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CHAPTER ONE

a new mark

I have two faces. Both are wanted criminals. I’m meant to stay hidden—safely tucked away in my room until the new King deigns to summon me—but tonight, after days trapped indoors, I finally have a new mark.

Is it dangerous? Sure. But the thrill is worth the risk.

I feel clumsy as I scramble out my window. It’s been a while, but some instincts never fade. My fingers send ripples across the glassy surface of the Palace wall. I’m not sure what it’s made of, but I heard from a trusted source that it reflects the mood of the reigning King. Tonight, it’s smooth and still. Which means the King is either sleeping or deceptively calm.

I land softly on the ground and pause, listening to the night: soft coos of nearby birds, low whines of crickets, and rustling tree branches in the wind.

Missing from the blanket of sound: footsteps. Alarmed shouts that a fugitive siren just climbed from a Palace window.

Good. I’m alone.

I take a running start from the base of the Palace toward the surrounding gate. I leap and catch the metal bars to pull myself up and over.

In the process, my hood slips. For the briefest moment, I’m exposed. As soon as I’m on the other side, I pull it back up. Look around.

Nothing. It’s past midnight. The streets of Keirdre remain deserted, and I remain shrouded by the velvety night and dark fabric of my navy cloak.

I creep through Vanihail in the periphery of the streets, making my way to my mark for the evening.

One week ago, I was informed I’m leaving Keirdre. Traveling to the other side of the impenetrable barrier I’ve been trapped inside my whole life. Since then, I’ve been separated from my family, given a secluded room in the Palace, and told to stay put.

For one week, I obeyed, sitting still and docile, waiting for vague updates from a King who used to confide in me without reservation.

Tonight is blessedly different. Tonight, I shirk rules and embrace the exhilaration of a few fleeting hours of freedom and a fresh mark.

This part of Vanihail—South Vanihail—is a collection of short, navy-bricked buildings and shop signs faintly illumined by chaeliss torches. The cobblestones are perfectly even, with alternating shades of muddy brown and cloudy gray.

My pulse quickens as Haraya comes into view, towering over the rest of Vanihail. My tongue toys with the groove carved behind my false tooth. A habit. Useless now. I used to keep keil beads there, but they’re rarer now than they used to be. Besides, everyone in Keirdre already knows who and what I am. I’m a fugitive no matter what face I wear.

Moonlight and starlight flicker like torches as clouds swoop in and out, intermittently blanketing the sky. I hide in the shadows their light creates along the building. Haraya is home to Vanihail’s sentencing chamber—a foreboding hall where lawbreakers are tried and sentenced. The sentencing chamber is empty this time of night, but what I’m after lies underneath. The dungeons. Where the accused wait to stand trial and the guilty go to rot.

Keirdre is not in the business of freeing the accused.

Haraya’s front doors and locking mechanism are made of marble—too heavy for normal lock picking.

Fortunately, the doors aren’t the best point of entry for what I have planned.

I trace a hand over the crevices of the outer wall. My fingers dig into the grooves in the rough mortar as I start to climb. Wind bludgeons me from all sides. Its attack grows more vicious the higher I scale.

My arms burn when I reach my destination: the massive glass clockface on the front facade of the building. It’s made of blue stained glass with metal clock hands on the inside and outside.

Working quickly, I grab the smaller of the two clock arms with one hand and reach the other into my pocket for my knife. A harsh breeze billows my cloak and shoves the hood off my shoulders. I don’t let it distract me.

I wedge my knife’s blade between the glass of the window and the stone of Haraya. Back and forth, over and over . . .

Recently, I learned a few secrets from a trusted source about Haraya Hall.

Fact one: its clock is cleaned regularly.

Fact two—

I yank on the knife and the clockface swings inward.

—the clock is on a set of hinges. Apparently, it makes it easier to clean. And, right now, it makes it easier for me to duck inside.

Fact three: there’s a ledge just inside the window. Also used for cleaning. Also making it easier for me to enter.

I balance on the stone ledge and push the clock closed with a soft thud.

Pause. Catch my breath. Wait for someone to come sprinting.

All I hear is the steady tick, tick, tick of the clock.

I’m on edge as I pivot to face the sentencing chamber. Rows and rows of deserted benches facing a wooden stage at the front of the room.

For a flash, I see a spatter of red in my mind’s eye—the haunting memory of human blood splashing across the stage. Hear the raucous cheers in response.

I shiver. It has nothing to do with the cold.

The chaeliss chandeliers have been snuffed for the night, but there’s the faintest orange glow coming from under a door beneath me.

Homed in on that light, I climb down from the ledge and make my way to the door. I lean forward on the balls of my feet to absorb the sounds of my footsteps. One hand clutches my knife, the other seizes the erstwyn door handle.

The old wood creaks as I eke open the door. Which means I should assume the guards on the other side can hear it and are aware of my arrival.

My lips part. A song flows out like a stream. The melody starts slow but builds until the door is fully out of the way and I come face-to-face with two guards. Both frozen like ice. Their eyes are already glazed over from the sound of my singing, and when they catch sight of me—of my face, left eerily perfect without the disguise of a keil bead—they tremble from a combination of bone-chilling fear and aching desire.

The flavor of their want for me invades my senses, bathing my tongue in something sweet like honey and spicy like powdered chilis.

Lune above, I’ve missed this. Missed the feeling that accompanies reducing marks to drooling lightbrains, desperate to do as I command.

I survey the room. Small. The walls are decorated with wanted posters. Some are yellowed at the edges and have clearly been here for years. Others are fresh, like the one of a girl split in half. Half her face is monstrously beautiful. The other has her hair pulled back, revealing a burn on her cheek.

Both faces—both girls—are me.

There are two doors. The first is the one I came through, and the second is behind the guards. That is my destination—it leads into the deeper fortress of Haraya’s dungeons.

A tingling sensation in my fingers mixes with a hum in my heart—there’s water in this room. It’s above me, suspended in a large basin, ready for the guards’ use. A benefit of having a King—former King—who overvalued water fae: a steady supply of water on hand.

The guard on the right has one hand stilled over his belt. The fight must’ve seeped out of him when he caught sight of me.

I look into his eyes. Smile. Still singing, singing, singing.

The water overhead sings me a deliciously tempting song. Its tune is as soothing to me as my voice is to the guards. It entreats me to reach for it—use it, wield it, unleash it on the men before me.

Kill.

But now isn’t the time for that.

I grit my teeth against the water’s plea and move closer to the guards.

Their bodies are immobile but their eyes dart over my face, soaking it in like fresh honey on warm cornbread.

The guard on the left speaks first. “Y-you’re—”

Beautiful? A criminal? Both are correct, but the guard’s voice trails and he doesn’t finish the sentence.

Conflict wages in the man closest to me. He’s torn between his duty to capture me and his desperation to please me.

The guard on the right never stood a chance. As his partner eyes me, fighting himself, the one on the right stares in enraptured awe. From the moment he heard my voice, loyalty to Keirdre became an exasperating afterthought.

I focus all my attention on him. Smile wider. It’s cruel and taunting, but he doesn’t notice. Can’t see anything but me through the fog of his desire.

My song builds. I move closer. Hold his gaze with flashing silver eyes.

His companion watches, but I know he won’t strike me. He’s stronger-willed than his partner, but he’s under my spell just the same.

The water sloshes in the basin above us. Kill.

It would be all too easy and blissfully familiar to tell them to plunge their blades through their own hearts, keep pushing until they keel over, stone dead. I swallow the urge.

No kills tonight. No matter how refreshing it would feel after the past week cooped up in the Palace with no one to sing to.

I’m half a pace away from the guard on the right. He holds his breath, as though afraid if he releases it, I’ll blow away in a cloud of smoke.

“Hi,” I say softly. “I need to take a peek into the dungeons. Let me pass?” I sing a few more low and haunting notes. Place a hand on his shoulder, so gentle it’s barely a touch at all.

His body wracks with shivers. Without a word, he lurches aside, granting me access to the door behind him.

I square my shoulders so I brush him as I pass. I smirk as he tenses from the brief contact.

Was it necessary?

No.

But damn it all if it wasn’t fun.

Torches bracketed to the stairwell walls light my path as I descend into the dungeons. The door thuds closed behind me and I pick up my pace. I only have so much time before the effects of my Siren Song fade and the guards sound the alarm to apprehend me. It’s not an exact science, but I give myself seven minutes before the Palace is alerted to my presence.

Including, of course, Keirdre’s new King.

I reach the base of the stairs. Three stone corridors branch from where I stand, each lined with small, dimly lit cells more befitting caged animals than people.

I start down the middle path. My eyes scour each cell for my mark. Above each set of cell bars is a number carved into a wooden plaque.

321, 322 . . .

Prisoners move to the front of their cells and stare as I pass, jaws unhinged.

325, 326 . . .

A man reaches for me from between his cell bars.

I ignore him.

329, 330, 331 . . .

I stop. A familiar figure is tucked in the back of cell 332.

His back is pressed against the far wall of his cell, head ducked to obscure his face. Not that it matters. I could pick his silhouette out from a wall of shadows.

It’s odd to see him reduced to a prisoner. Throughout our years of friendship, he struck me as some kind of invincible. Or, at the very least, above the law. He lied to the Keirdren military for years and lived to tell the tale. As far as I’m concerned, for a time, he was invincible.

Until he betrayed me—took my sister, threatened to kill her, and shattered my heart in the process. He’s mortal. I know that now. Just as disappointing as everyone else.

He doesn’t look up as I approach, but his breathing changes—he knows I’m here.

The last time I saw him, I hated him—wanted him dead. I still do.

I’ve spent my life fighting myself. Over the past few lunes, I’ve gained a bit of stability over my instincts. Still, restlessness and anger are my enemies. After a week of silence, with nothing but fury and memories that burn like acid to keep me company, my impulses are on edge. Singing to the guards above was thrilling. Seeing my biggest heartbreak now is infuriating.

Temptation prickles my senses, and I’m all too aware of how easy it would be to kill him.

It makes me even angrier. Seeing him reminds me how volatile I am. How easy it is to slip back into violent habits.

I dig my fingernails into my palms, forcing myself calm.

He’s a mark tonight, yes. But I’m not here to spill blood. I’m here for answers.

I crouch in front of his cell. “You look cozy. I like seeing you like this.”

“Saoirse.” His head is still ducked.

It irritates me—feels like a dismissal—so I mimic his tone and say, “Spektryl.”

His eyes snap up. Brilliant green and flooded with hurt he hasn’t earned. The look dissolves, like sugar in tea, almost instantly, but the brief flash was unmistakable. There was a time those eyes were comforting. A time when seeing them flicker with pain would move me. Now, they make me cold and I savor his displeasure.

“What are you doing?” he asks. “Does your Prince know you’re here?”

“He’s a King now.” And about as far from “mine” as he could be. I shove that thought aside.

Carrik’s face twists with disgust and his emotions sour on my tongue. “He’s a boy with a crown. Doesn’t make him a King. Certainly not mine. You didn’t answer my question. Does he know you’re here?”

“I don’t answer to you. I’m out here. You’re behind bars.”

“For now.” He smirks. “But what is your Prince going to do when he discovers you here? Who knows? Maybe you’ll join me.”

“I have questions about the other side of the barrier.” I ignore his questions about Hayes. I’m trying not to kill Carrik right now. Thinking about Hayes—and all the jumbled emotions that come with it—isn’t the best way to do that. “I suspect you have answers. You work with the Resistance, and at least some of you have contact with the other side. Laa’el told me, so don’t bother denying it.”

“Who says I’m denying it? But why are you—” His smug expression warps into wide-eyed fear. “Is he— He’s not thinking of sending you there, is he?” Carrik’s on his feet, gripping the cell bars and staring at me with chilling intensity. “He is, isn’t he?”

I don’t confirm or deny the accusation, but he can read my thoughts clearly enough without me breathing a word.

Carrik scowls. “That lightbrain. What the hell is he thinking, putting you in danger like that?”

“Don’t pretend to care about my safety,” I say. “Why do you say the other side is dangerous?”

“They hate the Royals. Anyone from Keirdre, but especially Larster and his family. Anyone affiliated with them will have a target on their back. There’s a hierarchy in Keirdre, and fae are on top. It’s not like that over there. There are other creatures.”

“What kind?” I try to mask my interest. I’m here for answers about the other side. I’m here because I need to know where the doorway to cross over is, what dangers I might face over there, and how to prepare myself.

But I have another secret, maybe irrational reason for traveling to the other side: hope that Larster didn’t kill all other sirens. Maybe it’s silly, but I came from somewhere—someone. Someone else who’s unbearably beautiful but terrified of mirrors. Someone with a constant war waging inside.

I want to find someone like me—someone better than me. Someone who learned to quiet the raging storm of their desires. I managed it briefly on the deck of the Sea Queen, only for it to be immediately shattered the moment I was angry again.

I’ve been inhaling chaos like I breathe underwater, and I want it to stop. Want someone to tell me it can stop. Somewhere out there, there’s someone like me. I know it.

Carrik’s eyes soften, and he answers the question I refused to ask outright: “I don’t know if there are sirens, Saoirse.”

I feel the cold sting of crushed hope. I shove it aside. I don’t want him to see. “I didn’t ask about that. What do you know? Do you know where the doorway is?”

He wavers for a tick before shaking his head. “No. But even if I did know, I wouldn’t tell you.”

“Why not? I thought you wanted me to forgive you?”

“I do.” He meets my eyes with sincerity so raw I hope he chokes on it. “And I’ll keep apologizing for however long it takes. But you have to be alive to forgive me. I’d rather you live long enough to hate me forever than die absolving me. If your Prince asked you to go to the other side of the barrier, tell him no. Please.”

“He’s not my Prince,” I say, annoyed.

“Actually,” a deeper, huskier voice speaks from behind me, “he’s not a Prince at all.”

I go rigid. I hadn’t heard his approach, but I sense him now— feel his glare on the back of my neck, scalding enough to rankle my nerves.

I half turn. “Your Majesty.” I bow. This should be familiar, but it feels awkward now.

His eyes, blue like the ocean and somehow even more captivating, are uncharacteristically blank as they look me over. The look is brief—just a swift once-over to ensure I’m upright and breathing—before they shift to Carrik.

I hate myself for missing the way his gaze used to linger.

“What are you doing here?” Hayes’s words are directed at me even though he’s no longer looking.

“I—”

“This was reckless.” He asked the damned question but he talks over my answer. “If it was anyone else who responded to the alarm, you’d be locked up. Maybe even dead.”

“I wanted answers,” I say.

He scoffs. “You’re fortunate I told the guards to contact me directly if they saw you.”

I raise my brows. “You thought I’d come here?”

Hayes finally looks at me again. His expression is dripping with derision. “You think you’re complicated, but I’ve got a foolproof way to figure you out. Just think of the last possible thing I’d want you to do—the most reckless thing you could possibly do. It’s a safe bet that’s exactly what you’ve already done twelve times over.”

His words are so harsh, even Carrik flinches.

I stand my ground. “Your Majesty—”

“Never mind.” He turns on his heel and starts back down the hall. “We should go.” He doesn’t motion for me to follow or even ask. Just assumes I’ll trail behind him like a welltrained ox.

Carrik watches him leave with a scowl. “You’re really going to risk your life to keep that asshole happy?”

“It’s not about him. It’s about my family. I need proof that whatever is over there is better for them than Keirdre. But since you won’t help . . .” I turn away. Manage a single step before—

“Wait!”

I smirk to myself before schooling my features and facing him again. “What?”

“Saoirse, please. Don’t cross the barrier.”

“Why? You haven’t given me a reason not to.”

He pauses.

I sigh. “If you’re just going to waste my time—”

“It’s one-way,” he blurts.

That’s not what I was expecting. “What?”

“Once you leave Keirdre, you can’t come back. Not unless the barrier comes down.”

I’m freezing. Like I plunged headfirst into the Jeune River in the dead of winter. “I don’t believe you.” My words feel hollow.

“I’m telling the truth,” he says. “If you go over, you’ll be trapped. You’ll never see Rain, your family, me, or that damned Prince you like so much again.”
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CHAPTER TWO

weird, cold spaces

My feet are heavy as I drag them down the dungeon corridor. I barely register the prisoners who call for me as I pass.

I’m numb to it all. I don’t even feel a rush as I wait outside the door at the top of the stairs. Feel for the water in the basin above the guards on the other side. Grab it with my mind, wrap it around their faces like scarves. Wait until they pass out—stop before they’re dead—and ascend from the dark depths of the dungeons. I step around their unconscious bodies, still feeling nothing.

It’s child’s play. I’m so dead to it all, I’m not even tempted to kill them. Not tempted to do anything but curl up and cry. Or scream. Maybe both.

I pull up my hood as I leave Haraya. Keep it up as I climb into the carriage waiting outside. Hayes sits on one side, looking down as I slide onto the bench across from him.

It’s not until the carriage rocks to life and we begin the journey back to the Palace that he finally looks at me with a single raised brow. “What do you think? Was I convincing?”

I force a smile I don’t mean. I should be pleased. Our feigned spat successfully softened Carrik’s resolve and loosened his tongue. We know more about the barrier than we did before. Still, my victory feels more bitter than sweet.

For one thing: Carrik’s words are an echo I can’t unmute. “Once you leave Keirdre, you can’t come back.”

He might be a liar and a traitor, but I believe him.

I could cross over the barrier and be trapped forever. In a world I only learned existed a few weeks ago. Without my sister, my parents, my aunties, my . . .

My eyes land on the frowning King sitting across from me.

Hayes.

That fear alone is enough to send my stomach sinking to the carriage floor. But I can’t linger on it because of the second concern consuming my thoughts: our “feigned” spat felt all too real. Each word he hurled at me felt targeted. Not like manufactured anger for the sake of a convincing show. More like festering honesty, finally unleashed.

I want to ask him how much was real and how much was fabricated, but I can’t because we have bigger issues. Can’t because I’m secretly a coward and I’m not sure I want to know the answer.

So, I tuck my fears behind a smile so strained, it’s painful, and pretend the wall between us—made of secrets and lies and heartbreak—doesn’t exist. “Should I be concerned? Your acting was so impeccable, you even had me convinced.” My words are true, but my tone—light, teasing, and unbothered—is a lie. A half-truth. My specialty.

Hayes’s smile is, like mine, frayed and vacant. He only manages to hold my gaze for a tick and a half before even the fake grin drips away like melting candle wax. He rests his head against the carriage seat. I think he means to seem relaxed, but there’s too much tension in his shoulders to fool me. “Did it work? Did Spektryl say anything after I left?”

“He told me the doorway is one-sided. Once I go through, I can’t come back.”

Hayes sits up, eyes sharpening. “What?” “It’s fine,” I say quickly. “I’ll find a way.”

“What if you don’t?”

“I will,” I insist. “But if I can’t, I’ll neutralize whatever army the Resistance has waiting for us so it’s safe for you to bring down the barrier.” I keep my spine rigid and shoulders straight, arming myself with confidence I don’t feel.

There’s still so much we need to accomplish before I can leave. We need to actually find the doorway. I need to get my lairic beads runed again. We need the potion that will unlink Hayes’s and Ikenna’s lives from the barrier. And now there’s not even a guarantee that if we find the doorway, I’ll be able to come back.

Over the past week, Hayes and I have been strategizing. First, we read through every letter Larster received from Reyshka Harker. We have one last unsent letter in Larster’s hand we found in his office and dozens from Reyshka over the past five years.

They were useful enough. She wrote detailed instructions about where she is on the other side, so I know how to find her when I get there. Unfortunately, nothing she wrote hinted at where the doorway is. Or what she’s doing over there. Every few years, the top Deltas from the Vanihailian Barracks are sent to the other side to train under her—but we have no idea what they’re training for.

After that, we contacted Auntie Drina. She made Hayes a lairic configuration so I can Dreamweave with him from the other side. Now, she’s brewing nafini—a potion that should, hopefully, unlink Hayes’s and Ikenna’s souls from the barrier.

It’s the plan that feels the most stable, but it’s still so frail it could easily crumble to dust. Drina is a powerful witch, but that kind of magic—the magic of souls—has long since gone out of practice. She’s never brewed nafini. She knows the general process, but there’s no guarantee it will work.

That’s not even getting into the other potential obstacles. It requires a full lune to brew, and since she only started about a week ago, we have another three weeks before it’s usable. Another issue is the Resistance on the other side. Supposedly, they have a massive, vicious army out to spill Keirdren blood. We can’t risk bringing down the barrier if it means everyone in Keirdre, including my family and Hayes, gets killed in the process.

These are all problems I don’t have the capacity to solve. So many cracks that could easily lead to ruin.

“Did Spektryl tell you where the doorway is?” asks Hayes. “He says he doesn’t know.”

Hayes groans. Another dead end.

Four days ago, Hayes spoke with my former training instructor, Pierce Flynn, to see if he knew anything about the other side. All he could tell us was that the doorway was somewhere in Kurr Valley.

Translation: nothing useful.

The barrier wraps around Keirdre on all sides. Kurr Valley, one of two sectors for earth fae and home to most of Keirdre’s farmland, is the largest sector. By a lot. It does little—scratch that, nothing—to narrow down our search area.

Our next step was the King’s—former King’s—office. Nothing. A word I’m growing weary of. The only thing we found was a freya candle I’m certain is the same one Larster used to pass letters to Reyshka.

Unfortunately, my hunch is just that, because Hayes couldn’t get the damned thing to light. We think it needs his father’s hand to work, but there’s no way to prove it. Larster is dead.

Our next step was Carrik. He gave us an answer, but not the one we need.

Which means our next step . . . “Your Majesty,” I say gently.

Hayes’s head is still flopped against the carriage seat. “I know what you’re going to say.”

Ikenna.

Queen of Keirdre. Hayes’s mother.

That freya candle in Hayes’s office might not work for the new King, but maybe it’ll work for the former Queen. That’s my theory, anyway, but Hayes has been reluctant to bring his mother into this.

“Can you arrange a meeting with Ikenna?” I ask, keeping my voice as gentle as possible.

“Yes,” he drags out the word with obvious loathing. “I doubt she knows anything. My parents weren’t close. They had separate bedrooms and separate lives.”

I open my mouth, ready for a spat, but he cuts me off. “Fine. We’ve exhausted all other options. I’ll arrange a meeting with her tomorrow. Did Spektryl say anything else?”

“I don’t know if there are sirens on the other side.”

Crushing words but ultimately meaningless to our mission.

There was a time when Hayes would’ve asked for some kind of insight into what I was feeling. Just like there was a time when I might’ve asked why he’s so against talking to his mother. It wasn’t that long ago, but it was a completely different world.

Hayes said he forgave me for all the secrets and lies. He meant it. He hasn’t been angry with me—he’s been cold. Which is worse. I want him to glare. Yell. Punish me so we can move forward. Instead, we live in a weird, cold space where we fake smiles and avoid eye contact like strangers.

“Saoirse?” Hayes prods when I take too long to answer.

I shake my head. “No. He didn’t say anything else.”

Hayes nods, accepting this. We lapse into chilling silence for the rest of the ride.
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CHAPTER THREE

oversized throne

Hayes still looks out of place in his father’s office. Scratch that—it’s Hayes’s office now. No matter how many times I remind myself of his new role, it doesn’t feel right.

His desk is on a raised platform and the office walls are drab and gray, as is the stone basin of water behind him. The only splash of color in the room is the massive navy chair behind his desk. It’s wider than it needs to be, with a curved spine that stretches up and up, almost to the ceiling. The combination of the elevated desk and foreboding chair is clearly designed to make the King look commanding.

For Larster, maybe it worked. But Hayes just looks small sitting in the oversized chair. Like a child trying on their father’s shirt and drowning in excess fabric.

I sit in a cushioned gray chair across from him. His legs are hidden by the desk, but I can tell they’re bouncing with nerves as we wait for Ikenna. I want to say something to put him at ease, but I no longer feel qualified.

Hayes’s guards have dwindled over the past few weeks. Erasmus is dead, Laa’el is imprisoned, Devlyn resigned shortly after Hayes’s disastrous birthday celebration, and I’m a fugitive. Leaving Hayes with only Zensen and Jeune until he hires new guards to add to the rotation.

Jeune stands over my shoulder near the office door. In the few minutes we’ve been here, she’s yawned three times. With such a small pool of guards, she gets less time to sleep than ever.

A sharp knock on the door.

Hayes clears his throat. “Who is it?”

“You summoned me.” I’ve only heard Ikenna speak a handful of times, but I recognize her voice instantly. She sounds calm, cool, and bored.

Hayes nods to Jeune. She unlocks the door and moves aside for the Queen and two of her guards to enter before locking it again.

The shorter of Ikenna’s guards is staring at me, eyes widened in awe. He quickly looks away when he sees he’s been caught, but the stale-bread flavor of his apprehension mingles with the heated flare of his desire.

Queen Ikenna is regal. Tall with an unyielding posture and stiff shoulders. Subtle lines frame her mouth and the corners of her eyes. Aside from that, she’s ageless. Her hair is dark and thick, styled into a pouf that floats around her head like a crown, dotted with pearl beads that look like stars. She shares an eye color with her son, but her ocean gaze is harder. Crueler. She’s dressed in yellow today. A rich, golden color that perfectly complements her dark skin. Plain from the waist up, patterned from the waist down. She’s unmistakably powerful and undeniably beautiful.

Ikenna’s eyes flit around the room before lighting on me. Her expression, detached up until this point, sours. I taste her acrid disdain, colored by something peppery. Anger. “I didn’t realize you were inviting her,” she says coldly.

A scathing response comes to mind, but Hayes speaks before I can voice it. “Remember, you’re not to breathe a word of her presence in the Palace. To anyone.”

“I already swore I wouldn’t,” Ikenna mutters. She eyes me expectantly. “Well?”

I gift her with a slow blink. “Well, what?”

“Are you not going to offer me your seat?”

I can’t contain my incredulous laugh. “You’re joking.”

Her eyes narrow. “Have I said something funny? There are only two chairs. Your King has one. The other, clearly, is mine.”

“And yet, here I sit.”

Her mouth flattens into an unamused line. She glares at Hayes. “I’ve heard the rumors of your . . . relationship with this creature. Are you truly not going to command she give me my seat?”

Hayes lifts his brows. “I can’t imagine what she’d do to me if I tried to ‘command’ anything of her.”

Jeune chuckles but stops when the Queen glares at her. “Fine,” says Ikenna. “I’ll stand. Why am I here?”

Hayes procures a pale blue freya candle from a desk drawer. “Do you recognize this?”

Ikenna’s face remains still. “It’s your father’s.” Clears her throat. “Was your father’s.”

My tongue detects an emotion that’s cold like ice and sharp like ginger. Heartbreak.

Interesting. I know little about Larster and Ikenna’s relationship. I hadn’t thought either of them capable of genuine affection for each other, but apparently, I was mistaken. I file this information away.

“I can’t get it to work,” says Hayes.

Ikenna stares at the candle for another two ticks before looking at Hayes again. “It was spelled to work only for your father. I suppose it’s useless now.”

“It won’t even work for you?”

“No.”

It’s convincing, but my gut tells me she’s lying. “Do you know what it’s for, at least?” I ask.

A muscle tics in her jaw, and my tongue bathes in her briny irritation. “I don’t answer to monsters.”

My hands fist in my lap. Ikenna sat idly by as her husband slaughtered thousands. Orphaned hundreds. Including me. And somehow, I’m the only monster in the room?

The water in the basin behind Hayes gurgles at me to punish her.

Hayes must glimpse my barely bridled anger because he quickly says, “Do you know what it’s for?”

Ikenna nods stiffly. “For your father’s communications with Reyshka. I assume you know about her?”

“I do. No thanks to you. Were you ever going to tell me?”

“Eventually.” Her words are clipped.

It’s clear from the hurt that dances swiftly over Hayes’s expression that he believes her about as much as I do. “Had you told Finnean?”

She flinches at his name, and the gingery sorrow is back. She misses her late son as much as her husband. “Your brother—”

“That’s a yes.” Hayes is bitter. It settles on his face like dregs of tea sinking to the bottom of a cup. “Do you know where the doorway to the other side of the barrier is?”

Ikenna glances at me. “Why do you want to know?”

“I’m a King now. How do you expect me to lead without knowing what’s happening in my own kingdom?”

“Your father was a private person. He didn’t tell me everything. I have no idea where the doorway is.”

She’s lying. I’m certain of it, but the flavor of her emotions gives nothing away. Oddly enough, I detect a strong taste of sour grapes and stale biscuits—guilt and fear—only it’s not coming from Ikenna, it’s coming from one of her guards. The one who stared at me when he entered.

I didn’t pay him any mind before, but I study him now. His build is scrawny—he’s so small, he almost looks human. His skin is rough and light like sandstone. He has bright topaz-colored eyes and shorn hair. He doesn’t stand still like Ikenna’s second guard. He shifts in place, oozing anxiety.

“Are you sure?” Hayes, still questioning Ikenna, pulls my attention.

“Certain. I’m sorry I don’t have anything more useful for you.”

I don’t believe she’s sorry for a tick. Everything about her— from the steel in her voice to the ice of her gaze—makes it clear she’s never uttered a sincere apology in her life.

Hayes looks at me with a raised brow: Anything else?

I have more questions, but we can’t compel Ikenna to answer any of them. I shake my head.

Hayes sighs. “You’re free to go, Mother.”

Ikenna’s lips twitch into a thin smile, and she turns to leave. Pauses. “Guard yourself. She’s even more beautiful than I remember.” She’s looking at me but talking to Hayes. Before I can digest her words, she and her guards sweep from the room.

Hayes groans as soon as Jeune locks the door behind them. “She’s hiding something. Could you sing to her? Make her tell us the truth?”

“My songs have limits.”

“They don’t work on women?”

“It’s not about gender.” A common misconception. “Siren Songs only work on people who are attracted to me.”

Hayes’s eyes rake slowly over my body, lingering on my face and again on my hips. His brow knits in confusion. “Is that not everyone?” Said differently, it might sound coy, but Hayes’s confusion is earnest—he can’t fathom anyone not wanting me.

“Not everyone,” I say. “Definitely not Ikenna. But I think we have another option. Her guard—the smaller one—he got nervous when she said she didn’t know where the doorway is.”

Hayes frowns. “How do you know?”

“Sirens can taste emotions. He was nervous. And guilty. Like he was hiding something.”

“I noticed it too.” Jeune comes to stand alongside my chair. “He started fidgeting when Her Majesty said she didn’t know where the doorway is.”

Hayes’s eyes are on me. “Can you get him to talk?”

Ikenna is a Queen. A powerful and cruel woman. We can ask her all the questions we want, but if she doesn’t want to answer, she won’t. This guard, on the other hand . . . I have lots of experience bending men exactly like him to my will. “Yes. Do you know if he’s working tonight?”

“I can find out,” Jeune offers.

“Thank you.” I smile at her. “If he’s not on rotation, I’ll pay him a visit at midnight.”

“Come find me after,” says Hayes. “We’ll meet in my room to debrief. And Saoirse, remember—”

“I know, I know,” I say. “Don’t let anyone see me.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

shifting tides

Hayes mentioned the former King and Queen slept in different rooms. He failed to mention they have separate wings of the Palace. Larster had the eastern side of the third floor, and Ikenna the western side. It’s a waste of space and resources, but having met them, I can’t say I blame them for going to extremes to avoid each other.

Midnight is nearing as I slink through the corridors. Like Hayes, Ikenna keeps her guards close to her quarters. Their rooms are in her wing of the Palace, near her chambers.

It’s late enough that the halls are empty, but I still wear a low-hanging hood and keep to the shadows to avoid being seen. I haven’t passed anyone yet, but my heart hammers louder with each creaking floorboard I hear, no matter how distant.

Chaeliss lights in the halls are dimmed after sunset, but there’s still enough light to make out the portraits on the walls of the Queen’s corridors. They’re all of Larster, Ikenna, and a man with brilliant eyes like the sea. Finnean. Hayes’s brother, dead well before Hayes was born.

I examine more portraits as I pass. None of them feature Hayes.

My stomach turns in distaste.

I stop at the door eight down on the right. According to Jeune, this is my mark’s room. She also told me his name— Thannen—but I don’t intend to use it. He’s a mark and I have a rule about that.

When I knock, there’s shuffling on the other side before it cracks open.

Ikenna’s guard peers through the gap between the door and jamb, eyes wary. “What—”

I wedge a foot into the room, stopping him before he’s finished. One hand slams against the door, pushing it open, the other shoves his chest, moving him back as I enter. My face is still hidden, and I can’t reveal myself until we’re in his room, where there’s no chance of discovery.

My mark was caught off guard by my sudden attack, but now that he’s had a moment to process, he’s alert. He tenses, preparing to try and fight me off. I kick the door shut behind me and shake off my hood.

His hostility extinguishes as his jaw tumbles to the floor.

“Hello.” I smile. “Do you know who I am?”

He nods. Doesn’t speak.

He seems still enough now, so I drop my hand from his chest. Disappointment darts over his face at the loss of contact. In response, I sing a hauntingly alluring melody.

My mark’s body slackens and his topaz eyes go blank.

“You lied to me.” My eyes glow silver and I step toward him.

He moves closer, his motion a longing echo of my own. “I would never lie to you.”

“You did.” I lean forward. My face lingers, a few shaking breaths away from his. “Queen Ikenna said she doesn’t know where the doorway to the barrier is. That was a lie, wasn’t it?”

His lips part to answer me—then his eyes go wide in horror and he clamps a hand over his mouth to rein in the words. “No. I—I can’t—”

I can hardly hear him through the hand over his mouth.

He’s loyal to his Queen. Not surprising, but irritating. Gently, I reach for his arm. Draw his hand away from his face. “You can.” My silver eyes capture his. Hold them captive to my whim. “For me, you can.” I sing another few notes.

The soft tune draws a shudder from my mark. The song washes away his inhibitions, shifting the tides of his loyalty from the former Queen to a new one. Me.

I watch it happen. Taste the moment the burning sweetness of his lust for me becomes overwhelming. The moment he’s no longer a Keirdren soldier, but a toy for me to play with.

“Ikenna lied, didn’t she?” I say again.

“Yes.” There’s no hesitation in his answer now.

“Thank you for your honesty,” I say encouragingly. “I need you to keep being honest. You can do that, can’t you?” I lay a hand on his arm. Rub it soothingly up and down. “For me?”

He doesn’t waver. His eyes are completely glazed with desire. “Yes.”

“Good. Does she know where the doorway is?”

“Yes.”

I duck my head. My lips skim his cheek as I speak. “Do you?”

“Yes.” He’s so eager—so enraptured by me—he nearly falls over. I hold his arms, steadying him. The contact sets his heart careening faster. “It’s where the Jeune River meets the barrier,” he says. “The doorway was made with water magic. Only water fae can get through. Or,” he amends, “a siren.”

“How?”

“The barrier was created by a warlock. When he sealed it, he left a tear. It’s too small to pass through. You have to use water to push it open large enough to enter. But it’s unstable. Once it’s open, you only have seconds to cross before it closes again.”

Carrik’s words from last night ring in my mind. “How do you get back?”

My mark shakes his head. “You can’t. The gap in the barrier is only on the Keirdren side. It closes as soon as there’s no more water holding it open.”

Lune above, I wanted Carrik’s words to be a lie. My brain spins with this new information, so I pace, half forgetting my mark is still here, with greedy eyes that follow my every move. “Is that all?” I ask.

“Er . . .”

A faint hint of old bread intertwines with the taste of my mark’s desire for me. Nerves.

In an instant, I’m in front of him again. “What? There’s something else Ikenna is hiding?”

“Her Majesty . . .” He hesitates. “Despises you.”

I almost roll my eyes. I already know that. There’s more he’s holding back. I soften my gaze and sing again, louder this time.

His fragile resistance crumbles. “Her Majesty has a private audience with a warlock tonight,” he blurts. “To discuss you.”

“Me? What about me?”

“She plans to use magic to force you out of Keirdre. Permanently.”

Is that even possible?

A few weeks ago, I’d have said no. Now . . . I don’t know what to think.

Is Ikenna capable of using magic to get rid of me? Maybe. But why bother? She must know—or at least suspect—that Hayes is already planning on sending me to the other side. She doesn’t need a warlock to send me away. The fastest way to get rid of me would have been to tell me where the doorway is instead of playing coy.

Before Larster’s death, I never thought much of Ikenna. Never saw her as anything other than her husband’s wife. It’s clear now that while she didn’t share her late husband’s bed, she shared his dark and twisted soul. And, apparently, his hatred of sirens.

“You said this meeting is happening tonight?” I say. “When?”

“Midnight. At the pier.”

I’m reeling. It’s midnight now. Ikenna is speaking to a warlock about how to remove me from Keirdre right now. “Which pier?”

“The one used for His Highness’s birthday celebration.”

Of course. The Sea Queen is docked there. Freshly abandoned and perfect for clandestine conversations.

My mark watches me. “Please don’t tell Her Majesty I told you.”

“I won’t. But I need you to promise me something in return.”

“Anything.”

“Don’t tell anyone we spoke.” Having one of Ikenna’s guards at my disposal could be useful in the future. Especially if she’s planning something.

My first instinct is to drop everything and race to the pier to eavesdrop on the rest of Ikenna’s meeting. Except, if I do, Hayes will worry something’s happened. For all the times I’ve lied to him, I feel I owe him this.

I give my mark a stern stare. “Promise me.” My hand trails up the side of his arm. “You won’t tell a soul we spoke.”

His head bobs earnestly. “I won’t tell anyone. I promise.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

blood on her hands

The corridor outside Hayes’s room is chaos. I’m around the corner, back against the wall, trying to stay hidden. Just barely, I peek my head around to peer down the hall. Dozens of fae soldiers dart around in a panic; human servants scuttle about, looking equally frantic.

A soldier’s head pivots in my direction.

My hood is up, so he can’t see my face, but I swiftly duck back around the corner anyway. Out of sight, perfectly still. My breathing is unsteady as I wait . . .

Seconds tick away. Nothing.

It’s a minor relief. Why are there soldiers here? Hayes wouldn’t have summoned them—he knows I’m meant to meet him in his chambers.

Something must’ve happened. My mark said Ikenna is meeting someone right now. Maybe whatever she’s planning is tied to whatever has soldiers swarming Hayes’s room like locusts.

Meeting Hayes is out of the question now. There’s no way for me to get to him without being seen.

I have two options: go to the pier myself and intercept Ikenna’s meeting, or return to my room. Patiently sit on my hands and wait for Hayes to fetch me.

Mind made, I push off from the wall and head down the corridor.

I duck into my room. Lock the door behind me. And, as I’ve done countless times before, climb out the window and scramble down the side of the Palace.

My feet know the route to the pier by heart. Memories of my last time here—delivering Hayes and a vial of luneweed to Laa’el and Spektryl, my heart shattering with Carrik’s betrayal, watching him pitch Rain into the sea—slink to mind. I shove them aside.

Focus.

I crouch in the greenery about a dozen paces from the dock. I look around, searching for anything out of place. The Sea Queen is instantly recognizable, with its navy exterior and gold-scripted lettering that glimmers in the starlight. The ship sways in the gentle waves. The shadows it casts over the pier elongate and shrink as it rocks. The movement is calming. The water whispers to me. It’s not an urge to kill—there’s no one around to kill—just the ever-present desire to submerge myself in the waves.

I take a breath.

Focus.

The night is still. There’s no sign of Ikenna or a warlock anywhere.

Suspicion wraps around me like a scratchy wool blanket. It’s enough to quiet the water’s singing. Was my mark lying? Or misinformed?

I’m about to give up and return to the Palace when a piercing scream splits the night.

My head jerks up, seeking the source.

I can’t hear anything over my roaring heartbeat. My chest heaves as I look around, scanning . . .

All is quiet.

The pounding drums of my heart start to settle—

Another scream. Loud enough for me to identify where it’s coming from—the Sea Queen.

I take half a tick to check my hood is still up before charging from the shrubbery, over the ship’s gangplank, and onto the deck.

Wind whistles, water splashes, and the wood of the ship creaks. But no more screams. Once again, the night is deceptively calm.

Fear has my pulse sprinting and eyes glowing silver. There’s no one on deck. There must be someone beneath me.

Water rankles my senses as I move across the deck, headed for the doorway that leads below.

A voice—scratch that, a moan—catches me off guard. It’s low, pained, and getting louder as an unseen person approaches.

I stop. A figure stumbles through the doorway. It’s too dark to see their features, but I see enough of their silhouette to know that one hand is pressed to their side.

They lurch for me, free hand outstretched, before collapsing with another groan.

Are they—?

The deck whines as I close the distance between us. My stomach is twisted into a knot so tight and heavy, I fear it’ll sink through the ship and drown.

I’m close enough now to make out his face and—lune above.

My mark.

Thannen. Jeune told me his name and I brushed it off. At the time, it didn’t matter.

He’s alive, but barely. The hand against his side is painted red with his own blood. Beneath the hand, the fabric of his navy shirt is cut open. His eyes meet mine, wild and frantic. He tries to speak, but he only manages a gurgling sound.

Panic clamps my heart. I know that sound. He’s been stabbed. His lungs are slowly pooling with blood. He can’t breathe, and in a matter of minutes, he’ll be dead. It’s an excruciatingly painful way to die.

I know this—because I’ve killed men this way before.

Get out of here.

My instincts—common sense—hiss at me. I should listen. Run off the ship, retreat to the safety of my room in the Palace. Someone did this to Thannen, and judging by the freshness of the wound and recency of his screams, they’re still here. But if I leave now, he’ll die.

Maybe I’m selfish, but if he dies, the odds of getting answers grow slimmer.

I kneel beside him. “What happened?”

Again, he tries to speak, but the words are too garbled for me to understand.

He seizes my arm. The blood on his palm streaks my sleeve. He stares at me, eyes intense with some meaning I don’t understand.

I tug up his shirt to get a better look at his wound. I inhale sharply, horrified.

His flesh is torn apart. The bloody gashes stretch up his side, from his abdomen to his chest. My hands flutter uselessly. I try and press his shirt over his injuries to put pressure on the wounds, but there are so many. Too many.

Blood soaks through the shirt, staining my hands until they’re coated. “Hang on.” My voice trembles. “I’ll find who did this—” I try to rise, but again, he grabs me. His grip is weak but his meaning is clear: don’t go.

There’s nothing I can do for him here other than sit at his side and wait for him to die, but I comply.

His eyes get more frantic. The hand on my arm pulls my palm to his chest. Lays it there, against his heart.

“I won’t leave,” I assure him, voice shaking.

Thannen grunts. The expression in his eyes is urgent. He’s trying to tell me something, but I have no idea what. Still, I nod as though I understand. Stay crouched by his side as his grip— already loose—slackens. As the expression drains from his face until there’s nothing left.

His head falls against the deck.

My bloodstained hands shake as I shove them against his neck. Nothing. No pulse.

With my hand on his neck, I sense something sloshing in his lungs.

I expected there would be blood in his lungs. But this is water.

I wipe my hands, slick with blood, on my dark pants as my mind spins. Thannen is dead. It was the stab wounds that killed him, but the water in his lungs means that before he was stabbed, someone tried to drown him.

Why? And how the hell did someone have time to kill Thannen two different ways since I last saw him?

Orange light floods the deck before I’ve come up with an answer.

I jerk to my feet, blinking rapidly as my eyes adjust. Chaeliss lanterns float over the ship, now lit.

I twist around when I hear a shrill shriek from my right.

A woman stands on the pier, hands over her mouth as she stares at me with wide, horrified eyes. When she sees my face, she shrieks again, longer and louder.

Dammit.

I pull up my hood, but it’s too late. More people spill onto the docks.

I hear scattered shouts of, “That’s her!” and, “Isn’t that the siren?”

Above them all, here I am, standing over a dead body with the victim’s blood on my hands, and, complicating everything, there’s water in his lungs.

I look like a murderer.

Worse—I am a murderer—just not his.

There are only two ways off the ship. The gangplank, which leads to the hordes of screaming people on the pier, or over the side.

I don’t fully trust myself to be submerged in the ocean with my nerves so jangled and so many people nearby, but I don’t see another option.

The sea goads me to leap off the ship. It doesn’t want me to flee. The water wants me to take hold of it and silence the voices of the crowd. Permanently.

I back away from the front of the ship. More bodies piling up is the last thing I need. I’ll jump into the water—I have no other choice—but I will not give in. I’m going to swim away. No one else is going to die tonight.

The water snarls at me, and I back up farther. Leave Thannen lying in a pool of his own blood.

Every step is agonizing. I’m fighting my instincts and trying to ignore how desperate my body is for a kill. The water’s soothing tune reminds me how easy it would be to lure the entire pier of onlookers convinced I’m a monster into the ocean and prove them right.

Hiss.

Something sails past me and embeds into the wood of the ship. A navy crossbow bolt with a solid gold tip.

I look behind me. Soldiers have joined the crowd on the docks, and they’re charging at me.

I take swift inventory of the situation: the pins fastened to their chests indicate they work for the Palace. The crossbow bolt struck the ship a hairsbreadth away from me. These soldiers intend to take me captive—dead or alive.

The ocean is louder now. Its wrathful song demands I sing to the soldiers gaining on me. My head throbs as the sea churns violently, sending an angry, salty spray of dark water splashing onto the deck, drenching me.

Kill.

I raise myself on the ship’s ledge, preparing to flee.

Another bolt sails at me, nicking my leg.

I tumble off the side of the ship, splashing into the water on the deck. I steady myself against the railing and hold my other hand to my leg. Warm blood drips down my thigh.

My eyes flash silver.

I’m soaked, furious, and terrified.

A deadly combination.

The ocean chants. Using the boiling kettle of my emotions to fuel my need to sate our mutual desires.

Kill.

I take a breath, hoping to steady myself. Instead, I taste cloves and cinnamon and desire sweet enough to burn. I’m surrounded by potential marks, and they all want me. The knowledge—the taste—is intoxicating.

Kill.

The water calls and I’m lost.

I spin, facing the oncoming soldiers. The closest one runs over the gangplank. My lips part and the water’s rage flows into a song of beautiful devastation.

The crowd gathered onshore goes still. Despite my Siren Song, the soldiers keep running.

I squint, wondering how . . .

Something white pokes out from their ears—cotton. To tune me out.

Panicked, I dart forward, take hold of the nearest soldier by the front of his shirt, and rip out the tuft of cotton. My song flows directly into his ear. It’s more of a scream than a melody, but he melts all the same.

His hold on his crossbow loosens. I snatch it, along with the blade holstered around his hips. Meet his enchanted gaze. Jerk my head to the side of the ship. “Jump,” I snarl. “Don’t hold your breath.”

He doesn’t hesitate.

My blood boils. I’m impatient and so is the water. My actions are hardly my own as I don’t wait for him to comply. I shove him overboard myself.

He splashes into the sea.

I lick my lips, tasting the last remnants of his want for me along with the salt of the ocean. My last tenuous grasp on sanity slips.

A more in-control Saoirse would follow him. Leave the ship before the others reach me. But my restraint has snapped and I feel alive for the first time in weeks.

I don’t care that the soldiers can’t hear me. I open my mouth and a song screeches out. The stolen crossbow and blade clatter to the deck. I ignore them in favor of another, more captivating weapon.

Holding out my hands, I grab seawater and pull it, drenching the remaining soldiers.

Someone staggers to my right.

Water coils, wrapping around him, squeezing him. With a screech dark as night, I clench the watery fist around him and hurl him over the side of the ship.

There’s another soldier to my left.

A blast of water slams into him, pitching him into the sea as well.

The ocean roars in response, pleased.

A third soldier makes his way to me. Water surges into his face, right at his mouth and nose.

He chokes on it. Staggers away, trying to escape as water pours relentlessly down his throat and floods his lungs.

I’m too focused on drowning him. I don’t notice the fourth soldier until he’s upon me.

Arms encircle my waist and tackle me. My back thuds against the wood of the deck and my head slams after it. My head spins, so dizzily I don’t react as he ties something around my wrists, ceasing my fight. Then he shoves something into my mouth, silencing my song, and wraps something around my eyes, obscuring my vision.

Water seeps into my clothes, soaking my skin, leaving my instincts feral. I writhe in his grasp as I try to get away. Other hands grab at me, hauling me to my feet.

My legs kick out. My bound hands keep me from lashing my attackers with more water. Despite my kicking, grunting, and shaking, I’m dragged away by unknown soldiers, completely powerless.
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