

[image: Cover. Lore of the Tides, Analeigh Sbrana.]




[image: Title Page. Lore of the Tides, Analeigh Sbrana. Harper Voyager, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers.]




Map

[image: A map of the Ma Serach Empire, detailing bodies of land and the surrounding oceans. The landmass located on top is the largest. The port city of Jamal is labeled, along with the Golden Cascades mountain range, the Barren Wastes region, and the Ruins. Below the landmass is the Amare sea and the Dread Abyss. Located in the Dread Abyss is Lapis Deep, an underwater kingdom. To the right of Lapis Deep is Galjien Island. Below is the Demeda Ocean. Within the ocean on the bottom left is a smaller landmass, labeled Viba, and to the right is a small island, labeled the Vanishing Isle.]




Dedication

To every Black reader who grew up looking for themselves on the fantasy shelves, this one’s for you




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Map

Dedication

Part One: The Lavender Lark

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Part Two: The Sunken Garden

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Part Three: The Book of Sunbeams

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Also by Analeigh Sbrana

Copyright

About the Publisher




Part One

The Lavender Lark




Chapter 1

The earth pitched and shifted beneath Lore Alemeyu as panic clawed up her throat, thick and choking. Oh gods, was this another earthshake?

She couldn’t see. The room was dark, black as a new moon night. Were towering shelves about to crush her—the ceiling above poised to crack in two?

“Finndryl?” Lore rasped, offering the name into the darkness like the small candle of hope it was. Her throat was raw and scratchy, her tongue dry from thirst.

Silence answered, punctuated by the howling of a storm, the rustle of branches in the wind.

Were they not just together in the hidden garden? With Ember the fox? No, Ember the moth.

Wingbeats fluttered delicately upon her shoulder. Lore brushed aside curls to nudge the fox-turned-moth, but there was no sweet moth nuzzling her throat.

A phantom memory.

Lore shook her head. Her thoughts seemed to drift, as though they existed apart from time. A fog, swirling her memories and scattering them like birdseed.

The room oscillated again. Prickling vines of fear climbed up her spine. Lore reached for her magic but felt no familiar warmth—no ignition of Source.

It was night, she should be able to call on her magic. Unless . . . unless her grimoire was gone.

It had been months since she’d been without her grimoire. An ache crested within her as she realized what it meant to be without it—as though she were missing a hand.

Dread twisted in her gut, tighter than the tangled sheets clinging to her trembling limbs. She extricated her legs from the sheets and placed bare feet on the floor, holding on to the bedpost for support as the room spun around her—a dizzying kaleidoscope of blacks and smears of grays.

She swayed on her feet against this unceasing, sickening, rhythmic sway.

An earthshake would be over by now.

Lore’s stomach heaved, her chest constricting. She pressed the back of one hand to her mouth, scrunching her eyes shut and urging her stomach to settle. Though her thoughts were slow turning, like a stagnant swamp, this was not an earthshake. There was something decidedly other about this motion; it was unfamiliar.

Lore stretched out an arm, searching in the suffocating darkness. Scrabbling for purchase, she brushed her fingertips along the smooth surface of a table until she found an oil lamp and the cool, rough texture of a flint striker.

A spark. A flicker of flame. She spun the knob, adjusting the wick length. In the sudden swell of light, a door came into focus.

Lore stumbled toward it, only to collapse against it; her legs felt insubstantial, the weakness a horrifying echo of the wildwood, of when poison had coursed through her veins delivered on the sharp edge of an Alytherian guard’s sword. But unlike that time, Finndryl wasn’t by her side.

She clasped the door handle with trembling fingers. Twisted. The handle did not yield. Locked. Of course it was locked. There seemed to be no doors willing to open for her without an insufferable amount of effort.

Lore surveyed the unfamiliar room as despair coiled around her heart, a serpent tightening its viselike grip with every passing second.

The chamber seemed a cruel mockery—a lavish cell gilded with silk cushions, plush rugs, polished floors, and velvet curtains. A bloodred vase bursting with flowers—dahlias, peonies, and dripping displays of lilies of the valley—which had begun their descent into decay. Their once sweet perfume now hung heavy in the air, cloying and oppressive.

She lurched toward the window, ripping aside the thick curtains to unveil the truth. Sunlight, harsh and unforgiving, flooded the room. But it wasn’t the comforting warmth of a familiar dawn. This was a relentless glare. Lore’s breath hitched as her eyes adjusted.

The view crashed over her like a rogue wave, stealing her last vestiges of hope. Where there should be earth, trees, and hazy mountains was a churning sea of foam-capped blue.

She’d thought the sound was branches brushing against the window, but no, the swishing sound was the hum of water.

Lore was on a ship, and there was no land in sight.

Time stood still as it all came crashing back to her at once.

The tower. The fight with the steward. The women and children. Katu and Milo . . .

She closed her eyes, whispering a prayer that Grey and Isla had managed to lead the women and children to safety.

She flinched at the memory of betrayal in the garden. He’d betrayed her. Asher had . . . gods. The truth of who he’d been all along. The lies he’d spun, weaving them around her as though he were a spider—and she’d clung willingly to his web.

“Sleep, for now. Tomorrow, we sail in search of Auroradel, the Book of Sunbeams.”

He’d mentioned sailing, just before she’d lost consciousness.

And he’d done as promised—that whispered threat. He’d abducted her, absconded with her grimoire, and trapped her in an inescapable prison. She was at his mercy, this stranger, this male whose heart was unknown to her.

A heart that could only be as grim as the storm clouds gathering on the horizon, slowly eating up the sunlight.

She turned, stumbling to the table, gripping the bouquet. She strangled the stems in her hand, not caring that some were barbed with thorns. Though the flowers had wilted, the thorns remained sharp, biting into the soft flesh of her palms. The fog in her mind, the persistent panic—those last few moments in the garden, what had been done to those women, Asher’s betrayal. Each thought dug into her like another thorn.

Lore pressed her face to the opening of the vase and retched.

* * *

Minutes or eons passed before the sound of a lock sliding free clanged through the room, drawing Lore from a labyrinth of wrenching guilt and recrimination. The door made no sound as it arched across the rug. Lore swallowed a bout of nausea at the sight of his form silhouetted in the curved doorway.

She was surprised he’d waited so long.

He wore black fighting leathers shined to a gleam. Two vast wings erupted from his shoulder blades—sleek black-and-gray feathers like those of an eagle, so large they obscured all beyond the door. Where two gorgeous antlers should have sprouted from his head, there were instead short-cropped, shining coils. Where a scar should bisect one eyebrow were smoothly manicured, unmarred brows. And in place of the thoughtful, mischievous face of a grounder, a lower caste of dark fae, the lowly soldier who had abandoned his post to defend, shield, and shelter Lore . . . was the cold and aloof face of Lord Syrelle.

He strode through the door, his cruel eyes drawn to her straightaway as though he knew exactly where she would be—squeezed into the sliver of space between the bed and the wall.

“Come to gloat?” Lore called as she heaved herself into a standing position. She pressed her hip to the carved siren at the tip of the bedpost; her knees were weak still, and her arms were preoccupied with the vase pressed firmly to her chest. She didn’t dare place it down; the fluidity of the ship was unnatural, and her body rejected the constant fluctuation. Though it wasn’t just motion sickness that had forced her to expel the entire contents of her stomach into the vase; it had to do with him as well.

She was, it seemed, sensitive to treachery.

The glow of the oil lamp cast dancing shadows upon his cheeks, playing with the black-and-gray feathers of his widespread wings. Lore was glad she’d cinched the curtains tightly closed earlier, blocking out the light of day and the bloodcurdling view of continuous blue; she didn’t think she could stomach an uninhibited sight of him. She shifted the vase to one arm, ignoring the sloshing of its contents.

“Mouse,” he breathed.

That term of endearment, spoken by the wrong face, with the wrong timbre.

“Don’t you dare call me that.” The sound of Lore’s palm connecting with Syrelle’s face fractured the room, surprising them both. Syrelle hissed as his face jerked sideways. His hand flew to his cheek, massaging the smooth skin beside his left eye. The nerve of this male—he had the gall to sound relieved to see her.

Her chest heaved as she gulped in breaths through clenched teeth. Shit. She’d told herself, while she’d waited for him, crouched between the wall and the bed for some semblance of stability . . . heaving into the vase . . . to keep her godsdamned head. The easiest way to escape was to play along at first . . . to not give in to her emotions. Lore shook out her hand. Her palm throbbed. Just as the memory of Asher throbbed.

“I’m glad to see you are awake,” he said, turning back toward her slowly, his dark eyes meeting hers. Rivers of red snaked through the white of his eye. She’d burst a blood vessel. His gaze roamed over her as if checking that she was unharmed, whole, before snagging on the vase clutched to her chest with one arm. The corners of his lips tugged downward into a frown, and his brows knitted together in concern. “You will adjust to being at sea soon enough.”

“I won’t be doing any adjusting. I demand you turn this ship around. Take me home.”

He continued on, as though she hadn’t spoken at all. “I regret having to sedate you these last few days. It was necessary to dose you with solace-root while we arranged our journey. I felt it would be less . . . difficult for you . . . to sleep through the preparations.”

Solace-root . . . that explained the weakness in her legs, the confusion clouding her thoughts. Lore swallowed back a wave of nausea. There was nothing left to expel anyway.

Lore opened her mouth to demand, once more, that Syrelle turn the ship around, when a voice interrupted from the shadowed hallway. “Commander Syrelle, should I inform Lady Coretha that the human has awakened?” A guard, by the looks of her uniform.

Syrelle’s gaze never wavered from Lore’s face even as he addressed the guard behind him. “Of course, Cecil, we must apprise Lady Coretha. But first notify Cook that Lore will be in need of sustenance.”

“But I am to tell the lady straightaway—”

“Cecil, you will first go to the galley, then inform the Lady Coretha.” Syrelle’s tone allowed no room for dispute.

“Yes, of course, Commander.” The guard bowed at the waist before retreating down the hallway, her footsteps imperceptible.

“Commander?”

Lore hadn’t known much about Lord Syrelle before. Of noble birth, he’d seemed important, important enough to allow for the transport of a human outside of Duskmere for the first time in living history. She’d thought him a scholar maybe, that his interest in the contents of the cursed library was simply to appease curiosity or a thirst for the sequestered knowledge. The high steward’s deference to him hadn’t seemed out of the ordinary; Wyndlin Castle was devoid of all other nobles. She hadn’t realized that he was a commander.

She hadn’t known anything at all, though, had she?

Syrelle rubbed the back of his neck. “Ah yes. Commander, though you, of course, need not address me as such. Syrelle is just fine. Or”—he hesitated—“Asher if you prefer—”

Never would she call him by that name again. The name of the kind soldier who had risked everything for her. The name she’d whispered against his lips.

“Commander doesn’t suit you.” She raised her chin. “It seems as though you missed your calling. With acting like this, you clearly belong in the theater.”

“It wasn’t all an act,” he voiced quietly.

“Oh, thank the gods. Is this the act, then? I was afraid you had lied to me for months, that you had tricked me into being your pawn—risked my life for your gain. But if it wasn’t all an act, then I suspect you’ll let me off at the next port? I should like to go home.”

He winced, managing to twist his face into a perfect semblance of regret. Lore wanted to clap at his performance, but she still had the vase in a vise grip. The cool porcelain might be the only thing keeping her from screaming like a banshee and clawing his eyes out.

“I admit, I waited too long to tell you the truth, but I can explain—”

She wanted nothing more than for him to explain this all away. To change back into Asher, to pull her into his arms and tell her that this was a bad dream. That he hadn’t made her fall for a lie.

But she couldn’t stand to listen to any more of his dishonesties; it would only carve his betrayal deeper into her bones, and the burn was already excruciating.

Since waking up, she’d had time to think as this ship sailed farther and farther from home, from her people. She’d decided that she would not give him the privilege of lying to her ever again.

No matter what he had to say, it could only be more untruths.

“—I’m sure you’ve a perfectly reasonable list of fabrications ready in that irrational mind of yours, but I would prefer to skip all that. Where is Finndryl? Where is my grimoire? What happened to Grey, Isla, and the women and children?”

She wanted to ask if Isla knew, if she knew the truth about “Asher,” but she was too cowardly. Afraid the answer would damn another friendship. And she wouldn’t trust it anyway, not if it was him who spoke it.

“Finndryl, I imagine, is still resting. We had to dose him with more of the solace-root than you.” Lore’s mind reeled. Finndryl was here? On the ship? She wasn’t alone! And yet, that meant like her, Finn was captive. Syrelle continued, “And Grey and Isla have safely returned with all the prisoners to Duskmere. All accounted for.”

Safely returned.

Safe.

Syrelle took a step toward her, though his large form still blocked the exit, she noticed bitterly. “I am glad to say that my uncle, the king, has given his word that he will make no move upon Duskmere until we have returned with the sister book to Deeping Lune—Auroradel. You need not worry for them while we search. And it will give us enough time to devise a plan on how to dissuade him from any sort of retaliation—”

“How benevolent of you, to pretend to care what happens to those in Duskmere.” Lore’s eyes burned with tears. She yearned for the luxury of trust. Hungered to collapse with relieved sobs that she had been victorious in this at least, in getting them all home. If only she could confirm his claims that while she’d been putrefying under the effects of solace-root, the women and children were back with their families. That right now, through community, they could begin to heal from the ordeal.

“I have always cared. Not many Alytherian nobles realize the hardships your kind have faced, sufferings caused by my uncle. I’ve always longed to make things better.”

Lore rolled her eyes. “I remember when you came into the shop that time—looking for my aunt. Searching for a pawn to enter your cursed library. Now I know you were truly after . . . what did you call the grimoire? Deeping Lune? You didn’t care about us then, and you don’t now.” She huffed a bitter laugh. “You certainly didn’t care for my well-being when you made the deal with me—you couldn’t have known that the library’s curse would spare me. You risked my life on a whim.”

“I had been mostly sure that you would not be harmed—yes, I know how bad that sounds—but I also knew that it would be worth the risk.” Syrelle looked around the room then. As if afraid someone might be listening in, he closed the door behind him, softly, as though he were forbidden to be alone with her . . . and Lore wondered: If he was her puppeteer, pulling her strings, who was pulling his?

“‘Worth the risk’? I could’ve been slaughtered just by entering the library—sacrificed merely to appease your avarice. But what is the sacrifice of one human when the inherent power, innate privilege, and many, many freedoms you were born with weren’t enough to subdue such . . . such relentless ambition?” She seethed, rage erupting from her despite her commitment to remain levelheaded. Lore risked much by letting anger cloud her judgment, and she still felt encumbered by the persistent fog of the solace-root. She exhaled a shaky breath, extinguishing the heat in her voice, until she knew that her words would crackle with ice. “Yes, I suppose it was worth the risk for you, who bore none of it.”

Syrelle winced as though her words cut like knives. “The risk . . .” He ran a hand through his cropped coils and glanced at the closed door, as if making sure it hadn’t opened behind him without his knowledge. “The risk was never for my gain, but something far bigger than me . . . than you . . .”

She wanted to scream at him to stop talking, to end these lies, but she resisted. The more Syrelle talked, the less he reminded her of Asher and the more knowledge she gained. Instead of begging him to stop talking . . . she needed to keep him talking, so that she could harden her heart so she could survive this.

He continued, his voice heavy, “My uncle, the king, has lived far longer than any dark fae should, and his power . . .” He trailed off, a flicker of fear like burning embers showed in the coal black of his eyes. “It surpasses even my grandfather, who created two grimoires that defy the very laws of alchemy.” His voice lowered even further, until Lore could barely make out what he said. “There are things in play you cannot fathom, things I couldn’t share with you as Asher, because Asher wouldn’t have known them.”

“And, what . . . you wish to enlighten me now?”

He shook his head. “Not just yet; the threat is too great. Lady Coretha or her guards could be listening.”

Lady Coretha—the person the guard had gone to inform about Lore waking. Wait, her guards?

Lore twisted her face into a confused expression. “I thought you were commander?”

“Commander, yes, but aboard this ship, I am Commander in name only. I didn’t manage to bring any of my cabal with me. Those crewing the ship are loyal only to the king.” His voice held a bitter edge. “He has sent my cousin, Lady Coretha, on our journey to protect his interests—we are, of course, seeking the grimoires as gifts for him.”

Lore’s mind shuttered. The grimoires were not for Syrelle at all . . .

“You would find the grimoire . . . complete the set . . . and gift them to the king? Does he not have enough?” Aghast, her voice rose an octave. “Is he not in control of an entire kingdom already?”

“You weren’t wrong—what you accused me of just now. Only, the one with an unceasing lust for more, it was never me—but the king. That’s the thing about power, Lore, is that for those who seek it, there can never be enough.” His expression was grave, earnest. “I have hurt you, lied to you, betrayed your trust, and I am sorry for that. I will apologize for my betrayal for as long as there is breath in my body, and I know, yes, I know you do not wish to hear this, I know that you don’t wish to hear anything from me just now, or even see my face—and trust me, I do not blame you one bit . . . I would despise myself if I were in your boots—just know, I could never have helped you to unlock the secrets of Deeping Lune as . . . as myself.”

She had been right. Him admitting to his wrongs did not make her feel better, she hurt more somehow. She’d wanted to avoid this because she was filled with so much rage it was like plugging a geyser with earth. She could feel the dirt dampening her anger, shaking and shifting, ready to explode apart by a scalding torrent of devastation and hatred. Briefly, she considered scratching out his eyes, ruining his true face. She tightened her grip on the vase, her fingers itching to toss its contents, or at least throw the vase at him. She resisted. Barely.

Oblivious, he continued, his words rushed. “My original plan didn’t play out. I tried, but I could not make Deeping Lune unlock for me. When I changed the plan—told my uncle that there was something wrong with the grimoire, that I had a plan to unlock its secret using a human, he accepted it. He was irate when he discovered that not only had the magic been unlocked, but that I had withheld that information. When he learned the truth in the tower, that you, a human, had access to the magic . . . his reaction surprised me. He was furious, scared about what it meant for a human to have access to magic . . . he . . .” His tone was grave. “The king wanted to eliminate the human race altogether.”

Terror shuddered Lore’s breath. And her removing the grimoire from the library . . . they risked the king becoming even more powerful . . .

“I knew that I couldn’t keep the knowledge of your bond with Deeping Lune from him forever—and when Isla and I discovered the steward’s repulsive plot with the women and children, my priority became to put a stop to the Tower Project, but, Lore . . . and I am fearful admitting this . . . I used the unfortunate circumstances as an opportunity.”

Lore felt bile climbing up her throat. How could the abduction of women and children—and the sick use they had planned for them—benefit him?

He continued, “I had to know . . . I had to be sure that you could do it—could use your powers to extract your people, that you were powerful enough to make it happen. For only through your strength and mastery of Source will we find the Book of Sunbeams.”

“You think . . .” Lore opened and closed her mouth in shock, not believing what she was hearing. “You think that, after everything, I would search for this other grimoire willingly? That I would place another weapon into your hands and then . . . what, stand aside as you reward the very being who has imprisoned my people for generations? The king who even now must be persuaded not to annihilate us?”

Lore swayed on her feet. It was worse than she thought. Everything was worse than she’d thought. Syrelle’s betrayal seemed inconsequential to this threat on Duskmere.

And it was all his fault.

If he had never tricked her into the library, things would still be bad, but the king wouldn’t be on the hunt to acquire two monumental weapons . . . her people wouldn’t be facing extinction.

Syrelle closed his eyes for a moment, pinching the bridge of his nose as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. “I wish I could open up to you completely, tell you the entire truth—but if it were relayed to the king . . . the results would be not just my death, your people’s . . . but yours as well, and I will never let that happen. Just know that my intentions will benefit you and all of Duskmere. Do not fight me in this—together, we can find Auroradel; I will be able to fix everything.”

How would finding another powerful source of magic—one that would be detrimental if placed in the king’s hands—fix anything? “You want me to search for the book so that you can ‘fix’ this mess you made? As though the continuity of my entire race were a castle made of blocks, and they tumbled?”

He nodded solemnly.

“No.” Lore clenched her teeth so hard she was afraid her molars would crack. “I won’t do it. I won’t be your puppet any longer.”

She needed him gone. She needed him out of her life. This was a nightmare. This was a terrible, horrible nightmare. She would wake up from this, she could—

“Mouse—”

“Call me that one more time, and I’ll break this vase across your face and use the shards to carve out your deceitful tongue.”

Syrelle swallowed, anguish crossing his expression momentarily.

Lore meant it.

Syrelle was bigger than her, stronger, faster, and his magic did not rely on the moon, nor a spell book, so she might not be able to achieve her threat, but she would try her hardest, and it was clear by his pained expression that he knew that.

“You didn’t disclose how hostile she is, Syr.” A high, lyrical voice spoken from behind Syrelle cut the tension in the room. “Nor how insolent. Should we have her bound and gagged?”

Lore cut her eyes behind him, where a beautiful female stood in the doorway.

Lore hadn’t heard it open, and, judging by the expression on Syrelle’s face, neither had he.

For the first time, fear crossed the depths of his dark eyes—just for a moment—real, raw terror, just before his face hardened into an apathetic mask.

Was he wondering how much the female had heard? Had it been enough to condemn him?

“Try to bind me, harpy, and you’ll regret it,” Lore spat out.

The female laughed, the sound effervescent as a bubbling brook.

Lore had heard that laugh before.

She studied this newcomer. Same lustrous, mahogany skin. Sharp, elegantly painted nails. Long braids that swayed when she stepped farther into the room. The small, brown wings sprouting from behind her were new.

The other fae from the apothecary.

The one who’d accompanied Syrelle, searching for Aunty Eshe all those months ago.

She’d been so rude about the conditions of Duskmere, complaining that the muddy streets had ruined her slippers.

Lore had convinced the female to pay ten times what a book was worth. She’d planned to use the funds for new boots for the twins. Lore had been so proud. And then the earth had split open, devastating Duskmere.

Had that been in this lifetime?

It seemed as if that day had happened to someone else entirely, so altered was Lore. She felt as though she were a husk of that person—a ghost. She felt like she had less power now than she did then, because now she knew what it was to be powerful, and she’d had it ripped from her grasp.

“You dare threaten me? I should have you whipped.” The female’s laugh was shocked, delighted.

This was a game to her. Lore’s life and all the lives trapped in Duskmere were a game. What a despicable female.

“I would love to see you try, spoiled brat,” Lore retorted.

“Syr, I thought surely you would have taught this feral creature some manners, with all that time you insisted on spending with her.”

“Coretha, there will be no further threats to Lore. She’s still under the effects of the solace-root.”

Coretha . . . so this was Syrelle’s cousin.

“Have I mentioned how exasperating you are to insist the human must choose to locate the book? Surely she isn’t so stupid—she must know that choice is an illusion. If the king wills it, it must be done.” She tossed her braids behind her shoulder and heaved a dramatic sigh. “I thought even the scum of Duskmere would realize that.”

Syrelle growled. “I’m sure you have better things to be doing than minding me. Leave us.”

“Oh, there are a plethora of things I would rather be doing than being on this ship, period. But Uncle said you weren’t to be alone with the human beast. You’re untrustworthy now . . . or have you forgotten that you’ve fallen so out of favor? I can’t leave you; the king’s orders must be followed.” She cut her eyes at Lore. “Something you should be relaying to your pet.”

Pet? “You—” Lore started, but Syrelle cut her off.

“Coretha, at least wait outside. You are hindering my plans.” He recalculated. “The king’s plans.”

“Fine, but he expects results—and fast. He won’t wait forever before taking matters into his own hands.” She backed into the hallway and leaned against the wall, her wings fluttering as she watched the two of them, her expression giddy.

Lore didn’t have to know the female nor the cousins’ dynamic to know that something had changed—and recently. Coretha liked having power over Syrelle. It seemed that Syrelle had made a grievous error by withholding information from the king—his leash had been shortened, and he was clearly unaccustomed to it.

The guard from before cleared her throat. She’d returned with a plate of food. The aroma made Lore heave into the vase.

“Are you unwell?” Syrelle asked.

Lore’s shoulders shook with laughter as she wiped saliva from her lips.

Was she unwell? She didn’t think she’d ever been more unwell. Not even when she was close to death from being poisoned. Or when the steward was whispering all the terrible things that he wished to do to her, his decrepit knee pressed to her chest.

“I’ll feel better when you and your deplorable cousin have left my presence.”

“I see. I’ll leave you to eat. You need your strength. Someone will be by shortly with water to wash up . . . and a new vase. There are clothes in the wardrobe. Please make yourself comfortable.”

The guard placed the plate of food on the table.

“Tonight, when the moon is high, we begin our search.”

Syrelle closed the door behind them. Someone slid the lock into place.

Lore was left alone.

She wilted to the floor, wishing that for just a moment this fucking ship would stop its rocking. She pressed her forehead to the cool floor.

Betrayal settled like stones, heavy within Lore’s chest.

If she wasn’t careful, the weight of it would tear through her lungs, leaving her unable to breathe. She had known a great deal of suffering in her life: oppression, grief, helplessness. All of it dwelled behind her ribs, piling up like pebbles, weighing her down. But this was a new type of ache, one she was not accustomed to—the agony of loving someone who was not who they had pretended to be.

Lore clenched her hands, one upon each thigh, digging her fingers into the delicate skin in an effort to distract from the pressure crushing her bones. This anguish felt so dense—how was it not dragging the ship down to the depths of the sea?

The physical pain of her nails carving moons into her thighs grounded her for a moment, just long enough to pull in a thread of breath. To focus on her fury instead, kindling that ember of rage until it ignited, melting the hurt away, if only for a moment. Lore had practice with this at least: When faced with grief, she would choose anger.

Her desire to escape this ship with Finndryl and the grimoire would have to be disregarded.

Syrelle wouldn’t rest until he found Auroradel.

And she had no doubt that he would find it. With or without her. And she knew that the worst thing that could happen would be him finding it. Whether he chose to gift it to the king or bind it to himself, either would be disastrous.

She would have to stay—she had no other choice. She must find Auroradel and bind the grimoire of the sun to her before Syrelle could.

Only then could she enact her vengeance.

Only then would Duskmere be free.




Chapter 2

ONE WEEK LATER

Lore was dipped in ink. Her palms were smeared with darkness that slithered up her wrists in tendrils.

Deeping Lune, Lore’s grimoire, sat open before her, its pages as empty as the day she had found it.

She glanced away from the blank parchment and surveyed the commander’s quarters. Syrelle’s office, which was a large space separated from his sleeping quarters by a tapestry hung from rafters in the ceiling, was dark today. The moon concealed itself behind a thick layer of cloud. Lore wished she, too, could hide.

By now, she, her legs, and her stomach were accustomed to the unceasing motion of the ship, the steady rhythm of the colossal vessel carving through the waves. The first week at sea had been rough—there were a few days she’d forgotten what it felt like to eat a meal and not meet its contents again a bell later as she vomited into a bucket.

But she wasn’t used to, and probably would never grow accustomed to, the sight of the male before her.

“Look again, Lore. I know you can do this,” Syrelle said as he pushed a wooden bowl filled with water toward her, carefully avoiding the grimoire, which lay open upon his desk. Lore’s gaze snagged on the bandages wrapped around his fingertips. Syrelle had made the mistake of touching her grimoire again, and the burns hadn’t yet healed.

Good.

Lore ignored the bowl of water.

She wouldn’t scry for him today. Not until he gave in to her demands. He was convinced that she should use her magic to locate Auroradel for him. Locate the lost Book of Sunbeams. A magical text that drew power from the sun itself, the sister book to her own Deeping Lune. He wanted her to peer into the water, turning it into a mirrored surface to show Auroradel’s location.

It had been a mistake to tell Syrelle, then masquerading as Asher, that that was how she’d located Grey when he was imprisoned in the palace, drowning under Queen Riella’s vicious whims. Syrelle was convinced that scrying was the best way to pinpoint the exact location of Auroradel. He had a hunch which continent his grandfather had hidden the grimoire on, but that was it.

So far this evening, Lore had stubbornly held to the silent treatment, but enough was enough. “I wish to see Finndryl,” she hissed.

Syrelle gritted his teeth. “Not this again. I told you, once you successfully find the location of Auroradel on the map you will be allowed to see him.” Syrelle sounded weary of this dance, but Lore remained unfazed.

“And I’ve told you, let me see him, and I’ll scry for Auroradel again.”

Finndryl was somewhere on this ship, and Lore was desperate to see him. To confirm with her own eyes that he was all right. That Syrelle, or Coretha, or any of the awful dark fae aboard this ship hadn’t mistreated him.

Syrelle had brought Finn on this journey for no other reason than to “protect his assets.” Deeping Lune—the grimoire that he insisted was his, though it belonged to Lore as much as the blood that filled her veins belonged to her. And though Syrelle didn’t say this, he didn’t have to: Lore herself had been reduced to one of his assets. He felt he’d made her what she was: a human with the ability to cast spells—to harness magic, known as Source—and so she, and all her abilities, belonged to him. Now all Syrelle had to do was successfully mold her into exactly what he wanted her to be: a compliant puppet to be used in whatever way he chose.

In his demented mind, anyway.

“Locate Auroradel for me, and you can have just about anything you desire.”

He was a stubborn musician, piping the same notes over and over.

Lore rolled her eyes.

“My magic is more accessible when he’s around,” she lied. “Something I discovered when you left me in Tal Boro.” Syrelle’s mouth twitched, he didn’t like that she kept mentioning Finndryl or her time spent in Tal Boro, the town beneath the Canaan Mountains that bordered the Alytherian Empire and the Queendom of Rywandall. “You must’ve known, somehow, that he could teach me what you could not. It will make it easier to—”

“Perhaps a more potent spur is required to inspire the human’s cooperation.” Coretha’s cruel, lyrical voice butted in from where she leaned on the edge of a carved wooden stool in the corner of the room.

Gods, Coretha was a constant plague.

“If you wish to find Auroradel before we arrive on the shores of Ma Serach . . .” Ma Serach? Had Coretha just let slip their destination? “. . . it’s clear that pain will motivate more than whatever . . . this is.” The female gestured to the desk, the bowl of water, and the open grimoire.

Lore stiffened. Pain?

Syrelle bared his teeth, his sharp canines flashing, before closing his eyes momentarily to gather himself. Composed, he addressed his cousin, “As I’ve said before, Lore is not to be harmed.”

Lore met Coretha’s sneer with a glare of her own.

She may have been afraid of her all those months ago in Duskmere, but Lore was no longer the scared human. She’d been personally responsible for three fae deaths. She wouldn’t lose any sleep over increasing that number by one.

Syrelle’s wings unrolled slowly until his feathers covered the entire length of the bay window behind him and the tips of the feathers brushed the low cabin ceiling. “Coretha, if you or anyone else on this ship so much as touch a single curl on her head, I will bind your arms and wings and throw you over the railing of the Lavender Lark. We crossed into the Dread Abyss last night—how long do you think you’ll last in the ocean before Takuma swallows you whole?”

Coretha rolled her eyes and pushed off the stool, shaking out her own pair of wings, though they were a songbird’s compared to Syrelle’s predatorial breadth. “I’m sure the king would love to hear that his heir has been thrown to her death by his least favorite nephew . . . Need I remind you that you are tenth in line?”

Syrelle’s lips drew into a hard line. “You aren’t heir yet, Coretha. You’ll do well to remember that. And either way, Takuma doesn’t care what your proximity to the throne is, he will eat you all the same.”

“Your idle threats grow stale. You promised our king results, and all you have so far is—what,” she scoffed, tossing her hair, “a book that burns you when you touch it and a human who spits on not just your orders but the commands of her king. Her refusal to submit is high treason.”

“She isn’t to be touched.” Syrelle slammed his hand on the desk, making the water in the bowl jump.

Coretha paused by the door, twisting a braid around one finger. “You’ve made that clear,” she deadpanned, “but I was talking about a more imaginative way to inspire pain.”

Apprehension stippled Lore’s arms with goosebumps, but she tried to push the feeling down. Lore refused to show Coretha that she was making her nervous. The creature was a predator, she salivated at the smell of fear. Whatever this sadist suggested . . . Lore could handle it. She’d been in pain before. She wouldn’t bow to it.

“I don’t wish to know the twisted things you’ve conjured in that head of yours. This discussion is over,” Syrelle said, his voice quiet, lethal.

Coretha blinked slowly as if perplexed. “Syrelle, why else did you drag that halfling barkeep along with us? Surely you plan to use him in more creative ways than keeping them apart?”

The world tilted on its axis. Terror flooded Lore, icy and suffocating.

“Leave Finndryl out of this!” Lore snarled at Coretha, the sound raw and desperate. She ripped the grimoire off the desk and surged to her feet. Her hands exploded with Source, magic crackling around her like lightning. “You hurt him, and I swear, I’ll unleash everything I’ve got. This room, this whole damned ship, won’t hold to the tempest I’ll summon.”

For the first time since Lore met her, Coretha dropped her pompous attitude as trepidation flitted across her features, her eyes dipping between the grimoire in Lore’s hands and the fury on her face. Wide-eyed, Coretha glanced at Syrelle, who stood by the window, his arms crossed over his broad chest. Coretha’s voice trembled with unbridled fury. “Syrelle, get control of your pet!”

She dared not take her eyes off Coretha to gauge his reaction. If Syrelle wanted to, he could stop Lore in her tracks. She was still not powerful enough to best him.

A drip of sweat slid down Lore’s back. Syrelle made no move to take the grimoire from Lore, nor to intervene.

Coretha, seeing this, addressed Lore once more. “If you would just do as you’re told, you wouldn’t have to worry about your friend.”

“You are foolish in your privilege.” Lore took a step closer to Coretha, where she stood by the door. “I’m sure you’ve never had to worry for anyone’s safety, not even your own.” Lore cocked her head to the side. “You aren’t in charge of me, and neither is your despicable king. I will not sit idly by while you threaten those dear to me. One more word from you about hurting me—or him—and it will be your last, Coretha.” Lore raised one ink-stained hand, making sure that Coretha saw the strands of silvery light threading through her fingers. “That is a promise.”

“Syrelle, aren’t you going to punish her for threatening me?”

Syrelle raised an eyebrow. “Why should I? You’ve been told enough times not to threaten Lore with violence.”

Coretha sputtered momentarily. “What? I didn’t! It was her friend that I—”

“How Lore reacts to that is her own prerogative. You should have grasped that hurting Finndryl was not a part of my plan.” Syrelle examined his cuticles before leveling a cold stare at his cousin. “My plan. Not yours. You were sent here to watch, not to interfere.”

Hurting Finn was not in Syrelle’s plans. Neither was hurting her. Lore had to wonder, why then, had he brought Finndryl along?

“I can’t believe this. I’ll be writing a letter to the king, alerting him that you let her threaten me!”

“Please do, so Lore and I can get back to work. Dawn is approaching.”

Coretha screeched momentarily before she left through the door, slamming it behind her.

Petty imp.

* * *

Thadrik, Syrelle’s appointed second-in-command, replaced Coretha the moment she departed. He took up his usual position behind Lore–his unwavering gaze upon her back sent chills of unease.

“Lore, please place the grimoire on the table so we can continue.”

Her fingers, which trembled from Coretha’s threats, clenched tighter around the binding. This was the first time she’d held Deeping Lune since she’d awoken on the ship. The warmth it exuded, the power in her chest, her belly, filling her entire body—it thrilled. Every muscle screamed at her that she should not be the one required to relinquish it. A wild thought flashed through her mind. What if she didn’t need to keep up this ruse anymore? What if this was her chance to fight back? To rescue Finndryl? She could locate the other grimoire on her own. Eventually.

“Lore,” Syrelle growled, “do not force me to use Source on you. Whatever you are thinking, it won’t work.”

Lore detested that he was right.

Loathed that Syrelle seemed to have an endless well of Source—that she was not yet strong enough to defeat him. Another reason why she needed Auroradel. Another reason why she had to find it first.

Using his resources was the best way to make that happen.

Her defiance deflated. She placed the grimoire on the table and sat back down in the chair.

“Thank you. Now, back to work, dawn is approaching,” Syrelle said as he took his seat across from her.

“Promise me that you won’t hurt Finndryl,” Lore whispered. She couldn’t bear the thought of him being hurt because she’d been stupid enough to get herself into this predicament. She couldn’t bear the thought of him being hurt, period.

“You have my word.”

His word amounted to shit. But she would have to believe him for now, or she would go mad.

Lore bit her lip, something gnawing at her from the conversation before she’d blown up. “What in gods’ name is a ‘Takuma’?”

Syrelle rubbed his eyes in a frustrated motion. “If I appease your curiosity, will you scry without any more delay?”

She nodded.

“Takuma is a mythical sea beast. It’s said to be larger than the span of three ships but more cunning than a sea snake.”

“And this ‘Dread Abyss’ business?” Lore pointed below them, toward the water, the ocean. “This is where it dwells?”

Syrelle’s lips thinned even as he avoided looking at her. He didn’t like to look at her, she’d noticed. Whereas Asher had always sought out her face . . . for understanding, to make sure she was all right, or just to share a secret, intimate glance.

The male before her hadn’t properly looked at her since that first interaction on the ship. Was he ashamed of his betrayal? Or was the change because he’d ceased pretending to care for her? She wished he would look at her properly, if only to feel the fury in her gaze.

“Don’t fret about the moniker. Our ships have crossed the Dread Abyss many times before, and only the most sea-addled sailors admit to seeing anything even resembling the beast. It is widely known that Takuma is simply a legend.” He waved his hand through the air in a dismissive manner. “Scholars chalk it up to too much booze, lack of citrus, mold growing in their food storage, or the like.” He pushed the bowl toward her, his movements agitated, and some of the water spilled over the shallow lip of the bowl to puddle on his desk. “Now, quit worrying about mythical sea monsters and focus.”

Lore placed her hands beside the spill, ignoring the bowl of water, continuing to study Syrelle. She could tell that her gaze made him feel uncomfortable. She liked that. He deserved to feel uncomfortable for the rest of his days.

“Oh, I’m not vexed by a sea monster, mythical or otherwise. The only monsters that concern me are on this ship.”

Syrelle’s jaw began to twitch. “Scry, Lore.”

Lore was about to comply when her hand accidentally brushed the open grimoire, and her head was jerked backward, the sharp edge of a knife pressed to the delicate skin of her throat.

“Don’t even think about it, you little horror.”

Lore clenched her teeth, wanting to jerk away from vile Thadrik’s grip. Syrelle’s second-in-command reminded Lore of a boy she’d grown up with who loved to sprinkle precious salt onto slugs just to watch them bubble up, writhing in agony until their eventual death.

“If you so much as brush one of those pages with your foul fingers, it will be your blood that gives them color, not witch ink,” he said, his foul breath wafting over her, making her want to gag, though she didn’t dare even swallow with his knife poised so close to her artery.

Witch.

It’s what the guards and sailors had begun to call her. That or abomination.

Desecration.

Evil.

They knew she was a human with magic, something that, in their opinions, shouldn’t exist. It was just another fallacious reason for the fae to despise her, not for her deeds but for what she was.

To them, she wasn’t just a lowly human, but a criminal. One who had committed the most heinous of crimes: discovered a way to pull herself above her “station” by pilfering magic, a resource that should only belong to, well, anyone else, they didn’t care who, as long as it wasn’t her kind that benefited from it.

The guard was everything bad about the Alytherians compiled into one hideous package. She couldn’t see his face, but she knew his thin lips would be pulled into a sneer at just the thought of being allowed the pleasure of killing her. The male itched to do more than that. He made it clear any time he escorted her from her rooms to Syrelle’s quarters, describing in horrible detail how much he would love to carve her up and feed her to the fishes.

He was sadistic.

And Syrelle had no qualms about him threatening Lore with violence.

“Stand down, Thadrik. She won’t touch the grimoire again.” Syrelle sounded bored.

At the word of his overlord, Thadrik lowered the blade and backed up a single step. He may be a creep, but he appeared to be loyal to Syrelle, despite Syrelle’s insistence that all the guards aboard the Lavender Lark had been appointed by the king.

Thadrik backing up one step was not enough. Lore wished he would back up another step. Or five. Hundred. He could just keep walking until he dropped off the ship, and then he would still not be far enough.

There was a time when Asher would have sent Thadrik out of Lore’s presence simply because the male made her anxious. Asher would make sure Lore never had to suffer Thadrik’s threats. But this wasn’t Asher. This was Syrelle. He neither noticed nor cared that Thadrik’s very presence made her skin crawl.

Syrelle had only one thing on his mind.

Auroradel.

Lore pressed her fingers to her throat and rubbed where the sensation of the blade lingered. Thadrik was practiced with his knives and hadn’t broken skin—because he hadn’t wanted to—but still she felt the presence of the knife as though he had. Lore gritted out between clenched teeth, “Maybe if you let me hold my grimoire, then my scrying would work.”

Syrelle’s expression remained impassive. Lore knew it must be a mask. He wore his apathy like armor.

“I’ve seen you do magic with the book concealed in your pack—farther away than it is now. You can do it.”

“I can’t! That was a matter of life or dea—”

“This is a matter of life or death!” Syrelle shouted, his apathetic mask cracking as he slammed his palm onto the desk. Lore flinched. “What do you think will happen to Duskmere if Coretha has her way and convinces the king to crown her as heir? Finding Auroradel for me is the best chance your people have.”

Lore sucked her teeth. “Perfect. My people being in your hands makes me feel so much better.”

Lore was tired of resisting. It always came to this point, anyway. Syrelle gave commands. She defied his orders for most of the night, but she always relented. She couldn’t resist the pull of doing magic for long.

She picked the bowl up off the desk and gingerly rested it upon her lap. Whoever oversaw filling the wooden bowl had overfilled it today.

Lore cleared her thoughts of all that was wrong with this situation (everything) and concentrated on finding the one thing they both wanted: Auroradel.

She harnessed her magic, focusing on the warmth coiled within her. That delightful gathering of Source had become so familiar to her that in the morning when Deeping Lune’s power banked, or when she was locked in her room and Deeping Lune was with Syrelle under lock and key . . . she felt lacking, deficient, wrong. She yoked the magic, her magic, let it pool within her, though it was harder to come, weaker than when she held the grimoire in her grasp and held an image of what she thought the other grimoire might look like, feel like, be like.

Within her mind’s eye she saw dreamlike glimpses of loving hands sewing the bindings of two books with silken thread infused with Source. Scarred hands pressed to pages, their fingers appearing to be dipped in ink, mirrors of Lore’s own. But these were not Lore’s hands. Not her Source flowing into the pages.

She immediately recognized one of the books, her grimoire, Deeping Lune. Its binding was already completed, the stitching of flowers and moons gleaming in the light from some nearby window just out of sight, brand new. The other, thicker tome was Auroradel.

Made by the same alchemist. Infused with the same Source that was even now stirring within her chest, flowing through her veins, making her magic shimmer and glow.

Lore held the vision within her mind, freezing it like a painting, arresting this moment from another time, and compelled it toward the water in the wooden bowl. Willing the shimmering pool to still. The surface to become a mirror. No, a window, a vessel to look through, to the other side.

Show her not where the book had been, but where it was now.

Lore’s mouth went dry as she looked through the surface, through the window, and saw . . . nothing.

There was nothing there, it was as though the book only existed in the past.

She’d seen this before when she’d tried to look and had given up. But Syrelle was right, if Coretha became heir and reigned over the people of Duskmere, things would be worse.

So she looked back at the nothingness, trying to push it aside, move through it maybe . . . and that was when she realized, it was not that there was nothing there . . . there was something.

Darkness.

Lore thought she’d known darkness.

When the moon was new, the fires banked, and the earth shrouded in night. But this darkness was unknown to her. An absolute dark so deep it seemed this place had never known the concept of light.

She pushed further into it.

Cold.

It was cold here. Despite it being insubstantial, as if it were happening within her memory, goosebumps erupted on her flesh, her physical body reacting to this other place as if she were truly there.

She swallowed, trying to moisten her dry mouth, tasting metallic rock upon her tongue. She smelled something damp and rotting. Mold maybe? Ancient. She tilted her head at a sound. There was a scratching beneath her. Little claws from a darkling creature skittering over rock. She heard the sound of water—was that outside the ship or here with her on this other, dark plane?

But the moment she focused on the smell, the taste—it dissipated, slipping through her fingers like sand beneath a strong river current.

A bead of sweat dripped into the bowl, breaking the spell.

She glanced up at Syrelle where he sat with his head in his hands, his shoulders hunched.

Lore would catch him sometimes raising his hand to tap on antlers that weren’t there. Reaching for fluffed curls to pull into a bun.

As if he himself forgot who he was at times.

“It’s almost dawn. We will try again in the evening. Thadrik, have Cecil escort Lore back to her cabin.”

“Yes, Commander.”

Cecil. Lore might be able to see the sunrise from the deck today, then.

Cecil, a guard with floppy rabbit ears, was Lore’s least hated guard. The quiet female didn’t have much to say, and despite being mostly kind, to Lore’s chagrin, she wouldn’t take Lore to see Finndryl, or tell her where he was or how he was doing, but she did bring Lore topside some days. Mostly, unlike the others, she didn’t call her “witch,” and Lore appreciated her for that.

Lore followed the guard, who was short by fae standards—only a few inches taller than she—down the corridor. Cecil may be short, but she more than made up for it with muscle honed from years of practicing with the intimidating sword hanging from her hip. The two arrived at the fork—turn this way for Lore’s cabin and a locked door, or continue straight, toward the sunrise. Lore hesitated. Cecil turned to look, her eyes scanning Lore’s face.

Pity for the hated human girl shone in her overly large eyes, though Cecil tried to conceal it.

“Would you like to go up on the deck today?”

“That would be lovely.” Lore tried to sound calm, and not at all desperate, though she was. Desperate, that is.

Lore’s childhood had been spent exploring the thicket of woods within the borders of Duskmere. Catching frogs on the lake’s edge. Rolling down the grassy hill until her skirts were green, her hair filled with leaves and twigs and petals. She wasn’t meant to be locked in a room all day, only brought out at night to stare into a bowl of water.

Then again, she didn’t think anyone was made for this life. It was unnatural. Terrible.

Please take her above. Let her feel the sun on her face, the breeze in her hair.

“All right, but if the crew starts to grumble, back to your quarters right away; I don’t want to cause any trouble.”

“Won’t be any trouble; right back down as soon as you say the word.”

The guard nodded more to herself than to Lore and absently adjusted the belt on her waist.

Lore sighed with relief when Cecil turned away from the room with the lock and toward the stairs leading to the rising sun.

The sound of flapping sails met Lore on deck, and her breath caught in her throat. Stepping onto the deck . . . she didn’t see how she could ever get used to it. It set her heart racing, her fingertips tingling. Falling off the ship, she’d realized . . . well, the fright of it would kill her before she drowned.

Lore surveyed the deck, pushing her fear down, down, down so that she could enjoy this time outdoors. Mist surrounded the ship as dawn broke across the horizon. Damp, languid air played with Lore’s curls listlessly.

Two sailors were cleaning the deck with seawater, but when Lore passed them, they both halted their mops mid-swab to glower, their eyes shooting hateful daggers at her. Even the watch, a lanky male at the top of the foremast with a wide jaw and thick, chin-length locs, took his eyes off the horizon to watch her, his body language sending signals of revulsion from his great height.

Lore avoided looking too long at them because, as she’d discovered, a single glance from her would have them muttering prayers and hurriedly making signs to their preferred gods to ward against evil, corruption, or whatever they thought a look from her would do to them.

And that would alarm Cecil, who would make her turn around and return to that locked door.

So, Lore passed by them, trying to make herself small, and pretended not to see their glares.

Lore squeezed in between barrels tied down to the deck, stepped over coiled ropes and carefully stowed netting, and braced her elbows upon the thick railing. She leaned over the rail, still amazed by how elevated from the water they really were. This ship was massive and artfully designed. It required a crew she guessed of at least twenty-five or thirty, but she hadn’t had a chance to count, what with not being able to look directly at the sailors.

Lore eyed the water.

This stretch of sea was rightly called the Dread Abyss. The water, no longer the cerulean she’d grown used to, resembled a wine so dark it appeared almost black. A sea of bloodred glass, the only ripples created by the ship itself as the prow cut through the sea.

The water was as red as Queen Riella’s poisoned wine.

Lore shivered, averting her gaze.

She chose to look at one puffy cloud instead. At least then, she could pretend she was lying on her back in Duskmere, the familiar press of trees surrounding her. Though they had come to be a prison as she’d gotten older, the trees were all she’d known, and as a child, they were a comfort.

Here she was exposed for miles and miles to emptiness.

And if she were back in Duskmere, there wouldn’t possibly be a sea beast called Takuma swimming beneath her, waiting to swallow the ship whole.

Lore could hear the crew growing restless.

It was only a matter of moments before Cecil would heed the sailors’ grumbling, the whispers of witch that circled Lore like a flock of vultures trailing an injured animal belowdecks.

She dropped her eyes back down from the too-big sky. It made her feet tingle in fright. It was so big that she felt she was going to tumble off the ship, but instead of landing in the water, she would fall up toward the sky, and it would swallow her whole. She closed her eyes to its vastness and tried to ignore the hateful whispers of the sailors, pretending to be anywhere but here.

She felt Cecil’s presence behind her.

Lore opened her eyes. Plucking damp curls from her cheeks, she pushed them behind her ears.

It would rain soon.

Lore wished the dawn had brought with it burnished orange and apple pink. But it had turned now into a gray morning, and even with the rising sun, it wasn’t likely to allow much color.

Lore pushed back from the ship’s railing and walked back toward the entrance belowdecks before Cecil gave the order.




Chapter 3

For all of Cecil’s kindness, the guard still slammed the door to Lore’s chambers and latched the lock to her nautical prison with a decisive click.

Loneliness rolled over Lore, an oppressive pang that crammed itself into the hole her magic left behind.

She’d been away from home for too long. Her loneliness was palpable. She’d never felt this isolated in her life. As a child, Mama was always a few steps away. When she was older, and Mama and Baba were gone, Grey was there. And if not Grey, then any of the kiddos at the shelter, Aunty Eshe, or Uncle Salim. When she turned twenty and moved out of the shelter and into the attic above the apothecary, she may have had a few hours between obligations where she was alone . . . but then, she’d never felt loneliness.

Lore’s entire life . . . being alone was a prize, rarely tasted.

Now, she would do anything to be surrounded by loved ones, even the young ones fighting and screaming. Or . . . gods, even just being near someone who wasn’t using her or actively wishing she were dead.

The washbasin had been cleaned and replaced while Lore was with Syrelle. She splashed cool water onto swollen, bloodshot eyes before pressing her face into a fluffy towel that smelled of lavender and rosehips.

A tray of food and drink was set out on the table. She drank the cider in one go. Immediately, the effects of the cider warmed her belly and dulled the unsettled impression lingering from the wine-red sea of the Dread Abyss.

Lore wondered what Aunty Eshe, Uncle Salim, and the kiddos were doing in this moment, though it hurt to think of them. Hopefully, the babies were letting everyone sleep, as the day had barely begun.

Lore chewed on a slice of dried apricot and forced it down, wishing she had more cider. Her appetite fled the moment she’d awoken on the Lavender Lark, along with her ability to sleep, and more cider would probably remedy at least one of those problems.

Maybe she could ask Cecil for another cup; she was likely posted on the other side of the door, keeping watch. Eh, she couldn’t be bothered. Begging a favor through a locked door was humiliating.

Lore lay back on the bed, fists clasping the quilt.

A few months ago, Lore risked everything by entering the cursed library in order to rebuild a devastated, shattered Duskmere. Now, rebuilding was the last thing she would do. When Lore led her people from their prison, she would light a fire and burn that slum and all the horrible memories to the ground.

They would settle far away from any fae—and if the walls they built weren’t enough to keep them out, she would spend her life setting wards and spells that would do it. The humans of Duskmere would never be plagued by the fae again.

She turned on her side, pulling her knees up to her chest. Restless, she turned again onto her back, biting her lip. She hated this feeling of helplessness. Of not being in control.

Maybe tonight, when she was brought to Syrelle’s office and forced to scry, she would pick up her grimoire again. Only this time, she wouldn’t hesitate; she would utter a single word and eviscerate Syrelle with moonlight.

Then what, Thadrik would stab her in the throat?

Or worse, make good on his threats and take his time carving her up before tossing chunks of her into the sea? And anyway, if she killed Syrelle, what would happen to Finndryl? Thadrik would probably kill Finn in front of her before setting in on her.

But what if she killed Thadrik too?

Lore raised her hands up, palms facing the ceiling, and wiggled her fingers.

Her fingertips were still stained black with ink or magic, or whatever it was that had gotten inside her when she’d made the deal with the grimoire. Free the grimoire from Wyndlin Castle and be gifted with magic. The grimoire had made good on its bargain; it had given her the ability to harness the power of moonlight, the knowledge to craft potions and cast spells. But that magic had left its mark on her, staining her fingertips a deep black, which now had bled like ink covering her palm and the backs of her hands, stretching up her wrists. Lore didn’t mind it so much; in fact, it was growing on her.

Let the power stain her hands, her arms, her face; what did she care, if she could only wield it?

She imagined calling on her power now. Remembering how it had felt that first time she had used this gift to drown those guards in moonlight. To direct it into them, down their throats while they clawed at their skin with bloodied fingernails. She could do that again. All she would need to do was touch the grimoire.

But no.

Lore snapped her hands into fists.

She would be more likely to blast a hole in the ship than to direct the power where she wanted it to go. And then she would have to search the entire ship for Finndryl. And if she didn’t find him in time? Finndryl would drown. And then, so would she.

Of course, even if she managed to locate him, how could she repair the ship—after vanquishing guards and crew?

It wasn’t like the two of them could flee or swim to safety. They were in the middle of the ocean. There were a few rowboats secured to the side of the ship, but . . . what had Syrelle said? Takuma would eat them, rowboat and all. With her luck, she couldn’t trust that the monster was truly a myth.

Regardless, she didn’t know where they were. She peered through the window at the endless wine-stained sea.

A glimmer of silver flashed in the water.

A curious whale? She’d seen one two days ago, heard its mournful cry even through the walls of the ship. In another life, Lore might have marveled at the splendor of a being so vast choosing to share its song with her. But in this life, she didn’t have it in her. To marvel.

No, she would have to think of another tactic to find Finn.

Then maybe she would be able to sleep again.

She slid the curtains closed, the thick fabric blocking out the light completely. Syrelle must have requested the curtains specifically because he knew they would be awake every night, only sleeping during the days. Lore had not lit the oil lamp, nor the candles. She closed her eyes to the darkness. Her body longed for sleep, yet her mind was a millstone incessantly turning anxious, fretful thoughts, grinding serenity to a fine dust.

Her bed was clean and comfortable. Almost too comfortable; she’d never slept in a bed filled with down feathers before. She was used to straw shoved into a cloth sack, changed out a few times a year before it got moldy, if she was lucky.

Syrelle must have given her one of the best suites on the ship, but the sentiment was empty.

What was Finndryl’s room like? Was his bed also too comfortable? Or did they have him chained somewhere in the belly of the ship? Had he, too, been able to see the sunrise?
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