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CHAPTER 1

[image: ]
Lizzie

IN NEARLY TWO HUNDRED YEARS, I’VE NEVER ONCE WONDERED how long it takes a vampire to drown.

Now it’s all I can think about.

We might be damn near immortal, but we’re not unkillable. It would take me longer to succumb to the lack of air than my human counterparts, but I couldn’t hold out indefinitely. Eventually the cold sea would rush in and drag me to the depths for good.

Dark thoughts. Morbid thoughts. Impossible to escape while sailing on what amounts to a thimble in an Olympic pool. Everywhere I look, I see water stretching out to the horizon in all directions. Even in my cabin, protected by some kind of pocket dimension magic, I swear I can feel the dip and sway of each wave we crest.

Fixating on drowning, on the feeling I’m experiencing that certainly isn’t fear, is still preferable to contemplating the sequence of events that led me to Threshold—more specifically to end up sailing on the Audacity with my ex and the new love of her life.

Only a few months ago, Evelyn was in my bed and making eyes at me. Now it seems like all she can see is that giant of a man who glowers at everyone who comes close. I can’t even find fault with his battle prowess; Bowen is a powerful telekinetic and doesn’t shy away from using his magic to defend Evelyn and the crew. Taking a hit from him felt like being rammed by a semitruck. I don’t crave a repeat experience.

But every time I turn around, I find myself staring at them, analyzing all the ways they’re so obviously in love. Comparing it to the way Evelyn and I were … and finding the past lacking. She never looked at me like that. I didn’t even know I wanted her to, and then the possibility was gone before I realized what I’d lost.

It doesn’t matter. It can’t matter. I’m destined to marry another bloodline vampire within our extended family, all the better to create progeny to build power and ensure we don’t fall behind the other bloodlines. There’s little risk of that at this point, but my mother didn’t become one of the most powerful vampires in our realm by resting on her laurels. She’d never be content for me to settle with a woman, let alone a human woman. If she knew I was dabbling with Evelyn, she would have killed her on the spot.

“Sickening, isn’t it?”

I don’t glance over at Nox where they lounge against the helm. They always seem to be lounging, draping their lean body over the nearest available surface. They’re captain of the Audacity, and a royal pain in my ass. They see too much and delight in poking and prodding at sore spots. They jerk their chin, and I follow the motion to find Evelyn leaning against Bowen’s chest and staring up into his eyes.

The tightness in my chest that never quite goes away squeezes harder. “Fuck off, Nox.”

“Lizzie, my darling, at some point you’re going to have to make your peace with the fact that you’re second best. You could always fall tragically into my bed. The best way to get over an ex is to get under a new one.”

Nox is beautiful in a near alien kind of way. Gray eyes, pale skin, white-blond hair cut short on the sides and slightly longer on top, the kind of bone structure to make the angels weep, if they ever existed. They’re also one giant complication, and I’ve had enough of those to last me several lifetimes. “Pass.”

“Lizzie, you wound me.” They don’t sound like they mean it, though. It’s just as well. If they were to push in the slightest, I wouldn’t hesitate to separate their head from their body, captain or no, elemental magic user or no.

Trust Evelyn to come to a different realm and end up in a plot to overthrow the current power structure. I’m still not quite sure why I haven’t left this ship and crew to go my own way, but at least with Nox acting the part of a double agent and working for the rebellion in Threshold, things are never boring. In the three months since I reluctantly joined with the crew, we’ve fought monsters, ferried refugees to portals that will take them home, and drank our weight in wine in nearly every port we’ve put in at.

Our current task falls on the rebellion side of things. A week ago, Nox got word on the wind—the literal wind—that one of their assets had been taken by a Cŵn Annwn crew. Technically, we are a Cŵn Annwn crew as well, one of the peace-keeping monster-hunting crews that sail the seas of Threshold.

In reality, Nox and their people would like nothing more than to bring down the Cŵn Annwn and the Council that rules them, as the Cŵn Annwn are like any other policing force across history—inclined to abuse their power over the very people they supposedly protect.

I won’t still be around when the rebellion finally takes the fight to the Council. I wish Evelyn wouldn’t be, either, but she’s up to her nose in this rebellion, and I don’t see that changing no matter how many times we argue about it. At least tonight there will be some action to keep boredom at bay. I might even get to murder people soon. That should cheer me right up. “How close are we to the ship that took this asset of yours?”

Nox narrows their eyes, shifting from flirty rake to ruthless captain in the space of a heartbeat. “Close. The Drunken Dragon completes the same circuit from Viedna to Khollu to the Three Sisters and back again. Brady isn’t smart enough to know what he has, so he’ll still be heading north on the same path he always does. We should be able to catch sight of them on the horizon soon.”

All this cloak-and-dagger shit is a pain in the ass. I prefer a more simplified—and hands-on—approach to dealing with my enemies. Sneaking around, pretending to be part of the very group they want to bring down … It’s all so tedious. Better a bloody fight that lets everyone know who the victor is. If it’s bloody enough, you won’t have to fight again. Not while the memory is fresh.

If this asset of Nox’s was important enough to divert us from our previous course, they should be good enough to take care of themself. “What’s so important about this one person that you’re willing to risk someone finding out that you’re not a perfect little Cŵn Annwn soldier?”

“Maeve is a vital part of our network, and I need her back where she belongs.” Nox speaks coldly, but I think I detect a softness under the words. They like this little victim.

“If you say so.” I don’t really give a fuck about the cause everyone on this crew seems to believe in so strongly. There have been corrupt governments since the beginning of time, and if the rebellion somehow manages to depose the Cŵn Annwn’s Council, something even worse will step into the power vacuum left behind.

This rescue mission is wasting my time. I don’t care about this asset who’s been taken by the Drunken Dragon or whatever noble purpose Nox and Bowen have dragged Evelyn into. The only reason I’m still here is because Threshold is a big watery world, and without a ship and crew of my own, it will take me years to track down the Crimson Hag and my stolen family heirlooms.

I can’t go home without them. If I’m even able to go home at all when the portal back to my realm has been destroyed. I push the thought away. There’s no point in worrying about how I’ll get home until I have the stolen jewels, and I won’t have those until I find the Crimson Hag. And before I can do that, we have a damned rescue mission to pull off.

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “This Maeve could be dead.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re a terrible pessimist?” Nox’s grip tightens on the helm. “It’s possible that she’s dead. But we’re going to act like she’s not until I have proof otherwise.” They curse under their breath. “Maeve’s a good girl. People talk to her, share secrets that they never would with a stranger. Even if she wasn’t good at her job, she deserves better than to suffer at the hands of Brady and his crew. They’re the worst that the Cŵn Annwn have to offer. They should have been put down years ago, but they’re too damn good at their job, and the Council ignores any complaints that are filed against them.” Nox shakes their head and gives me a mocking smile. “I realize that you don’t care about any of this, so I’ll stop now.”

“Much appreciated,” I say dryly. I’m no white knight. If anything, I’m the villain. The people in my life would certainly say so. Without Nox at the helm, I never would have put aside my personal aims to go play savior.

Against my better judgment, my gaze cuts back to Evelyn. She’s stopped playing grab-ass with Bowen, and she’s currently carving a circle into the deck of the ship. It’s supposed to create a shield when triggered, which frees up Bowen to use his telekinetic powers for attack instead of defense. Evelyn is a damned good witch, so I have no doubt it will work.

Her pale skin has tanned a bit in the sun, and her blond hair is nearly to her shoulders now, constantly wavy from the wind and salty air. She laughs more, too. I never noticed how little she laughed when she was with me. She’s also taken to pirate fashion wholeheartedly, though she’s skipped wearing the traditional Cŵn Annwn crimson in favor of black pants that fit her full thighs and big ass to perfection, and a billowing white top that would be at home on those romance novels she loves so well.

Happiness looks good on her.

I hate it.

“Captain! The Dragon!” The call floats down from the crow’s nest.

“Fucking finally,” Nox says under their breath before raising their voice to nearly a roar. “Look alive, chaps!”

I give them a sharp look. “Surely you don’t mean to attack another Cŵn Annwn ship out in the open?” We might have a crew full of powerhouses, but so do most Cŵn Annwn ships. I don’t relish the idea of a sea battle against another ship. The monsters we’ve come up against in the three months I’ve been aboard are enough to give me nightmares—not that I’d ever admit it aloud. Give me a fight on solid ground any day of the week. Not this watery bullshit where one wrong move means your enemy might not even have to kill you—the sea will.

“Of course not.” They snap their fingers at their navigator, Eyal. He’s a tall, lean man with dark brown skin and gorgeous bright blue locs. “Keep us on this course. I don’t want it to look like we’re in pursuit.”

Eyal nods, but I have questions about the order. “We are in pursuit.” We’re moving fast, too, thanks to the air elemental users on the crew filling the sails with their magic. I can clearly see the Drunken Dragon now. It has to be a ship nearly the same size as ours, and yet it looks no bigger than a quarter. I shudder. I fucking hate the open water.

“You’re lucky that you’re pretty, darling.” Nox leans close. “I can only take one person with me, but I need someone who can do crowd control without risking my asset. We have two options for who that person is. It’s you or Bowen. Choose.”

I stare. An attack on an entire ship with only two is a massive risk, though both Bowen and I are more than capable of taking out a group of humans within seconds. Except we aren’t talking about mundane humans. Most of the Cŵn Annan crews are filled with magic users and paranormal beings, some of whom are easily as powerful as I am. At least in theory.

I should tell Nox to take Bowen. If he dies, then Evelyn can fall weeping into my arms, and … I glance at my ex again. She’s finished the circle and is sitting on her heels, chatting easily with two crew members.

Happy. She’s so fucking happy.

Damn it. “I’ll do it.”

Nox leans closer. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone about your noble streak.”

I’m not noble. I wouldn’t know what noble looked like if it bit me in the ass. “They might have information on the Crimson Hag aboard that ship. I want to get to it before any of your ham-handed crew fucks up my evidence.” The sooner I find that ship, the sooner I can get back to the familiar: death and darkness and familial obligation.

“Sure, darling. Whatever you say.” Nox once again raises their voice, roaring orders. I follow them to the stern, watching closely as they shrug out of their dramatic crimson coat and hand it off to their quartermaster, Poet. “Keep this safe for me, love.” They keep stripping, taking off their crimson vest and crimson shirt, then peeling off their crimson pants. Nox really commits to the bit when it comes to being one of the damned Cŵn Annwn. “These, too.”

“You know, your cabin is right there. You don’t have to strip out in the open.”

“Lizzie, has anyone ever told you that you’re a stick-in-the-mud?” I didn’t realize Poet brought replacement clothing until Nox pulls on a formfitting black catsuit and grins at me.

“They’ll be in your cabin when you get back.” Poet—a large woman who looks like she kicks down walls for fun—has broad shoulders and a thick waistline. Her light brown skin is covered with sailing tattoos and her long brown hair is tied back from her strong face. She turns severe dark eyes on me. “Don’t get our captain killed.”

I smile, baring my teeth. I like Poet for the most part, but she’s disgustingly loyal to Nox. “It’s your captain’s plan. If they die, it’s on them.”

“Lizzie, you’re a constant delight.” Nox throws an arm around my shoulders, laughing when I snap my teeth at them. “Truly, I mean it. A constant source of amusement.”

They don’t give me a chance to formulate a response. They throw their weight backward, toppling us both over the side of the ship. The drop sends my stomach into my throat. The ship is taller than it looks, and it’s a long fucking way down.

Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit.

We hit the water hard enough to steal my breath. My curses are a string of bubbles leaving my lips. Oh fuck, I didn’t realize Nox meant we were swimming to the damned ship. It’s cold and wet and so dark that I can’t see a single thing. There could be anything in the depths below us, and I wouldn’t know it until it appeared right before me—and maybe not even then. The pressure of the water makes it impossible to move, to breathe, to think, to … but I can’t breathe because I’m underwater.

If this is how Nox plans to kill me, they chose well. It’s everything I can do not to panic … except I am panicking. I can’t move my limbs. My body isn’t responding to the increasingly shrill commands my brain shouts. I have to swim to the surface. I have to reach the boat and get out of the water as soon as possible. I can’t be here. I can’t …

A pocket of oxygen forms around my mouth and nose, courtesy of Nox’s elemental powers. I hate the harsh breath I drag in, hate the relief that fills me, hate that I’m reliant on them to keep me alive during this little excavation. Being able to breathe doesn’t decrease the horrible feeling in my chest, though. It just gives me enough space to think about exactly what kinds of monsters might be lurking just out of sight, waiting to make a meal of us. Would that be worse than drowning? Better? I have no idea, but I don’t want to die.

Nox pulls me tight against them, close enough to be lovers. The air pocket expands and then their voice is in my ear. “Breathe, Lizzie. I’ve got you.” And then we’re shooting through the water, propelled along by their magic. They are one of those rare beings with access to all four elements. It makes them damned hard to kill, but I’m distantly able to admit that they’re useful for situations like this as well.

The movement helps calm my thoughts. Nox isn’t going to kill me or leave me to the depths. I can’t believe the thought even crossed my mind. Everything is perfectly fine. Except for the fact that I’m still in the damn water.

Within a few minutes, we slow and then ascend to the surface in the shadow of the Drunken Dragon. The pocket around my mouth melts away as I drag in salty sea air. “I hate you.”

“Liar. You’re quite fond of me.” They swim to the ship and haul themself out of the water.

I follow as quickly as possible, wanting to put the dark depths out of reach. Something could still rise to slap me off the side of the ship, but at least I’d have a chance to see it coming once I’m in the open air. I can’t stop myself from breathing a shaky sigh of relief when my feet leave the water.

Dragging myself up and following Nox’s path gives me an excellent view of their athletic body. Hard not to notice that the perfection of their face seems to extend to every part of them. If they weren’t such a pain in the ass, maybe I would take them to bed.

“What’s this asset of yours look like?”

Nox glances over their shoulder down at me. “Red hair. Freckles. Short and plump. Her name is Maeve. Don’t murder my girl, Lizzie. I’ll have to do something unfortunate if you do.”

I don’t bother to answer. Accidentally murdering the asset would be sloppy, and that’s a word that will never be attributed to me. “Worry about yourself. Don’t get stabbed or blown up while I’m doing all the heavy lifting of killing everyone.”

For once, Nox doesn’t have a smart answer ready. They just keep climbing, tension in their lean body. I follow. The thrum of excitement in my blood is a welcome emotion. A familiar one.

This is what I do. What I was made for.

I’m not a person intended for peace, and while there have been a few fights in the last three months of sailing on the Audacity, there hasn’t been anything challenging enough to work off the tension constantly coiling inside me.

I send out a pulse of my power, the bodies of the crew lighting up in my mind. Too many heartbeats to stop at once, especially since half of them are warded. I poke at the closest to me, testing the ward as I try to move the blood in that person’s body to my will. It responds sluggishly, but it does respond. I grin, letting the chains of civility fall away, taking away the last of my lingering fear with them.

This is going to be fun.




CHAPTER 2
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Maeve

I’VE BEEN IN SOME TIGHT SPOTS IN MY TIME, BUT THIS IS the worst to date. I crouch in the stinky cell in the brig, warily eyeing the five men leering at me from the other side of the locked door. I’ve been on the Drunken Dragon since they caught me out in the open three days ago. I should have known my skiff couldn’t make it from Viedna to Khollu without something bad happening. But it wasn’t the storms that hit this time of year that got me into trouble.

It was the damned Cŵn Annwn.

The ones who supposedly protect Threshold from monsters but are more monstrous than any of the creatures they murder. I press myself against the grimy wall as one man reaches through the gap in the door to attempt to paw at me. Perhaps I should be grateful it took them this long to decide to come down here to menace me, but it’s hard to be grateful for anything right now. I’m exhausted, dirty, and in serious danger. Worse than all that combined is the fact that I’m missing a vital part of myself.

No matter what else is true, I’ll go down fighting.

“Come here, pretty.” The pawing man makes another grab. “Don’t make us go get the keys. Unless you do want us in the cell with you …”

I snarl at him, but it sounds pathetically weak in my human throat. If I had my pelt, they wouldn’t dare try to touch me with those awful filthy hands. They’d be too worried about me ripping out their throats. If I was whole … But I’m not. If I can’t get out of this catastrophe, I never will be again.

I’m still trying to figure out my next move when the jingle of a key stops my heart in its tracks. I’m out of time. If I get trapped in the cell with them, it’s over. My only hope is to run, to place my bets on the captain not being a total monster willing to allow his crew to assault his prisoner. If they’re here with the captain’s blessing, or at least his nonexplicit consent, then I’ll have to throw myself over the railing and hope for mercy from the sea.

But the voice that speaks next isn’t gruff and ragged from a life of sailing. It’s soft and light and damn near melodious. “Am I interrupting something?”

My would-be attackers don’t get a chance to respond. I don’t see what happens. One moment they’re starting to turn toward the new intruder, and the next, their limp bodies hit the ground, blood blooming at their mouths and eyes and ears. Revealing my … savior?

At first, I think they might be one of my distant cousins from the north, their dark wet hair clinging to their face and shoulders, but then I notice their clothes. This person, this savior, comes from one of the realms, not from Threshold. They have to, because I’ve never seen pants that mold to lean legs quite so effectively, or a top that doesn’t appear to have seams. Maybe the captain scooped them out of the sea when they went through the wrong portal and ended up here?

They step lightly over the bodies—because they are bodies; not a single one of them has drawn breath since they hit the floor—and insert the key into the lock. “You must be Maeve.”

Now that the light from the window behind me is shining on their face, I can’t quite find my words. They’re beautiful. It’s a kind of beauty that would make my hackles rise if I had them, the sort designed to lure in the unwary. This is a predator right down to their bones.

The door swings open on rusty hinges. I make no move to step forward. “You have me at a disadvantage. You seem to know who I am, but I have no idea who you are.”

Instead of waiting for me to make my decision, they step into the cell. Suddenly, there’s not enough room. Not enough air. Not enough anything. Their eyes flash crimson, and an unmistakable pulse of magic flares in my blood. It doesn’t hurt, but it’s incredibly unsettling.

I jerk back a step. “What are you doing?”

“Checking you for injuries.” They’re still watching me closely, and there’s something in their expression that makes me think of a wolf eyeing a particularly juicy deer. “You seem well enough, if a little dehydrated.”

I have to put some space between us, but I can’t do that with them between me and the door. “Is this a rescue mission, or are you planning to pick up where those bastards left off?” I flick my fingers at the fallen pirates.

“This is a rescue mission, which I suppose makes me one of the good guys. For once.” Their nose, which I am horrified to discover is rather cute, wrinkles in distaste. “How novel.”

I don’t know what I would say to that, because I don’t get a chance. Hurried footsteps approach, revealing someone I actually do recognize. My chest goes tight, and something resembling a sob lurches into my throat. “Nox.”

“We’re getting you out of here.” They stop in the doorway, their expression going pinched. “Is there a reason you’re blocking the exit, Lizzie?” Without waiting for an answer, they shoulder past her. “Ignore her. She’s just mad she didn’t get to kill more people.”

Lizzie. What an unassuming name for such a terrifying woman.

Lizzie nimbly shifts to the side. “Just getting a feel for our little captive.”

I can’t quite read Nox’s expression, but they seem worried. “We need to get moving. The Audacity is almost here to collect us, and it’s important that we don’t linger. It will make people ask questions about what happened to the Drunken Dragon and its crew.”

“So, what you’re saying is that it would be better if there was no ship for people to ask questions about.” Lizzie steps out of the cell and walks to a lantern hanging across the way.

I haven’t had cause to be on many Cŵn Annwn ships, but I’ve been on board the Audacity a few times, and it’s nothing like this cesspool. The Drunken Dragon is only a ship, with no convenient pocket dimension to house the crew. They all sleep in one massive room, swaying on hammocks. And if the smell is anything to go by, there’s no indoor plumbing, either. The ship will go up rather quickly if Lizzie sets something on fire.

“I realize that I brought you here for a specific purpose, but it’s incredibly disconcerting how much you enjoy violence,” says Nox.

Lizzie shrugs, her expression curiously blank. “Dead men tell no tales.”

Nox narrows their eyes. “Is that supposed to be a joke?” They shake their head sharply. “Never mind. Don’t answer that. I should’ve brought Bowen with me.” They hold out a hand to me. “Let’s get you out of here.”

I don’t know what to make of their interaction, but I do know I want to get out of here. Nox is a known entity. That’s good enough for me. I slip my hand into theirs and allow them to lead me past the curiously still Lizzie. Even in this body, my senses are enhanced. I shouldn’t be spending time focused on the stranger, but her breathing is significantly slower than a human’s, and her heartbeat is as well. What is she?

Nox leads me past a massacre. There’s no other way to describe it. But the strangest thing is that there’s no blood spattering the worn wooden planks. It seems like most of the crew just dropped where they stood. The only evidence of violence is the same as that for the men in the brig—blood from their mouth, nose, and eyes.

I know Nox is capable of killing with their elemental magic—they can trap the air in your lungs until you suffocate. Or summon actual water and drown you on dry land, which is obviously something that happened here, judging by the puddles near some of the people’s heads. “So many.”

“This crew has been a problem for a long time. You know that as well as anyone.”

I do. There are ships among the Cŵn Annwn for which the locals know to avoid getting caught alone with members of the crew. To keep the pretty ones tucked away so that they don’t catch the eye of the captains. Technically, the Cŵn Annwn aren’t supposed to conscript locals into their ranks, but some of their captains care less about the rules than about the power they wield. The Council doesn’t care as long as they continue to kill monsters. There’s no one to stop them … Or at least there never was before.

This rescue is still a bold move, even for Nox. “It was a risk to come for me. You shouldn’t have done it.”

They shoot me a charming grin. “Come now, Maeve. You know I wasn’t going to leave such a lovely lass to these bastards. Let’s get you out of here and safe.”

Safe. It’s a nice thought. I don’t know if it’s ever been true, though. Maybe my childhood, when the only thing I had to worry about was keeping within the rocky shores of the bay near my home on Viedna. Or waiting for the seasons to change and my favorite kind of fish to come back for hunting. Or living up to the expectations set forth by my mother and grandmother.

I haven’t been that kind of safe in a long time. Certainly not since I joined the rebellion, but even more so now that I’ve lost my pelt. It’s like what I imagine losing a limb might feel like. I keep instinctively reaching for it only to remember its loss all over again, as if for the first time. “I have to go to Khollu.”

“We’ll talk about what happens next after we get you back to the Audacity.” They hustle me across the deck to another crimson-sailed ship.

Reality catches up with me and I dig in my heels. “Wait. I can’t be on Hedd’s ship. It’s just as bad as this one.” Maybe Nox can shield me a little, but ultimately they have to keep their cover. They can’t let the Cŵn Annwn know that they’re a double agent for the rebellion.

Which means they can’t protect me.

I look at all the death around me, and all the evidence of rebellion. “What have you done?”

Nox, instead of seeming as worried as they should be, slings an arm around my shoulders and guides me to the railing. “A lot of things have changed since I saw you last. I’m captain now.”

I twist to look at them. “What?” There’s no way Hedd would have given up the position, even if he was voted out. Which means he must be dead, but … how?

“I’ll explain when we get over there. This isn’t the place for that chat.” They motion to someone on their crew, and it feels like a giant hand wraps around my waist and lifts me gently into the air. I freeze, too aware of how easy it is for a telekinetic to do more harm than good when they carry someone. My heart is in my throat. I’m not afraid of heights, but there’s something deeply disconcerting about staring at a long drop between my helpless body and the surface of the sea. From this height, it would feel like crashing into a solid surface if I fell. My concern is apparently for nothing. A few seconds later, I’m deposited safely on the deck of the Audacity.

A person with shoulder-length blond hair and suntanned skin hurries up with a blanket. “You must be freezing. I’m Evelyn, she/her. Did they hurt you?” She drapes the blanket around my shoulders with a warm smile. “It looks like Lizzie killed them all, so I guess that’s … Well, that’s something.”

This woman is pretty in a way that makes me blush, but her bubbly energy immediately sets me at ease. She’s about my size, full body poured into a pair of skintight pants and a shirt that shows off a significant portion of her chest, most of which is covered in vaguely familiar magic glyphs. A witch, though I’ve never seen one who tattoos their spells onto their skin.

I’m saved from having to say anything by Nox and then Lizzie landing lightly on the deck. Behind Lizzie, the Dragon is already alight in flame.

Nox waves two members of the crew over. “Make sure the fire takes the ship to the bottom of the sea. Quickly.” They’re already turning away, barking orders at the rest of the crew.

If I don’t catch them now, they’re going to take me right back to Viedna.

I rush after them and grab their arm. “Nox, I need you to listen to me. I have to go to Khollu.” Bronagh lives there. Even if he’s not there right now, he’ll return there eventually. I just have to hope he still has my pelt when he does. It’s a long shot. My pelt could be anywhere by now, sold for a tidy profit. I might chase rumors for the rest of my life and never find it. The thought makes me shake. “Nox, please.”

Nox shakes their head. “Things are moving faster than we expected. I need you in your home village and keeping an eye on the southern route.”

My skin heats, and it has nothing to do with potentially flirting with the pretty blonde. No, it’s shame making me wish the deck would open up and swallow me whole so I don’t have to admit the truth. “I won’t be much use to you as a spy. Not in my current condition.”

Finally, they slow down enough to turn and face me. “What are you talking about?”

“My pelt.” I can’t make myself meet their gray eyes. “It was stolen. I have to get it back. I can’t go home until I have it.”




CHAPTER 3
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Lizzie

A SELKIE WHO’S LOST THEIR SKIN. WHAT A CLICHé. I hang back and wait to see what Nox will say. Even taking this detour to save the selkie was a risk. We’re supposed to be hunting some … I forget. It’s not mermaids again, and Evelyn has argued long and hard against “murdering” dragons, but there’s some monster of the deep that we’re supposed to be dispatching right now. It’s all wasting my time. Hunting monsters might get my blood going with the thrill of facing down an opponent who actually has a chance of taking me out, but I can’t fully enjoy myself with the damn sword of my family hanging over my neck.

At the beginning of all that, my mother paid a surprise visit, which led to a series of increasingly frustrating events. In order to ensure my lovely mother didn’t skin my paramour alive, I told Evelyn to run. Evelyn, being Evelyn, ran right through a portal—and took my family’s priceless jewels with her.

And then promptly lost them.

Or, rather, got herself kicked off the ship currently in possession of said jewels. It’s an unmitigated disaster, and it’s compounded by the fact that Nox refuses to chase down the Crimson Hag. If they won’t do that for me, when I’m actually valuable in a fight, they certainly aren’t going to change course for an asset they obviously want back on her home island, coaxing secrets from the Cŵn Annwn ships that pass through.

Sure enough, Nox is already shaking their head. “I’m so sorry, Maeve. I’m on a hunt right now, and we’ve already diverted too much time. If we take any more, someone’s going to start asking questions.” They hesitate. “And your position is too vital to remain vacant for long. It’s not your skin that made you valuable to the rebellion. It’s your human form.”

It’s harsh, but one doesn’t win rebellions with a bleeding heart. If they have a chance in hell of succeeding—and I’m not certain they do—then they can’t prioritize one person’s loss over the benefit to the collection. It’s something I understand intimately. My mother considers the Bianchi family to be a single unit rather than a gathering of multiple people with their own thoughts and feelings and ambitions. If you’re born into our bloodline family, then you are expected to obey first, second, and last.

Maeve doesn’t burst into tears like I expect. “Nox, you don’t understand.”

“I do. Better than I’d like to.” They actually sound remorseful, which makes this whole conversation more uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, Maeve.”

Maeve. A sweet name for a sweet little thing. Short and curvy in a way that makes you want to grab for her hips and pull her against you. Her curly red hair is a tangled mess, but it intrigues me all the same. And the damn freckles. I haven’t had a lover with freckles in a very long time.

Not that I’m thinking about taking this quivering creature to bed. I prefer my partners to have a little more spice, a little sharper teeth. I don’t know what selkies are like in Threshold, but in my realm, all the stories surrounding them are tragic and bittersweet. Victims in waiting—that’s all they are.

I force myself to turn away only to be faced with Evelyn and Bowen. He’s a big brawny brute with shoulder-length dark hair and a perpetual frown on his face. Except when he looks at Evelyn. He pulls her in for a quick kiss and then he’s off, doing whatever it is that he’s supposed to be doing to get us the fuck away from the burning ship.

Evelyn practically has stars in her eyes as she watches him go. It makes my stomach curdle. The feeling only gets worse when she turns to me, gentle understanding in her expression. I hate when she looks at me like that. There’s an intimacy there that I used to crave, but now it feels like sandpaper against my skin.

She’s not mine any longer. And while I’m not too proud to murder to get what I want, I know a losing battle when I see one. I lost Evelyn the moment I told her to run. Continuing to chase her will only make me look like a fool, and she’ll still end up in that asshole’s arms.

She scoops a bag off the floor that I hadn’t noticed previously. “I brought you some dry clothes. I thought you could use them.”

“I’ll change in my cabin. There was no reason for you to go to the effort.” I pluck the bag from her hands and move past her, ensuring my long stride carries me away from her as quickly as possible.

I head down the stairs, and there’s a small part of me that continues to be surprised at the fact that the inside of the ship is larger than the outside. I’ve experienced pocket realms before, but this one is so sophisticated it feels absolutely seamless. There’s no staggering moment where you’re not sure which way is up or down, not even a dip in the floor from the ship to the pocket realm. It’s more impressive than anything we have back home. Add in the fact that there’s running water and indoor plumbing—and apparently a hot water heater in some capacity—and there are worse places to live.

But none of that changes the fact that I shouldn’t be here.

We already know that time moves differently from realm to realm. It took me the better part of a year to find the portal that would bring me to Threshold. And yet, for Evelyn, it was a couple of weeks at most. I don’t expect the conversion to be static, either, so there’s no denying the fact that a significant amount of time is passing while I’ve been here, failing to retrieve the family jewels.

I can’t go home without them. Heir or not, my mother will rip out my throat for failing so spectacularly. We can’t have someone weak leading the family when she’s gone. If she’s ever gone. At this point, I have no doubt that she intends to live forever.

If I was anyone else, I wouldn’t go home at all. My mother isn’t known for her patience, and if she didn’t need me to create little vampire babies, she wouldn’t have deigned to give me a second chance after my failure to protect the family heirlooms. She simply would have killed me then and there, and moved on with her life.

I fight down a shudder. Best not to think too deeply about how she’s taking my absence. Successful or no, there will be a price to pay when I return home. I’ll endure it just like I’ve endured all my mother’s lessons and then come out stronger on the other side.

A quick shower does wonders for my morose mood. I dress in dry clothes and pull my hair back into my preferred high ponytail. I’m in the process of debating if I’m up to dealing with people when the door opens and the selkie steps inside. She stops short. “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t realize someone was already in here. This is the cabin that Nox sent me to.”

I’m going to rip out the captain’s spine and feed it to them. There are other cabins. When Evelyn, Bowen, and I helped Nox to stage a mutiny and dispatch the last captain of the Audacity, half of the crew went with him to the watery depths. We’ve been refilling those ranks slowly since, allowing other sailors to join up, but we’re nowhere near fully crewed. Nox could’ve sent this woman to one of those empty cabins. Instead, they sent her to me. Since they do nothing without purpose, it’s enough to make me wonder …

“Nox won’t help you with the pelt problem?”

The selkie blinks those big dark eyes at me. “With all due respect, I don’t know you. You’re obviously a conscript, which means I can’t trust you. I don’t know why you’re asking something you already know the answer to, but I’m not interested in playing whatever game this is.”

I step aside as she darts past me into the bathroom. It was the tiniest show of backbone, but I can’t help the reluctant approval that flares inside me in response. Weakness is for prey, and I would have categorized this woman as such, but maybe there’s more to her than a damsel in distress.

Or perhaps I’m looking for an excuse to explain away my attraction to her. I like pretty things, but I learned a long time ago that I tend to break them. While some of those pretty things were meant to be broken, there are those that leave me with the taste of regret on my tongue. Over my long life, I learned to indulge only with partners who have their own claws and teeth and thorns.

They tend to survive longer.

Evelyn must have fucked up my head more than I realized if I’m considering taking someone to bed who looks like they’ll fold if I speak a harsh word. I shake my head and leave the cabin, once again searching out our wayward captain. Nox might play the frivolous fool, but there’s a canny mind behind those pretty eyes. I suspect they have a secondary reason for assigning Maeve to my room.

I walk through the door of Nox’s cabin without knocking, only to stop short at the sight of a naked Nox. They truly are well formed. I’ve never found tan lines intriguing before, but I can’t deny that it only adds to the allure of them. They raise their blond brows. “Unless you’ve decided to take me up on more than flirting, normally people knock when they come through my door.”

I kick the door shut behind me and cross my arms over my chest. “If I wanted to take you to bed, you’d know it.”

They laugh, completely unfazed. “The fact that you haven’t tried to rip out my throat means you aren’t totally opposed to it. But since you’re clearly determined to keep breaking my heart … What do you really want?” They grab a shirt from their bed and drag it over their head.

“You’re really not going to help the selkie retrieve her pelt? After you went through so much to save her?”

“The selkie has a name.” Nox pulls on their pants, somehow making it smooth instead of awkward. “But, no, as much as I would like to, I can’t chase down the pirate who stole Maeve’s pelt. It was risky enough saving her, and I can’t afford for the Cŵn Annwn to look too closely at our actions. If we keep diverting from our normal sailing routes, someone on the Council is going to start asking questions.” Nox hesitates and there’s something almost like guilt on their face. “And I meant what I said earlier. I’m sorry for Maeve’s loss, but her ability to shift into a seal is the least of her value to the rebellion. The needs of many outweigh the needs of a single person.”

It’s just as I suspected. The same reason that Nox won’t actively help me. For the first time since coming to this godsforsaken realm, I feel something aside from pure frustration. “This selkie. She’s a local? Not someone who wandered through the wrong portal like the rest of us?”

Nox sits on the edge of the bed to pull on their boots. “Again, she has a name.”

I’m aware of that. I’m not entirely certain why I’m so resistant to saying that name, but it’s clear that Nox won’t continue this conversation unless I indulge them. I roll my eyes. “Fine, is Maeve a local?”

“You already know she is. Where are you going with this?”

I give them the look that the question deserves. “Exactly where you led me when you assigned her to my room. I don’t know why you’re bothering to act so surprised.”

They burst out laughing. “I’m beginning to think you don’t trust me.” It’s slightly startling to watch them transition from the defensive, protective captain to the flirty rake. Obviously I knew it was a mask all along, but witnessing them put it on real time feels like watching someone strip out of their lingerie.

“It’s a wonder how you find the time and energy to play games when you’re so concerned about this adorable little rebellion,” I finally say. “When are you actually going to get around to rebelling instead of playing the obedient hunter?”

The flinty look appears back in their gray eyes. “Watch yourself, Lizzie. I like you, so I let you get away with the disrespect, but there are limits.”

I merely raise my brow and allow the question to stand.

Nox pushes to their feet and rolls their shoulders. “You already know that I can’t help you. At least not in a timely manner. Maeve can. If you help her first. But do it quickly. I meant what I said about her value to the rebellion. She’s the only asset we have in Viedna, and we need her back home and doing her work.”

I stare. “You don’t give a shit about helping me. But your heart is practically bleeding for the poor selkie without her skin. What a cliché.”

“You’re a vampire with mommy issues. One could say the same thing about you.”

I almost strike them down right there. Only years of control keep my rage under wraps. Nox really does see too much. It’s inconvenient in the extreme. “If she’s such an asset in Viedna, that means she’s hardly well traveled. I don’t see how that serves me in the least. I might as well steal a map and go it alone. A suspicious woman would accuse you of trying to pass off two responsibilities instead of dealing with it yourself.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. You’re convenient to have on this crew, even if your attitude is sour enough to curdle milk. If I thought for a second that you’d stay, I’d try to convert you to the cause.” They stride to me, and I’m startled into taking a step back, allowing them past me to the door. Nox grins. “Though I’ll admit, even I get tired of watching you glare at Evelyn and Bowen. New lovers make everyone a little sick to their stomach, but it’s not as simple as that for you, is it?”

I narrow my eyes. “Be very careful what you say next.”

“Do you think you can rip all the blood from my body before I have a chance to burn you to ash?” There’s a feral look in Nox’s gray eyes. As if they’re not quite sure they’re bluffing, either.

There’s a significant part of me that wants to pick up the gauntlet they just threw at my feet and beat them to death with it. But even though they’re irritating in the same way that my little brother is, Nox shows every evidence of being a good captain. No doubt whoever took their place would be less effective at their job—and more annoying to deal with.

Besides, if I kill them, Evelyn will get that horrible disappointed look on her face again. As if I’m proving her right, as if I am validating her decision to think the worst of me. It shouldn’t be enough to hold my strike, but somehow it is.

I step back, allowing the captain more room to pass by. “We won’t find out today.”

“Pity.” They actually sound like they mean it, disappointment lacing their merry tone. “Another time, then.”

I follow them out of their cabin, their threat once again reminding me of my brother Wolf. Once upon a time I was the one who set him on fire, all at the altar of my mother’s approval. I don’t think he’s ever forgiven me for that. Not that I seek his forgiveness. That’s not the kind of family we are.

A flash of red catches my eye, and I turn to see the selkie speaking with Evelyn. Throwing my lot in with a stranger, even a stranger who is desperate to reclaim something stolen from them the same way I am, is a risk. The question is whether the risk is worth the reward.

That, I have to think about.




CHAPTER 4

[image: ]
Maeve

THE VAMPIRE IS WATCHING ME AGAIN.

In the week since I’ve been aboard the Audacity, it seems like every time I turn around, there’s a weight of a contemplative gaze on the back of my neck. It’s always her. Every time. The only small mercy is the fact that she’s taken to avoiding our shared room. I don’t know if I would’ve gotten a single hour of sleep otherwise. I’d like to say it’s her being considerate, but all evidence points to the contrary.

I’m not used to people taking one look at me and deciding they dislike me. Usually, my face is enough to have strangers spilling secrets and placing their trust in me within a few minutes of meeting. I look younger than I am—and innocent. It allows people to underestimate me, which is something that’s served me well. Served the rebellion well.

But Lizzie doesn’t trust me. She doesn’t seem to like me much, either. Which is fine. Better than fine, even. I have my hands full arguing with Nox about the need for me to reclaim my skin. They refuse to divert their course to Viedna, my home island. Tucking me back safely where the rebellion needs me most.

It’s not enough.

My connection to my skin was severed the moment it was stolen from me, but there’s a part of me that’s certain I can feel the distance between
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