will be readily replaced.”

He’d frozen, his dark gaze touched with surprise. A gnarled silence grew between us, and it struck me that Eftan had never known this sort of resistance. When my father had been king, Eftan had all but run the kingdom for him, my father having been more concerned with pleasure and adventure than with duty. It was Eftan who had prepared me for the crown the way my father should have. My childhood was a litany of his lessons, his reprimands. I’d been pliant and unquestioning beneath his tutelage. Him, setting an expectation, and me, easily, unquestioningly, meeting it.

“There will be no more Godsdamned votes,” I said through a tight jaw.

“The law is clear—”

“I know the law. I am not unfit. This choice poses no greater threat to the kingdom than the union itself. And you will do well to remember that I am the king.”

He dipped his chin. “You are the king.” He took a quiet moment. “You are also cock-led, imprudent, witless—”

Without thinking, I reached across the table and took the front of his shirt into my fists. The contracts creased and spread as I heaved him toward me. “I said careful.”

“Careful is all that I have ever been. And unlike you, never once have I wavered. Did I ever tell you of how your father came to the decision to transfer his crown and power to you? How he decided to let his rule end, so that yours might begin?”

I froze, wedged between the sharp edges of my rage and curiosity.

A hard gaze bored into mine. “It was because of me.”

Some sick, heavy feeling began to fill my stomach. I let go of his shirt and straightened, keeping my face even, inscrutable.

“Your father, he was full of zeal and passion, wasn’t he?” He smoothed the rumpled front of his clothes. “But not for his crown, and not for your mother—never her. I had to encourage their consummation, you know. Had to feed him a draught to help him conceive their first child. He only had eyes for that mistress of his.” He shook his head. “After years and years of my tireless efforts, I decided it would be best to rid him of his distraction.”

Coolly, Eftan lowered himself to the chair and stacked the contracts into a tidy pile.

The sounds of the ship preparing for sail—the shouts and whistles, the creaks and booms—all faded behind the sudden hammering in my ears. “You killed her.”

An eerie stillness overtook him as he watched me with fevered eyes. “An overdose of pure nepenthe oil. Quite simple. Quick.” He straightened his sloped shoulders, pride pouring off him like a miasma.

I thought only of Imogen and the threat he posed to her safety as I rounded the table and violently tipped back the chair in which he sat. I hovered over him like a dark cloud.

He raised his hands in surrender, speaking in a frenetic rush. “It was because of my intervention that you were born. It was because of my guidance that you excelled. I’d always known you’d be a better ruler than he ever was. I let him know it and he finally agreed to the transference.” Despite his alarm, he still managed a nonchalant arrogance. A keen, tactical air. “And it was all for the best.”

For the best.

What an insultingly tidy way to describe the brutal death of my father, my own self-inflicted poisoning, and my premature ascension. I released my hold on his chair and let its front legs crash to the floor. “You have murdered. You have abetted regicide—”

“No, I have done the difficult, dirty, necessary work.” Eftan set a firm hand atop the contracts. “I made you,” he said in a soft voice. “I made you to be even greater than the Great God Panos himself.”

I pressed my fists into the table and leaned in. I fought to leash the thrashing anger within me so that he wouldn’t know how deeply I felt it, but my words came like spitting venom nonetheless. “Hear me clearly and understand. Whatever power you think you possess can be taken as easily as your head can be severed from your neck.”

He dipped his chin, unfazed, and in a tone that rocked through me with its surety, said, “It is not power that I wield. It is love.”

“Love …”

“Every decision, every action I have taken, has been for the kingdom and the crown, yes, but at its root, it has been for you.” His gaze locked with mine and he spoke with precise conviction. “And there is no action too vile or ignoble—there is nothing I would not do to keep you and this kingdom together.”

My roiling anger turned at once to icy fear. Eftan was ruthless, calculating, determined. He located and extricated a person’s weakness with a healer’s precision. And he viewed Imogen as more than just my weakness. To him, she was a disease. A blight. Suddenly, the thought of him letting her leave Varya—as he’d said he’d done—felt impossible. Not when letting her do so meant she could possibly return.

“What did you do to her?”

He went still. He did not blink. Did not breathe.

I stepped nearer, glaring down at him. “If you harmed her—”

“I told you the truth,” he said. “Shockingly, she did what was right. Left of her own accord. Had enough sense to let you marry and leave you be.”

He straightened his spine and tipped back his chin. Resoluteness hung about him as he made for the cabin door. Slowly, he bent and retrieved the sack that lay before it and took his time returning, heeled shoes clacking languidly over the floorboards. When he reached the end of the table, he tossed the sack upon it, careful not to hit the wine flagon and stack of contracts.

“Do you remember the last words she spoke to you, Theodore?”

The air knocked from my chest. I remembered her last words. They had left a festering gash in their wake. I stared blankly at the sack, unable to pull in a full breath.

Eftan spoke in a light, mocking tone. “‘See to your duty and let me see to mine.’” I could feel the weight of his attention. When I remained still and quiet, he pointed to the sack. “Go on. Have a look.”

“I have no interest in entertaining your manipulations, Eftan.”

“Very well, I will do it for you.” Like a viper attacking, he snatched the sack and ripped open the tie, then poured a heap of iridescent black silk onto the table. Afternoon sunlight snagged on the gentle blues and greens and purples that swirled over its surface.

The binding gown I’d gifted to Imogen.

Something rocked through me. Hot, then cold. Pain, then numbness. And yet I made myself like stone.

Eftan took the gown and laid it out over the table with care. “It was found discarded on the Hercule. The ship that Mela had reserved for her. The one whose captain she murdered. It is no surprise to any of us that the ring you gifted her was nowhere to be found.”

It took every ounce of strength I had to remain impassive.

Eftan gave a huff, eyes darting over me, searching, studying. “You can try as you might to convince me of your indifference, but I know what a man in love looks like.” He turned on his heel. When he reached the door, he stopped. “If you will not listen to me, then perhaps you will listen to her. She did not want you and there is your proof.” His gaze cut to the dress, then back to me. “Whatever symbol that gown was meant to represent—hope or a promise, I’d guess. Knowing you.” He chuckled. “She rejected it, and she left. I praise the memory of the Great Gods that she did.” He opened the stateroom door. “Marry Halla properly. Bed her. Do your Godsdamned job, Theodore.”

The door slammed behind him and I stared blankly at the gown, fingers twitching at my side, until finally, I tried to smooth one of the deep creases in the skirt. “Fuck.”

I poured more wine. Took a deep gulp. I traced the ebony stitching on the neckline, my vines and her wings woven together. I couldn’t escape the ghostly refrain of Imogen’s voice, playing cruelly through my mind.

See to your duty and let me see to mine.

Another gulp of wine. Another attempt to quiet the memory of her, but she was strung through my body like sinew. However desperately I tried to understand why she’d severed our bond and left, to understand all that she had to do, I still couldn’t help but feel like I was now missing a vital part of my body—a limb, an organ—and she’d been the one who had ripped it from me.

The last gulp of wine didn’t keep my anger from swelling. I took the dress into my fist and made my way toward the armoire in the cabin wall.

Do your Godsdamned job.

I wrenched open the door, but as I balled the silk in my hands, I stopped.

A golden ray of light caught on long, waving brown strands of hair. I lifted it closer, inspecting the sparkling black button that had snared them.

Imogen had worn it.

She’d worn it long enough for it to steal a piece of her and hold it tight.

I let the strands slide between my fingers once before I forced myself to rest the gown upon the shelf. Releasing it felt like peeling my own skin from my body, but I told myself this changed little. She’d still left me. I still had no choice but to marry. My ears rang with Eftan’s threats. My duty felt like an unbearable weight.

For a king, one greater than the Great God himself, I marveled at how utterly powerless I’d become.
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Imogen

The heat in the armory grew choking as I waited for Lachlan’s response.

He’d become pale and tense, fighting to keep his breaths steady. “Get to the ship and do what?” he finally asked. “I’ll say it again: Anthemoessa is inaccessible.”

“It’s not inaccessible for me.” Merely speaking sent a new jolt of pain through me. I paused and blew out a breath. “Eusia will permit me onto the inner island.”

Incredulity overlayed his grief, making his voice go harsh. “Eusia? Making bargains with monsters, are we?”

I met him with cool resolve. “For Agatha, yes.”

Luckily, he shucked his judgment and gave me the barest nod of approval. He didn’t need to know that I’d made the bargain for myself as well. I’d made it because there, alone in the middle of the sea, on my father’s ruined ship, creeping toward death, I’d felt that familiar spark of want. A foolish, ruinous sort of want that had threaded itself through me and grown so strong, so quickly, that it had eclipsed all reason.

The right thing to do would have been to smother it. To tear it—and Eusia—from my body in one swift pull. Even so, I’d not been able to let myself die in order to defeat her.

Lachlan began pacing the flickering armory, chewing the inside of his cheek. Three steps there, three steps back. Pauldrons clanged against his breastplate; the torchlight flashed over the gold with every thoughtful turn he took.

“You can sneak me out of here and onto the ship,” I urged. “We’ll kidnap Halla to force them to reroute it. We’ll get to Anthemoessa. We’ll get Agatha back. And once I’m there—where Eusia is—I’ll use Halla to help me unbind from her. She can perform magic. The bond I share with Eusia won’t let me perform a spell that harms her.”

“I don’t give a shit about Eusia right now, to be clear, but you really expect Halla will just perform this spell, willingly?”

I didn’t care about her willingness. Nevertheless, I clenched my jaw, fully aware her cooperation would be a hurdle, but my desperation didn’t mind my weak scheme, it simply wanted me to move. “We can work out the bumps while we’re making our way to the ship.”

“While I admire the cruel poetry in forcing Halla to kill her own saint, that’s not a viable plan.” When I opened my mouth, he held up a silencing finger. “Let me think.”

My head was going light from pain, so I lowered myself carefully onto a chair. “How long will this take? Isn’t it better to be enacting an imperfect plan, than waiting for inspiration that might not come?”

He still paced, breaths coming fast, and shot me a glare. “That is the best summation of your greatest flaw. And why you’re in the mess you’re in.”

I scowled. “I have greater flaws. And my impulsiveness is only partially the reason for my predicament.”

Lachlan only rolled his eyes. Some terrible tension built through him until his pacing came to a sudden stop. There were too many emotions on his face for me to decipher. He was a tapestry of feeling, and I could not follow the path of a single thread. Lachlan understood the insanity and danger of my request, the near impossibility of its success even better than I did, but as I beheld him, one emotion began to pull forward, surfacing from his tumult.

Determination.

It was the determination of a guardsman, an officer’s steely resolve. The irrational kind, the kind worn in the face of mortal threats. He gave a resigned curse and made for an oaken cabinet in the corner of the armory to rifle through its contents. Out came two dark and neatly folded military cloaks with leathered shoulders. Next, he pulled out two glass vials of some draught. He pocketed one, then set the other on the table with a clack.

I recognized the little N on its label. Nepenthe. I gave Lachlan a questioning glare. “Does this mean you have a plan? Tell me.”

He swiped a hand down his face. “Not so much a plan as the terrifying realization that you are the worst and only option I have if I hope to get to Agatha.” He pointed at the bottle. “So drink up. You’re in pain and we need to hurry.” His wary gaze dipped to my stomach, making me suddenly aware of how my spine curled forward, as if that were enough to protect my wound. “We’ll fix whatever the hell is wrong with you when we’re on the ship.”

Gratitude and relief flooded me. The chain between my wrists rattled as I took the vial in my fist and shot it back. I didn’t expect it would do much for me. How could a healer’s draught touch a Mage’s spell? But I swilled it like it was liquid hope and prayed it would at least soften the ragged edges of my pain. I met Lachlan’s eye. “How will we get out?”

Lachlan swung a cloak over his shoulders and clipped it at the neck. “I’m thinking … the palace is already in a state of upheaval after the port attack. So perhaps we can add to the madness.”

I gripped the table as I worked to stand. The floor swayed beneath me, but I fought to find my footing. “Was all this thinking what kept you from going after Agatha while she was away on Seraf for all those years?”

Lachlan folded his lips in between his teeth, clearly biting back his retort, as he shoved a small flail in his belt.

I hobbled toward the armory door and let out a raw squeak as I reached for the torch on the wall beside it.

“Imogen?” Lachlan sounded leery. He grabbed Nemea’s sword and shoved it into his belt too. He reached for Nemea’s crown and the spare cloak. “What are you doing?”

I threw open the door to a burst of light.

“Imogen.”

But I was already sneaking into the entry hall, toward a shadowed gap between the wall and the stairs. There were a few servants on the other side of the hall, but it was the handful of armed guards by the main door that would prove to be our greatest hindrance.

I reached—with great pain—toward the marble statue of the Great Goddess Diantan that stood upon a low plinth at the start of the risers. The flame hissed as I rested it against the deep green swath of fabric she’d been draped in.

The movement made my eyes tear up, made me drop the torch, but the flames had caught. They climbed rapidly, engulfing her effigy so completely, that I stood in the stairs’ shadow for a moment, awestruck.

The guards surged into motion, calling for help, as a cloak landed across my shoulders. The hood pulled over my head. Lachlan gripped my arm and started dragging me along the wall, toward a narrow servants’ hall.

He spoke through his clamped teeth. “Holy bleeding Gods, Imogen.”

“It worked, didn’t it?” I mumbled as we made our way down the hall and out into a side garden. The sunlight shone in a golden swirl, and while my pain remained, I realized the nepenthe had begun warping and easing it. I gave a little whimper of relief as my damp boots hit a gravel path. I might be able to sleep like this, floating over the hurt like a spirit lingering above its body.

We stopped suddenly, caged in by a ring of trees and sun-dappled shadow. Lachlan glared down at me with clear fury, but even with my head spinning, I noted the touch of worry in his eyes. “You look like shit.”

I blew out an annoyed breath. My words ran together as if I were drunk. “It’s a wonder Agatha never took you back.” The world around me began to blur and tilt like I stood upon a rolling ship in a fog.

Lachlan gripped my arm tighter, holding me up. “There’s that nepenthe kicking in.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

We were moving again. Through a high garden path, down a tree-lined trail. Time began to play strange. I caught a blurry glimpse of the stables. The daylight felt like hot fingers moving across my skin. There came the scent of horses and their whickering. The stalls swayed, and I was being helped into the back of a hay-filled wagon. My manacles gave a metallic clatter when Lachlan undid them, then I curled up in the hay like a trembling new foal.

As we lurched into motion, I soothed the frantic flutter in my chest by forcing my liquid thoughts toward Agatha. They moved in a rushing current, and I swam through them, back and back, to when I had been young. Agatha had been young too, but to me, a girl of six, she’d been a fully fledged woman. Now the decade between us was nothing, but then, she’d been some perfect amalgam of a mother and sister.

The nepenthe let me see her in flashes, in moments of laughter, or reprimand. Me, hunched over my desk, quill scratching, and Agatha, pacing before the tall windows as she rattled off the day’s lesson. Agatha, braiding my hair before bed. Agatha, hissing her dismay over how I’d made a habit of sneaking through the fort in the dead of night.

As we jostled along, my memories branched. Too wide, too deep. There was a white flash, bright like a strike of lightning, and all of my senses suddenly stretched thin as a veil. I could no longer feel my pain, but I could taste blood. I saw through someone else’s eyes. Uncomfortably warm water slipped around me and two familiar voices rang through my ears. One, low and nasal; the other a lovely, melodic croon.

“Hold these words in your head, Nemea, Mortal King of the Isle of Seraf. For you will be this spell’s herald. You will carry it forth.”

The lines of his face began to come clear, though they wavered like I looked at him from just below the surface of a murky pool. My consciousness was not wholly gone, for something in my chest tightened to see him again. His narrow face and tight glare. So young, with his long dark hair unstreaked by white. His fair olive skin was smooth. His gray eyes looked different, somehow. Hungry and hopeful, as opposed to how I had known them to be, like weather-beaten stones. I wished to look away.

“What are the words?” he asked, gaze searching. Suddenly, as if the body I possessed had risen through the murky water, his visage came fully into focus. He yelped and reared back, tumbling to the slate floor beneath him. He stared on in horrified shock.

When Eusia spoke, I felt it in my own throat, felt it resonate through my very bones. “I give to the sand. I give to the water. Hear me, heed me, cleanse the sea.”

Nemea remained on his backside and gave a frantic nod. He repeated, “I give to the sand. I give to the water. Hear me, heed me, cleanse the sea.”

“Go,” Eusia said. “Forge your bonds, Nemea. And you will know my power and benevolence.”

A hard hand shook my shoulder. “Imogen.” Another shake. “Imogen?”

I cracked my eyes open to the sun’s harsh glare. My skin was feverish and clammy.

Lachlan stared down at me curled up tightly in the hay, gaze wide with alarm.

“What … what is it?” I slurred.

“Theo’s ship,” he said, grimly. “It’s left.”
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Imogen

As Lachlan hurried to help me down from the back of the wagon, my thoughts jumbled.

Theodore’s ship was gone, but I couldn’t grasp the impact of it while the taste of fetid water and blood still lingered on my tongue. It had been a brutal dream, a hallucination of a memory Nemea had told me before he’d died, but it was particularly cruel of my mind to have me inhabit Eusia’s body. I didn’t want to know the curl and ache of her withered bones, or what the sharp edges of her teeth felt like against my tongue.

“Come on, come on,” Lachlan said, dragging me behind him as we moved down the first run of docking.

The warm air rippled, or perhaps it was my vision. Rot mingled with the sea air, and I squinted through the tangle of masts and rope, through the crowds of milling dockworkers and ships’ crews, trying to see out into the wide, twinkling bay. My sight was bleary, my body still consumed by the nepenthe-laced pain in my middle, but I managed with Lachlan’s help.

We turned at the end of the first dock, where I could just spot Theo’s massive ship gliding past the breakwaters, taking our best hope of getting to Agatha out to sea. I fought to think of only her, to focus on moving my body faster so that I might reach her, but my mind was dragged back to Nemea’s spectral imprint. Those sword-tip eyes. That voice that had been as terrifying at a whisper as it had been at a shout. I remembered what it had felt like when I’d forced his sword through his throat. My determination began to grind down to dust.

Lachlan tugged me on by the arm, single-minded. “Faster, Imogen.”

I made a half-frustrated, half-anguished sound as I tried to keep apace, but my head began to float. My wound felt like it had caught fire. “We missed the ship.” My legs slowed. “It’s gone.”

“We’ll take a boat,” Lachlan said, panicked. “You can use your power to catch us up.”

Use my power. My nerves recoiled. That was not part of the plan. The thought of using my power at all, even if just to coax a current, was terrifying and dangerous considering how easily Eusia could access my lure.

I shook my head and mumbled, “Not near Theodore.”

Lachlan’s brows dove. “What?”

I’d been resolute, but seeing Nemea and thinking of how terribly I could hurt Theodore was enough to stop me. “I can’t use my power anywhere near him. I won’t.”

Lachlan halted dead in his tracks. He let go of me so abruptly that I sucked in a gasp at the sensation of having to suddenly support my own weight. “That’s the Godsdamned thing about you, Imogen.”

Anger sparked, but I stood motionless, keeping a hold on myself. “What is?”

“You’re unstoppable until it’s too hard. You barrel through, unthinking, causing chaos, until your fear or your shortsightedness has a chance to catch up and cut you off at the knees.”

It was a jab to the gut. “That’s not fair—you don’t know me.”

“No, thankfully, but I get the gist.” His throat worked as he stared out at Theodore’s ship, now well past the breakwaters. “I’d thought maybe you’d be capable of some self-control, but apparently not, if you’re willing to give up going after Agatha so easily.”

“Don’t you dare—”

He held up a hand. “No, I commend you for looking out for Theo now. But what about when you wanted to escape Seraf and you convinced him to marry you? Or how about when you said you’d take the severing draught but chose to indulge in your blood bond far longer than you should have?”

The sea air fed my anger until it became a blaze, until I felt that too-familiar plucking in my chest. My panic ratcheted. It was one too many sensations for my body to bear. I reached out to lean against the stack of crates beside me, forcing calming breaths. “You don’t understand the danger—”

“Do you understand what danger I am bringing upon myself? Escaping a proscribed criminal from the palace, bringing you with me as I try to board and commandeer a ship I am not supposed to be on … I’m committing treason. A killable offense. For Agatha. Perhaps you could try to keep a hold on your instincts in the meantime.”

“I nearly killed you and—”

“And you didn’t.” He scraped an agitated hand through his short hair. “Gods, Ligea didn’t walk around accidentally killing people!”

I bit into my tongue, stopping myself from screaming that I was not and never would be anything like my mother. And now, things were worse. Now, if I lost a hold on myself and sent out a silent lure, Eusia would seize it.

Lachlan stared out at Theodore’s ship for a long, tense moment, and then he untied Nemea’s battered crown from his belt. “What’s this?”

I glared at that scratched and dented circlet of gold and considered telling him then and there that my power was corrupted, just to shut him up. Just to see the fury in his eyes shift to fear so that I might feel less afraid, but I swallowed back the impulse. “It’s Nemea’s crown.”

He tossed it into the air and caught it again. “Nemea’s crown. Your father’s crown.” He’d regained plenty of his bravado, but I didn’t miss the strain of concern ringing his eyes as he watched me, hunched and breathing heavily. “You claim you are a queen, clinging to this shitty thing as proof, but you’re doing nothing to act like one. Seraf is without a ruler, and they don’t know it yet. Gods, I didn’t even know Nemea had died until you told me. They’ll be looking for him soon, and they’ll assume Varya captured or executed him and then we will all pay, yet again, for your actions.” He looked at Nemea’s crown with a scowl. “It’s time you did your duty. For better or worse, you’re the only one who can help any of us.”

I gave an ironic huff. “Time I did my duty …”

I might have laughed at the idea of being back here, debating the muddled space between duty and desire, had I not felt so hollow. Revolt tightened my body at the prospect of losing the hope of a life of my own, but I realized now it was already gone. Lachlan was right. It was time. I could not bear the pain of losing Agatha too, of watching whole kingdoms crumble, of watching all of Leucosia slowly slip under Eusia’s control.

A shot of hot pain fell through me as I turned my head to look out toward Theodore’s ship. Now its sails were bloated by the wind, and a new resolve began to grow in me. I could do this. I could get us onto that ship and not harm Theodore. I would close myself up like one would a damaged hull. With joiners. With pitch. I would become impermeable, inviolable, just like my mother. Just as Theodore had been when I’d met him.

And he—and all of Leucosia—would remain safe for it.

I gave a sharp nod. “I’ll get us to the ship. But I’ll need a quill and parchment first.”

Approval narrowed Lachlan’s gaze. He scanned the ships before us as if he searched for one in specific. When he finally found it, far down the line of the adjacent docking, he started toward it in a hurry. “Keep up,” he called over his shoulder.

When I stood, I let out a garbled growl. My head swayed as the aching heat in my stomach turned blistering, but I managed step after labored step, until I was at the modest ship’s narrow gangplank.

It wasn’t a polished naval vessel but a small merchant ship. Clearly it had once been fine, with its intricate carvings and gilded nameplate. Now it was old, if not well-kept. Fluttering at the top of the center mast was a gray flag, emblazoned with a black flower and a scrolling M. Lachlan stood at the rail, talking to a ship captain who looked both willing and annoyed to oblige him.

The captain glared down at me, revealing her face from below her wide-brimmed hat, and I started. With those glinting, assessing eyes, straight but strong nose, and mischievously tilted mouth, she looked just like Lachlan. She gave me a long stare, a curt nod, and then she turned away and disappeared onto her deck. A moment later, Lachlan hurried down the gangplank, carrying a small writing box.

“Is that your sister?” I asked, as he set the box atop a small crate and began pulling out parchment, a bottle of ink, a blotter, and wax.

“Yes. Older.” He held up the black quill. “We’re too alike to be close. But she liked Agatha. So she’s agreed to deliver your letter and give us a dinghy.”

I nodded and began to scratch across the parchment. The letters looked as frail as I felt.

To the Isle of Seraf’s royal council,

In the battle that the Isle of Seraf waged upon Varya, your king, Nemea Miros, fell. He lay upon his back as I, Imogen Nel, daughter of Nemea Miros and the Great Goddess Ligea, ran his own sword through his neck. As his executioner and child, I claim his throne by force and by right. I commit to ushering in a new and prosperous age for the isle and its people.

That was all I could write before my hand began to shake too violently. It wasn’t the pain alone that made me tremble, but something in seeing those words in stark black and white, true and eternal. Lachlan read over the letter with his brows steeply pitched, before he began folding it to seal.

“Wait.” My heart struck my ribs as I wrote one final line.

I, your queen, will return home for my throne shortly.

Lachlan then folded the note, poured the wax he’d prepared, and took Nemea’s sword that hung at his hip into his fist. He held up the little rounded pommel where a knotted, tooth-bared eel was carved and pressed it into the dark green pool of wax. It left a ferocious, fanged impression behind. Something portentous twisted through me to see it.

To claim that emblem, and all it encompassed, as my own.

Lachlan packed the writing box as the pulleys on the side of his sister’s ship squeaked and clicked. The promised dinghy lowered slowly to the still water below. I could feel the movement of the sea beneath the damp dock wood, could feel that pulsing in my hurting stomach. My head spun from the heat and time seemed to ebb and flow again, swirling like a strange current, because in another breath I was in the little boat, sitting across from Lachlan, who held a worn oar in each fist.

Masts and hulls towered high above as he navigated us out into the open bay. “I’ll row us through the port. You’ll take over when we hit open water.”

I nodded. Theodore’s ship was nearly too far away to see clearly now. Sweat beaded over my skin. I swiped a hand across my forehead and unlatched my cloak’s clip.

Lachlan adjusted on his bench, nervously. “You feel like drowning me?”

I glared. “I’m just hot.”

“It’s cool out.” He gnawed the inside of his cheek, clearly suspicious. The sweeps
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