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PART ONE
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I’m too late.

I hold my breath, my fist clenched around the hilt of my cutlass, as my brother, Lewis, moves about the ship like a phantom, extinguishing lanterns. Fire dances on the surface of the pitch-black water, and though the fog makes it almost impossible to see, I note the roll of the waves—swift, and isolated, and all wrong.

Faster, Lew, I think, but I don’t say it aloud.

I gasp when the Starchaser jostles, and I think I hear someone curse.

“Quiet!” Charlie hisses from close by, and the panic in my elder brother’s voice roils my stomach.

It’s been only two days since we set sail from the Red Island in search of Morana, and though Orella must have given secret orders to her fleet not to intercept us, I knew when we embarked on this journey that no one could protect us from the Myths that call the Dire home. Myths—monsters—hundreds of feet long that slither past our ship, attracted to the light of our lanterns and the sound of our voices.

By the time I feel the shift in the water, I’m already too late. It only takes one look at Lewis and my older brother knows something is wrong. The crew, taking their supper abovedeck, goes silent as Lewis moves swiftly about the ship, his years as the Lightbringer’s spymaster giving him the unique ability to act quickly and quietly.

In the seventeen years I called the Dire home, my family never encountered a serpent—one of the deadly, malevolent Myths of the Western Sea. But Mother and Father had trained us for this very moment: drilling us on how fast we could put out the lanterns; how silent we could become; how long we could hold our breath and wait for the threat to pass.

My siblings and friends made me their captain. They trust me to lead us safely out of the Dire as we make our way to the Burning Lands, and already I deliver us up on a platter to a creature that can swallow the Starchaser whole.

You don’t know what it takes to lead. I hear Mother’s voice in my head, each word like a death knell, booming in rhythm with the thump of the serpent’s body against the ship, nearly causing me to lose my footing.

I take a deep breath as the last lantern is snuffed out, plunging us into total darkness, and wait.

And wait.

The fog, enshrouding our ship like night incarnate, seems to speak to me, whispering.…

A chill snakes down my spine. I move forward blindly, as if prompted by the fog, the creak of the weathered boards now drowned out by the thundering of blood in my ears. Ahead, a light flickers in the distance, growing brighter with every step. It appears to take the form of a ship. And there—a man, standing on its bow.

Has Morana’s general, the Shifter who cursed me as a child, found me again? Has he come to take me from my family—from Will?

The light flickers—dies out. But I can’t shake the creeping, unnerving feeling I’m being watched; hunted, not only by a serpent but by a man who declares I belong to him—that my life is his to claim. A man who threatened my family. A man with whom I’d almost willingly left Castle Grim, even if it meant I would turn into a Shifter, because I thought it could save my brothers.

A few feet away, two red eyes burn like embers in the dense fog.

Jump, a voice in the back of my mind seems to say—a whisper unlike that of the sea but familiar to me still. I want you, Aster. Not your family.

I take another step, the deck slick underfoot.

Come with me, purrs the dark, gritty voice, and save them all.

I reach the railing of the ship.

Jump, the voice says.

As if compelled, I grab hold of the nearby rigging, pulling myself up and—

A hand seizes my shoulder. I whirl, cutlass drawn, my blade flashing.

The dark figure tilts his head, a smirk playing on his lips. “Easy, pirate.”
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Buttery-orange light dances over Henry’s face, and his throat bobs as he flicks a glance at the blade pressed to his neck.

“You know, if you didn’t like my cooking, you could have just said so.” His eyes glint with mischief, but his voice is quiet, gentle, as if he were attempting to calm a wild animal.

I glance over my shoulder at the fog, now illuminated with lantern light, before looking past Henry to where the crew gathers near the center of the deck once more, resuming their supper as if we hadn’t been under threat just seconds ago. My sister Margaret and the Castor’s stable boy, Jack, huddle close together, while Lewis whispers something in Lady Eliza Cooper’s ear and she giggles, swatting him playfully on the arm. Charlie sits atop a barrel, watching our brother flirt with the dark-haired elf, shaking his head even as a grin tugs at his lips.

Safe. They’re all safe.

My fist loosens as I lower my cutlass.

Henry’s brow furrows, his expression somewhat strained. “You’ve been standing here for over half an hour,” he says, as if sensing my confusion. “You said, ‘It’s gone,’ but you wanted to be left alone. I just worried—”

“Right.” I nod, even though I don’t remember saying anything of the sort. All I remember is the serpent, and the darkness, and that voice.… “Nothing to worry about. Go,” I tell him, sheathing my cutlass. “Enjoy your supper. I’m sure it’s… edible.”

He grins, but I note the dark circles under his eyes. “I’ll save you some.”

I clap Henry on the shoulder, stepping past him. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

I move swiftly toward the companionway, heading belowdecks, praying to the Stars my siblings don’t watch me go—praying they don’t see my hands tremble as I shove them into my pockets.

You don’t know what it takes to lead. How would my siblings feel if they knew I was hearing voices? What would they think if I told them one of those voices had suggested I jump overboard, and I was almost unable to stop myself from obeying its command?

My fingers brush the cool metal of the compass. It seems to hum at my touch, and as I withdraw the small golden disc from my pocket, I think, for just a moment, it appears to glow.

I halt halfway down the companionway, my thumb tracing the rough grooves where my father engraved the words There is still time to chase another star. A frown tugs at my lips as I flick open the lid, squinting at the fixed needle pointing west—toward the entrance to Morana’s kingdom in the Burning Lands, toward the only cure for Will’s and my curse. At the prospect of Mother discovering I absconded with the compass, a ship, and a crew, setting off to track down Morana without the Order’s help—despite her lies, her lack of faith in me—satisfaction floods my chest. But the thought of Father learning about our departure deflates any sense of pride I feel.

I glance at the timepiece, opposite the compass dial, my heart beating faster with every tick of the clock. As difficult as it was to leave Father behind so soon after reuniting with him, I knew I couldn’t wait for the Order to act. Somewhere, Titus is still compelled by Morana—Owen is still bound to her service. Every day wasted is another day they’re forced to do unspeakable things in the name of the Underling queen. They don’t have the luxury of waiting to be rescued—not when Titus’s stepmother, Calantha, can torture him freely now, harvesting his blood to amplify her power.

And then there’s Will. We’ll need his knowledge of the border that separates the kingdom of Hellion from Morana’s stronghold in the Burning Lands. He’s the only one of us who’s spent time fighting on the front lines—he’ll know how to sneak past the League of Seven’s troops and navigate the treacherous wasteland that lies beyond the barricades. From there, the enchantment the Order placed on the compass is supposed to lead us to Morana.

Only, the compass won’t do us much good if Will turns before we reach the Burning Lands. He might not have turned fully into a Shifter on Holy Winter’s Day, but the transformation has begun, and he’s running out of time. Unless I find Morana and obtain a drop of her blood to cure him, he’ll be victim to the Shifter curse, and we’ll have lost the only person who can successfully guide us past the barricades.

The Underling general could have taken me at any moment while I resided at Castle Grim—he could have used his influence over his venom pumping through my veins to force me to go with him. Now that the enchantment around my heart is broken, I fear I have no choice but to obey him. Still, for whatever reason—perhaps the same reason as Morana—he needs me willing. By journeying to the Burning Lands, am I giving him exactly what he wants?

I want you, Aster, the voice said. Not your family. I can’t crew the Starchaser by myself, but I’ve put my siblings and friends at risk by allowing them to join me.

Come with me and save them all.

I snap the compass shut and slip it into my pocket as I descend the steps that lead to the brig, my heart heavy.

In the guttering lantern light, Gabriel leans against a wooden post, one ankle crossed over the other, peeling an orange. It’s still difficult, getting used to seeing the Bloodknight without his helmet, especially when he looks so much like Flynn, his late twin—olive skin, hazel eyes, tousled dark hair. If I hadn’t witnessed Flynn’s death with my own eyes, I might think I’m looking at a ghost. But when Gabriel glances up at me through dark lashes as I descend the last few steps, his expression taciturn, it’s as if I feel his steady, calm presence, and the tension in my shoulders eases, if only a little.

The Cooper siblings had been framed—because of me, Will had taken Flynn’s life, believing him to be the Underling general who haunted me. Yet Eliza and Gabriel still chose to join me—to make me their captain. I’m not sure what I did to earn their loyalty, but I’m determined to honor it.

“How is he?” I whisper, afraid to step past Gabriel and see for myself.

Gabriel scowls and jerks his head to the right, in the direction of the steel bars that separate us from the small cell where Will has chosen to reside. “He’s refusing to eat.”

I grit my teeth, peering around Gabriel’s broad form.

Will slumps against a barrel, looking worse than he had even a few hours ago. The sickly pallor of his nearly translucent skin reveals the network of veins pumping inky black blood through his body. His chest rattles with every ragged breath, his eyes shut tight, sweat beading on his pale face.

I kneel in front of the bars, my stomach twisting at the sight of the Elysian chains that secure his hands—chains he insisted on wearing for the duration of our journey. “Will?” I say softly.

He startles, his eyes flinging wide. The painful, pulsing lesions that had spread from the green-and-black wound in his side seem less inflamed than before, but he still winces as he shifts to back himself against the wall, putting as much distance between us as possible.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he grits out, his jaw clenched.

I note the fear in his eyes, his gaunt cheeks, and my mouth goes dry. “You keep saying that.”

His lips twitch, the hint of a smirk, even as he presses himself close to the wall. “You keep ignoring me.”

I arch a brow at him. “Gabriel says you’re not eating.”

“Gabriel should mind his own business.”

Gabriel grunts.

Will wheezes a laugh, which turns into a cough. I watch as he doubles over, struggling to catch his breath. But when I move as if to grab hold of the iron door, Gabriel takes a step forward, reaching for my arm, and Will holds out a hand to halt us both.

“I’m—fine,” Will says, his body trembling violently.

I look over my shoulder at Gabriel, hovering nearby, his neutral expression giving nothing away even as he balls his hand into a fist at his side. He lifts his shoulder, as if to say, I can’t let you put yourself in harm’s way, and I cock my head at him as if to say, Like you could have stopped me.

Thunder rumbles in the distance, vibrating through the ship as I turn back to face Will, kneeling once more. “You have to eat,” I tell him, jerking my chin at the untouched bowl of stew Henry prepared.

He settles back against the wall, his knees drawn up to his chest. “I’ve tried,” he says, his voice hoarse. He licks his chapped lips, and when he glances at me, his gaze lands on the side of my neck. “It… doesn’t taste right.”

“Henry will be crushed.”

Another small smile. His head rolls to the side as he turns to look at me fully, his eyes glinting with amusement and… something else. Something dark—something hungry. His gaze roves from my lips to my neck, trailing down my long sapphire coat.

“That’s new,” he murmurs.

My heart skips a beat. He didn’t comment on the coat, embellished with silver and gold thread, the night I came to tell him I planned to go to the Burning Lands without the Order’s blessing, and I haven’t worn it since.

“It was a gift,” I say quietly.

Will nods slowly, his grin almost teasing. “From Titus.”

My cheeks flush, and guilt gnaws at my chest. “You don’t like it?”

“It’s beautiful,” he says, his expression suddenly serious. “You’re beautiful.”

I look down, running a hand over the soft blue fabric. “Will?” I ask, my voice hushed, with Gabriel standing only a few feet away. “What Titus said, in the dungeons…”

Will shakes his head, his mouth pressed in a tight line. “I’m sorry, Aster,” he says with a shaky exhale, and ice-cold dread floods my veins. “I don’t remember anything from that night. If I tried to”—his teeth clench—“to hurt you, in any way—”

“No,” I say quickly, my blood warming at his admission. It’s taken me two days to work up the courage to ask him about what Titus said—that Will knew Titus had feelings for me before Will ever took my family and me captive. “That’s not what I meant. I don’t blame you—I mean, your curse—” I take a deep breath, try again. “It’s just that, Titus said something about… me—er, well, you—us.”

Will’s brows knit and he rises, leaning heavily on the barrel for support. “He’s not himself right now,” he says gently. “I’m sure whatever he said, he never would have done so if it weren’t for the compulsion.”

I stand, too, smoothing my hands over my coat. I try to swallow around the knot that chokes my voice even as I force a smile and say, “You’re probably right.” I clear my throat, attempting to change the subject. “I’ve been thinking on what my mother said about the power of the Lightbringer—how the True King gave Hildegarde dominion over all creation.”

He nods slowly. “The full power of the Lightbringer—both halves. You told me yourself that your father never accessed a single affinity, much less all four.”

“Right,” I say. “But what if it’s not just the full power of the Lightbringer? What if, because of my Nightweaver blood, I could tap into all four affinities? You could show me how to use bonewielding—”

“Aster,” he says softly, his eyes crinkling with a frown. “You’re still struggling to access your abilities as a bloodletter. It might not be wise to open those pathways if you’re still unable to control your”—his throat bobs—“ cravings.”

Something in my chest deflates. He’s right—I know he’s right. But it doesn’t mean it’s any less disappointing to hear him give voice to the doubts that keep me awake all through the night—the fear that I’ll never master my abilities as a bloodletter, let alone a bonewielder, a firebreather, or a windwalker.

If I can’t control my affinity for water, how will I ever hope to control the power of the Lightbringer?

“Of course,” I say, my voice thick. “I don’t know what I was thinking.…”

I turn to leave, but Will lurches forward a step as the ship rocks, closing the distance between us. The chains pull taut as Will grabs my wrist. I feel Gabriel shift behind me, and metal scrapes metal as he withdraws his sword, if only slightly.

“Wait—don’t—” Will whispers, his voice rough, his eyes wide, pleading. “Don’t go. Please, I just…” He grinds his teeth, his grip tightening—desperate, painful. “I need…”

“What?” I whisper back, my heart racing as I subtly attempt to pull free from his grasp, but to no avail. “What do you need?”

A flash of red light as his gaze dips to my throat.

He licks his lips, voice dark and gritty and deeper than its usual timbre when he growls, “I need…”

Blood, I realize, a second too late. Out of the corner of my eye, Gabriel appears, his sword raised, prepared to break Will’s hold on me by whatever means necessary. But he never gets the chance.

One moment Will leans in, his teeth bared, and the next, I’m thrown onto my back, my ears ringing.

I scramble upright, blinking, attempting to control my breathing even as my pulse pounds in my eardrums. The serpent—has it returned?

Above, muffled shouts give me pause. Before I’ve even made it to my feet, another explosion sends me careening forward, and my head collides with the iron bars of Will’s cell.

Not a serpent.

Cannons.

Gabriel hauls me to my feet, giving my shoulders a shake. “We’re under attack!”

Instantly, I’m transported to the day the Nightweavers attacked our family’s ship. The day the Lightbringer sank.

I watch Gabriel charging up the steps, but all I see is Owen.

I wasn’t fast enough to save my brother. To save our home. To save my family from captivity.

I won’t make the same mistakes again.

I quickly check that Will, slumped against the wall of his cell, is still breathing. It’s better that he’s unconscious. I know it’s only because of his curse that he tried to bite me, but if he were to break out of his cell in the state he’s in, we’d have more problems to deal with than whoever has launched an assault on our ship.

Satisfied that Will is safe—for now—I race after Gabriel.

When I emerge onto the deck, the tang of gunpowder coats my tongue.

Ten seconds. That’s all the time I get to survey my surroundings. To try to make some sense of the black flag, marked with the scarlet sun of the Eerie, illuminated by a crack of lightning cutting through the pitch-black fog.

Nine. The royal Nightweaver ship—the Mythslayer—packed with Bloodknights and human prisoners, the latter chained to the deck, soaked by the downpour of rain.

Eight. Cannons blast, tearing two holes in the starboard side of our ship.

Seven. Bloodknights storming over the gangplank and onto the Starchaser.

Six. My siblings, their weapons drawn, shouting at one another over the sound of the third cannon blast.

Five. Shards of wood slice my hands, tiny splinters needling into my palms, but I plant my feet.

Four. Henry steels himself at my side, flames engulfing his outstretched hands.

Three. I draw a cutlass from a sheath at either hip, the warm metal buzzing at my touch.

Two. Twenty feet from me, a tall, menacing figure stands before the prisoners on the main deck of the Mythslayer, his eyes glowing gold, his blond hair shaved close to his scalp. A king without his crown, he looks every bit the wicked villain of legend—his black cloak, trimmed with scarlet thread, his bare, tattooed hand outstretched, as the first human’s face shrivels and they collapse, their blood pulled from their body in a gruesome cloud of crimson.

One. Titus smirks, his gaze meeting mine as he forms a bloodred blade and points it at the throat of his youngest prisoner, the sight of her braided blond pigtails and tear-streaked face nearly knocking me off my feet.

My youngest sister.

Elsie.
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I barely avoid the first strike of a Bloodknight’s broadsword, unwilling to pull my gaze from Elsie until the last second. His blade slices my cheek as I dodge his blow, ripping my flesh. Pain cleaves across my face, but the sting is like a jolt of electricity to my veins, sharpening my focus. When he strikes again, I roll, back on my feet in an instant, fists clenched around the hilts of my cutlasses.

Elsie is all I can think as I cross my blades, my teeth vibrating from the impact of the Bloodknight’s assault. Elsie, I say her name with every furious beat of my heart, shoving against the Bloodknight’s weapon with such force that he stumbles backward a few steps.

My little sister should be safe on the Red Island. How is she here, now? Has Titus found the island after all?

I attempt to scan the deck, but the dense fog of the Dire enshrouds the Mythslayer, obscuring Elsie from view.

Titus knows I’ll come for her. He knows I won’t abandon my youngest sibling—knows I’ll trade my life for hers without hesitation.

I twist, slicing a smooth arc across the sliver of exposed skin at the knight’s throat. Blood sprays my face as the knight falls to his knees, and power hums in my chest, my hands.

Again, a quiet voice whispers. And then, louder, More.

Three Bloodknights encircle me, and my hands tremble but not from fear. I shake my shoulders, grit my teeth, and send a silent prayer to the Stars for forgiveness.

The Bloodknights attack in tandem, and I match them strike for strike. Their weapons are heavier than mine—my shoulders cry out in agony with every deflected blow—but so is their armor, impeding their movements. Still, it’s three against one, meaning I must work twice as hard just to keep from losing a limb—or my head.

Quickly, little mouse, I imagine Owen would say if he were here, laughing as he always did when we were up against impossible odds. You don’t have to be the strongest, but you must always be the fastest.

I might never be strong enough, or fast enough, or even skilled enough to defeat my foes in battle. But by threatening Elsie, Titus has ensured that I am angry enough. And a part of me believes that the Titus who truly knows me, through and through, is still somewhere inside him, fighting. And as rage clouds my vision, I don’t resist it. I surrender to the fury that compels me, guiding my hand with some divine wrath. Again, the voice cries as I evade the Bloodknights’ attacks. More, it commands with every punishing arc of my blade.

Another splash of blood. More.

Another thud as a body drops to the deck, dead at my feet. Again.

Metal coats my tongue, spurring me on, and in the crimson sheen of a Bloodknight’s helmet, the gilded light of my irises blaze with holy light.

More. Again. More. Again.

I kick, and a Bloodknight’s body slides from my blade, convulsing as blood gushes from his open throat onto the deck.

For a moment, the voice relents, and the only sound I hear is my own breath, the pressure in my head almost unbearable as I squint through the fog.

Nearby, Charlie and Margaret fight back-to-back, swords drawn, their every movement in sync. Above, Jack aims a rifle at the Bloodknights as they continue to pour onto our ship, sending down bullets from the crow’s nest, and I catch only a glimpse of Lewis cutting across the deck, illuminated in flashes of orange light as Henry hurls orbs of fire at the oncoming soldiers.

BOOM.

The Starchaser trembles but not from impact. A cannonball rips through the Mythslayer’s hull, and I know Eliza has made her way to our cannons.

I can’t be sure if my crew knows Titus now holds Elsie captive, but I must assume that since my siblings haven’t charged the Mythslayer—since Eliza is actively trying to sink the enemy ship—that I must be the only one to have seen our little sister. I start forward, toward where I know Titus waits, when I’m knocked sideways, tackled by a Bloodknight.

The force of the fall sends my cutlasses flying, and I barely have a moment to process what’s happened before a bloodred gauntlet collides with my cheek.

Again. And again.

The earlier wound from the blade splits wide open. My face goes numb, absorbing the barrage of blows, my vision spinning.

And I laugh.

The sound, choked from the blood filling my mouth, must shock the Bloodknight as much as it surprises me, and I use their hesitation to my advantage. Think, Father used to tell me when my siblings and I would wrestle aboard the Lightbringer, practicing hand-to-hand combat. Use your head.

So I do.

I jerk forward, my forehead colliding with the Bloodknight’s helmet. They fall backward, and I scramble on top of them, ripping the helmet from their head, prepared to launch my own assault, but the soldier’s familiar face gives me pause.

“Please,” she begs, eyes wide, blood pouring from her nose. “Stop—it’s me!”

I recognize the human, her blond hair matted in clumps. Diana, the girl whose life had been traded for my rescue the night we faked Captain Shade’s death. I look up at the Bloodknights swarming the Starchaser—some are humans, I realize with a pang of terror. And not just any humans—members of the Starchaser’s crew who didn’t make it out of Castle Grim while the rest of us escaped, now compelled to do the Eerie’s bidding as Bloodknights.

Diana struggles under my hold, but her arms, pinned beneath my knees, don’t seem to labor of her own accord, the twitching movements haphazard, like a puppet on a string.

More, whispers the voice. More blood. More death. More power.

I draw my fist back, and Diana closes her eyes, even as her body continues to fight.

All it takes is a single, precise blow to her temple, and Diana’s body goes slack—unconscious but alive.

I look up to see Charlie staring at me, his eyes narrowed with concern. Shame floods through me, washing away the remnants of the frenzied bloodlust, but it’s too late. He saw me, covered in blood, laughing, and I know, in this moment, I must look no different from an Underling. That voice—the one that cries out for more…

When will the blood of my enemies no longer be enough to satiate that need for violence? If my siblings realize I’m struggling… then what? Will they lock me in the brig alongside Will? Should I let them?

Charlie looks away, distracted by an advancing Bloodknight, and my stomach twists. We all have blood on our hands, but does he think I’ve gone too far?

Have I gone too far?

I’ve just made it to my feet when a scream rises over the din of battle. I follow the bleating cry to the Mythslayer, where I find Titus’s golden eyes cutting through the mist with their eerie glow.

“Aster Oberon!” Titus’s voice is rough. Ragged. The voice of the Reaper. It cuts through me, as cruel as any blade, and I feel the phantom twist of a knife in my heart.

I draw my daggers and step over Diana’s body, making my way to the gangplank that connects our two ships, but someone seizes my arm. I whirl, my dagger raised, expecting a fight, and instead find Gabriel staring down at me, blood coating his face.

“Don’t even think about it,” he nearly growls. “It’s a trap. If you surrender, we’re all dead.”

“I’ve broken Titus’s compulsion before!” I argue, throwing off his grip. All around us, my siblings fight with the ferocity of warriors twice their age. But the soldiers outnumber us fifty to seven. It’s not a matter of skill—my siblings have faced greater odds and emerged victorious. It’s a matter of stamina. And the long months on land have left them weaker. Slower. “If I can just get close enough to do it again, he can call off the attack.”

Gabriel clenches his jaw, shakes his head. “You can’t be sure.”

“No,” I say, backing away, “but it’s worth the risk.”

Titus must know I’ve made my choice, because the Bloodknights part for me as I cross the gangplank, as if given the order to let me come aboard the Mythslayer without a fight.

I hop down, landing with a thud on the main deck about fifteen feet from Titus, his scarlet blade hovering near my little sister’s throat. I’ve seen Elsie cry only a few times—even when she was a baby, she hardly ever shed a tear. Now her body trembles with sobs, her eyes red and puffy and pleading.

I force myself to look away—to meet Titus’s gaze, attempting to appear unaffected. “You called?”

He smirks, the expression broken and cruel.

A chill snakes down my spine. He’s still him, I remind myself. He might be compelled, but I know Titus—I’ve known him longer than I can even remember. I can break the compulsion—if only long enough to turn the tides of the battle.

“And here I thought we were having so much fun together.” He runs his tongue over his teeth. Shrugs. “You look ill. Getting enough sleep, love?”

“Plenty,” I say coolly, twirling my dagger. “I have over twenty pairs of pajamas, after all.”

Something sparks in his gaze, his lip twitching. “I’ve heard.”

“Nice hair.”

“You like it?”

“It suits you.”

He points a finger at me, tsks. “You’re flirting with me.” He smiles, the dark circles around his eyes stark against his pale skin. “William must not be around, then?”

I tighten my grip on the hilt of my dagger, but somehow, I maintain a neutral expression. “Let her go, Titus,” I say, my voice soft, level. “You don’t want to hurt her.”

“And how, exactly, do you know that?” He cocks his head, eyes narrowing. “After everything you’ve seen, you can’t really be that naive, can you? All that killing—it changes a person. You know that better than anyone, hm?”

I must flinch, because his smile grows, mocking.

“You and I have more in common than you care to admit.” He uses the tip of his bloodred blade to lift one of Elsie’s pigtails, staining it crimson. “Because I know you, Aster. I know you secretly crave the thrill of battle. You love to watch as your enemies bleed at your feet.”

“The enemy!” I take a step toward him—toward Elsie. “Not innocent people.”

“Oh?” His brows lift. “All those poor, starving pirates you cut down before you even turned seventeen? Were they not innocent?”

“They attacked us!” I shout, taking another step. I cut a glance at Elsie, try to communicate without words that when I give the signal, she’ll need to run, but she shakes her head as more tears stream down her cheeks. “I did what I had to do to protect my family—to survive. So did you. If you hadn’t been forced to become the Reaper—if you were free—”

“I am free!” He grinds his jaw, his playful composure slipping. “Free to kill as I please and not have to hide it, or feel ashamed of who I am, or be forced to keep my true feelings a secret.”

He throws the last few words at me, his voice choked, and I see it—see him, fighting to tell me something that flickers in his eyes, fiery and urgent.

“You’re right,” I say slowly, closing the distance between us. I sheathe one dagger at my left hip and lift my hand as if to cup his jaw. “You shouldn’t have to hide who you are.”

His chest heaves as he stares at me—at my sapphire coat—a crease forming between his brow, transfixed. He reaches for me, as if to touch the embroidered fabric, the movement hesitant, accidental.

“And neither should she.”

I take one smooth step to the right, out of Titus’s grasp, and thrust my dagger into Elsie’s chest.
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The sound that bursts from Elsie’s gaping mouth is far from human.

I leap back, putting distance between us once more as Elsie’s body contorts, her skin sliding from her face like melted candle wax, her bones snapping at unnatural angles.

In the blink of an eye, a Shifter stands where Elsie knelt moments before, fully transformed. She gasps for breath, her braided blond hair receding to cropped purple strands that dust her shoulders. I recognize her instantly as the Shifter who imitated Sybil’s likeness, infiltrating the Order as one of Morana’s spies.

She presses against the wound in her chest, inky-black blood pouring from between her fingers, her lip curled even as a glint of mischief twinkles in her eyes. “You missed.”

I draw my second dagger as lightning illuminates the ship, glancing off the Elysian Iron in a blinding flash of white. “It won’t happen again.”

Bloodknights surround me, closing ranks and separating me from my crew, still overwhelmed in battle aboard the Starchaser.

Titus grins as he props the hilt of his macabre blade atop his shoulder and scratches his head with his other hand. “How did you know?”

I jerk my chin at the Shifter and shrug. “Elsie wouldn’t have cried like that.”

The Shifter sneers. Titus barks a laugh.

“Can we move this along?” the Shifter asks, teeth gritted as her wound slowly stitches itself together. “Queen Morana doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

A muscle in Titus’s jaw twitches, but his smile doesn’t falter. “Then Morana should have retrieved the girl herself, aye, Selene?”

Sybil—or Selene, I suppose—rolls her eyes.

Morana could have compelled Titus to be fully compliant—never questioning her will or reason. So, if Titus has it in him to argue, that means he’s still pulling the strings. I just need to reach him somehow.

“Titus, listen—” I start, but I’m cut off by a commotion aboard the Starchaser.

Mangled screams cut short; heavy, armored bodies dropping like flies. Bloodknights attempt to scramble over the gangplank to safety aboard the Mythslayer only to be dragged backward by an invisible force, their bones cracking, slicing through flesh.

I turn.

It’s all Titus needs to grab hold of me, one arm around my neck, the other wrapped around my body like a steel band. “That’s it, love,” he croons, his lips tickling my ear, sending a shiver through me. “No need to fight it.”

My vision fades as the pressure increases on my throat, but through the haze, I see Will. The Mythslayer’s cannon must have freed him somehow, but… the chains of Elysian Iron that had bound his wrist are missing, too. He shreds the Bloodknights to ribbons, tearing limbs from their bodies. His teeth drip with blood as he rips into their throats and gorges himself on Manan that makes his eyes appear as bright as the sun itself.

And then he sees me.

Cocks his head. Snarls. Throws out a hand.

The pressure at my neck relents, and Titus’s body slumps, dragging me to the ground along with him. I roll out of his arms, dizzy as I try to get to my feet.

Selene roars in frustration as Will, having cleared our ship of the enemy, chases the last surviving Bloodknight onto the Mythslayer. He throws out a hand, and the knight’s neck twists, cracks, and the soldier falls. Will sets his sights on Selene, now guarded by the last three Bloodknights, backing away from Titus’s prone body.

“Think about this—”

She coughs blood onto her chin. Looks down.

Selene’s rib cage protrudes from her chest, twenty-four spikes of bone, and she drops, hitting the deck with a sickening thud.

The Bloodknights don’t even have the chance to run.

The silence that follows Will’s assault is heavy, the metallic tang in the air almost intoxicating. I can feel my tentative grip on my magic slipping—can feel the beast within me shaking itself awake. Sniffing. Licking its lips.

More, the voice screams. More.

“That’s enough!” Gabriel shouts, cutting through the haze of bloodlust, and I realize Will’s focus is torn between the handful of human prisoners aboard the Mythslayer and…

Stars.

Me.

I brace myself, but it’s no use. Will is on top of me without warning, his teeth at my throat. As he sinks his canines into the soft flesh, I hear a scream, and I barely register that it’s my own. Will’s weight bears down on me, and though I’m somewhat numb to the sensation of his hands pinning my wrists to the hard deck, I feel every agonizing pull of blood he empties from my veins with startling clarity.

Thump.

“Daughter of the sea,” whispers a voice, clear and melodic and as familiar to me as my own heartbeat. “Open your eyes.” And again, urgently, “Open your eyes!”

I struggle to lift my eyelids—struggle to focus as my vision blurs, spins, quakes.

Past a tangle of Will’s dark hair, glistening white scales catch the firelight, reflecting the amber glow like thousands of glittering stars.

The serpent rises out of the sea, towering over the Mythslayer, its fanged mouth gaping, poised to strike. Its silver eyes glow, bright as two moons, as it sets its sights on Will and me.

It lurches forward and—

BANG.

The serpent reels back, shrieking. The earsplitting wail needles its way into my mind, vibrating in my jaw, and it’s piercing enough that Will releases me.

Only to collapse right back on top of me, his body limp.

“He’ll thank me later, right?” Henry flashes a wry grin, but his eyes are haunted as he shoves Will’s body off and scoops me up in his arms.

He struggles to maintain his footing as he carries me toward the gangplank, the ship rocking and swaying as the serpent writhes. I follow the beam of its silver gaze to the crow’s nest of the Starchaser, where Jack continues to draw the Myth’s attention with gunfire. But the serpent appears to adapt to Jack’s bullets, dodging them with the swift dexterity of a snake. And when Jack is forced to reload, the serpent turns its attention back to the Mythslayer—back to Will.

“We can’t leave them!” I try to say as Henry climbs onto the gangplank, but my weak voice is little more than a wheeze.

Henry’s grip tightens, a muscle in his jaw feathering. “We’re not leaving anyone!”

And then I see them—Charlie, hoisting Will over his shoulder, and Gabriel, not far behind, hauling Titus’s limp form. The few remaining prisoners struggle against their chains as Lewis darts about the Mythslayer, searching for a way to free them.

Jack should have had time to reload by now, but he doesn’t fire another shot.

“It’s jammed!” I can barely hear his scream over the howl of the storm as Henry drops onto the Starchaser.

A web of lightning illuminates the sky, glinting off the serpent’s fangs as it rears back, hissing.

My head spins, and black spots edge my vision. I have to do something, I have to—

I attempt to roll out of Henry’s arms, but he holds me close to his chest, his grip unyielding. “You’ve lost too much blood!” he snaps. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

Feebly, I pound his chest with my fist, my screams little more than gasping breaths. “Let me go! Let me—”

The Starchaser lurches as the serpent rams its head into the starboard side, sending Henry and me sprawling onto the deck.

My body spasms, pain cleaving through me like a blade. Every part of me aches as I crawl forward. I grit my teeth against the throbbing in my head as I pull myself to my feet, staggering toward the taffrail.

I draw two pistols from holsters at my back. Take aim.

I fire the first shot, the recoil nearly knocking me off my feet.

The serpent’s head swivels, its preternatural eyes locked on mine, silver light holding me in its otherworldly stare.

Again. Pain rips through my arms, shredding my muscles as I pull the trigger.

More. I fire another bullet.

Charlie drops onto the deck of the Starchaser, followed by Gabriel close at his heels. Both are safe, along with Will and Titus. But Lewis is still on board the Mythslayer, along with the handful of human prisoners, chained to the deck, unable to escape.

The serpent shrieks again, and darkness closes in on me, but I plant my feet—force myself to squeeze the trigger.

Lewis has just freed the first prisoner when the serpent loses interest in me, turning its attention back on the Mythslayer. My brother drags the human, beaten beyond recognition, toward the gangplank as the serpent shoots forward, faster than a whip of lightning.

A roar erupts from my chest, drowned out by the thunder, as I fire another bullet.

The serpent wraps its colossal body around the mainmast of the Mythslayer, snapping it in two.

Crack.

The Mythslayer seems to shatter, an explosion of splintered wood, and the gangplank falls to the ocean below.

I think I scream Lewis’s name as he disappears, plummeting toward the water.

“No!” Charlie lunges for the taffrail.

The pistols slip from my grasp, clatter to the deck.

I sway, stumble.

And then—

A hand, gripping the edge of the Starchaser.

“Pull him up!”

Charlie and Gabriel hoist Lewis over the side of the ship, still clutching the human’s forearm, dragging him onto the deck as well. The human flops onto his back, heaving for breath, and Charlie hugs Lewis close to his chest, screaming curses at him over the howl of the rain.

Aboard the Mythslayer, the human prisoners’ cries are cut short as the serpent thrashes, and the ship splits in half. Margaret shouts something from the helm as she attempts to navigate the Starchaser away from the pull of the sinking vessel.

And there, lying face up on the deck of the Starchaser—Titus.

The subtle rise and fall of his chest is the last thing I see as my head lolls, my eyelids drifting shut, and I collapse into Henry’s arms.
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Bleak gray light prods at my eyelids, sharp and insistent. I jolt upright, clutching the bronze medallion around my neck, only to find I’m not alone.

“It’s me,” Henry whispers, his hand on my arm to steady me, his touch light. He sits on the edge of my bed in the captain’s quarters of the Starchaser. “Just me.”

I blink at him, my heart pounding against my sternum. “Is—” I try to speak, but it feels as if I’ve swallowed a handful of rusty nails. “Is everyone—” The dull amber glow of the lamp stings my eyes, my temples throbbing. “The Starchaser—how long—”

“Everyone’s fine,” he says softly. “Gabriel healed your wounds, then spent the rest of the night repairing the ship, which seemed to really put Charlie out. Before I came to see you, your brother was pacing the deck, swinging a hammer, looking very much like he wished to use it on a certain bonewielder.”

Bonewielder.

“Where’s Will?”

Henry’s gaze darts to my throat, his mouth pressed in a hard line. “He’s chained up in the brig. Says he doesn’t remember how he got free of his binds.” His jaw tightens. “He keeps asking for you.”

I attempt to swallow, but my tongue feels like sandpaper. “Take me to him.”

Henry shakes his head, his expression severe. “Absolutely not.”

“Henry,” I ask hoarsely. “Please.”

He squeezes my arm, his grip firm. “If he hurts you again…” His voice is low and menacing, and I think of the young noble I met when I first arrived at Bludgrave Manor—the boy who threatened to kill me with a single look. Only, his anger isn’t directed at me.

“He won’t.”

“He almost killed you,” he argues, shaking me slightly, his probing stare searching my eyes, my face, my throat. “He would have killed you.”

I open my mouth to say, No, he wouldn’t have, but I can still feel his weight pinning me to the deck—still feel his teeth tearing at my neck. Instead I say, “But he didn’t.” It’s a weak excuse, and I don’t know why I defend him, but… I know what it’s like to lose control, to act on impulses I would otherwise ignore.

And after what happened during the battle—the voice that urged me to kill, to spill blood—it could have been me that attacked someone, just like Will.

Henry frowns. “Not this time.” And then, as if he’s sensed where my thoughts have gone, he adds, “Aster, if you’re having difficulties controlling your own bloodlust—”

“I’m not,” I say quickly, but shame burns my throat, flushing my cheeks.

He hesitates. “If you were,” he clarifies, “I wouldn’t judge you. You’re a Nightweaver—it’s to be expected.”

I almost laugh. “To be expected?” I scoff. “I don’t think any of this is to be expected.”

His eyes crinkle with something akin to sympathy. “If you had been raised in a Nightweaver household, you might think differently. All Nightweavers are brought up knowing that on their eighteenth birthday, there must be certain precautions.”

My stomach sours. “Precautions?”

He nods. “All Nightweavers receive a surge of Manan on their eighteenth birthday. Some believe it’s a blessing from the True King. But it’s also the one day in every Nightweaver’s life that the bloodlust is most difficult to control, and for that, some think it’s a curse.” His eyes darken with a memory. “Will’s birthday was… especially difficult. He’s always had trouble managing his bloodlust, even before—” His throat bobs. “Before he was cursed.”

I was in the throes of my fever, fighting off my own transformation, when the others learned about Will’s affliction, after he awoke in the brig the night we escaped Castle Grim, steeped in the blood of his victims. I wasn’t there when Henry and Lady Isabelle learned of Lord Bludgrave’s death, and Annie’s capture, and Will’s curse, but I see it in Henry’s gaze as he studies my face—the grief, the vigilance.

“I can’t lose you, too,” he whispers as a tear slips onto his cheek, following the groove of the cruel, jagged scar that carves down his face, disappearing beneath the collar of his shirt.

I throw my arms around his neck, pulling him into a tight embrace. “You’re not going to lose me.”

He hugs me impossibly close, his tears streaming down the back of my neck. Quiet sobs rack his body, and for a while, we just hold each other, unspoken words passed between us—assurances, apologies, promises. Finally, he draws back, the ghost of a smirk tugging at his lips.

“You’re only saying what you think I want to hear so I’ll take you to the brig.”

I use the hem of my sleeve to gently wipe the tears from his face, and wink. “Pirate, remember?”
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The activity aboard the Starchaser lulls as Charlie cleans the blood from the main deck, and when I emerge from the captain’s quarters and spot Lewis at the helm, his gaze fixed on the horizon, my heart nearly leaps out of my chest.

He meets my gaze from across the way. Salutes me.

I point at Charlie, frown. Lewis shrugs, shaking his head.

Aboard the Lightbringer, Charlie always insisted on clearing the deck after a battle. Now as he kneels, scrubbing, he doesn’t even look up when we pass, his brow furrowed—focused. It doesn’t look like he’s slept, and if I know my brother, he probably won’t rest until the Starchaser is spotless. But Will showed no discretion when he slaughtered the Bloodknights, and I notice splatters of crimson in difficult-to-reach places, bits of flesh that will have to be scraped from the wood—a task that could take days, especially if he insists on working alone.

I almost turn back and order Charlie to take a break, but I know he won’t listen, so I force myself to keep going, one step after another, as Henry escorts me to the brig.

“No,” is all Gabriel says when he sees us descending the steps.

He blocks our path, his massive frame obscuring my view of the cells below.

“She’s still pale from the loss of blood,” he says, gesturing at me before crossing his arms, fixing Henry with a disapproving look. “She should be in bed.”

Henry sets his jaw, glaring at Gabriel, and I’m reminded of the last time they squared their shoulders at each other—reminded of how much Henry detests being told no. “Don’t you think I—”

“Oh, come on, boys,” drawls a familiar, lilting voice.

A shock of relief floods my veins, and I almost lose my footing.

“I promise I won’t bite,” Titus croons. “Not unless she asks nicely.” I can almost hear the smirk when he adds, “Although, I can’t speak for him.…”

I shove past Gabriel, stumbling down the last few steps. Behind me, Henry lets out an exasperated sigh, but the quiet bickering between him and Gabriel fades beneath the steady pulse of a heartbeat as I come to a halt in the aisle between the cells.

The cell to my left holds Titus, propped casually against a barrel, eyes closed as if he were asleep.

My chest swells at the sight of him. I knew that once we obtained Morana’s blood, we would have to capture Titus so we could force him to take the cure to free him of her compulsion, and until then, he would continue to act on Morana’s orders, killing the very people he’s sworn to protect. But now he’s here, and there’s a lump in my throat I can’t seem to swallow.

Henry coughs, and my attention snaps to the cell to my right.

My gaze meets Will’s, and suddenly the room is too small, and there’s too much space between us.

I want to run to him. I want to run away from him.

I don’t move at all.

Will keeps his back pressed against the boarded-up wall, his jaw clenched as he searches me for injury. Both he and Titus are bound in chains of Elysian Iron, hindering their ability to control Manan, but after what happened aboard the Mythslayer, when Will lifts his hand…

I stagger backward a step, toward Titus’s cell.

Will’s face twists in a tormented expression. Tears cut through the thick layer of blood that masks his freckles. He opens his mouth—closes it.

He keeps asking for you. So why doesn’t he say anything?

“I’m getting the feeling you didn’t come here just to see me.”

The low, rich voice comes from the third cell at the end of the row.

I force myself to look away from Will to where Diana sits atop a barrel, kicking her prosthetic leg, and locate the source of the voice standing beside her, draped casually against the iron bars.

The man’s dark brown skin and warm ochre eyes reflect the amber glow of the lanterns as he stretches his arms, looking almost as bored as Titus when he flashes a familiar, languid grin. “Lovely to see you again, princess,” he says smoothly, slipping his hand through the iron bars as if to shake mine.

I recognize him—the tall, lean human Lewis rescued from the Mythslayer.

When I reach for my dagger, the man brings a hand to his chest in exaggerated offense.

His eyes glitter with mischief. “You mean, you don’t remember me?”

“Give it a rest, Rook,” Gabriel huffs. “You’re hardly worth remembering.”

Rook. The member of the Starchaser’s crew whom Titus saved from the gallows the day Will first brought my family ashore—the same pirate who pretended to be Captain Shade the night Will ran a blade through his chest.

“A lifetime of friendship, and this is how he treats me,” Rook says, lips pursed in a mock pout. “Oh well, I suppose I can’t fault you, darling. I don’t believe you’ve ever laid eyes on my true form. What do you think?” He winks, and it’s as if a veil lifts, revealing the tapered points of his ears. “Worth the wait?”

I glance over my shoulder at Gabriel, who merely rolls his eyes. “Is he…?”

“The most charming elf in the Known World?” Rook offers.

Gabriel lifts a brow. “Insufferable? Yes.”

Diana laughs, cracking her knuckles. “Insufferable doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

I tap my fingers on the hilt of my dagger, but Rook raises his hands, as if to surrender.

“Relax, princess,” Rook coos, offering his hand once more. “I’m only flirting with you.”

My cheeks warm, but I note the challenge in Rook’s stare as I step forward and grasp his hand, my grip firm. I study the edges of his frame, searching for any sign of the shadows that seem to leak out of a host’s skin whenever a Sylk chooses to inhabit their body.

“He’s not possessed,” I say slowly.

“I could be,” Rook purrs, “if you fancy that sort of thing.”

I let go of his hand, an involuntary smile tugging at my lips, and move toward Diana.

“Sorry about the…” I jerk my chin at her head, where a bruise peeks out from beneath her curly blond hair.

“I attacked you,” she says with a shrug, her voice low and smoky. She hops down off the barrel, extending her hand to me. “The compulsion broke the moment Selene died,” she adds as we grasp hands. “I think Gabriel just likes the idea of seeing Rook locked up.”

I throw a look at Gabriel over my shoulder, and I think I see the hint of a grin playing at the edges of his hard mouth.

“One can never be too careful,” he says.

I quirk a brow at him. “They’re free to go,” I say. But as Gabriel unlocks the cell and Rook waltzes through the open door, I point my finger at his chest. “I’ll be keeping an eye on you both.”

Rook captures my hand, pressing a quick kiss to my knuckles. “Promise?”

Diana shoves him forward, breaking his hold, and I wipe my hand on the front of my shirt. But the moment Rook crosses in front of Titus’s cell, his playful demeanor turns sullen, his steps stuttering. Still, Titus doesn’t open his eyes—doesn’t acknowledge their presence. Rook opens his mouth as if to say something, his mouth working, but Diana places a hand on his shoulder, guiding him up the steps.

I meet Henry’s gaze, his expression wary as he watches them go. I cut my eyes at the steps, where Diana’s boots have just disappeared, and he gives a quick nod before stalking after them.

For the first time since that night at Castle Grim, I’m alone with Titus, Will, and Gabriel. The latter folds his arms over his broad chest, brows raised just slightly in a knowing expression that reminds me, for the briefest moment, of one of my brothers. And suddenly, I feel unsure of myself—second-guessing why I made Henry bring me here in the first place. I shuffle forward, as if to follow Henry, and Gabriel’s brows lift even higher as I start past him up the companionway.

“Aster, wait.” Will’s small voice gives me pause, my boot hovering over the first tread.

I turn to find him standing, his knuckles white as he grips the iron bars of his cell.

My heart races as I meet his stare, the familiar green flecked with gold sparks of light. A faint flush of pink tinges his cheeks, as if the Manan from the blood he consumed had invigorated him in a way Henry’s cooking could never have done.

“How sweet of you to check on the monster that almost tore your head from your neck.” I glance over my shoulder to see Titus peeking at me through one narrowed eye, his lips curved in a mischievous grin. He lets out a low whistle as he gets to his feet. “He’ll do it again, you know—now that he’s had a taste.”

I turn to face Will once more, but he’s no longer looking at me.

Will glares at Titus, his lip curled in a snarl.

Titus smirks. “Let me guess,” he says as he dusts off his black cloak. “You’ve come to tell him you forgive him. Come on, love,” he whispers, leaning against the bars. “You’re better than that.”

I grit my teeth. “It was an accident,” I say, attempting to keep my voice level, but it cracks on the last word. I clear my throat, and Will’s gaze snaps to mine once more, his eyes softening. “I know you didn’t want to hurt me,” I add gently.

Titus snorts. “Of course he did,” he drawls. “Look at him! He’s practically drooling.”

I whirl to face Titus head-on, my face hot. “It’s not his fault!” I hiss. “He would never have attacked me if it weren’t for the curse.”

I don’t know why I even bother to argue with him. He’s compelled, I remind myself. He’s just trying to get in my head, to make me doubt myself, to make me doubt Will.

“If you’re certain…” Titus says smoothly, resting his forehead on the iron bars.

“I am.”

He blinks up at me through gossamer eyelashes. “Really?”

I clench my fists. “Really.”

He flashes a roguish grin, his eyes sparkling. “If that’s so, why keep him chained up?” His grin turns vicious. “Why not let the monster out of his cage?”

“He’s the one who insists on staying down here,” I say, frustrated tears welling in my throat. “And he’s not a monster.”

“He’s not denying it.” Titus cocks his head. “Why are you?”

“He’s sick,” I shoot back. “You both are.”

“And you’re going to save us, is that it?” Titus rolls his eyes. “Even if you manage to obtain the cure, you’ll never change who we are—killers, the both of us. It’s about time you accept that.”

My fists tighten, my nails digging into my palms. “No matter how many times you say it, it doesn’t make it true.”

Something wicked dances in his eyes. “And what will make it true? Will it be when dear, sweet William rips Margaret’s throat out? Or when he tears Lewis’s head from his shoulders?” He runs his tongue over his teeth, curling his fingers around the iron bars—close enough to reach for me if I were to take a single step in his direction. He hisses, his cool facade slipping, the mask of the indifferent prince giving way to the impassioned pirate. “What’s it going to take?”

I open my mouth to argue, but—

“He’s right,” Will says quietly.

I turn to face him as the first tear falls. “No, he’s an idiot.”

Will’s face crumples. “You shouldn’t have to forgive me,” he whispers, his voice raw. “All I’ve ever done is cause you pain.” He grinds his jaw, eyes shut tight. “I don’t want to hurt you again.”

I wipe the tears from my face, furious at Titus for getting a rise out of me—furious at myself for letting him. “You would have stopped,” I say, taking a step toward Will. “And I do forgive you.”

Titus barks a laugh, and my heart skips a beat.

“Ah, there it is.” Titus’s voice drops to a low, gravelly whisper. “It all makes sense now.”

I turn to face him again, advancing, closer than I was before. “What?”

Titus’s gaze flits across my cheek, his breath shallow. “You forgive him because you want someone to forgive you.” He smiles, slow and cruel, like he’s just discovered a secret. “Curse or not, you’re a killer, too, Aster—through and through. And you’re afraid that when all of this is over, everyone you love will finally see you for who you truly are: a monster, just like us.”

I think of the voice, commanding me to spill blood. I know you secretly crave the thrill of battle, Titus had said. You love to watch as your enemies bleed at your feet.

“He knows it, too,” Titus says, cutting a glance over my shoulder. “Isn’t that right, William?”

I stumble backward, but when I turn to face Will, his gaze glows with gilded light, fixed on my cheek. I lift my hand, as if to touch my face, when I see the four half-moon punctures where my nails broke flesh and the blood smeared across my palm.

Will bites his bottom lip. He pushes off from the bars, runs his hand over his jaw, his eyes flaring with scarlet light.

“Just go,” he grinds out, his voice rough. “Gabriel, please. Get her out of here.”

Gabriel takes a step toward me, but I pierce him with a look that stops him in his tracks.

Will sniffs, covering his face with his hands. “Your blood…” he cries. “You can’t trust me, Aster. I can’t go with you to the Burning Lands. I can’t risk—”

“You’re the only one who knows how to slip past the barricades and into the Burning Lands without getting caught,” I say, cutting him off a bit sharper than I intend. “We can’t do this without you.”

It’s strange to think almost an entire month has passed since he proposed to me on the boat—since he promised to fight for us, for our future, and insisted I wait to give him an answer until after we’ve found a cure. I know he only says all this because he’s afraid of what he might do under the influence of his curse. But I’m tired of being pushed away—tired of watching Will suffer under the weight of all the burdens he insists on carrying alone. “You’re coming with us,” I say. “For Annie.”

“Aster—” he starts, but I unsheathe my dagger, and the sudden movement seems to silence him.

“Don’t worry about me,” I tell him, twirling the dagger even as tears stream down my face. “If you try something like that again, I’ll put you down myself.”

I start back up the steps, my head light, heart pounding, but I think I hear Will chuckle, the sound low and pitiful and heartbreaking—think I hear him say, “I’m counting on it.”
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The soft amber glow of the lanterns casts a warm blanket of light over the faces of my family and friends, who are spread out across the deck of the Starchaser. Above, the shimmering tapestry of stars twinkles, cutting through the dark wall of fog near the edge of the Dire, the legends of the past looking down on us as we’re rocked by the cradle of the Western Sea.

“Someone should wake him up,” Jack says, shoveling another bite of stew into his mouth. I follow his gaze to the center of our gathering, where Charlie leans against the mainmast, hugging his mop, drool leaking down his chin.

Lewis shakes his head. “Tried that once. I’m lucky to be alive.”

Eliza sits next to me, perched on a crate near the taffrail, our faces misted by the spray of the waves. We’re far enough from the others that no one hears her whisper, “So?”

I poke at a lump of mushy potato with my spoon, avoiding her knowing gaze as she peers at me from behind a curtain of dark hair. “So what?”

Her frown is sympathetic. “I saw you today. After you left the brig.”

I sigh, my chest tight. After I left Will and Titus in the brig, I hurried to lock myself in the captain’s quarters and remained there until Margaret nearly broke down the doors and dragged me onto the deck for a late supper with the crew. “I’m fine,” I say, smashing the potato with the back of the spoon. “Gabriel insisted I get some rest.”

Eliza nods slowly. “Ah, I see,” she says, and for a moment, I think she’s content to believe me, but—“It’s just that I was there, you know,” she adds, turning toward me. “I heard what Titus said in the dungeons.”

My stomach twists. “And?”

Eliza lifts her brows in a meddling expression that reminds me of her brothers. “And,” she continues, “I know he gave you that coat.”

“That’s hardly a secret,” I say. “And it’s just a coat.”

“Just a coat,” she echoes, still nodding.

“He proposed to me.” I don’t know if I say it to convince her, but after the admission passes my lips, a weight lifts from my shoulders.

Eliza tries—and fails—to hide the surprise that sparks in her hazel eyes. “Titus?”

My heart skips a beat. “No,” I say, and it’s my turn to blush. “Will.”

“Oh.”

“I didn’t say yes.”

Her eyes widen. “Oh?”

I wince. “I didn’t say no, either.”

“Oh!” Eliza covers her mouth with both hands. “Well, that’s certainly…”

“Selfish?”

She shakes her head vigorously, her voice gentle yet firm. “I was going to say difficult.”

Tears prick my eyes, and I blink furiously, desperate to dispel them before anyone takes notice of our hushed conversation. “He told me he loved me,” I whisper.

Eliza’s brow creases, her mouth pressed tight. “And you didn’t say it back,” she murmurs. “So you don’t, then?”

“Don’t what?”

“Love him.”

I hesitate, pulling my bottom lip between my teeth. “I don’t know. I never thought I’d fall in love.”

“Me either,” she says, cutting a glance at Lewis across the way, caught up in a lively debate with Jack and Henry. There’s a long stretch of silence, and then—“Aster, if he’s telling the truth…”

I know she means Titus—know she’s talking about what he said in the dungeons, about Will romancing me even though he knew how Titus felt. “He’s not,” I say. “He was just trying to drive Will and me apart—because of the compulsion.”

She smiles, but it’s tinged with sadness. “You shouldn’t feel guilty,” she whispers. “I saw the two of you together, at Castle Grim. Even if Titus was compelled, the way he looked at you… I wouldn’t blame you if you felt something for him.”

“I don’t.” I drop the spoon, and it clatters against the bowl. A cool breeze ripples the sails of the Starchaser, but a bead of sweat forms at the nape of my neck. “Feel guilty, I mean. Nothing happened between us.”

Eliza nods again. “Of course,” she says, placing her hand over mine, prompting me to meet her gaze. “I’ve known Billie a long time, and I know he means what he says.… But you deserve to be loved with actions, not just words.”

I open my mouth, unsure of what I’m supposed to say, when the low, sweet timbre of music sweeps across the deck. At once, all conversation halts, and we look toward the helm, where Rook drapes himself over the railing, cradling a fiddle.

“Oh, how I’ve missed you!” Rook sighs, blowing a kiss at the old, scuffed instrument.

Gabriel, propped casually on the steps that lead to the helm, drags his hands over his face.

“Well?” Rook peers down at our small group, clears his throat. “Any requests?”

Margaret, Lewis, and Henry all stare up at Rook, their jaws slack, eyes narrowed in suspicion.

“Do you know the one about the princess and the thief?” Jack shouts, his face bright.

Rook points at Jack with his bow. “A fine choice, my dear fellow!”

Margaret, Lewis, and Henry all turn to look at Jack as Rook begins to play a jaunty tune.

Jack shrugs as he gets to his feet, setting his bowl of stew aside. He bends slightly at the waist, offering his hand to Margaret. “May I have this dance?”

The smile that lights my sister’s face could rival the sun as she threads her fingers through Jack’s, and the two of them begin to whirl about the deck. It isn’t long before Lewis approaches Eliza, a rosy hue to his cheeks, and asks her to dance. I’m about to stand, to make my way back to the captain’s quarters, when Diana plops down beside me on the crate where Eliza sat moments before.

She cuts a glance at the untouched bowl of stew in my lap with her wide, disarming eyes. “Finished?”

I pass the bowl to her, ignoring the hollow feeling in my gut that has very little to do with hunger and everything to do with… everything else.

“He’s harmless,” Diana says, pointing at Rook with the spoon. “For a pirate.”

“And you?”

Diana’s lip curls, the hint of a smirk. “You got the best of me, didn’t you?”

“Not sure that counts.”

“It counts.” Diana pops a potato into her mouth. “Everyone seems nice,” she says through a mouthful of food. “Except for him.”

She jabs her spoon in Henry’s direction, her eyes narrowing as she watches him from afar, and I note his sour expression, his hard eyes as he watches Margaret and Jack.

“He’s harmless,” I say. “For a Nightweaver.”

She grins, scrunching her nose. “Fair.”

As Rook continues to play, I’m surprised that the silence between us is comfortable, and when Diana finishes my portion of stew, she takes up Eliza’s half-eaten bowl, and my gut twists when I think about how, for the past few weeks, Diana has been a prisoner of the Eerie—and it wasn’t the first time, either.

“I’m sorry about your leg,” I say quietly, remembering the night my rescue was traded for her return. If we had come only a few hours sooner, would they have spared her limb?

Her brow quirks. “What about it?”

“Well, it’s—er—missing.”

She gasps, making a show of looking all around the deck. “Where is it?” She laughs then, nudging me with her elbow like we’d known each other forever—like we were friends. “It’s not your fault. If Will hadn’t shown up when he did, I might not be alive today,” she says. “He told me it was your idea to make the trade.”

“If I had known…” If I had known what? We made the trade as soon as we could. It just wasn’t soon enough.

She waves dismissively. “How would you have known?” She shrugs. “Besides, it was worth it to see Will shred those Bloodknights to pieces the day he came to collect me.”

My gut twists. “He… what?”

She nods, talking around another mouthful of food when she clarifies cheerfully, “With his bare hands.”

“But how?” I ask. “Wouldn’t someone have seen him?”

She lifts a shoulder, bites into a carrot. “Anyone who did ended up dead,” she says, chewing thoughtfully. “He pinned the whole thing on Captain Shade’s ‘bloodthirsty followers.’ It was brilliant, really.”

I swallow around a lump in my throat. I think of how I would have felt if I were the one to find Diana. Would that voice that calls out to me in the heat of battle demand I do just what Will did?

Damn the voice—damn it all. I would have made them bleed.

But if what Will had done to those Bloodknights makes him a killer… maybe Titus is right—maybe we’re all the same. And I can’t help but feel a swell of affection for Will when I think of him carrying Diana from the dungeon where she’d been held, his eyes glowing gold, hands steeped in blood.

“Made it myself,” Diana says, patting her prosthetic leg, and I realize I must have missed what she said moments before. She sets the bowl of stew aside as she angles toward me, the light of the lanterns turning her blond hair a deep shade of orange. “I’ve been playing around with a few ideas to make it more functional—different kinds of enchantments—”

“Enchantments?” I blink. “You’re a Sorceress?”

“You’re surprised?”

“You don’t look like a Sorceress.”

She barks another laugh. The abrupt cackle reminds me of Titus, and suddenly I’m struck by their resemblance. In another life, Diana could have been his sister. I suppose, in some ways, she is. She and Rook and Gabriel—they act just like siblings.

My heart sinks at the realization. Titus’s crew was a family—his family. Now only a few of them are alive, and again I wonder if, when Titus is cured of his compulsion… will he be able to forgive himself for the things he was forced to do?

I turn toward her, the sound of Rook’s music fading beneath the sound of my own heartbeat. “Is that how you knew about the compulsion?”

She nods. “I felt the cord break,” she says, and her gaze turns dark, as if there were mysteries swirling just below the surface of her playful, nonchalant demeanor. “The strings that make up the fabric of our world—the Manan… if you have the sight, you can see each strand. Centuries ago, our magic as humans was infinitely more powerful than that of the Nightweavers and the Underlings alike, but when we were cursed, our sight turned… foggy.”

I think about the thread I felt pull taut between Titus and me back at Castle Grim. I wonder if Diana could see something like that or if I just imagined that feeling—that connection between us, tying us together in ways I can’t begin to understand—if I can’t feel that same string between Will and me because my sight is foggy.

Before I can ask Diana more about the sight, and the strands, and the human curse, the music comes to an abrupt halt, and Rook calls down, “Nana!”

Diana rolls her eyes, but I notice a faint grin curling the edge of her mouth before she barks back, “What?”

Rook pretends to whisper as he shouts, “He’s awake!”

He points his bow at Charlie, who finally begins to stir, looking around at the others still twirling about the deck with a bleary look of confusion.

Diana’s lips rattle as she blows out an exasperated breath.

“Nana?” I can’t help but ask.

She smooths a few stray hairs behind her ears. “My little brother couldn’t say ‘Diana’ when he was a baby,” she says. “Titus never let me live it down. Now it’s all anyone calls me.”

Again, I think of Titus, down in the brig. I try to imagine what it would be like if he were here now—what it was like for him as captain of the Starchaser. This ship, his friends—another part of his life I know nothing about.

But I want to know. And that guilt Eliza mentioned lodges itself in my stomach, as heavy as a stone.

“So, your brother,” I say. “Is he…”

“He’s safe on the Red Island,” she answers with a grim smile. “He insisted on coming on our last voyage, but he’s only fourteen. I told him I’d be right back, but…” She sighs. “Maybe everything happens for a reason,” she says, hopping to her feet. “Maybe it doesn’t. Either way, all we can do is play our best hand with the cards we’ve been dealt.” She rolls her shoulders, cracks her knuckles. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to ask your brother to dance.”

A smile touches my lips as I watch her approach Charlie—watch him accept her invitation and sweep her into a much slower dance than the music calls for, his footing unsure, gaze mystified as he tilts his head, taking in Diana’s face with a look of pure wonder.

I lean back on the crate, my gaze drifting to the stars above. A pang of grief pierces my chest when I think of all the nights Will and I spent together—how he would ask me to tell him the stories behind each constellation. My time at Bludgrave Manor feels so distant now, the memories more difficult to grasp. If I knew then what I know now… would it have changed anything? Would I have run as far from Bludgrave—from Will—as I possibly could?

I think of his arms around me and the familiar, earthy scent of roses and damp earth—the freckles that dust the bridge of his nose and the dimple in his cheek whenever he smiles. I think of his lips on mine, and his hands on my waist, and his breath caressing the shell of my ear. I think of sprigs of blue salvia, and whispered promises, and his gaze on the side of my face when I told him the legend of Titus and the Twelve Keys—the constellation after which the prince of the Eerie had been named.

My mouth goes dry. He knew. When I told him that story—when I pointed at the sky and I said his name—Will already knew that Titus was Captain Shade. He knew that he was the one to save me from the Deathwail. Could he have already known about Titus’s association with my mother and father, or did Titus keep that a secret from Will as well?

Something dark flutters in the corner of my eye, drawing my attention to the crow’s nest, and my heart skips a beat.

There, perched on the railing, a raven watches over our assembly with beady, dark eyes.

“Care to dance?”

I tear my gaze away from the crow’s nest to find Henry standing beside me, his hand extended, a wicked grin playing on his lips. I hesitate, but when I look back to the crow’s nest, the raven is gone.

Was it ever really there?

I take Henry’s hand and allow him to sweep me into a dance. I almost expect to smell the sorrowsnap on his breath or note his bloodshot eyes from late nights spent hugging a bottle of liquor, but his gaze is clear, and I inhale only the warm, familiar scent of smoke and spices.

“Ah, dancing,” he says, squeezing my hand. “My favorite.”

“At least your stew was decent tonight,” I say. “I actually managed to get down a few bites.”

He pinches my waist, and I smack his shoulder.

He laughs, the sound soothing the tension at the nape of my neck. “I could use your help,” he says. “If you can spare some time away from your captainly duties.”

It’s only then that I realize he’s led me across the deck, toward the doors to the captain’s quarters. Of course he would have noticed I wanted to slip away—he was probably looking for the same opportunity.

I tilt my head, a grin tugging at my lips. “Captainly isn’t a word.”

“It should be.” He opens the door, leaning against the frame, and in the scant light of my cabin, I see the dark circles under his eyes—the pallor of his skin. Still, he smiles. “Sweet dreams, pirate.”

He shuts the door, and for a moment, I’m tempted to go after him. But the instant I set foot in my quarters, exhaustion weighs on me, nearly dragging me toward my bed. I shuffle past the heavy mahogany desk at the center of the room, when a mouse scurries beneath my feet, and I stumble backward, catching myself on the edge of the furniture.

A flash of brown fur and the tiny creature disappears through a crack in the wood-slatted wall.

I blink, starting toward my bed once more, when the flickering light of a lantern gives me pause. I hadn’t lit any lanterns when Margaret came to retrieve me earlier this evening, and no one has entered my quarters since.

I lean over the desk, lips pursed to blow out the flame, when a cold chill snakes down my spine.

There, lying on my desk, is a scrap of parchment—a scrap of parchment that wasn’t here when I left.

I reach for the note, my pulse hammering in my throat.

Thump. Thump.

I jump, drawing my dagger as the door swings open.

Gabriel sticks his head inside. “Sorry to disturb you,” he says, his voice dull. “I just wanted to ask—” He pauses, eyes narrowed on the note clutched in my fist and my dagger in the other. “Is everything all right?”

“Perfect,” I say, and I’m surprised when my voice doesn’t shake. “Ask me what?”

He studies my face, his brows pinched. “Just whether you wanted me to take first watch or—”

“I’ve got it,” I say, sheathing my dagger, my exhaustion swiftly forgotten in the wake of adrenaline coursing through my veins.

He frowns. “You’re sure? Because you really should be resting—”

“I’m sure.”

He nods once, his expression incredulous as he slowly backs out of the doorframe and closes the door behind him.

I wait, watching his silhouette depart through the linen curtains, before I smooth out the note crumpled in my grasp.

Two words, written in bloodred ink.

He’s here.
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A bloodcurdling scream pierces the night.

I jolt upright, clutching the medallion that hangs from my neck, my forehead slick with sweat. But the screams I hear are not my own.

I scramble out of bed, touching the hilts and handles of my weapons. A knife in each boot, a dagger at either hip, four pistols at my back. But my cutlass isn’t by my bedside where I left it after I returned from my watch.

Another scream rends the air, and my heart skips a beat.

I forgo my cutlass, drawing two pistols as I burst through the doors and onto the main deck, blood drumming in my ears.

Bleary-eyed, I scan my surroundings, fingers hovering near the triggers. There are no signs of an enemy ship on the fog-laden surface of the ocean. No trace of a malevolent Myth ready to shred the Starchaser to pieces.

A gentle breeze brushes across my skin. Everything is still. Calm.

But the unmistakably human scream that comes from belowdecks shatters any illusion of peace.

Jack meets me halfway across the deck, his rifle in hand.

“It’s coming from the brig,” he says as we race to the companionway.

My heart pounds in my throat with every step as Jack follows me into the belly of the ship.

He’s here. Someone left the note—but who? And why?

Gabriel meets us halfway down the companionway, his eyes like saucers, dark hair standing on end.

“Don’t,” he says, his voice gruff. “You shouldn’t see him like this.”

Another scream.

Will.

“Move,” I say through gritted teeth, my grip tightening on the pistols. “That’s an order.”

Gabriel’s jaw clenches. He mutters a string of curses under his breath as he turns, leading me the rest of the way.

My breath catches when we reach the brig, my pistols clattering to the floor as I lose my footing, stumbling backward into Jack’s chest.

“Stars help us,” Jack breathes, and I’m not sure if he grabs my arms to steady me or himself.

In the center of his cell, Will hovers a foot off the ground, his back arched at an unnatural angle. His face twists in agony as he writhes in midair, his bones cracking, eyes wide and glazed with torment, staring vacantly at the wooden ceiling.

“Open it!” I demand, grabbing the iron door of Will’s cell as if I could pry it open with my bare hands.

“You can’t wake him!” Gabriel shakes his head. “I’ve already tried!”

“Open it!” I shout, my voice raw.

“Aster—” Jack reaches for me with a trembling hand, but I shirk his grip.

I draw the third pistol from my back and aim it at Gabriel’s chest. “Now.”

Gabriel frowns as he steps toward me, pressing his sternum to the barrel. Calmly, gently, he says, “No.”

My vision swims as I eye the keys dangling from Gabriel’s belt. He’s here. Someone freed Will of his binds during our battle with the Mythslayer. Someone wanted him to attack me. And Gabriel had the means to release him.

I lurch forward, attempting to reach the keys, but I’m not fast enough. Gabriel catches my wrist, his grip firm.

“You can’t—” he starts.

“Let her in.”

Henry appears at the base of the steps, his hair disheveled, his voice soft with lethal quiet even as he pants for breath.

“You’re a little late to the party.” Titus tsks, and my blood turns to ice as I allow myself to glance at him over Gabriel’s shoulder, leaning casually against the bars, one ankle crossed over the other. “I’d hold my ground if I were you,” he says to Gabriel even though his gaze rests on me, a lopsided smirk tugging at his lips. “She clearly can’t be trusted to know what’s best for her, aye?”

My blood heats, burning like liquid fire, until a bellowing wail is ripped from Will’s chest, and my veins turn to ice. I holster my pistol and place my trembling hand over Gabriel’s, still clamped tightly around my wrist. “Gabriel, please.”

Gabriel grinds his teeth, a cord in his neck bulging as he takes the keys from his belt.

The cell door creaks open, and I rush inside, tripping over my own feet to get to Will.

“Hello, Aster.” A dark, gritty voice that seems to come from both within and without.

I stop short.

“Did you think I couldn’t reach you here?” the booming voice purrs. “Did you think you were safe?”

I brace my head between my hands, trying to block out the voice, but to no avail.

“Aster, are you—” Gabriel reaches for me, but I shrug away from his touch.

“Don’t you hear that?” I snap.

“Hear what?” Gabriel’s brow furrows. “Step back, we need to—”

“No!” I take another step toward Will, and the voice brushes against my mind, an obscene caress.

“You’re almost there,” murmurs the voice—his voice. The Underling general. “Together, we will find the Relics of Night and finally put an end to all this needless suffering. Together, we will shape a new world—a new future.”

I feel the moment the voice releases me from its grasp—gone, like a whisper on the wind. But whatever holds Will doesn’t let him go, as if to drive home a point.

Pulsing black veins crawl up Will’s face, squirming like worms beneath his pallid skin. And his eyes…

His eyes are like two wells of pitch-black ink.

I think of the wards Killian placed around Bludgrave to shield Will from the nightmares he has suffered since the first time he returned from war. But this isn’t an ordinary nightmare.

He’s here.

The Underling general wanted me to know this was his doing. I haven’t had a nightmare since waking on the Red Island, and though I should be glad, icy dread sluices through my veins. If only to remind me of his power—his control over me—the Shifter who bit me as a child has somehow shielded me from the terror I often face in sleep; meanwhile, Will’s condition worsens, subjecting him to this state of inescapable horror.

“Will?” I take a step toward him, straw crunching underfoot.

Snap.

His neck pops as he cranes to look back at me, teeth bared. He drops to the floor with a sickening thud, twisting onto his belly. His arms bow as he rises into a wolfish crouch.

I kneel, putting myself at eye level with him.

“I’m here,” I say, my voice hoarse but unyielding. “I’m right here.”

A scream rips from his throat, his body trembling violently.

I grind my teeth, fighting back tears. “Come back to me,” I whisper as I move closer, following a trail of blood that I trace to his fingertips, where he’s dragged his nails across the wooden boards. “You can fight this,” I say, even as his shoulders coil. “You have to wake up,” I plead, even though he looks like an atroxis preparing to pounce. “Annie needs you, remember? We need you.”

He cocks his head. Clicks his teeth.

And I brace myself, shutting my eyes tight as I unsheathe my dagger. Time slows to a crawl, but the racing rhythm of my heart seems amplified by a second pulse that comes alive the moment Will lurches for me.

“Aster!”

His voice.

Titus’s voice.

When I open my eyes, my dagger hovers an inch from Will’s throat.

Green eyes stare back at me, wild with fear.

“Stop,” Will says through gritted teeth, closing his eyes as a tear slips onto his cheek. “Stop trying to save me.”

He scrambles backward, putting as much distance between us as his cell will allow.

“Go!” he growls at me, his voice a low, rough, rasping noise I hardly recognize. “Get out of here!”

I blink at him, my mouth gaping, but he refuses to look at me.

“Please,” he chokes out, his chest heaving with a sob. “Please, just leave me be.”

My cheeks warm as I get to my feet and meet Titus’s gaze through the iron bars. He grips the door to his cell, his brow furrowed. He grinds his jaw, but if he’s just experienced a moment of clarity, it’s since passed, because his lip curls in a sneer before he turns his back to me.

Still, I note the subtle flex of his hand, the tension in his shoulders.

The threat Will had posed to my life had freed Titus of Morana’s compulsion—if only for an instant.

“Come on,” Henry says quietly. “You two go. I’ll stay here with him.” The guttering lantern casts shadows over his scarred face as he offers me a sympathetic grin. “It’s not like I’m going to get much sleep anyway.”

I open my mouth to argue, but Jack places his hand on my back, guiding me toward the steps, and I can’t seem to bring myself to turn around. I allow Jack to lead me back to my room in somewhat of a daze, my heart still hammering against my sternum.

Did you think I couldn’t reach you here?

I held my dagger to Will’s throat. I was prepared to… to…

“It’s not your fault,” Jack says gently, but when I focus on his face, his expression is crestfallen, his lip quivering. He places his hands on my shoulders. “There’s nothing we can do for him. Not until we find the cure.”

I nod slowly, my mouth dry. I know it’s hard for Jack to see Will like this—know how helpless he must feel.

I take the note from my pocket, pass it to him. “I found this in my room.”

He unfolds the parchment, his gaze narrowing. “What’s it supposed to mean?” Something flashes in Jack’s eyes as he passes the note back to me, but I can’t read his taciturn expression.

I survey the deck before whispering, “He’s found me—the Underling general. I think he might be on this ship. Or—or somewhere close by. He’s watching me—he could be—”

“Wait—just wait a second.” Jack takes me by the shoulders again, his brows knit. “Did something happen? Why would you think that?”

“Because—” I start, but as the word leaves my mouth, I take a slight step back. Because I’m hearing voices? Because he could be anywhere—pretending to be anyone—even Jack? After all, a Shifter had replaced the maid, Sybil. What if the Underling general replaced someone else back at Castle Grim and journeyed with us all the way to the Red Island? “I don’t know,” I lie. “I just… have a feeling.”

He squeezes my shoulders, prompting me to meet his eyes, and my chest aches at the concern creasing his forehead. “You know you can tell me? Whatever it is, you can trust me. And Margaret, Charlie—all of us. We’ve got your back.” He lets out a long, low sigh. “You would tell one of us, right? If you were… having trouble.”

I hold his stare, my pulse racing. “I know,” I say, and I cough to hide the way my voice breaks. “And I would.”

He searches my face for a moment longer, and I know he doesn’t believe me, but he offers me a tight-lipped smile as he withdraws. “Sun will be up in a few hours,” he says as he looks about the ship, patting the rifle slung over his chest. “Tomorrow’s a big day. We should try to get some sleep.”

“All right,” I say, my lips twitching as I force myself to return his smile. “Good night, then.”

Jack tips his cap to me. “Night.”

I lock the doors to the captain’s quarters—check them twice.

There, lying on my pillow, is my cutlass. I snatch it up, searching my entire room for any sign of an unwanted guest but find none.

If the Shifter were pretending to be Jack, how could he have moved my cutlass? Jack was with me the entire time I was in the brig.

Did you think you were safe?

The Shifter is mocking me. Toying with me. Just like Owen had done all those months ago at Bludgrave Manor. He could be anywhere—transform into anything. A moth. A bird. A fish. He could have spies everywhere, watching me. Watching all of us.

And still, someone warned me he was here. But who? And why?

I send a silent, tearful prayer to the Stars that my siblings are unharmed, and wonder if, perhaps, I truly am losing my grip on reality.

Still, I sit with my back to the wall all night, my cutlass in hand.

Because if he is here—if he has come for me—then I will greet him with a blade.
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I clutch the handles of the Starchaser’s helm, my knuckles white as the fog begins to clear. The cool air shifts, and a warm breeze tosses my hair over my shoulders, signaling our approach to the edge of the Dire. Moments from now, our ship will enter Hellion’s naval territory, and there will be no turning back.

“This will work,” Lewis whispers, squeezing my arm.

I take a deep breath. “It has to.”

I follow Lewis’s gaze to where Eliza stands at the bow of the ship, her eyes closed, hands outstretched. Beside her, Gabriel is perfectly still, a bloodred sword in either fist. Scattered about the deck, my siblings and friends all hold their breath, their weapons drawn. Waiting.

Tick. Tick. Tick. The compass weighs heavily in the pocket of my coat.

The only way to cure Will of the Shifter curse and free Titus from Morana’s compulsion is to find the Underling queen and obtain a drop of her blood. But the only way to Morana’s domain, to the Burning Lands, is by crossing Hellion without capture—or worse.

I set my jaw. “Steady now.”

The air seems to shimmer as Eliza bends the light, shielding the Starchaser from view.

We emerge from the fog like breaking the surface of the ocean. One moment, we’re shrouded by the mist, and the next, we’re surrounded by Hellion’s naval fleet.

“Hold,” I whisper, my grip tight on the helm as I brace for the alarm to sound.

Hundreds of orange flags billow in the wind. I squint to make out the heraldry of the stag in the bright light of the sun, glittering on the sapphire waves of the Western Sea. The humid, salt-laden air carries with it the scent of baked wood and lime, fresh and earthy and… rotten.

My stomach roils.

The findings provided to the Order while we were still on the Red Island mentioned Hellion’s increased naval presence in the wake of the Eerie’s unholy pact with the Underlings. But they didn’t forewarn the show of force positioned along the edge of the Dire—a display meant to deter pirates who stray too close to the coast of Hellion.

Dozens of pirate vessels are scattered throughout Hellion’s fleet, and I note the familiar flags of pirate clans we’d encountered during my years at sea, all painted over with a red x. Bile rushes into my throat.

Bodies swing from the masts. A message. A warning.

A consequence.

My forearms tense as I guide the Starchaser through the narrow path between Hellion’s ships, and as we pass one of the pirate vessels, out of the corner of my eye, I see Jack remove his cap and clutch it to his chest.

But a strange mixture of relief and dread churns in my gut. If Hellion has yet to fall to the Underlings, there’s still hope—the front lines can continue to hold off Morana’s conquest. But for how long?

Leo—no, Morana—had forewarned me of what would happen if the Eerie sided with the Underlings. Hellion provides the Eerie with Elysian Iron, iron that the Eerie uses to craft weapons for the League of Seven—the global army tasked with keeping the Underlings at bay. In exchange for the iron, the Eerie supplies Hellion with Manan. But if the Eerie aligned themselves with the Underlings and halted their production of weapons, and worse, withheld their stores of Manan from the other kingdoms… the Nightweavers would have no means to protect themselves from the Underlings. And if the Eerie withheld Manan, Nightweavers across the realm would be forced to consume human blood. Few would survive, and it would be only a matter of time—days, perhaps—before Morana and her Underling regime seized control of both continents.

Now that Calantha has assumed the throne in the Eerie, servant to Morana’s bidding, I can’t be sure that she hasn’t already cut off the supply of Manan to Hellion and the other kingdoms. When we met in the war room on the Red Island, my mother and the Order of Hildegarde were aware of this possibility. Yet they still chose to wait instead of act—instead of finding Morana and defeating her before more lives are lost.

I tighten my fists around the helm, feeling as if the wood might splinter in my grasp. They left me with no choice but to pursue Morana myself.

Minutes pass, and there’s no sound other than the low groan of wood and the disjointed chatter of soldiers, but the possibility that we might be discovered at any moment sets my teeth on edge. Eliza bends the light, shielding us from view, but I worry how long she’ll be able to maintain our current state of invisibility. Her arms tremble; sweat drips from her brow. Soon, she’ll have depleted her Manan. If we’re not clear of Hellion’s fleet before that happens, we’ll be exposed—and vastly outnumbered.

And I’m not the only one running the odds. I take stock of my siblings—note the tension in their shoulders, the perspiration above their lips, the slight adjustment of their stances.

Because in the distance, Hellion’s coast rises out of the water like chipped copper teeth, but there’s no solace to be had in nearing land. Because just before we can break free of Hellion’s fleet, the gap between ships narrows further still—an impossible opening to breach.

Nothing is impossible, Father used to say. And, You only fail when you stop trying.

I eye the thin sliver of open water, my heart in my throat, and send a silent prayer to the Stars.

My grip slides on the helm as I readjust my hold, my palms slick, but I set my feet. Roll my shoulders. Take another deep breath.

I think of Mother, standing at the helm. As a child, I’d stand on a wooden stool, grab hold of the spokes, and Mother would place her hands over mine. When you hold this helm, she would say to me, you hold your family’s lives in your hands. They trust you to lead them. To guide them safely through all manner of trials and storms.

Today, it’s as if I feel Mother place her hands over mine.

I will guide us safely through, or I will die trying.

We approach the final two ships, positioned like unholy guardians on either side of the path, and there’s a soft shlink of metal as Gabriel sheaths his swords. He pivots slightly, holding Eliza’s quivering arms high.

Beside me, Lewis appears perfectly still, but he stares at Eliza with rapt focus, and I know, with absolute certainty, that if her magic fails, and the fleet launches an attack, Lewis will be at her side in less time than it takes to blink. It’s clear he restrains himself only because he doesn’t want to distract her.

But it doesn’t matter.

By the time we reach the narrow gap, and I realize our ship is too wide to squeeze through, it’s too late to change course. All I can do is squeeze the helm as the Starchaser bumps the starboard side of the vessel to our right.

A few soldiers glance in our direction, and my blood pounds in my eardrums. But they appear to look right through us, squinting and fanning themselves with their caps. Thankfully, they seem to think the heat has something to do with the phantom thud, and the soldiers quickly lose interest, returning to their duties.

Except one.

He lumbers over to the taffrail, his rifle perched carelessly on his shoulder, and peers at the water below. His gaze lifts slowly, narrowed at the space where Charlie stands aboard the Starchaser, eye level with the soldier. He’s close enough to reach out and touch the man, his pistol aimed directly at the soldier’s forehead.

Seconds stretch into eternities.

The soldier purses his lips. Charlie’s brow furrows.

I hold my breath.

Wood scrapes wood as I manage to keep steady, pulling off their hull and guiding us forward, through the sliver between vessels. The man looks down again, studying the water as he begins to lower his rifle, pointing it in Charlie’s direction.…

“Oy, Jim, would you look at that!” another soldier calls to him from near the helm. “That’s lucky, isn’t it?”

Jim—the soldier who stands nearest Charlie—cups his hand over his brow and peers at the sky, in the direction his comrade now points.

“It’s one for sorrow, you idiot,” Jim shouts, rolling his eyes. “And that’s a bloody raven, not a crow.”

His comrade cocks his head. “What’s the difference?”

Jim groans. “Well, to start, ravens tend to be a bit bigger than crows,” he says, turning his back to Charlie, his voice trailing off as he lumbers toward the steps to the helm.

I exhale, the pressure in my head deflating as we emerge from between the two ships, free at last from the confines of the fleet. But not free of their watchful eyes.

“How long do you think she can keep this up?” Lewis asks me, his jaw wound tight.

I wince, noting the way Eliza’s entire body shakes. “Not long.”

I glance over my shoulder as we continue to put more distance between us and the fleet, but we’re at least a few miles out from the shore. If the soldiers were to see our ship suddenly appear, even this far from the fleet—even with the speed of the Starchaser—we can’t evade their cannons.

Lewis nods. “My blood,” he whispers half to himself. “It could make her stronger, right?”

“Lewis—” I start, but he’s already crossing the deck with long, purposeful strides.

I can’t hear their hushed conversation, but Eliza shakes her head as Lewis pleads with her, drawing a dagger from his belt and pointing at his wrist.

Gabriel stares at me over his shoulder with a look that begs, Do all Oberons have a death wish?

I shrug, as if to say, We’re born with it.

“No!” Eliza shouts through gritted teeth. And softer she says, her voice strained, “I can do this.”

Lewis’s mouth presses into a tight line. Then he nods, sheathing his dagger and motioning for Gabriel to move aside so that he can take his place, holding Eliza’s arms high.

As Gabriel steps back, he glances at me, and I can see it in his face, too—he knows we have little time before Eliza’s magic fails her. We’ll have made it through the fleet, only to be caught before we can truly escape.

I can order Eliza to feed from my brother—putting his life in jeopardy, if Eliza were to lose herself to bloodlust—or risk being spotted by Hellion’s naval forces.

Sweat slicks my brow. I don’t like the idea of taking Eliza’s choice from her. If she doesn’t want to feed on Lewis’s blood, I shouldn’t force her.

But Eliza wails, her teeth gnashing, her knees buckling, and I know we’re out of time.

I open my mouth, but before I can give the order, there’s a strong gust of wind that catches the Starchaser’s sails, and as if out of thin air, a cloud of fog appears, enshrouding our ship as we hurtle toward the coast at an unnatural speed.

Just then, Eliza collapses, and Lewis catches her in his arms.

“Goodness, Mr. Oberon,” Eliza pants, her voice hoarse. “It appears you’ve swept me off my feet.”

“Any excuse to hold you in my arms,” Lewis croons, pushing damp strands of dark hair out of Eliza’s face.

Gabriel scowls, and before I know it, I’m laughing.

Concealed by weather-defying fog, hastened by a preternatural wind. It reminds me of the stories I used to hear of sorcery used by pirates to evade capture and outrun their enemies—pirates I now know were actually Nightweavers. But this should be impossible—there are no windwalkers on our ship. And yet, as we near the shore, and I steer us south, in the direction of the abandoned estate where Gabriel claims we’ll be safe to disembark, I thank the Stars for this gift—no matter how mysterious.

“Someone must be looking out for us,” Jack says from behind me, lifting his gaze skyward.

I laugh even as tears stream down my cheeks. “I suppose so.”

Jack pats me gently on the shoulder. “You got us through the worst of it. Why don’t you let someone else take it from here?”

My hands are numb as I unclench my fists, prying my sticky fingers from the helm one at a time. Still, I hesitate. “Maybe in a minute,” I say.

Jack looks as though he wants to argue, but he just nods. “Aye, Captain.”

He stands by my side, watching through the fog as we begin to follow the shoreline south, and after a few minutes, I track his gaze above the cloud of mist where a small, dark form circles the mainmast of our ship.

I squint, and my stomach plummets when I make out the shape of the raven’s black wings.

Owen.
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He’s here.

Even as I smooth out the note on the desk before me in the captain’s quarters, still cluttered with Titus’s things—half-empty wells of ink; a torn, tea-stained map of the Cutthroat Coast; a spyglass; a lantern; a sextant; a tiny wood carving of a dragon; a few tarnished coins; a gold earring; and a small blue velvet box are among the disarray—I’m careful not to disturb his chaos, all untouched since the day Will, Titus, and I made plans to find Morana at Castle Grim.

A breeze drifts in through the open window, fluttering the parchment, but I snatch the velvet box and use it to weigh down the corner before the note is swept away.

I read the note over and over again, until the red ink seems to run down the paper like blood. As the sun begins to set, washing the contents of the desk in warm, golden light, my gaze drifts constantly to the velvet box.

A few times, I reach for it. Curl my fingers. Drop my hand. I can’t—I won’t—invade Titus’s privacy. These are his treasures—his life. And though I want nothing more than to peek inside every drawer, every chest, every little box, I can’t bring myself to do it. If, once Titus is free of the compulsion, he wants to share his secrets with me, I want him to have the choice. If he chooses not to let me into his world, then I’ll accept his decision without protest.

A knock at the door jars me out of my thoughts, and I quickly stuff the note into my pocket before Gabriel enters, his taciturn expression unreadable.

“We’re close,” he says, dipping his head to me. “Aster—” He pauses, his gaze sweeping the room, and I get the distinct impression he’s memorizing it—taking it all in, as if this were the last time he was ever going to see it.

I realize, with a pang in my chest, that we might not all return to the Starchaser.

“Yes?”

He scratches his jaw, flicking a glance at the velvet box before his eyes narrow on me. “We don’t need him,” he says. “It would be safer for everyone if Will remained in that brig.”

I shake my head. “He’s coming.”

“He’s in no state to travel—”

“He’ll be fine—”

“And what if he attacks someone—”

“I won’t let him—”

“You’ll be putting us all at risk—”

“I am your captain!” I stand, slamming my hand down on the desk, rattling the contents so fiercely a well of ink topples over the side, splattering black liquid all over my boots and spilling onto the floor. Instantly, I regret my outburst, but my nerves seem to buzz with unchecked energy, my heart pounding painfully against my sternum.

Gabriel frowns, stepping forward, kneeling as if to retrieve the empty well of ink from the floor, but I hold out a hand to stop him.

“Leave it,” I say, my voice shaking, just as my hands now shake. “I’m sorry—I—I don’t know what’s come over me—”

Gabriel straightens, placing his hands on my shoulders, prompting me to look him in the eye. I’m struck, as I often am, by the similarities between him and his brother—tanned olive skin, long dark eyelashes framing hazel eyes. “We chose you to be our captain,” he says quietly, steadily. “Not because you’re a princess—not because you’re the heir of Hildegarde—but because every member of this crew believes in your ability to see this mission through. They believe in you, Aster. I believe in you.”

“Why?” I whisper, my throat tight.

He squeezes my arms, his grip firm, yet gentle. “Because you never give up.” He adds, the ghost of a smirk touching his lips, “Even when you probably should.”

I didn’t realize how badly I needed to hear those words until he said them, and still… would he be saying any of this—would they choose me again, if I were honest with them about the voice I heard the night I almost jumped ship? And what if they knew about the way I almost lost control during battle? They’re afraid of Will.… Would they fear me, too?

Gabriel releases me, crosses his arms over his broad chest, and gives me that familiar, no-nonsense look I’ve come to know so well. “If you truly think it wise to bring him along, I will do whatever I must to ensure your safety—even if it means choosing your life over his.”

The weight of his words settles uncomfortably in my gut, but I nod. “I can’t do this without him,” I admit quietly, my throat dry. “He has to come with us.”

Gabriel presses his lips in a thin line, a tiny crease forming between his brows, but he inclines his head. “As you wish.”
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A sash of coral light streaks the hazy, twilight sky as the Starchaser nears the abandoned docks, and the crumbling manor house comes into view—right where Gabriel said it would be.

The fog that had sheltered us from sight clears as we drop anchor, but when I look up, attempting to spot the raven I suspected to be Owen, I see only the first stars twinkling awake overhead.

“I don’t like splitting up,” Charlie says, his expression pinched.

We stand side by side at the helm, watching as the rest of the crew moors the ship. Charlie, Lewis, Eliza, Rook, and Diana agreed to stay behind while the rest of us go ashore, much to my brothers’ discontent.

“We can’t bring Titus with us,” I say. “And we can’t leave the Starchaser unattended.”

“I know,” Charlie says. “But I still don’t like it.” He glances at me sidelong, his features softening. “What happens if you don’t find her?”

I rest my hands on the hilts of my daggers, clenching and unclenching my fists. How do I tell him I’m more afraid of what happens if I do? After everything that’s happened… I’ve been outsmarted at every turn. Tricked. Manipulated. I set out to Castle Grim to find Morana, cure Will’s and my curse, and overthrow a kingdom—none of which I accomplished. Instead, Morana found me, and by the time she made herself known, it was too late. I was too late. And because I failed to see what was right in front of me, we lost Annie. Now finding Morana—forcing her to take her corporeal form—means that Annie must die.

I can’t tell Charlie the truth—that I’m terrified of what awaits me in the Burning Lands. That I’m not sure I’m capable of doing what must be done. That I’m afraid I’ll fail them all again.

Instead, I straighten my spine, lift my chin, and say, “I’ll find her, Charlie. I have to.”

A shrill whistle causes us both to turn, and my heart leaps into my throat, making it difficult to breathe.

Below, Gabriel emerges onto the main deck, followed by Will, his wrists still bound in chains of Elysian Iron. Will looks worse than he did last night, his skin somehow paler, the shadows wreathing his eyes darker.

He refuses to meet my gaze as I make my way to him, Charlie close at my heels.

“Aster—” he starts, his voice rough—raw from all the screaming.

“Take them off,” I tell Gabriel, flicking a glance at Will’s binds.

Gabriel’s jaw tightens as he reaches, albeit slowly, for the keys dangling from his belt.

“My darling,” Will murmurs then, and when I look at him, he’s already staring at me, his gaze soft. “Perhaps it’s best we leave them on for now.”

I grit my teeth. “And what happens if we’re attacked? You won’t be able to defend yourself.”

Will huffs a laugh, his eyes dark. He flashes his teeth in a pained smile. “I think I’ll manage.”

A phantom ache lances across my throat, where Will’s teeth tore through my flesh. I ball my hands into fists at my sides. “Take them off,” I repeat. And then, holding Will’s gaze, I add, “I’m not afraid.”

Gabriel dips his head. “Aye.”

He removes the chains, tucking them inside his worn leather jacket, and Will rubs his sore wrists, holding them close to his chest.

There’s an uncomfortable stretch of silence before Eliza beckons Gabriel from across the ship. I turn to look at her over my shoulder, her arm looped through Lewis’s, and when I catch her eye, she winks at me.

Subtle, I mouth, my cheeks hot.

When I face Will once more, I find he’s taken a step closer to me, his gaze fixed on my neck.

His throat bobs as his eyes meet mine. “I never wanted to hurt you,” he says hoarsely. “Yet, from the moment we met, I feel that’s all I’ve done.”

I take in his face—the smattering of freckles that dust the bridge of his nose, his dry, cracked lips—searching for any trace of the boy I met when I first came to Bludgrave Manor. But it’s as if he were a shell of his former self. Hollow. Haunted. I touch his cheek, wincing at the sharpness of the bone protruding there, and when he closes his eyes, nuzzling into my palm, a tear slips out, rolling to meet the space where my thumb strokes his feverish skin.

“None of this is your fault,” I whisper.

He lifts his hand, clutching my fingers in his, and at his touch, warmth flows through my veins, easing the tension in my shoulders. “I’m sorry—for everything. I should have tried harder—when we were at Castle Grim, I should have made it clear how I feel about you sooner.” His chin wobbles, but his expression is determined. “I’m going to fight for us. I’m going to make up for everything. You’ll see.”

I lean in, my breath catching at his words.

His words.

You deserve to be loved with actions, not just words, Eliza had said.

I want to believe Will. After all, he’s saying everything I’ve ever wanted to hear. There was a time when I would have melted at the way he’s looking at me now, as if I were made of starlight. The words my darling alone would have made my heart leap—my darling, as if I belonged to him. As if I could find a home in him—not a ship, not a place, but in his heart. Somewhere I could be safe. Somewhere I could feel whole.

I can’t help but wonder if there’s something wrong with me—if it’s my fault the butterflies in my stomach no longer stir at his promises. Perhaps when we’re both free of our curses, I’ll feel different. Perhaps he’ll be different.

“Well, pirate?” Henry’s voice must startle Will, because he lets go of my hand, putting distance between us once more. But Henry doesn’t seem to notice as he throws his arm over my shoulder. “Ready to save the world?”

I elbow him in the ribs, and he groans, but he pulls me closer still, a grin revealing dimples in either cheek—dimples that make him look even more like Will.

I fish the compass out of my pocket, flip open the lid, and watch as the arrow spins wildly before pointing west—toward the abandoned estate.

Toward Havok, Morana’s kingdom in the Burning Lands.

I glance at Will and find him eyeing the compass with his familiar, calculating stare.

“Ready?” I ask him.

He looks up at me, and I think, for a moment, I see a twinkle of amusement in his green eyes. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”







[image: Chapter Ten.]

Moonlight bathes the caved roof of the abandoned manor house in silver light. Even after the sun has set, balmy heat stifles the air, and dead grass crunches underfoot as our group passes through the cemetery to the left of the estate, weaving between cracked, blanched tombstones strangled by weeds. The manor looms, casting shadows over the monuments, but as my eyes adjust to the dark, I manage to read a few of the names. These people lived here, I think. This was their home. Now it’s nothing more than a house, haunted by the dust and bones of the people who once laughed, and danced, and dreamed within its walls.

I think of Bludgrave Manor, sitting empty all but for the two guards, Gylda and Hugh, who stayed behind when the rest of us made the journey to Castle Grim. What’s become of them, I wonder? When no one returned, did they abandon their posts? After Calantha and the Underlings took control of the Eerie, did the queen send soldiers to Bludgrave? Did they arrest Gylda and Hugh for their association with the Castors? With me?

The wind howls, cutting through the skeletal black trees. A low, chilling moan comes from the manor house as it seems to sway, and I tense when I think I see something move out of the corner of my eye—a dark figure standing near a door that looks as if it was torn from its hinges ages ago. But I blink, and the figure is gone. Still, the wind seems to whisper, brushing against my ear, He’s here.

I touch the band of braided leather at my wrist. After what took place at Castle Grim—after Morana had so easily disarmed me of the trinket—I know it can’t protect me the way I once believed it could. And without the enchantment around my heart—now that the Shifter’s venom flows freely through my veins—I’m certain that if the Underling general were to emerge from the ruins of the manor house and command me to slaughter my traveling companions, I would be powerless to disobey.

But he doesn’t.

And as we leave the manor behind, entering the sparse grove at the border of the estate, Will takes my hand, and my pulse slows as a feeling of calm overtakes me.

Even if the Underling general is here—even if he’s taken the form of someone close to me—I’m not alone. Because Will is here, too. I won’t let the Changeling take me, and neither will he.

At least, not without a fight.

But by the time we approach the stretch of prairie at the edge of the grove, three miles from the estate, Will struggles to catch his breath, wheezing for air with pained gasps that rattle his chest. If we’re attacked, there’s only one way for Will to gain the strength he needs to protect himself, and I know he doesn’t wish to feed—to lose himself to the bloodlust.

Warm amber lights flicker in the distance, illuminating the leaves in their fiery golden glow. Gabriel brings a finger to his lips as he kneels, motioning for us all to follow. My heart races as the six of us crouch, peering through the tall grass. Ahead, voices rise above the ticking and thumping of the idle train as League soldiers in their olive-green uniforms load and unload cargo.

I feel Will go rigid, and when I glance at him, kneeling between Henry and me toward the back of the group, he looks as if he’s holding his breath. He sputters, struggling to hold back a bout of coughing, and Gabriel glares at him over his shoulder. Henry scowls, patting his brother on the back, and shoots me an exasperated look before flipping Gabriel—now facing away once more—his middle finger.

In front of us, Jack’s shoulders tense. “How’re we supposed to get on board? Train’s crawling with League soldiers.”

Gabriel looks back again, this time at Henry, but Henry’s already shaking his head.

“Don’t look at me,” he grumbles. “I may be a firebreather, but even I didn’t know your sister’s little trick with the light was possible until a few weeks ago. I’ve been practicing, but the most I can do is turn small objects invisible. I can’t shield us all. I can’t even shield myself yet.”

Margaret turns to Gabriel. “What about a distraction?” she whispers.

“Go right ahead.” Henry rolls his eyes. “By all means—”

Margaret hisses, “At least I’m trying to help—”

Gabriel tries to cut across the two of them as their bickering intensifies, but this only serves to turn their attention on him.

“This was your idea!” says Henry.

“Surely, you have a plan?” says Margaret.

Something rustles the leaves overhead, and I look up. Above, a raven perches on a quivering branch, peering down at me with dark, knowing eyes.

I reach for Will’s hand, tearing my gaze from the raven long enough to see the drool pooling at the corners of Will’s mouth, dripping from his chin.…

“Will,” I murmur, my voice quiet.

A low growl rumbles in Will’s throat, and the rustle of leaves overhead tells me the raven has fled. At that moment, Gabriel and the others all turn to see Will—to see his eyes glowing red.

Gabriel reaches for the hilts of his swords, but before he can unsheathe them, the smattered pop of gunfire rips through the night, drawing our attention away from Will to the chaos unfolding near the train.

The soldiers aim their weapons no more than twenty feet to our right, where a lion emerges from the tall grass, prowling toward them with slow, measured steps.

I think of the raven, watching me from above. Owen can transform into anything, and now, just when we need a distraction, a lion appears. Could it be him?

Am I wrong for hoping it’s him?

“Shoot it!” a soldier screams just as the lion lunges for him.

His scream turns to a wail, which is swiftly silenced by a massive paw tearing a gash in his throat. Will lurches forward, but Henry grabs him by the arm, and when I touch Will’s clammy cheek, he blinks, and his eyes are green, rimmed only by a thin ring of gold.

“I’m trying—” Will starts, his teeth clenched.

The soldiers advance on the lion, but their bullets appear to have no effect on the creature. It snarls, stalking toward them.

Then, suddenly, the soldiers can’t seem to move, as if frozen in place.

“Follow me!” Gabriel whispers, launching forward. “Now!”

I take Will by the hand, dragging him along behind me. I can feel him pull right, toward the pool of blood and the lion, standing over its kill, facing down the immobilized soldiers. But I squeeze his hand tighter and follow Gabriel toward the railcar.

Gabriel reaches the train first. He throws out his hand, and the heavy metal door slides open with ease.

Margaret leaps inside, taking Jack by the hand and pulling him up into the railcar. Henry follows, then Gabriel. My heart throbs painfully in my throat as I hurtle toward the train. I know I’ll have to let go of Will’s hand if I’m to climb up, but he’s still pulling me, harder now. A sharp pain tears my shoulder, and I worry he may rip my arm off.

Let go. I hear a voice, familiar, but I can’t seem to place it. You have to let him go!

Will’s fingers slip from mine as I throw myself at the open railcar.

Henry and Jack grab me by my arms, pulling me inside, and as I turn to see if Will has followed, I spot him a few feet from the open door, facing the bloody carcass, his back to us.

I can’t tell if the low, menacing growl comes from Will or the lion.

“Will!” Jack whispers as he crouches at the entrance, his hand outstretched.

Will stands perfectly still, his spine straight.

“Get in here!” Jack raises his voice, just enough to be heard over the growling. “Quickly, before they see us!”

I jump down from the railcar just as Gabriel reaches for me.

“Will,” I whisper, taking a slow, cautious step toward him, my hands straying to my daggers. “You can fight this. Look at me.”

His teeth click. He cocks his head.

I touch his shoulder.

He jolts, as if electrified. But when he whirls to face me, his eyes are green.

Not gold. Not red. Just green.

And then he’s pulling me up behind him, into the railcar—into his arms.

Will clutches me tightly, his body trembling, as Gabriel closes the metal door, sealing us in darkness.

“I’m sorry,” Will whispers frantically, his voice strained with the sobs that rack his body. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry—I—”

His words catch. He coughs, his grip on me tightening once before going slack.

Will collapses.

Inside, a dull thud as his body drops to the floor of the railcar.

Outside, a muffled pop as the soldiers seem to regain control of their bodies. We listen to their muffled shouts, followed by gunfire.

“It’s getting away!”

“Good riddance!”

We wait as they approach the railcar, their voices drawing near. I feel Henry crouch beside me, checking Will’s pulse. He squeezes my thigh once, as if to say, He’s all right. But for how long? And if they discover us and Will is unconscious…

“Poor bloke,” comes the voice of a soldier just on the other side of the door.

“I’ll send for someone to deal with the body,” says the other. He bangs his fist on the railcar. “But we’d better get going. We’re already running behind schedule.”

Beside me, Gabriel unsheathes his swords halfway, positioning himself at the door.

Tick. Tick. Tick. In the silence of the railcar, I can hear the timepiece of my compass steadily marching forward.

Finally, the train lurches, throwing us all sideways. The shrill whistle and the squeal of the tracks were sounds I once dreaded, but at this moment, I couldn’t be happier to hear the steady chugging of the train.

I exhale, relieved. We made it. We’re one step closer to the Burning Lands. One step closer to a cure.

But the relief is tainted as Henry snaps his fingers, cradling a flame in his open palm and illuminating the railcar.

Sitting atop one of the wooden cargo boxes is a single playing card.

The knave of clubs—Owen’s lucky card.

I meet Margaret’s panicked gaze as I pick it up and turn it over.

Written on its face is a single word, inked in blood.

LIAR.
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“You’re sure it’s Owen?” Jack whispers, squinting at the bloody message in the guttering lantern light.

“It’s just like the clues he left for me at Bludgrave,” I whisper back, clutching my knees tighter to my chest. “And it would make sense that the lion showed up just after I saw the raven. He could have easily transformed into both.”

We sit shoulder to shoulder, our backs against a crate on the far side of the railcar. To his right, Margaret snores softly, her cheek pressed to his arm, and to my left, Will lies flat, his head propped on a cloth sack, face twisted in restless sleep. At his feet, Henry slumps against a barrel, his fingers still stretched in the direction of the single lantern, as if ready to wake and extinguish the light at a moment’s notice.

Across from us, Gabriel guards the door, his eyes narrowed on Will’s unconscious form. He argued that Will should remain beside him in case he wakes in a frenzy, but I insisted he stay close to me. “I can talk him out of it,” I told him. “At the very least, he’ll attack me first, and the rest of you can defend yourselves.” Gabriel didn’t like that, but he nodded, dragging him to my side of the railcar. Still, he reaches for the hilt of a dagger strapped to his chest every time Will twitches or moans in his sleep, and he rests his other hand inside his worn leather jacket, ready to retrieve the cuffs made of Elysian Iron. Even though he knows—better than most—that if Will wanted to, he could snap every bone in Gabriel’s body before he could grab hold of the binds.

Jack’s forehead creases, the thrash of the flames casting shadows on his dirty face. “What does it mean?”

Liar. I can’t help but think about Owen’s warning to me that day on the train. William Castor is lying to you. A chill runs down my spine. Will had kept secrets from me—about his curse, about the things he was doing for the Order. But I know the truth now. There are no more secrets between us.

“I don’t know,” I say, but when Jack peers at me out of the corner of his eye, I realize he must suspect there’s something I’m not telling him.

“How’re you feeling?” Jack asks, nudging me with his elbow.

I blow out a tight breath, run my hands over my face. “I’ve been better.”

“Really? I would have thought you did this sort of thing for fun.” He shoots me a teasing grin, but it falters when Will shudders beside me, his chest rattling with another labored breath. “It’s strange, you know.” His expression turns serious, his eyes misty with memory. “I can’t stop thinking about my parents on a train just like this one, wondering what it would be like once they reached the border. Wondering how they would die.”

When I first met Jack, I learned his parents were conscripted into the League of Seven when he was only six. But I’ve never heard him talk about it. “What happened to them?”

Jack’s brows knit as he stares at the card in his hands, turning it over. “Gore attack, ten weeks and two days after they were conscripted,” he says quietly. “Killian broke the news.” He shakes his head. “When they first left, I remember thinking that they loved each other so much, surely nothing bad could ever happen to them.”

My heart sinks. If the Shifter has replaced someone close to me… it can’t be Jack. I’m certain of it.

He passes the card back to me, and with his hands free, he stretches his arm around Margaret’s shoulder. She nestles into his side, and he smiles softly at the small chuffing noises she makes in her sleep.

After we discovered the knave of clubs, Margaret retreated to the corner of the railcar, slid down the wall, and hugged her knees to her chest. Jack followed her, speaking to her in a hushed, calm voice as Margaret stared straight ahead, her gaze unfocused.

Henry stared, fist clenched at his side. He offered to take the first watch, but Jack insisted. After a little while, Henry and Margaret drifted off, but Gabriel, Jack, and I sat wide awake, rocked by the jostling train, the steady rumble like a familiar lullaby.

“If your brother knows you’re here,” Jack says finally, drawing me out of my thoughts, “does that mean Morana knows, too? I thought the whole point was to attack when she least expects it—where she least expects it.”

I scowl at the knave of clubs—at the message. “This is what she wants,” I say. “A willing sacrifice.” I flick the card. “I’m playing right into her hand.”

Jack nods slowly. “Should we turn back? Regroup with the Order and—”

“We can’t,” I say, my throat tight. “Will can’t wait much longer.” I lower my voice to a barely audible whisper. “The only reason Morana’s general hasn’t taken me is because I’m making it too easy for them both. If I were to leave now…”

“They’d slaughter the rest of us,” Jack says, his fist clenched in his lap. “So you’re just going to walk right into Havok and politely ask for a cure for Will in exchange for your life?”

I wondered what might happen if we were discovered before we reached Havok—feared it—but now that I’m certain Morana knows I’m coming, I realize it was always going to happen this way. Morana knew I would come to the Burning Lands. She’s counting on it.

But what neither Morana nor the Underling general know is that in underestimating me, they’ve given me an advantage.

I smile, slipping Owen’s playing card into my pocket. “Something like that.”
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Soft pink light filters in through the cracked door of the railcar when Will’s knuckles brush my cheek, stirring me from a deep, dreamless sleep.

“Good morning,” he murmurs, his warm, deep voice crackling like the dying embers of a fire.

I sit up, capturing his hand in both of mine. “You’re awake!” I search his face for any sign of an attack, but find only pallid skin, sweat, and the faint traces of dark, pulsing lesions squirming beneath his freckles like shadowy worms. My pulse calms as I take in the rest of my surroundings to find Margaret, Jack, Henry, and Gabriel are all awake and unharmed.

Will grins, revealing his dimples, but his eyes are glassy with unshed tears. “I’m sorry for scaring you,” he says, his expression turning serious. “Henry told me about the card.”

A pit forms in my stomach. “It’s nothing to worry about,” I whisper. “I have a plan.”

There—that familiar intelligent gleam in his eyes, that glittering amusement. “Why am I not surprised?”

The metal door groans as Gabriel opens it halfway. “Nearly there,” he says, his voice gruff as he flicks a glance at Will. “If we wait much longer, we’ll be too close to base camp.”

Will dips his head, moving as if to stand, but his legs tremble beneath him, a cord in his neck bulging as he attempts to get to his feet. I grit my teeth and lift him as I rise, positioning myself under his arm for support.

“Would it kill you to ask for help?” I say, teasing him with words he said to me when I first arrived at Bludgrave all those months ago.

He half-coughs, half-chuckles as he plants a chaste kiss on my forehead and whispers, “Thank you.”

Gabriel clears his throat.

Will’s lips twitch as he gestures at the dry, barren landscape whizzing past the open door. “After you.”

I don’t have time to think about whether I like the idea of jumping from a moving train or not. One by one we leap, first Jack, then Margaret, Henry, me, Will, and finally, Gabriel. I land hard on my right side, and a sharp pain shoots up my elbow. Will rolls expertly, but he stirs up a cloud of red dust as he attempts to scramble upright, and when Jack and Henry quickly haul him to his feet, even Gabriel winces, as if he were contemplating offering his assistance as well.

The six of us regroup under the cover of a large cluster of rocks where the tracks curve, concealing us from view.

Will, still wheezing for breath, notices me rubbing my elbow and inclines his head, his hand outstretched. “May I?”

I hesitate, but his crestfallen expression breaks my resolve. “Sure,” I say with a small smile.

Slowly, gently, he places his hand on my right forearm, and not only does the pain in my elbow relent, but the tension in my shoulders, neck, and back fades at his touch. Warmth flows through my veins, settling the constant churn of my stomach and easing the throbbing sensation at my temples. At the brush of his fingertips, I feel strong. Healthy. As if I had never been bruised, or broken, or ill. As if I had never been cursed.

“Thank you,” I murmur as he withdraws his hand.

His eyelashes flutter, casting dark shadows on his pale cheeks. “Of course.”

Meanwhile, Margaret checks Jack for any signs of injury while he brushes the dirt from her shoulders. Henry favors his recently healed leg as he leans against a boulder looking sullen, and Gabriel takes a swig out of his canteen, not bothering to hide the fact that he’s scrutinizing Will’s and my every movement.

I take the compass from my pocket, the scorching white sun reflecting off the polished gold face.

“No need.” Will cups his hand over his eyes to survey his surroundings. “I know this place. If I remember correctly, there’s a cave nearby, just over this ridge,” he says. “It’s a bit of a trek, but it will be good shelter for the night.”

Gabriel looks at me, brows raised, as if waiting for me to give an order contrary to what Will’s just said. But how can I argue with Will? He knows the Burning Lands better than anyone—he’s spent ample time along Hellion’s border. Gabriel’s knowledge of the abandoned manor and the train schedule were the result of information he picked up spying as a Bloodknight. Will’s knowledge comes from lived experience.

I gnaw on the inside of my cheek even as I lift my chin, attempting to inject some of Mother’s authority into my voice. “Why not head for the Burning Lands now?”

Will wipes sweat from his forehead. “We’ll have just missed the changing of the guards. Tomorrow at dawn—that’s our best shot to sneak through the barrier while the patrols are switching shifts.”

Gabriel’s eyes narrow. “What about tonight? Slip through under the cover of darkness?”

Will shakes his head. “Underling activity is more volatile after the sun goes down. We stand a better chance at escaping the Burning Lands with our lives if we wait until morning.”

I look between the two of them, tapping my fingers on the hilts of my daggers as I consider Will’s proposal.

Gabriel’s gaze slides to me once more, his expression taciturn. “Captain?”

I nod slowly, gesturing at Will. “Lead the way.”
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I pull the brim of my tricorn hat low to shield my eyes from the blistering sun, my feet aching. I take a sip of water from my flask when Will announces we’re a few miles from the cave, and several drops of liquid seem to sizzle on my parched tongue.

Henry follows close behind Will as we climb the ridge, silhouetted by the blazing orange sky as the sun finally relents, sinking below the distant flat-topped mountains. All day, Henry has been mindful of his brother’s uneven gait, his constant struggle for breath, catching him each time he stumbles and slowing his pace when Will appears close to collapse. As they disappear over the dusty hill, Will places a hand on Henry’s shoulder, and though I’m too far behind them to hear what he says, Henry gives a determined nod, and I catch the words “…Annie would want to see you.”

My chest squeezes. I know what he means by this. When Morana is forced from Annie’s body, there’s the possibility that Annie’s soul might linger a moment more, just like Dorothy and Leo had clung to life in the minutes after the Sylks had been expelled from their hosts. And Annie will want to see her brothers one last time.

My heart clenches as Henry pats Will on the back, and the two of them continue to speak in hushed voices. They remind me so much of my own siblings—the bond we share. I know the pain of grieving a sibling, but while success today means that we save Owen, it also means that we will lose Annie.

“You’ve got that look in your eye,” Gabriel says quietly, matching my pace at the back of the group.

I glance at him sidelong, his hand resting on the bloodred hilts of his swords. “What look?”

He lets out a sound somewhere between a huff and a laugh. “The one that means trouble.”

“That hardly narrows it down.”

He rolls his eyes. “If you’re planning on doing something reckless—”

“All my best plans include doing something reckless.”

His expression turns grave as he shakes his head. He whispers, half to himself, “You sound just like Flynn.”

A knot forms in my throat. Flynn. In the short time I came to know him, he became someone I trusted. Someone I considered a friend. And the sincerity in Gabriel’s voice makes me realize that while I’ve feared the Shifter has replaced someone close to me—while it would break my heart to discover he’s taken Margaret’s form, or Henry’s—I don’t want it to be Gabriel, either.

I open my mouth to ask Gabriel what he thinks of Owen’s message on the train when Will signals that he’s found the cave, and Gabriel jogs a few paces ahead to scout our surroundings.

It doesn’t take us long to set up camp for the night. We don’t light a fire. We don’t want to risk a patrol spotting us. Gabriel and Will take the first watch, while Margaret, Jack, Henry, and I roll out our sleeping mats at the back of the cave. I don’t think any of us plan on falling asleep, but we agree we should rest, if we can. It will be a few hours before the patrols change, and with all the anxious energy passing through our group, it’s going to be a long night.

I settle into my corner of the cave, attempting to give Jack and Margaret their space, while Henry sits propped against the side wall, close enough that he can watch Gabriel’s and Will’s backs, if necessary. I try not to think about how, in a few hours, we’ll enter Morana’s kingdom, where an army of Underlings awaits us, because if I think about it for too long, I start to doubt my plan—if it can even be called that. There’s a moment where I feel foolish for not listening to Mother. For thinking it could be this simple. For thinking we could win.

But I focus instead on what we stand to gain. Delivering Annie of Morana’s influence—allowing her a dignified death. Liberating Owen from his bondage and curing both him and Will from the Shifter curse that demands they feed on blood. The same curse that, if the Shifter who bit me wills it, could turn me into a monster who would kill the people I love without remorse. If we win—when we win—Morana will be weakened. We will have turned the tides of a six-hundred-year war. We’ll be one step closer to freedom. Safety. Security. For everyone—not just Myths, not just humans. Nightweavers, too.

It’s that thought that conjures up images of Elsie and Albert playing on the beaches of the Red Island. I smile, thinking about how happy they’ll be to see Owen again. Surely, everyone will agree that our two youngest siblings don’t need to know what he’s done while in service to the Underlings. If Father can forgive him, my siblings will follow suit. They just need time. And whether I’ve admitted it to myself or not—I’ve been so driven by my need to save him that I haven’t allowed myself to really think about what it will be like after he’s been saved—I might need some time to forgive him, too.

“Aster!” Will hisses, rousing me.

I jolt upright. “How long have I been—” I blink, attempting to adjust to the pitch-blackness, but all I can make out are hazy shapes. “Is everyone—”

“Everyone’s fine,” Will whispers, steadying me as I get to my feet. “But we don’t have much time.”

“Why—” I look past him, where Gabriel appears to have dozed off, too, slumped against a boulder at the mouth of the cave.

“Don’t be angry,” Will starts, speaking quickly—perhaps more quickly than I’ve ever heard him speak, “but I influenced him to sleep. Not for long. A few minutes. Which means we must go,” he adds urgently. “Immediately.”

My heart races as he takes my hand, practically dragging me out of the cave and into the hazy twilight. “What’s happening?” I ask, glancing back at Gabriel, his chin resting on his chest, one hand still clutching his dagger, even in sleep. My heart skips a beat when a sliver of moonlight reflects off the cuffs of Elysian Iron chained to his wrists.

I tug on Will’s hand as I attempt to take a step back, but his grip is unyielding. “What have you done?”

Fear unlike anything I’ve ever seen from Will flickers in his eyes, but I can tell he’s doing his best to stay calm for my sake. “Aster, you need to come with me—”

“Or what?” I jerk free from his grasp and stagger back a step toward the cave. “You’ll use your powers on me? Influence me to obey?”

He looks as if I’ve slapped him across the face. “Of course not!” He searches my gaze, his eyes glassy. “You don’t really believe I would do that, do you?”

The hurt that cracks his pleading expression makes me want to say, No, I don’t believe that. But my silence is its own answer.

“I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on.”

“I’ll tell you everything,” he whispers, his voice breaking. “But first—”

I plant my heels. “Tell me now.”

Will’s jaw ticks as he reaches for me again, but his fist clenches, dropping to his side. He sighs through his nose, casting a wary glance at Gabriel’s sleeping form. “I’ve suspected Gabriel since we left Castle Grim. I thought it would make sense for the Shifter to frame Flynn so that when you discovered the truth, you wouldn’t suspect Gabriel.

“Tonight, I saw something, just before I woke you, that made me wonder.” He shakes his head, his brow furrowed. “It was so brief, I don’t know if he even realized he’d done it. He must have thought I wasn’t looking, or maybe his control slipped, but… his face transformed. And I knew”—he wheezes—“we couldn’t stay. I had to get you out of there—I had to—”

“Gabriel’s an elf,” I argue. “He can transform—”

“No, Aster, he didn’t transform into just anyone. For a moment his eyes…” Will’s grip on my hand tightens. “His eyes were red.”

Relief and dread overwhelm me in equal measure. Jack, Margaret, and Henry are still whole—still themselves. But the Shifter would have killed Gabriel before taking his place. And that means Eliza has lost both of her brothers to the Underling general. All because of me.

“These Underlings—I know how they operate,” Will says. “They like to play games—like to make you doubt yourself.”

I think about what Morana said in the throne room at Castle Grim. I won’t waste another second playing his games.

And Owen… during my time at Bludgrave, he taunted me, leaving gruesome clues for me to find. His warning on the train to Ink Haven: William Castor is lying to you. And again, yesterday, the card that read LIAR. It’s all a game for him. A means to turn me against Will.

Shame coils in my gut. Whether I’ve admitted it or not, from the moment Owen told me I couldn’t trust Will, I’ve found it more difficult to believe the things he says to me. I’ve put distance between us. Could Owen have suggested Morana compel Titus—to claim he confessed his feelings for me and that Will had known all along—just to tease me further?

Heat creeps up my neck, scorching my cheeks. Titus never cared for me. It was just another game. Another lie. Another ploy to create distrust between Will and me. And I fell for it.

“Why are you still here?” I jump at the sound of Henry’s voice as he emerges from the shadows of the cave. “You were supposed to be gone by now!”

I look between the two of them—Henry’s eyes are wide with concern, but Will’s… Will’s are full of shame. “How long have you two been planning this?”

Will glances at me over his shoulder, his mouth twisted in a frown. “Before we reached the cave, I—” He grits his teeth, as if he doesn’t want to tell me, his eyes wild, voice catching. “I told Henry about my suspicions. We agreed that if we were given an opportunity, we would act. A train headed for the coast is scheduled to depart less than an hour from now. Henry will get Margaret and Jack there before then.”

I shake my head, my gaze narrowing on Henry. He’s just as opposed to Will’s ability to influence people’s thoughts and emotions—their memories, their decisions. “You’re all right with this?”

Henry’s nostrils flare, but he dips his head. “It’s necessary,” he says, his voice tight. “Gabriel’s gone,” he insists, but it’s as if he strains to get the words out. “The two of you need to get as far away from here as possible, and we’ll only slow you down. I’ll make sure Margaret and Jack are safe. I swear on my life.”

There’s a moment, when the moon glints in Henry’s eyes, that it looks as if there’s more he wants to say. But then he turns back to the cave, starting toward Margaret’s and Jack’s sleeping forms, his gait measured—steady. Calm, despite his urgency. I trust him to look out for my sister, and a part of me is glad the three of them won’t be making the trek to Morana’s fortress with us. But a pit forms in my stomach as I turn to Will. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

His face pinches, and it looks as if he’s in agony. “I couldn’t. He’s kept such a close eye on both of us. When I had a moment alone with Henry, I had to act. I’m sorry—” He runs his hand through his mussed hair. “But I can feel it, Aster. I don’t have long. If I can just get you far enough—if I don’t make it all the way—at least you still stand a chance at obtaining the cure. That’s all that matters to me now.” He reaches for me slowly, and this time, I don’t pull away as he cups my cheeks in his hands, his touch light as his gaze searches mine. He whispers, his voice breaking, “You’re all that matters to me.”

His fingertips graze my skin, and all at once, my pulse slows, my breath evens out. I place my hand over his. “We still have time,” I say. “We’re in this together, remember? Me and you.”

His eyes twinkle in the darkness. “Me and you,” he echoes, his thumb stroking my lips. He leans in, as if to kiss me, but he squeezes his eyes shut, shakes his head—pulls away. “Are you ready?” he asks, offering his hand to me.

I take it.
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We race, side by side, through the pitch-black desert. My pulse throbs in my head, making it even more difficult to see as Will leads me over the dusty, uneven terrain, navigating the darkness by memory. Where Will had struggled to stand on his own this morning, now we practically fly over the rocks. He’s moving so fast, I wonder if it’s panic that gives him strength, propelling him forward—or something else.

“Will,” I say gently, attempting to slow my pace, “you don’t have to push yourself—”

“Yes, I do!” he hisses through gritted teeth, coming to an abrupt halt. He whirls to face me, black lesions squirming beneath his clammy skin as he flicks a glance at my neck. He squeezes his eyes shut, his grip on my hand painfully tight. “I’m getting stronger,” he says, and when he opens his eyes again, his throat bobs, his gaze softening. “I feel better than I have in days, and I—” He pulls his bottom lip between his teeth. “You remember what you said about putting me down?”

I nod, my throat tight.

“Still think you can?”

I squeeze his hand, matching his strength. “I won’t need to.”

Sweat slicks his forehead, but that familiar amusement glitters in his eyes. “Let’s pray to the Stars you’re right.”

We run faster, but as we climb over boulders and down narrow ridges, I can’t help but think the Underling general is behind Will’s sudden change in health.

Again, I wonder—am I giving the Shifter and Morana both exactly what they want by racing willingly toward the Burning Lands?

Do I really have a choice?

Will slows to a jog as we approach the border, his head on a swivel. When we reach the towering, twenty-foot wall made entirely of stone, he stands erect, his spine straight—strong, determined—and it’s strange to see him like this when yesterday it looked as if the fever might claim him at any moment. If I’m right, and the Underling general has temporarily given Will this burst of strength, I don’t think it would be wise to mention it to Will. After all, the general could have already escaped from Henry and the others and come after us. He could be watching us now. And if I question Will’s health, who’s to say the general won’t take it back?

I need Will to make it past the wall—need him on his own two feet.

The wall sparkles in the scant moonlight breaking through the haze of smoke overhead, and it’s only when we’ve reached the barrier that I see the bits of silver interspersed throughout the rock.

“They built the wall before they realized the silver didn’t do much to deter the Underlings in this form,” Will explains, dragging his hand over the wall, searching for something.

“I thought you said there’s more Underling activity at night?” I whisper.

“This area has been mostly inactive for weeks,” he answers. “The real battle is being waged to the north, near Kane. The outposts here are mainly small patrols, only meant to maintain a presence so the Underlings don’t slip past the barricade. Ah! Here.” He bends down, removing a loose piece of rock to reveal a hole just big enough to crawl through. “I’ll make sure it’s all clear,” he says, flattening himself on the ground.

Before I can protest, he’s gone, his boots disappearing as he crawls through the tunnel.

Minutes pass before Will’s whisper echoes from the opening, “Your turn!”

Stone scrapes against my arms as I crawl through the tunnel. The wall is thicker than I’d anticipated, but soon Will grabs my wrists and pulls me the rest of the way through. He helps me to my feet, brushing soot from my hair. His gaze searches my face, as if scanning for any sign of injury, and I look over his shoulder, my heart in my stomach, at the stretch of charred earth, illuminated by fires that burst from the ground, shooting into the sky at unpredictable intervals. Dangerous. Deadly.

The Burning Lands.

I reach into my pocket, but… “It’s gone!”

Will pulls back, holding me at arm’s length, his brow furrowed. “What’s gone?”

I turn my pockets inside out, my legs almost giving way from beneath me. “The compass! It’s gone!”

A shadow passes over Will’s face. “What do you mean it’s gone?” His grip tightens around my arms, a muscle in his jaw flexing. “Aster, that compass—”

“I know!” My chest squeezes. “Gabriel must have taken it. I know I had it—” My voice breaks. “I promise, it was here—”

“It’s all right,” Will says, his hands relaxing. “It’s fine. We don’t need it.”

“What?” I wipe sweat from my forehead. “Of course we do! I almost died so that the Order could enchant that compass—so that we could find Morana on our own terms—”

But Will has already taken my hand, leading me through the labyrinth of flames. He barks a laugh, harsh and guttural. “On our own terms! She was never going to let that happen. She’s been ten steps ahead of the Order at every turn. Everything that’s happened is because she wanted it to be so. She already knows you’re here! She has spies everywhere. It’s only a matter of time before she sends someone to retrieve you. No, no, look at me—” He whirls, his hands on my face, forcing me to meet his wild gaze. “We need to hide. At least until morning. Then we can…” He licks his lips, nods. “We can find the entrance ourselves.”

“No one has ever—”

“Not very many have tried!” Another rasping laugh. “And none of them had the power of the Lightbringer. Your connection with Morana… it could lead us to her.”

I shake my head, tears burning my eyes. “What if it doesn’t? What if I can’t—”

“You can!” His deep, smoky voice rumbles like thunder. “Curse or not—power or not—I’ve never met anyone like you. You can do this, Aster. Not because you’re the heir of Hildegarde—not because of who your family is or was. Because of who you are. Because you don’t give up. You never surrender.” His gaze searches mine, as it has so many times before—seeking answers to questions he doesn’t dare speak aloud. Softly, as if we weren’t surrounded by towering infernos, he whispers, “I wish you could see yourself through my eyes.”

My mouth falls open, but before I remember how to form words, Will is running again, leading me across the scorched terrain. We race toward a charred mountain in the distance, following a river of molten lava that bubbles and spits liquid fire at our feet. Owen used to point at the volcanoes on his maps, mountains that bordered the chasm of fire at the center of the Burning Lands. Punishment for our greed, he would tell me of the tremor that split the earth six hundred years ago. A warning that we will burn for our ancestors’ transgressions if we don’t atone for their wicked ways.

I’ll never burn, I said once, my chin raised in defiance. The water will protect me.

Spoken like a true pirate. Owen laughed, mussing my hair, but there was reverence in his voice when he said, The water will always protect you. Wherever you go, whatever you do, you carry the ocean with you. He pointed at my head, my heart. It’s a part of you, little mouse. It’s in your blood.

But the ocean feels far, far away as the fire rages all around us. In the distance, there’s a low, keening wail, and the earth tremors underfoot.

Will runs faster.

“Where are we going?” I shout over the crack of flames.

“The mountains! There might be a cave or—”

A chorus of screams seems to echo all around us, but I can’t see anything in the blaze.

Will’s grip on my hand is almost painful.

The screams fade to small, pitiful cries that sound almost… childlike. Human.

We’re close enough to the base of the mountains. I can make out a break in the outcropping of black stone. Will’s pace increases, preternaturally fast.

But I’m not fast enough.

And when I trip over a bit of loose rock, my knees colliding with the black earth, the cries give way to a sound that chills my blood.

Giggling.

Will drags me to my feet as the first creature lands on a boulder, the size and stature of a bear, its twelve spidery tentacles curling around its perch in place of four legs, its webbed wings still flapping. It cocks its furry head at us, its masklike face resembling a porcelain owl, its eyes like hollow white voids. When it smiles, the unnaturally stretched mouth is almost human, lined with rows of razor-sharp teeth.

“Hello, sweet lambs.” The innocent, childlike voice sends shivers down my spine. “Did you think you could hide?”

Two more land on the rocks, surrounding us on all sides.

“They’re called Stalkers,” Will says, angling his body in front of mine as he slowly rotates, his hands flexing at his sides. “Don’t let their tentacles grab hold of you. They’ll leech all the happiness from your soul until you’re nothing but a mindless husk.”

“Now, now,” comes another squeaky voice. The Stalker crawls down the rock, smiling gleefully. “It isn’t nice to lie.”

“We only want to play,” pouts the third Stalker, rising into the air, hovering over the rocks. It giggles. “Then we’ll take you to our queen. She’ll be so pleased.”

“So pleased,” echoes the first Stalker, slithering toward us.

I draw my daggers and turn, pressing my back to Will’s. “Can we kill them?”

Will cracks his neck, rolls his shoulders. “You tell me?”

“I’d certainly like to try.”

I imagine I hear a smile in Will’s voice when he says, “That’s the spirit.”

The first Stalker leaps, surprisingly agile, its tentacles outstretched. But I roll, slicing my daggers in a smooth arc, and the Stalker shrieks as purple blood spews from two missing arms.

The shriek turns to giggling, as if the wound merely tickled the monster. It lurches at me again, swiping at me almost playfully, but as I dodge each blow, slicing at its slimy arms, its laughter grows more hysterical.

Behind the creature, two Stalkers converge on Will.

I think I scream his name as he lifts his hands, and the Stalker in front of me blocks my view of him.

It reels back, preparing to strike, but I don’t wait.

I charge the creature, throwing the full force of my weight into my strike, crossing my daggers as I plunge them into the Stalker’s chest and carve an X with my blades.

Purple blood splashes my face as the Stalker wails. I move back just as it collapses, its tentacles sprawling, and catch a glimpse of Will.

He had insisted he not be allowed to carry any weapons, and as I watch him rip the tentacles from one Stalker’s body before throwing out his hand to bury the other beneath a pile of rocks, I see why.

Will is the weapon.

The remaining Stalker launches high overhead, circling. I step, as if to move toward Will, when a tentacle wraps around my leg, yanking me backward. My face smacks the rock, my vision blurring, but I cling to consciousness with all my might, twisting my body and slashing at the tentacle with enough force that the Stalker lets go.

Three more tentacles take its place, coiling around my ankle, my thigh, my wrist. I lose my grip on my dagger as I’m dragged toward the Stalker, toward the void of white light that seems to emanate from within.

I swipe with my remaining dagger, but it’s no use. The Stalker withdraws only long enough to dodge my strike before coiling once more. The tentacles squeeze, sending tremors through my body, and I feel it—feel the icy sting crawling through my veins as the Stalker absorbs my every hope; feel the joy leeched from my blood as if it were a living, pulsing energy to be tapped. Despair overwhelms me, my grip on my blade looser than it was a moment ago, my assault sluggish.

I crane my head to look behind me and watch from upside down as the Stalker dips low, lashing out at Will before rising overhead once more.

“Hold on!” Will roars, his jaw clenched as he hurls rocks at the creature. “Just hold on!”

Had I called for him?

The Stalker swoops, teeth bared. A rock smashes into its head, but not before it wraps its tentacles around Will’s torso. It screams, a sharp peal of laughter, before sinking its teeth into Will’s chest. Another barrage of rocks forces it to release him, but it latches on again a moment later, and when its jaws clamp down on Will’s leg, it rips, and blood gushes from the deep gash in his thigh.

Get up, comes a familiar voice. Fight back.

The Stalker that has me in its hold giggles like a child with a new toy as lethargy floods my body from all three points of contact.

“We’re going to have so much fun together,” the Stalker chortles as it draws me closer, its jaws gaping, wide enough to swallow me whole.

Fight back. I clench my fist around my dagger.

Fight back. I relax my body, going limp in the Stalker’s grasp as it lifts me off the ground, putrid drool dripping from its teeth.…

Fight back! A scream tears itself free from my chest as I drive my blade up, into the Stalker’s mouth and through the top of its skull.

Darkness fills the white void of light as the Underling’s tentacles fall limp, its massive body hitting the ground with a thud, burying my right leg before I can scramble out of the way.

I wriggle onto my belly, my nails scraping the black stone as I attempt to crawl free, toward Will, who continues to hurl rocks at the remaining Stalker. Blood pools beneath him, whispering…

The Stalker dodges, giggling, and dives for Will again.

“I’m the one you want!” I scream, yanking my leg free and scrambling to my feet.

The Stalker halts midair, its head swiveling in my direction, wings spread wide.

“You came here for me,” I say, my voice raw, as I bend to retrieve the other dagger from where it had fallen. “Not him.”

Will looks back at me with desperation, but it’s as if he can’t muster the strength to speak. Still, I feel him pleading with me, imploring me to look at him.

And even though I know I shouldn’t, I glance his way.

The Stalker shrieks another laugh and pitches forward, barreling down, toward Will, its tentacles outstretched. But I’m already running. Racing.

One of us will reach Will first.

The Stalker opens its jaws.

I’m not fast enough to shield Will. So I leap, throwing myself at the creature, driving my daggers down with the momentum of my fall.

We hit the ground together, and I pull my daggers free seconds before the Stalker rolls onto its back. Its tentacles spasm as it attempts to wrap around my arms, my legs, my torso, but I bring my blades down with another furious scream, driving my daggers into its stomach. Purple liquid splashes my face, my arms, but I withdraw my blades—strike again. And again.

The Stalker twitches.

Again.

The void of white light goes dark.

Again.

“Aster!” Will’s voice is a low croak. It sounds far away.

Again. Again. Again.

“Aster, stop!”

My shoulders ache, my hands vibrate.

I turn to look for Will. Will. Where is he—where is—

“I’m—right here,” comes Will’s deep voice again, closer now.

He comes into focus a few feet away, pressing his hands to his thigh. The gash in his chest pours blood, the wound gaping.

I pant for breath as I scramble away from the Stalker’s corpse, crawling toward Will.

“Why aren’t you healing yourself?” My voice sounds too loud, the pressure in my head agonizing.

“I’m—trying—” he says through clenched teeth. He looks up at the sky, his eyes wild. “There—could be more. We need—to move.”

I don’t hesitate, grabbing him underneath his arms and hauling him toward the outcropping of rock. He groans, and I think I hear him sob, but I don’t stop until we’re shielded from sight, hidden behind a boulder. I prop him against a rock, and his head lolls, his eyes fluttering shut.

“I can fix this,” I say, kneeling beside him. I close my eyes, listening to the whispers that seem to come from his blood, trying to distinguish their voices, their melodies, to coax the fluid back into his veins, to give him time to heal.… But Will’s blood doesn’t sing. It doesn’t hum.

It chants.

The sound is ancient, and dark, and… cursed.

He seizes my wrist. “It’s all right,” he rasps. “I’m going to be all right.”

“No, you’re—you’re bleeding—”

Will’s other hand cups my jaw, smearing his blood across my face as his thumb brushes my skin. He gazes at me with heavy-lidded eyes, the ghost of a grin touching his crimson lips. “I love you.”

My head throbs, my heart pounding. “Please, just let me—”

“You have to go.” He coughs, and blood spatters his chin. “Before I turn. You have to go.”

No. No. This can’t be happening. “Will—”

His eyes seem to glaze with confusion, and suddenly he looks so scared—so young. “Stay with me?” he whimpers. “Until the end?”

Tears burn my cheeks. “This isn’t the end. Promise—promise me it’s not.”

The confusion in his gaze turns to understanding in an instant. “Of course,” he says softly, weakly. “I promise.” His hand drops from my face, and he places it over his chest, blood spilling through his fingers. “When we—have the cure,” he murmurs, a smile lighting his face, boyish and romantic and full of hope, “we’re going to—leave all of this behind. We’ll live on a ship. I’d—I’d like to see you on a ship. You—seem happy there.” Blood stains his teeth as his smile widens, revealing dimples. “We’ll be—free, Aster. There’s—there’s a whole world out there for us to explore, beyond—the Known World. It’ll be an adventure, won’t it?”

His voice breaks. My heart shatters.

A future together. Free.

“Yes,” I tell him, and I hope he knows I mean it. Yes, not just to an adventure but to a life with him.

A trill of laughter splits the air.

I peek out from behind the boulder as four Stalkers perch atop the rocks just beyond our hiding place.

Will grabs my wrist, pulling me toward him.

“Run,” he tells me, blood dripping from his chin. “You have to run.”

I shake my head, taking hold of my daggers once more. “I’m not leaving you.”

“Aster, please—”

Pebbles skitter as the first Stalker slithers down from its perch, its laughter bouncing off the rocks in a sickening echo. I pull free from Will’s grasp with ease and stand, stepping out from behind the boulder despite Will’s protest.

I plant my feet, twirl my daggers, and stand between Will and the Underlings. But just as the first Stalker lurches for me, a gust of wind slams into it from the side, knocking it into the outcropping of rocks with such force, purple blood and guts splatter the stone.

He appears as if materializing out of thin air, his amethyst suit freshly pressed.

Owen grins, tugging on a pair of black leather gloves. “Took you long enough, little mouse.”
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I stagger a step toward Owen, my fists clenched around the hilts of my daggers. “Well?” I say, wiping sweat from my forehead. “You found me. What now?”

Owen grins. “Found you,” he echoes, shaking his head. He gestures at the three remaining Stalkers. “Was this your attempt at staying hidden?”

I shrug, twirling a dagger. “It’s harder than it looks.”

Owen’s grin falters, but only for a moment. “I told you once that there are limitations to the protection our trinkets once offered.”

Once. As if they no longer offer any protection.

“What are you saying?” I ask, my hand straying to the band of braided leather at my opposite wrist, my heart kicking into a gallop.

“You’ve come here of your own free will,” he says, a muscle in his jaw ticking. “In doing so, you’ve voided the enchantment.”

My vision swims. If I’ve voided the enchantment, the bracelet no longer protects me from fatal harm. And the Shifter who bit me as a child… because his venom runs through my veins, he’ll be able to track me again.

Owen flicks a glance at my bracelet, and before his expression hardens, I think there might be a flash of annoyance in his eyes. “You’re going to have to come with me.” His gaze slides past me to where Will’s feet peek out from behind the boulder. “He can stay. These Stalkers could use a little… recreation.”

I glare at the Stalker, still slowly slithering toward Will. “I’m not leaving him,” I say, widening my stance.

Owen rolls his eyes. “I had a feeling you’d say that.” He whistles, motioning with his hands, and the Stalkers take flight, the ominous sound of their laughter fading as they disappear into a cloud of smoke overhead.

Owen takes a step toward me, but I point my dagger at his chest. “Wait.”

He holds his hands up in mock surrender. “Yes?”

Blood pounds in my ears, distorting my voice. “I’ll turn myself over to Morana without a fight,” I say. “But he goes free.”

Owen’s eyes narrow as he barks an incredulous laugh. “This isn’t a negotiation.”

“I’m not negotiating,” I say. “I’m asking. You’re still my brother. I know you still care. So, please.” I sheathe my daggers. “As soon as you have the opportunity, get him out of here.”

Owen holds my stare, his smirk fading. Finally, he nods. “We’ll see how you feel about setting him loose on the public once he’s turned.”

I didn’t expect him to give me his word, but knowing Owen, this is as close to a promise as I’m going to get. I take a step away, allowing him to approach. I watch him, cautiously, my hands hovering near the hilts of my daggers.

I note the small smile of approval when he cuts a glance at my hands, before he motions to Will, barely clinging to consciousness. “Shall we?”

Owen and I each pull one of Will’s arms over our shoulders and hoist him into the air.

“Where to?” I ask.

Owen chuckles under his breath. “Closer than you think.”

He leads us around the outcropping of rock, carrying the brunt of Will’s weight as we navigate over jagged stones. As we skirt the base of the mountain, the pitch-black sky appears to glow, a haze of orange smoke.

Weakly, Will murmurs, “Don’t—Aster—”

Will’s head lolls to the side, his breath coming in long, rattling gasps. And when I glance at Owen, he’s already watching me, his jaw set.

“Watch your step,” he says, leading me up onto a plateau of rock.

I stare at my feet as we drag Will onto the overlook, but when I lift my gaze…

I gasp. “Is this—”

Owen’s smirk doesn’t reach his eyes. “The Lake of Eternal Fire.”

I struggle to catch my breath. Heat radiates from the vast chasm, black smoke billowing into the sky. The cloud reflects the light of the fire, flames lapping at the walls of the blackened gorge, a mesmerizing, centuries-long dance.

The entrance to Havok, the realm below.

“Do we… jump?”

Owen’s laughter seems genuine. “No.” He shakes his head, angling his body toward the base of the mountain. “Nothing quite that exciting.”

He places his hand on the charred rock, chanting something too low for me to hear. Stone scrapes stone, opening to reveal a dark stairwell.

Owen halts at the first step, his brow furrowed. “It was always going to be this way,” he says quietly.

I hold his gaze. “I know.”

He lifts his foot, as if to take a step, but—

“Wait,” I say, my heart beating painfully against my rib cage. “We go together, right?”

He presses his lips in a tight line, his expression somber. “We go together.”

And it’s my brother’s presence that gives me the strength I need to take the first step down into darkness.

Instantly, the rocks seal us inside, and we’re plunged into pitch-blackness. The air turns to ice, as if the flames that rage beyond the door have all been extinguished. But rather than stepping down, following the path of the staircase, we emerge, dreamlike, into a long stone hallway, illuminated by torches lit with blue flames.

The stench of death and decay causes me to retch, and Will groans as Owen leads us down the passageway. I hardly register the sadness in Owen’s eyes when we reach the end of the hall and he knocks, just once, on an unremarkable iron door.

Will’s hand squeezes my shoulder, his grip feeble. Still, a feeling of calm passes through me.

It doesn’t last.

The door opens, and that’s when I hear the screams.

Following Owen through the doorway feels like falling into a nightmare. Darkness consumes the throne room, broken only by the occasional blue torch. When I look up, it’s as if every star in the heavens had burned out of existence, leaving only an endless void that presses down on us, as oppressive as the Stalker’s hold, curling around my heart. I glance back at the doorway to find it’s gone. There are no doors. Only shadows.

And in those shadows, thousands of red eyes. There are more than just the five types of Underlings I know of—Gores and Stalkers and Sylks, Shifters and Changelings. Figures take shape—gruesome beasts with sharp teeth, sinister beings with sallow skin that appears to melt from their bones, giant insectoid creatures, and tiny, hunched things with long, claw-tipped fingers that shriek with laughter. Wolves with skin like stone and wings like bats.

The metallic bite of iron assaults my senses.

Blood chants, the staccato drumming of a death knell.

I blink, willing my sight to adjust to the darkness, but smoke stings my eyes, blurring my vision. Everywhere I look, I’m met with some new horror, because what I had not thought to prepare for is that I am not the only human in Havok, and Will is not the only Nightweaver.

It’s easy to spot which humans and Nightweavers work for the Underlings, all marked with the crest of Deimos, the three-headed dog—Morana’s insignia—in some way or another, whether it’s tattooed on their face, carved into their skin, or embroidered onto their coats. That, and they’re not strung up like butchered cattle to be tortured like those who are not here of their own free will.

I look away from the corpse of a human man in an iron cage, picked over by tiny Underling creatures, attempting to orient myself within the throne room. I locate the dais, composed of what appears to be jagged shards of frozen blood. And there, sitting on one of the two thrones composed entirely of bones, is Annie, wearing a ruffled black dress, her dark curls adorned with a crown of iron spikes, her smug, haughty expression giving her the appearance of having lived hundreds of lifetimes.

My heart sinks, and I cover my mouth to stifle a sob as Owen drops Will, and he slides to the ground with a dull thud.

Annie—Morana—smiles. It’s a broad, eerie smile that doesn’t belong on Annie’s childlike face, and it fills me with such rage—the smile, the torture taking place around me, the screams and the laughter—that I reach for my daggers. But the instant I unsheathe them, a familiar feeling seizes my bones, freezing me midmovement. I grit my teeth as I’m forced to my knees, my forehead pressed against the rough stone floor. The Shifter must be here.

“I have to admit, I’m pleasantly surprised,” comes Annie’s clear, sweet voice. “I thought it would take a bit more coaxing to persuade her to draw those abominations.”

The phantom force pries open my fingers, and the daggers clatter to the floor. Owen kneels to retrieve them, whispering, almost too low for even me to hear, “I’m sorry, Aster.”

So this is it. I don’t know why I ever thought this could work. I don’t know what I expected—that I would waltz right into Morana’s kingdom and demand blood? And then what? Fight my way out against an entire army of soulless, undead creatures? Mother was right. I don’t know what it takes to lead. I should have stayed on the Red Island.

But… Will and I had a plan, didn’t we? For some reason, I can’t remember it now.

At least I’m not alone. Will is here.

I have hope that Henry has boarded the train already, escorting Margaret and Jack to the safety of the Starchaser. Perhaps they can reach the Red Island before Morana launches her assault on the kingdoms of the Known World. Perhaps there’s still a chance that they can defend the island against the full power of the Lightbringer.

They’re going to be all right. I have to believe they will be all right.

I feel Will’s presence beside me just as I always have—constant, reassuring—held captive by the same force that keeps me pinned to the floor, a foot or so to my left.

We must have been wrong about Gabriel being the Shifter. Unless he somehow broke away from Henry and made his way to the Burning Lands. Whoever he is, he’s here. I can feel it. The venom in my blood begins to slow my heartbeat, making me sleepy, dulling my senses. Bile rushes to my throat, but I can’t even open my mouth to vomit. My veins feel like they’re on fire, my head heavy, my temples throbbing. Every muscle in my body aches, and I have the distant, muddled thought that I’m dying. Part of me almost wishes Will had killed me back on the Mythslayer. If he had, would the power of the Lightbringer have transferred to another one of my siblings, or would it have simply vanished? I’ll never know. Once I’ve transformed fully into a Shifter, will I even care?

“You’ve made your point,” Morana says, no longer using Annie to speak. Her snakelike voice slithers throughout the room, brushing against my eardrums in a booming whisper. “You’ve completed your task. I will honor your claim on the girl.”

I was right—the Shifter is close. I can feel him speaking to my blood, commanding my body to regulate, soothing the ache in my muscles.

Morana laughs, as if she’s just seen something humorous. “Welcome home, General.”

“My queen,” comes the deep, rasping voice of the Shifter to my left.

The pressure of the phantom force eases only slightly, enough that I’m able to lift my head and see Will kneeling before the throne, his eyes glowing red, his head, arms, and hands wreathed in shadows.

He cocks his head at me, smirks. “You really do look lovely when you’re surprised, Aster.”
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William Castor is lying to you.

The room spins. Black spots edge my vision. I feel as if I’d been gutted, and I flick a glance at my stomach to make sure my entrails haven’t spilled out onto the floor beneath me.

Will stands, his wounds fully healed, and he transforms before my eyes. The translucent pallor of his skin shifts, his ivory face and hands appearing to glow silver from within, as if he had bathed in moonlight. He stretches, rolling his shoulders, seemingly shedding his frail, sickly stature, growing until he is at least one foot taller, broader, more muscular, his jet-black fingernails gleaming like polished obsidian in the firelight. Even his clothing morphs into a solid black ensemble bedecked in iron chains, until the figure standing before me looks more like a harbinger of death than a mortal man. Aside from his green eyes, the smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose, and his coal-dark hair, I hardly recognize him.

Slowly, deliberately, he withdraws my father’s compass from his pocket. It sways back and forth like a pendulum in his grasp. He drawls, his gritty, rasping voice like shadows and smoke, “Looking for this?”

He drops the compass back into his pocket. Winks.

“Come,” Morana says, beckoning him. “General Azeron of House Viridian, Keeper of the Guild of Shadows, Lord of Chaos. Tonight, we feast in your honor.”

Will—no, General Azeron—ascends the dais, his back to me. When he takes his seat on the throne to Morana’s right, I realize I can no longer feel my hands. Hurt, betrayal, grief—they all fade beneath my immediate panic when Will winks at me, and I see it—the twinkle of amusement in his eyes. He smiles, revealing two sharpened canines, his laughter deep and rough.

“It’s good to be home,” he says, addressing the throne room.

The Underlings cheer. I feel like I’m going to vomit.

“You—” I feel the magic release my tongue, just enough that it’s still a feat to get the word out. Will. The boy who spoke to me with flowers. The boy who kissed me—who told me he loved me. The boy who asked me to marry him—who promised me he’d fight for our future together. “It was you.”

Will props his cheek on his fist, grinning. “What gave me away?”

This sets my teeth on edge, because nothing gave him away. Nothing at all. And I know why. I feel it—the instant he releases his grip on my mind. Something snaps, abrupt and final, jarring me back to myself with a rush of startling clarity that leaves me breathless and weak and yet more in control of my thoughts than I have been since the moment Will and I crossed paths all those months ago.

“You compelled me!” I don’t recognize the sound of my own voice. Tears burn my cheeks. I don’t care if the entire Underling army sees me cry. These are not tears of sadness. They are tears of hate. And with each one, I feel clearer. As if each drop of water cleansed my mind of Will’s influence. “All this time!” Disgust rises to the forefront of my emotions when I think of the kiss I’d given him on Holy Winter’s Day. Every tender caress. Every night spent in the conservatory at Bludgrave Manor. I hate myself for wanting to know, but I can’t help asking, “Was any of it real?”

Something flashes in Will’s eyes—something I can’t understand. A crease forms between his brows. “Of course it was,” he says, sitting up straight, gripping the arms of his throne. “It was all real for me, Aster. You just needed a little help to see it.”

My stomach roils. I remember every time Will has ever touched me, from the two weeks he influenced me to sleep aboard the Merryway after we were captured to just a few minutes ago, before we entered Morana’s throne room. Nothing I feel—nothing I felt—for Will is real. It was all a lie. A trick. A game.

But then an even worse thought occurs to me.

“How long have you pretended to be Will Castor?”

I’m not sure I want to know, but I need to hear him say it.

His grin broadens, revealing his dimple. “Little William Castor drowned when he was eight years old, and I took his place.”

My stomach flips. “This whole time… you’re a Changeling?” Which means that this General Azeron would have possessed all the real Will Castor’s memories. His love for his family. He would have become a child, raised alongside Henry and Annie by parents who never knew this monster replaced their son.

A sob escapes me as I grieve another person I never knew.

Will Castor did exist. But I never met him. Not really.

He purses his lips, considering. “Yes… and no,” he says with an impish grin. “I told you before, I have been many things—lived many lives. Before your world existed, I was. Long after your world is nothing more than the dust of a long-forgotten star, I will be. I am older than your Stars—older than all that which you fear.”

My head spins. Before my world existed—before there were Underlings. Which means… “If you’re more than an Underling, then what does that make you?”

There’s a twinkle of pride in his eyes, as if he were waiting for me to ask, but before he can answer, Morana cuts across him.

“Enough,” Morana says, sounding bored. She stands, and with Annie’s little hand, she gestures for Owen to approach the dais. He emerges from the crowd and offers my daggers to her, but she takes only one. “You’ll have plenty of time to catch up with your little pet after I’ve taken what rightfully belongs to me.”

It feels wrong, watching Annie make her way toward me, running her finger over the edge of my dagger. She doesn’t even have to stoop down when she uses the flat side of the blade to lift my chin, forcing me to meet her eyes.

“You know,” she whispers, using Annie’s small, clear voice. “I think you’re really going to like it here. We can be friends again,” she adds, and a fresh wave of fury rises up in me when I think about every interaction I had with Leo—how it was actually Morana I had befriended, not the princess of Hellion. “I’m doing you a favor, Aster. You’ll be free. Powerful. We can finally put an end to all the suffering inflicted by Nightweavers. The humans and Myths who surrender will be given sanctuary in my kingdom. With the power of the Lightbringer, I can remake this world into a better one. You will never have to look up at the sky and wonder if the True King”—she spits, as if the words tasted bitter—“sees you. Because I see you. All of you. Even the parts you feel you have to hide.” She reaches out, caressing my face with long, blackened nails. “You’ll never have to hide from me.”

I look over her shoulder at Will. He watches our exchange with idle interest, but when our gazes meet, his face hardens into an unreadable mask.

“But first,” Morana says, taking a step back. “We had a bargain. If you made the choice to follow General Azeron into my kingdom of your own free will, I agreed to let this form continue to live. And I always keep my word.”

Before I can truly understand what she’s saying, shadows encircle Annie, lifting her at least a foot off the ground, the dark cloud crackling with green lightning. Annie’s jaw gapes to fit a scream as hundreds of sickly green snakes slither out of her mouth, falling to the ground in a twisted, writhing heap. Once the last snake has fallen, the cloud dissipates, and Annie drops, unconscious. I hadn’t seen Will stand, hadn’t seen him approach her, but he’s there to catch her in his arms.

He places her gently on the ground, and she lies there, unmoving, her black ringlets splayed around her tiny form. I would think she were dead if it weren’t for the subtle rise and fall of her chest. She’s still breathing. Still alive. For some reason, this gives me purpose. I don’t know how, but I will get her out of here. Even after I turn, I must remember to help her to safety.

The heap of snakes twists at an incomprehensible speed, and I blink, feeling as if my eyes were playing tricks on me as the snakes appear to multiply and combine, growing taller, forming limbs. First legs. Then a torso. Arms. A head. Suddenly, I’m no longer looking at a writhing tangle of snakes, but a woman.

No—a girl, about my own age, with hair as dark as a raven’s wings that falls to her hips in a long, unbroken sheet, her pale skin glittering as if lit by starlight from within. Flesh and bone and blood. She looks…

Human.

Except for her eyes… black as ink, her irises bloodred and glowing like smoldering embers of a freshly stoked fire.

She flashes a dazzling smile, revealing sharp canines. “It’s been far too long,” she says, admiring her own curves, her hands, touching her face, running her fingers through her hair. She sighs, stretching, and when she turns to Will, he drops to one knee, the force of his fall shaking the ground beneath my feet.

“Look at me, Azeron,” Morana purrs, her voice like darkness incarnate.

His head remains bowed, as if he couldn’t bring himself to gaze upon her.

“I said,” she croons, “look at me.”

As if compelled, Will’s gaze trails from her feet, up the bands of shadows encircling her form to create the illusion of a gown, until he finally meets her eyes, his entire body trembling.

She crouches, clutching Will’s face in her hand. “You were away for quite some time.” Her sharp black nails dig into his skin, drawing blood. “You cannot fool me, Azeron. I can see it in your eyes. You’ve grown to care for them. You’ve grown to care for her.”

Will glares at Morana, his teeth gritted. “I would have slaughtered the lot of them had I thought it would benefit you, my queen. And if it is what you desire, I will gladly drive a blade through the Oberon girl’s heart.”

It feels as if I were listening to his voice from somewhere far away, even as the grip of his magic holds me still—steady, though I feel anything but.

Morana’s cackle sends a shiver down my spine. “I might have believed you,” she says, dragging a nail across Will’s cheek, a trail of blood dribbling down her finger, “had you not asked that I free the child.”

Will meets her stare once more, a wicked smirk curling his lips. “Call it a show of good faith.”

Morana cocks her head, eyes narrowing. “For whom?”

“Show Aster that you mean what you say—about a better world,” he says smoothly, “and perhaps she’ll be more willing to guide your search for the Relics.”

Relics? Morana wants my power—she wants the power of the Lightbringer. All this time, I’ve thought that’s all she was after, and once she had it, there would be nothing stopping her from taking control of the Known World. Does the Order—do Mother and Father—know about these relics?

Morana’s lip curls, but she shrugs, as if indifferent. “Once I’ve taken back the power of the Lightbringer—once she’s turned into a Shifter—she won’t be able to fight me. I can impose my will.”

“I disagree,” Will says, his smile biting. “I’ve spent months attempting to control her. Her spirit is strong. If she believes her family is in danger, she will continue to fight you—even after she’s turned. But if you show her you’re willing to be merciful”—he flicks a glance at her nails, still piercing his skin—“that you’re willing to spare the people she cares for—then you’ll have another loyal servant.”

Morana’s grip tightens as she turns his face from side to side, her gaze inspecting him with cruel curiosity. “I still remember the day I rescued you from your previous master,” she says, her lips pursed in a mocking pout. “You were willing to do anything to be free of his control, even if it meant pledging your allegiance to me. Then, you didn’t care about mercy. What makes you think this will be enough to sway her heart?”

Will’s eyes darken, but I think I imagine the hesitancy in his voice when he says, “She’ll do anything to save the people she loves.”

Morana grins, releasing Will to stand once more. She brings her finger to her lips, her tongue swiping out to collect Will’s blood from her nail. “I’ve missed you, Azeron,” she says, the bloodred of her irises flaring. “But if you fail me again, it will be the last time. Don’t forget; I saved you from your previous master, and I can always send you back.”

Will bows his head, his fists clenched. “The True King will fall. I will not rest until it is so.”

She reaches down to stroke his cheek, smearing it with his own blood. “Good boy,” she croons. “Now,” she says with a dreamy sigh, picking up the dagger once more, “where was I?”

She stalks toward me, moving with feline grace. As she approaches, I feel Will’s magic forcing me to stand. Even on my feet, Morana looms over me, and Will’s magic coaxes me to look up into her eyes, which appear to flicker like the infernos that consume the lands above. I wonder if that’s what the Known World will soon look like—a charred wasteland consumed by fire and shadows.

She points the dagger at my forehead. “I believe I’ll start here,” she says. “I’ve spent centuries contemplating the ways I’d drain you of your blood. I’d like to try them all.”

I refuse to scream. I refuse to look away, even as I feel the dagger slice my skin when she makes the first cut. As my blood pools onto the dagger and she brings it to her mouth, her tongue darting out to collect it, her eyes burn brighter than before, infused with golden light. Behind her, Will takes a step forward, as if mesmerized by the sight. I remember what Titus said about Will having had a taste of my blood, and I can’t help but wonder if he’s about to interfere, unable to control his own twisted bloodlust, when Morana coughs.

Blood spatters my face, the metallic taste coating my lips. It happens so fast, my mind can’t comprehend what I’m seeing. Owen, holding Annie over his shoulder, standing beside me, where only a second ago he’d been behind Will, near the base of the dais. The second dagger clenched in his fist, the blade piercing Morana’s stomach.

The blood splattered Owen’s face, too. He licks his lips, his eyes lit with a subtle honey glow, and grabs my arm. There’s a loud pop, followed by the whoosh of wind, and we’re plunged into total darkness. A force compresses me flat, crushing me beneath an invisible weight. Time slips past me, stinging my face like shards of icy rain. Just when the pressure becomes unbearable, as if it will rip me to shreds and I will cease to exist, there’s another pop, and the world tilts as I fall forward, my legs turning to water.

Owen’s grip on my arm is the only thing that keeps me upright. For a moment, I’m completely blind. The light is too bright, the sun too warm. I dry heave, my temples throbbing. Just as I begin to recognize my surroundings—the desert, the train tracks—Owen shakes me, his urgent voice muffled beneath the ringing in my ears.

“…together. Right?”

He doesn’t wait for me to answer.

Pop. We disappear.
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The second, third, and fourth times are even worse than the first; the terrible sensation of falling grows more intense, each leap compounding on the one before. Landscapes whir past, never fully forming. Train tracks. A town square. The abandoned manor near the coast of Hellion. When we finally reach the Starchaser, not even Owen’s grip on my arm is enough to keep me on my feet.

I plummet toward the deck, gasping for air, feeling as if every bone in my body had been rearranged. I brace my hands on the wood, the feel of the weathered boards beneath my palms the only thing that can convince me this is real—that minutes ago, I was standing in Morana’s throne room, and now I’m here. Birds chirping. Sun shining. The song of the sea like a lullaby as it rocks the ship ever so gently.

Henry helps me to my feet, his face blurry around the edges, and when he says something to me, it sounds like he’s speaking from deep underwater. Still, there’s no mistaking the concern in his eyes as he examines the cut above my brows.

I know the moment he spots Annie—note the confusion at war with the relief in his expression at seeing her in Owen’s arms, but realizing that Will is not with our party—because something shifts, and suddenly I’m the one holding him up. He moves past me, taking Annie from Owen, who looks two seconds away from collapse. The moment Henry has Annie in his arms, sobbing and clutching her to his chest, Owen staggers a few steps to the left, his eyes rolling to the back of his head.

Charlie and Lewis grab either arm, and though I hear only bits and pieces of chatter over the ringing in my ears, I see Margaret and Jack appear, my sister barking orders at my brothers as she checks Owen’s face. Owen laughs, throwing his arms around Margaret, and if this were any normal day aboard the Lightbringer, I would have thought he had too much to drink. He stumbles like he’s intoxicated, but his grip on the bloody dagger never falters.

The dagger. The blood.

I can still taste Morana’s blood—blood that cures the Shifter’s curse. Blood that frees Owen from Morana’s service, that enables him to live among his family again, no longer compelled to drink human blood to survive. Blood that severs the connection between me and the Shifter whose venom had pumped through my veins just minutes ago.

Will’s venom.

Will was the Shifter who bit me as a child. The Changeling who attacked me at the train station. The exiled general. All this time, he was using me, just not for the reasons I previously thought. Everything—even his proposal, I realize—was to persuade me to go willingly to the Burning Lands with him. Freeing Annie. Curing his curse. All of it a lie. A means to win favor with Morana by bringing me to her.

She took a portion of the Lightbringer power. I felt it leave me.

He did this. Will did this.

I stagger back a step, bumping into someone’s chest. Large hands grip my arms, steadying me enough that I’m able to turn and see Gabriel towering over me. He frowns—there’s a flicker of disappointment in his gaze as he searches my face—but then he pulls me into a hug I didn’t realize I needed until his arms are around me and I’m sobbing in earnest. I hear it then—my own cries, Gabriel’s gentle, comforting murmurs that ensure I am safe, and alive, and that all this is real.

Real. Real. Real.

“Aster?” comes Owen’s broken voice. “Aster!”

I turn, starting toward him. Charlie and Lewis hold him upright, and Margaret turns her attention to me then, fussing over the cut in my forehead, but I understand, instantly, why Owen has called for me. Before I’ve even reached him, he extends the dagger, still wet with blood. I take it, turning swiftly on my heels and before I know it, I’m racing down the companionway, deep into the belly of the ship. I don’t stop until I’m standing in front of Titus’s cell, the dagger dripping blood onto the wooden planks.

One drop. All he needs is one drop, and he’ll be free of Morana’s compulsion.

He sits propped against a barrel at the back of his cell, but when he sees me, he’s on his feet in seconds, his face pressed against the iron bars as if he could somehow fit through them and reach me.

But not for the reasons I would hope. No, it seems his compelled hatred for me has festered in my absence, and when he snaps his teeth, I realize how sick he looks—starved, as if he hadn’t had a bite of food to eat in days, his lips chapped despite the sheen of sweat on his forehead. I recognize the wild look in his eyes—the hunger.

Bloodlust.

“Here,” I say softly, extending the bloody end of the blade in his direction. “If you drink this—”

He shrinks away from the bars, glaring at the dagger. His lip curls in disgust, and he chuckles darkly. “Did you think it would be that easy?”

I had hoped so, yes.

“Please,” I urge, taking a step closer to the cell. I’m within arm’s reach if he wanted to grab hold of my wrist, but he won’t come anywhere near me. Not with the dagger in my hand.

“I can’t,” he grits out, and I catch a glimpse of Titus—my Titus—before the wicked glint returns to his eyes, and he smirks. “Those who have been compelled cannot drink Morana’s blood directly. However”—he prowls toward me, grabbing my arm before I can pull away—“if I were to drink from someone who had Morana’s blood in their veins…”

“Do it,” I say.

My lack of hesitation appears to shock him, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. His fingers grip my arm, painfully tight. “You’re sure about that, love?” he whispers, his lips brushing my skin as he lifts my wrist to his mouth. His eyes glow golden, his voice deeper than it was a moment ago, rich and thick, like honey. “I won’t be able to stop, Aster. Would you really risk your life to save mine?”

I clench my jaw, my pulse pounding in my throat, but I know my answer. “I’m sure,” I say, stepping closer, until our faces are separated only by the iron bars between us. I search his eyes, his face. The moment I was free of Will’s compulsion, I knew one thing for certain.

“I trust you,” I say, holding his gaze.

He blinks as if stunned. Glances at my wrist. Inhales sharply through his nose.

The pain is swift. He sinks his teeth into my wrist, and the dagger clatters to the floor of his cell. At first, he appears to be fighting the impulse to rip into my veins and feed, his gaze locked onto mine, as if attempting to gauge my reaction. But I feel the moment his control slips. My blood gushes past his lips, dripping from his chin, and he closes his eyes. He grunts, pulling on my arm so fiercely I fear he’ll tear it from my body.

“Titus!”

He doesn’t hear me. Or doesn’t care.

My head feels light, my vision tilting. He’ll stop, I think. He has to stop.

Footsteps pound somewhere far away. Gabriel appears, shouting at me, but I can’t understand him. My eyelids flutter. I’m so tired, I think I might fall asleep. Yes—that sounds nice. Titus is here. He’s safe. I’ve freed him of his compulsion. He’s free. I can rest now.

I think I might say something. Three words, spoken softly, felt deeply.

And then the world goes dark.







PART TWO
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FEARED
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I dream of rose gardens and stolen kisses and bloody teeth. I dream of falling and of fire. I dream of red eyes and cursed blades and shadows that wrap themselves around my throat, squeezing tighter and tighter and—

I wake, gasping for air.

“Shh.” Margaret sits on the edge of my bed in the captain’s quarters, dabbing my face with a cool, damp cloth. Gauzy light filters in from the open windows, glittering on the surface of the sapphire-blue waters of the Western Sea.

“Careful,” Margaret murmurs, swiping the cloth over my forehead. Her soft smile doesn’t reach her swollen, bloodshot eyes.

My head pounds, my mouth painfully dry. “Marge—” I start, but emotion clogs my throat, and the word ends on a whimper.

A tear falls from Margaret’s jaw as she sets the cloth aside and retrieves a glass of water from my bedside. She brings it to my lips, gently propping my head with her other hand.

I gulp down water, but it feels as if I’m swallowing glass.

“Where—” I cough, my voice raw. “Where’s Owen?”

Margaret sniffs, nodding slowly as she lifts the glass again, urging me to take another drink. “He’s unconscious. Eliza thinks the toll of what he did to get the three of you back here overwhelmed him, but…” She half-laughs, half-cries. “She says he’s going to be all right. Charlie and Lewis have been taking turns keeping an eye on him in the bunkhouse.”

“Annie?”

Margaret frowns, lowering the glass. “She hasn’t spoken a word. Eliza’s with her now.”

My heart aches. “Where are we?”

“South, near Tyton,” she says, reaching for the cloth once more, but before she grabs hold of it, her sleeve bunches, revealing a blistering wound on her forearm.

I sit up, nearly knocking the glass out of her hands, and she quickly pulls her sleeve down, her expression pinched, eyes glassy with something akin to shame as she cradles her arm close to her chest.

“What happened?” I ask as she gets to her feet, turning her back to me to face the open window. “How did you make it back to the Starchaser?”

Margaret bows her head, shakes it. “When Gabriel woke up, bound by those chains… Henry stood over him, flames kindling in his palms. He looked as if he were about to—to light Gabriel on fire. I screamed at Henry to stop, and when he turned to look at me, his eyes were… glazed.” She glances at me over her shoulder, her gaze suddenly hard. “He was on top of me so fast, I didn’t have time to reach for my sword. He was compelled, I know, but I knew it was either him or me, so I… I hit him over the head with a rock. I thought he was dead, at first.” Another tear slips onto her cheek. “Gabriel healed his wounds, but he couldn’t heal me. He doesn’t know why, he just… couldn’t. We waited, to see if you would come back. But after a day—”

“A day?” My stomach turns to water. “How long was I gone?”

Margaret’s frown deepens. “Gabriel says he might have manipulated your sense of time.” I don’t miss the way she doesn’t say his name, the quiver of her chin, or the way she clenches her fists. She moves toward me again, perching near the foot of my bed. Hesitates. “You were gone for three days.”

I reach for the pot beside my bed, feeling like I’m going to be sick, but Margaret is already there, holding it close to my face. My heaves turn to sobs, and then Margaret’s arms are around me, clutching me tight.

After a little while, Margaret pulls back, searching my gaze. “He’s really gone, then?” she asks, her voice quiet, reluctant.

It’s as if I’d been spinning and spinning and I can’t seem to stop. “It was him all along. It was Will,” I tell her. “It was always Will.”

She brushes a tear from my face, tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “When I saw what he’d done to Gabriel—when I saw that you were gone…” Her face crumples, and she casts her eyes skyward, blinking away tears. “Henry was in and out of consciousness on the train back to the Starchaser, but he kept saying things like… like ‘Please, don’t make me.’” Her throat bobs with a swallow, and she looks away, her mouth pressed in a tight line. “He finally woke a few hours after we reached the Starchaser, with no memory of what had happened, only that Will had compelled him to burn us all. That Will had revealed to him who he was—what he planned to do with you. We didn’t want to listen at first, but when you appeared and Will wasn’t with you… I just can’t believe it. No one can.”

I don’t know what to say. “Is Henry…”

“Gabriel gave him a drop of Morana’s blood,” she says, “just to be sure he was free of any compulsion. He’s in the galley now, if you want to see him. I think… I think it might be good for him if the two of you talked.”

I nod, forcing a small, pitiful smile. “You’re probably right,” I say. I know everyone will want to hear my side of the story. I know I should talk to Henry about what happened with Will. But… I can barely wrap my own head around his betrayal. I don’t know if I’m ready to talk to anyone.

I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready.

“Knock knock,” comes Jack’s whisper from the doorway as it creaks open, a sliver of light widening over the weathered floorboards. “Is she decent?”

“Depends on who you ask,” I say, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. Margaret must have washed the blood and soot from my body, changing my clothes from the torn, charred ensemble in which I returned to a pair of loose, flowing trousers and a linen shirt. Before I can get to my feet, she kneels, helping me into a pair of sturdy boots.

“Wait,” she says, lacing them up. “Wait…”

The moment the second loop is secured, Jack lifts me into the air, squeezing me tight.

“I’m sorry,” he says, his voice breaking. “All this time, I never—”

“I know,” I say, hugging him close. “I know.”

He draws back, gripping my shoulders. “You did it, Aster.” A slight grin tugs at his lips, his eyes lit with awe. “You’re the first person in six hundred years to draw blood from Morana—well, Owen was, but… don’t let Will take that from you. We should be… we should be celebrating.”

I did it. I found the cure.

But I lost Will.

And I’m not the only one.

“How is Titus?” I ask carefully, bracing myself for whatever causes Jack’s expression to turn fearful.

“It worked,” he says, wincing. “He’s no longer compelled. But he doesn’t want to be let out of his cell. Diana, Rook, and Gabriel are with him. They’re trying to persuade him to rejoin the rest of the crew, but—” Jack cringes. “It might be best, for now, if he stays where he is.”

Numbness spreads across my chest. “Why? Did he hurt someone?”

Margaret snorts.

Jack’s brows pinch. “Other than you?”

I look between the two of them, my pulse hammering. “That wasn’t—he didn’t—” I shrug out of Jack’s hold, clear my throat. “I need to talk to him.”

“Az,” Margaret says, her tone softening. “Maybe you should give it a few days.”

I start for the door, my head light. “I need to talk to him,” I repeat.

Jack seizes my wrist, his grip gentle. “Titus—” He sighs, refusing to look me in the eye as he lets go, rubs his palms over his face.

Margaret takes my hand in both of hers, her expression pitying in a way that makes me feel as if the floor had given way beneath me. “He asked that you not be allowed in the brig. He said he doesn’t want to see you.”
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“Are we really going to do this again?” I rest my hands on the hilts of my daggers, squaring my shoulders at Gabriel, who stands blocking the entrance to the brig.

Voices carry from below.

Gabriel grinds his jaw. “Now’s not a good time,” he says gently.

I don’t budge, holding his stare. It’s not long before he sighs, stepping aside, and I descend into the brig.

Rook leans against the bars of the cell opposite Titus’s, his arms crossed over his chest, and Diana sits atop a barrel, sharpening a blade. When I enter the brig, followed by Gabriel, Diana’s back straightens, her eyes widening, and Rook takes a hesitant step toward me, his expression solemn.

Titus’s feet are all I see, sticking out from where he sits, slumped against a barrel in his cell.

Diana frowns as she follows my gaze to Titus, and the irritation that pinches Rook’s mouth slackens, giving way to a look of… pity?

My skin itches, my cheeks warm.

“I thought I said I didn’t want her here,” Titus says flatly.

I laugh in disbelief, my resolve sharpening. “I’m the captain of this voyage,” I snap. “You don’t tell me where I can and can’t go on my ship.”

“Your ship?” he scoffs. “The Starchaser is my ship.”

Rook clears his throat. “What do you say we give these two a minute to talk?” he asks with a panicked look at Gabriel and Diana. “Before they start comparing the lengths of their swords.”

“I prefer a dagger,” I say at the very moment Titus says, “She prefers a dagger.”

Rook lets out a low whistle, and Diana and Gabriel exchange an exasperated glance before ascending the stairs with Rook close at their heels.

Titus doesn’t move. Doesn’t speak.

Until I jingle the keys I stole from Gabriel’s belt, and his shoulders tense. Before I can wedge the key into the lock, Titus moves at a speed my eyes can’t detect, reaching through the bars to knock the keys out of my hands.

I stare at him in open-mouthed shock. “Really?”

He grips the bars, his knuckles white. “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

“I think the words you’re looking for are Thank you.”

A muscle in his jaw feathers as he flashes a biting smile. “Thank you.” His expression darkens, his eyes narrowing. “Now leave me alone.”

I bend, retrieving the keys from the pile of straw where they fell.

“Don’t,” he begs as I rise, starting for the lock once more.

The desperation in his voice—the fear in his eyes—stops me cold.

“Why?” I ask. “And why won’t you talk to anyone? No one is making you stay here. You could just—”

“Just what?” He barks a laugh as he pushes off from the bars of his cage, running his hands over his buzzed hair. “I’ve tasted your blood, Aster.” His voice cracks as he presses his fists to his eyes, shaking his head. “And I… I don’t know if I can stay away,” he adds, sounding small, broken. “I don’t want to hurt you or anyone else.”

My anger fades with every tear that streaks his face.

“You were compelled. You won’t hurt me,” I say quietly, steadily, taking a step closer to his cell. “I trust you.”

“And look where that’s gotten us!” He half-snorts, half-sobs, refusing to meet my gaze. “You’re clearly a poor judge of character.”

His words are like a knife to the gut. Regret flickers in his eyes as he turns to me, his hand flexing at his side, but I speak before he can.

“Like you’re any better!” I say, hoping he thinks rage is what causes my voice to tremble. “This is what he wants, you know. He wants us to blame each other—blame ourselves. I’m not going to give him the satisfaction.”

“You don’t understand. I can’t trust myself.”

“I don’t understand?” I tighten my grip on the keys to keep my hand from shaking. “Will took my choices away—he compelled me so that I couldn’t think clearly. So that I would want to be with him.”

His gaze snaps to mine like a whip. A dark, murderous mask settles over his features. I note the familiar, lethal calm he’s mastered, but because I’ve heard it before, it’s easy to detect the tremor in his voice when he asks, “He what?”

I swallow the lump in my throat. “From the moment Will took my family and me captive, he’s influenced my thoughts, my feelings. I—” My voice turns squeaky, raw. Tears burn my cheeks. I squeeze my eyes shut. Everything is spinning again. Spinning and spinning and—

“Love.” Titus’s voice is soft, tender. Closer than before.

I take a step back, and when I open my eyes, I look down at the keys in my hands—at the indention they leave in my palm.

I can’t believe I ever thought that what he’d said in the dungeons could be true. After everything that’s happened, he didn’t even want to see me. He used me to find the cure for Will—to discover if his fiancée was possessed by Morana. Now he’s lost both Will and Leo—the two people he truly cared about. Not me.

Never me.

I wipe the tears from my face. Take a shaky breath.

I’m finally free of Will’s influence—finally free to think for myself. To feel the things he tried to suppress. Feelings that had taken root in my chest from a time before I can even remember. Feelings that have wrapped themselves so tightly around my heart I feel like I can’t breathe.

By coming here, I’ve humiliated myself. Because clearly, Titus doesn’t feel the same way.

“I almost died for the cure,” I say, praying there’s an edge to my voice that’s sharper than I feel. “If you want to stay here and wallow in self-pity, that’s your choice. But I’m free of my curse, and I intend to live like it.”

He doesn’t say anything as I shove the key into the lock.

“Remember, you have to live,” I murmur, meeting his gaze to find he’s already staring at me, his expression taciturn. “Isn’t that what you told me?”

He flinches, his jaw tight.

“You’ve got your life back,” I say. “Now you get to choose what you’re going to do with it. If it’s sitting in this cell, feeling sorry for yourself, fine. But if you want to do something about all this—if you want to get back at the people who stole our choices from us, then you know where to find me.”

I turn the key. The lock clicks, loud and solid and final.

The cell door creaks open as I turn on my heel and march up the companionway. I bite the insides of my cheeks, fighting back tears, as I burst onto the deck and collide with something that sends me reeling backward.

My foot slips on the top tread, my stomach lurching, but someone grabs my wrists as I fall, pulling me forward.

I squint against the glare of the sun to make out his dirty-blond hair, shining like liquid gold.

“I see stairs are still your greatest foe,” he says, steadying me.

Kind eyes. Carefree grin.

Owen.
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Laughter dances on his face, shimmering and alive and as bright as the sun.

My breath hitches. “Owen?”

I launch myself at him, my arms wrapped around his neck.

His body goes rigid. Over his shoulder, Charlie, Margaret, and Lewis stand side by side, their expressions a mixture of skepticism and relief. Lewis takes a tentative step forward, but Margaret catches his wrist. Charlie covers his face with his hands, sobbing quietly.

I squeeze Owen tighter.

Something wet splatters the top of my head, like a single drop of rain. Then another.

Owen returns my embrace.

“I’m sorry,” he says, his voice rough. “I’m sorry for everything.”

I draw back, my hands on his shoulders. “Father’s alive!” I tell him, tears streaming down my cheeks. “He’s alive and—”

“I know,” Owen chokes out, rubbing the nape of his neck, a sheepish grin tugging at his lips. “I’ve seen him.”

My stomach drops. “You what?”

He cuts a glance at the sky, eyes glittering with mischief as he wipes his face with the hem of his sleeve. “I’ve been keeping an eye on things.”

Of course—the raven.

I smack his arm, and even though he laughs, the sound is tinged with sadness, and a dozen emotions—shame, guilt, regret, fear—flash in his eyes. Unguarded. Human.

“But…” I shake my head. “You were working for Morana. You were a Shifter—”

“I still am.” He adds quickly, “A Shifter, I mean. But I no longer serve Morana.” Something dark passes over his expression. “I never wanted to.”

“But how?” I ask, watching over his shoulder as our siblings approach, brows furrowed, eyes narrowed, listening.

Owen’s throat bobs. “Morana uses fear to control her soldiers,” he says. “Fear and lies. But on Reckoning Day, after everything I’d done, you told me you loved me.” He smiles, but his face crumples with a sob, and he shakes his head. “You broke the spell. And I… I’ve been trying to break free ever since. It wasn’t easy—Morana had to believe I was on her side. That I was a loyal servant. But I tried to help you whenever I could. I tried to warn you.”

William Castor is lying to you. “It was your card on the train,” I say. “The message.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be more direct,” he says, scratching his jaw. “If he had known I was working against Morana—”

“Don’t be sorry,” I say, drawing him into another hug. “You saved me.”

“I didn’t—”

“I wouldn’t be here without you.” I hold him at arm’s length. “You freed us both.”

His chin quivers. “This is all my fault.”

“No,” I say. “None of this is your fault. And besides,” I add, grinning, “you were right. The Red Island is real.”

He smiles even as more tears fall from his eyes. “Do you think—” His voice catches. “Do you think I can ever come home?”

My stomach twists, my chest tight. “You are home,” I tell him. I peer around him, at our siblings, and wave them toward us. “It’s all right,” I say. “He’s back.”

Lewis slips out of Margaret’s hold, nearly tackling Owen.

“You look awful,” Lewis tells him, mussing his hair.

“Oh, really?” Owen laughs, pivoting to put Lewis in a headlock. “I can still kick your ass, though.”

The two of them jab at each other, giggling and shoving like children, until Owen catches sight of Charlie, his face still buried in his hands.

Lewis hangs back as Owen approaches Charlie, slowly, gently, reaching out to place a hand on his shoulder.

“I thought—” Charlie hiccups. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

“I’m here, brother,” Owen says as Charlie throws his arms around him. “I’m right here.”

After a minute, Owen draws back, only slightly, his head tilted at Margaret.

“Come on, Marge,” he says, a teasing grin tugging at his lips. “I know you missed me.”

A sob wrenches free from Margaret’s chest, and she piles into their hug, followed by Lewis. Owen sticks out a hand, beckoning me, and I half-laugh, half-sob as I join their embrace.

A fifth pair of arms wraps around us.

“I think we really needed this,” Rook says with a sigh.

Charlie and Lewis seem to smother their grins, and Margaret rolls her eyes as we break apart.

But Owen claps Rook on the shoulder. “Ah, the musician,” he says. “Are you still taking requests?”

Rook bows slightly at the waist. “Finally, someone who appreciates my talents.”

Owen smiles as Rook jogs across the deck to fetch his violin, but the instant he’s gone, Owen turns to me, his expression grim, and my heart sinks.

“Who can we trust?” he asks, his voice laced with urgency.

I watch as Rook descends the companionway. Titus trusts him. He trusts Diana, too. And I trust the others—Gabriel, Henry, Jack, and Eliza. They’re my crew. My friends.

“There isn’t a soul aboard this ship whom I don’t trust,” I tell him as Margaret, Charlie, and Lewis all exchange solemn glances, their spines straightening, rolling their shoulders back. Preparing for a fight.

Trust. It means more to my siblings and me than any other word. It’s the difference between life and death. It’s an anchor. A vow.

“Good,” Owen says, nodding slowly. “Because I know what Morana’s planning, and we’re going to need all the help we can get.”
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A gentle breeze billows the sails of the Starchaser as the sky turns a soft, dusky shade of lavender, and the quiet melody of Rook’s fiddle paints the coming night with anticipation.

Owen stands near the bow of the ship, quietly chanting, his hands raised. He spent the day putting wards around the Starchaser—magic that Diana tells me hasn’t been practiced since before the Fall. Magic she’s never encountered.

I sit between Gabriel and Eliza as Henry emerges from the galley for the first time all day, carrying a pot of stew. Annie trails along behind him, holding a towering, lopsided stack of wooden bowls, her gaze fixed on the deck.

I get to my feet as Henry approaches Margaret. He doesn’t look up, his dull gaze fixed on the weathered boards underfoot, as Annie offers Margaret a bowl. My sister smiles warmly, taking the bowl from Annie with a soft, “Thank you.”

Henry dishes out the stew with surprising care, but I don’t miss the way Margaret flinches as he reaches out, spoon in hand, to ladle it into her bowl.

Henry’s brows pinch, his mouth twisted in a frown, and he takes a deliberate step back. He serves Jack, then Lewis and Charlie, and finally—

Gabriel refuses a bowl from Annie with a quiet and polite, “No, thank you.”

Margaret scoffs. “What?” She points her spoon accusingly at Gabriel. “Are you just going to starve?”

Henry’s shoulders tense, his eyes flashing, his back still turned to Margaret.

Gabriel scowls, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “I’m not hungry.”

Margaret’s lips pinch. “Eat,” she says slowly, “the damn”—she doesn’t break his stare—“stew.”

Gabriel’s jaw clenches. Reluctantly, he holds out his hand, taking a bowl from Annie, and Henry quickly dishes out the stew.

Henry serves Eliza before briefly meeting my gaze.

“Henry,” I say quietly, but he shakes his head, his chin quivering. He moves on to Diana, leaving Rook’s bowl in her care—she winks at me as she spoons half of Rook’s portion into her own bowl—until there’s only two bowls left.

Owen has just stepped down onto the main deck when Annie throws her arms around him, weeping.

Owen goes rigid. Henry nearly drops the pot of stew.

“Annie—” Henry starts, but Owen holds up his hand.

“It’s quite all right,” he says, patting Annie on the head. He kneels then, and Annie clings to his neck. If it weren’t for Annie’s dark curls, I would think he were embracing Elsie.

I look skyward, blinking tears from my eyes.

“Thank you,” Henry says, his voice rough. “For bringing her home.”

Owen inclines his head slightly in acknowledgment before drawing back, his hands on Annie’s shoulders.

“We’re never going back there,” he says, holding her gaze. Calm. Steady. “We’re safe now, all right?”

Annie’s chin wobbles. She nods.

Owen smiles as he accepts a bowl from her. “Have you been helping your brother in the galley?”

Annie sniffs. She nods again.

“You know,” he says, cutting a glance at me, “my little sister used to help me in the galley, too.”

The ghost of a grin touches Annie’s lips. “Really?”

Owen’s smile broadens. “Really.”

He stands, and as Henry dishes out the stew, Owen implores him to meet his soft, sincere gaze. I don’t hear what Owen says, but I read his lips.

“She can’t lose you both.”

Henry slumps, but he nods, wiping tears with the dishcloth draped over his shoulders. Owen claps him on the arm.

“I appreciate your patience,” Owen says as he approaches our small group. “You have no reason to trust me, and frankly, I don’t have much cause to trust some of you, either.”

I don’t touch my spoon, my stomach twisting into knots. The music from Rook’s violin dies with a whine.

“But Aster trusts you.” He surveys the deck, meeting each member of the Starchaser’s crew with a measured look. “And I trust my sister.”

A silent, steely determination sweeps through the crew. I can feel their eyes on me, but I don’t break Owen’s stare.

“If you have any questions,” Owen says, addressing the group, even as he holds my gaze, “now’s the time to ask.”

Rook clears his throat, raising his hand, and Owen turns to face him.

“What kind of magic did you use to escape the Burning Lands?” he asks, eyes narrowing. “I’ve known plenty of windwalkers. None are capable of leaping across great distances in the blink of an eye.”

A grin tugs at Owen’s lips. “I don’t leap. I manipulate the wind to propel me forward. It’s not instantaneous, and the distances I’m able to travel are limited by the Manan I’m able to expend. When I do it, it’s almost like time slows, and I’m flying very, very fast, but I need to be able to see where I’m going or else…” He draws his bottom lip between his teeth, shrugs. “Splat.” He hesitates, his eyes suddenly hard. Haunted. “My people once called it a vortex.”

Diana tenses, her eyes wide. “You’ve mastered a vortex?”

Owen dips his head, his mouth pulled tight in a frown. “Morana has attempted to teach the skill to the windwalkers in her regime for centuries, rather unsuccessfully,” he says, hugging the bowl of stew to his chest. “Until me. The others—the Manan it requires…” He sucks his teeth. “They don’t survive.”

Eliza’s knuckles turn white as she grips her spoon, her face screwed up. I wonder if she’s thinking about Will when a tear drips into her stew, and she quickly wipes her face before she thinks anyone can see. “Lewis says you know what Morana’s planning,” she says, lifting her gaze to meet Owen’s, her brows drawn. “Tell us what we can do to help.”

Owen’s expression is grim, but his eyes soften. “Long ago, Morana sent General Azeron out in search of a treasure,” he starts, cutting a hesitant glance in my direction.

“The Lightbringer,” I say, my throat tight. “He was looking for me.”

Owen winces. “She wanted the power of the Lightbringer, yes, but,” he says carefully, hesitantly, “that power is useless to her without the Relics of Night.”

My heart skips a beat. The Relics of Night. Will had mentioned them once, when he was still aboard the Starchaser—when I still thought he was cursed. And again, in Morana’s throne room. He said I could help to guide their search.

The sun dips below the horizon, washing the Starchaser in burnt-tangerine light. Our party casts harsh shadows on the deck.

Boots thud, and a new, looming silhouette emerges from the companionway.

“The Relics are a myth,” Titus says, sauntering toward us. He leans against the mainmast, his arms folded, examining the dirt under his nails with what appears to be rapt interest. “Even if they are real, no one’s ever come close to finding one.”

I glance at Diana, Rook, and Gabriel in turn, all looking at Titus as if he were more myth than man himself. And with his cold, haunted eyes, sharp jaw, and lithe, muscular frame… he looks like a statue carved from the moon. A Star given flesh.

A Star covered in dirt and dried blood, reeking like sweat.

There’s a tense moment in which Owen and Titus seem to be appraising each other, until finally, both extend their hands at the same time.

“I never got a chance to thank you,” Owen says, “for saving Aster.”

From the Deathwail, I realize.

It almost looks as if Titus’s cheeks flush pink. “I think we can call it even.”

The two of them shake hands.

Owen clears his throat, shoving his hands back into his pockets. “I can assure you,” Owen says, and it sounds almost like an apology, “the Relics are very real.”

“Relics?” Charlie asks, a crease forming between his brows.

Owen heaves a sigh. “The power of the Lightbringer was not the only gift the True King bestowed upon Hildegarde. Six hundred years ago, humankind was cursed for their greed because they sought the means to enter Elysia—to go beyond this realm and obtain power that was never meant for them, magic that was never ours to wield. A Sorcerer fashioned the Relics—imbued with Manan he obtained through… questionable rituals. First, the Helm to see the gates of Elysia, the Key to unlock the gates, and the Sword to vanquish the being that guards the passage between realms.

“He triumphed, and when he entered Elysia, he was granted one wish by the True King—his prize for being clever enough to succeed. But where he could have wished for peace—for goodness—he wished for power and control. He wanted to rule over the beasts of the night—the Underlings that had been locked away at the dawn of our world.”

Owen’s eyes darken. “Bound by his promise, the True King granted his wish, setting the Underlings free. In his wrath, the True King planned to destroy the Relics so that no one could ever enter his realm again. But Hildegarde petitioned the True King to let her hide the Relics, and because he looked favorably on the human queen, he agreed. Hildegarde enchanted two means of finding the Relics, passed down through generations—ordinary objects of unspeakable power known, collectively, as the Elysian Navigator. A map and an instrument used to interpret it. Useless alone, but together… one could find the Relics of Night, enter Elysia, and demand their own wish from the True King.”

“A wish?” Charlie asks, his brows knit. “What kind of wish?”

“The kind of wish that could help us defeat Morana,” I say quietly. “If we had the Navigator—if we could find all three Relics—we could turn the tides of the war.”

Lewis nods slowly. “We could win the war.”

Titus cocks his head, fixing Owen with an appraising stare. “How do you know the Navigator exists?”

Owen frowns. “Because Aster had one piece of the puzzle.”

Titus’s jaw goes slack. My stomach dips.

“Will took it from you while you slept.” Owen turns to me, his expression sympathetic. “Father’s compass is the Elysian Instrument.”
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The sun doesn’t sink below the horizon. It falls, tumbling out of the sky, plunging us into the dark. And in the darkness, it’s as if I see Will’s red eyes staring at me from every shadowy corner of the Starchaser, from the starless sky, from the depths of the ocean itself.

Panic blurs my vision, my heart hammering in my chest.

The warbled voices of my friends and family reach me as if I were somewhere beneath the waves that toss the Starchaser to and fro. I kick and kick, trying to break the surface, but fear grabs hold of me, stealing my control. My choice.

I can’t breathe.

Think, Aster. Say something.

Help.

Ask for help.

“Az?” My ears pop at the sound of my brother’s voice. Owen touches my arm, his brows drawn with concern. “Do you need a minute?”

I take a deep, shuddering breath, my cheeks heating at the realization that everyone is now staring at me. Waiting. Waiting for me to fall apart, I think.

And worse, Titus stands closer to me than he did a moment ago. He seems to notice this at the same moment I do, because he takes a deliberate step away, putting distance between us once more. I’m glad.

I’m breaking.

“I’m fine.” The lie tastes bitter, but I force myself to lift my chin, straighten my shoulders, and ask, even though my voice shakes, “How are we going to get the compass back? And how are we supposed to find the map?”

Owen’s lips curve then. Mischief sparkles in his eyes. “This compass?” He withdraws the small golden disc from his pocket, dangling from the chain wrapped around his fingers. “He stole it from you.…” He lifts his shoulder, flashes his teeth in a roguish smile. “I stole it back.”

Henry chuckles under his breath, shaking his head. “Rotten pirates.”

Owen winks at Henry, passing the compass to me. “Hang on to this, would you?”

The metal seems to heat at my touch, and it could be the warm flicker of the lantern light, but the compass seems to glow as I wrap my hand around it and hold it close to my chest.

Will had stolen so much from me. My time. My feelings. My choices. But this compass—he doesn’t get to take this. And just like Owen recovered the Instrument, I will keep taking back what Will stole from me, until there is nothing left to take. Until he is nothing.

My fist clenches around the compass.

“We have the Instrument,” I say. “But what about the map? You said it was passed down, too. Where is it now?”

Titus jolts, as if he had been struck by lightning, and I can’t help but look to him along with the others. But he’s gazing at the sky, his mouth twitching, the makings of a smirk. “I think I have an idea.” Without another word, he takes off, sprinting toward the captain’s quarters. He throws open the doors and disappears inside.

Owen and I both look at Diana and Rook, who just shrug, appearing as clueless as I feel.

“Here!” Titus pants, bursting through the doors and out onto the deck. He holds up a roll of parchment, his face flushed. “It was—” He pauses, his throat bobbing as he casts a hesitant glance at Margaret. “This belonged to Captain Shade.”

I can see the memory of what Father told us on the Red Island sparking to life in Lewis’s and Charlie’s eyes, but I remember then that Margaret wasn’t present when Father revealed that he’d passed the mantle of Captain Shade on to Titus. And from the confused expression pulling the lines of her mouth taut, it doesn’t seem like anyone ever filled her in—or Jack and Henry, by the looks of it—on that detail. For all she knows, whomever Father had chosen for his successor had truly died the day we faked Shade’s death.

And despite the flair with which he revealed his identity to me, now Titus actually seems… embarrassed. His mouth works, as if he were trying to sort out the proper way to pass the information along, but apparently coming up short. I can’t help but wonder if his sudden reticence has anything to do with his knowledge of Margaret’s beliefs concerning Captain Shade’s fabled appearance.

Owen clears his throat, casting Titus a knowing glance. “Well? Are you going to show us what you’ve found or—”

“Yes,” Titus says quickly, spreading the parchment out on a barrel.

We all gather around as Jack takes a lantern from its hook and holds it over the barrel, illuminating the—

“The Elysian Map,” Owen breathes, his eyes wide, tone reverent. He looks up at Titus, smiling in disbelief. “All this time, it’s been aboard the Starchaser?”

I watch Margaret, follow her suspicious gaze from the map, to Titus, to the doors of the captain’s quarters.

Titus rubs the nape of his neck. “There were lots of maps that came with the… ship,” he says with a nervous glance at Margaret. “Captain Shade told me it was enchanted. I just didn’t know why—or for what purpose.”

I think about the night Titus showed me Hildegarde’s hidden cavern beneath Castle Grim. He told me then not to tell anyone—even Will. I questioned at the time why he would keep secrets from the person he trusted the most, but now I can’t help but wonder if it’s because deep down, Titus knew something was wrong. And I’m grateful he did. Because if Will knew there was an enchanted map on board, he would have stolen it, too.

My stomach twists at the thought of him realizing we have the compass—how Morana warned him not to fail her again. Will he be punished for losing the one piece of the Navigator he managed to steal?

I shouldn’t care. I hate that I do.

It was all real for me, Aster.

I shake my head as if to clear it and take a closer look at the map.

My heart skips a beat.

Inked over the map of the Known World in silver script are the words:

Only blood can heal the land. Only truth can mend the past.

The same words spoken to me by the woman beneath the waves—the woman made of gold dust. I had only ever told Will and Titus what happened that day. Only they know what was said. At the time, Will and Titus clung to every word. Now I know why. Titus already had this map—and Will already planned to betray me.

I fight the urge to look at Titus, to no avail.

He’s already staring, his expression nettled. “Just like the message.”

Owen looks between us, brow furrowed. “What message?”

I expect my siblings to be angry with me for keeping another secret from them, but no one speaks. They’ve gone still, waiting for me to explain. “Before we went to Castle Grim,” I tell them, “I had a… vision of sorts. There was a woman—she gave me a message. ‘The queen of this world has risen. She who lurks in shadows, devouring the light. Only blood can heal the land. Only truth can mend the past.’”

Rook lets out a long, low whistle. “Ominous.”

I turn to Owen, pointing at the map once more. “What does it mean? It looks like every other map.”

Owen nods slowly, considering. His gaze slides to Diana. “You’re a Sorceress, hmm?”

Diana crosses her arms. “Why?”

“Can you sense any enchantments?”

Her eyes narrow. “Can’t you?”

Owen’s lips curve, a rueful smirk. “The magic used to enchant these artifacts would have been blessed. I may be free of Morana’s service, but I am still a Shifter—cursed magic still flows through my veins.”

“This is ancient magic.” Diana takes a step back, shaking her head. “I’m not sure I can—”

Owen places a hand on her arm, quietly commanding. Gently, he says, “Humor me.”

Diana cuts her eyes at his hand as he slowly withdraws it. She inhales. Nods. Cracks her knuckles. “I’ll try.” She approaches the map once more, stretching her hands out over the parchment. She closes her eyes.

Minutes pass. Nothing happens.

“So…?” Rook murmurs.

“Shh!” Diana says sharply, opening her eyes to glare at him.

Her gaze glows with silver light. Blood trickles from her nose in two solid streams, and Gabriel reaches out his hand to steady her. She sways but she gives a furious shake of her head. “No—there’s something here—I can feel it—”

She gasps, as if struck. Her eyes roll to the back of her head.

She stumbles backward—right into Charlie’s arms.

“The enchantment—was sealed by blood,” she says weakly. “That’s all I could sense. The rest was—It’s—”

“You did beautifully,” Owen says, jerking his chin at Charlie as if to signal him to help Diana over to a nearby stool. As Charlie tends to her, Owen scratches his jaw, his lips pursed. It’s strange to see him like this—so much like his old self. Scheming, just like when we lived aboard the Lightbringer. “Sealed by blood.” He looks hard at me, then down at the cracked glass of the compass. Something sparks in his eyes.

“I know that look,” Lewis says, grinning.

Owen pries off bits of the broken glass, carelessly pricking his fingers. He stuffs the bloody shards of glass into his pocket.

“I’m scared,” Rook whispers loudly.

A laugh twists Owen’s mouth as he wipes the blood on his shirt. But his expression turns serious when he removes the needle from the compass and extends his other hand to me, expectant.

Dread pools in my gut. “My blood?”

The laughter is gone from his face, now solemn as he dips his head. “The blood of Hildegarde’s heir.”

Only blood can heal the land.

“Just a drop,” he says. “If I’m wrong—”

I hold out my hand, a sad sort of smile tugging at my lips. “You’re hardly ever wrong.”

A sharp sting as he pricks my finger.

Slowly, carefully, he lowers the needle and presses a single drop of my blood to the page.

The effect is instant. The parchment absorbs the blood, veins of scarlet bursting from the center point, and as they carve pathways through the map, the black ink turns silver, glowing like liquid starlight.

The map comes alive. Lions roar. Sea serpents hiss. Phoenixes spread their wings and fly. And there, in Bale, the capital city of Hellion, the blood congregates, coming together to form a new image.

The Helm.

“Well.” Rook lets out a low whistle. “Looks like we’re going back to Hellion.”

Jack’s lantern is snuffed out, along with every other lantern on the Starchaser, plunging us into sudden darkness. But there’s no breeze. No gust of wind. The air is still, the night eerily quiet.

“Did you do that?” Margaret asks Owen.

As my eyes adjust to the dark, Owen shakes his head, bringing a finger to his lips to silence us all.

At some unspoken command from Owen, Titus rolls up the map and stuffs it inside his leather coat as I take the broken compass, dropping the needle back inside before snapping it shut and slipping the chain over my head.

Titus shifts slightly, angling his body toward mine, when I hear the voice. But this time, I’m not the only one, and this voice—the soft singing, floating over the water, as gentle as a lullaby and as blissful as a lover’s kiss—is a voice I’ve never heard. A voice every pirate fears.

The voice of the siren.
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“Come with us,” the sirens’ song seems to say, loud and soft and hauntingly beautiful. “We know the truth. We can give you the Relics of Night.”

“Cover your ears!” Titus shouts, bracing his head.

It takes every fiber of my being to follow his command. The song sounds so sweet—the voice seems so honest, so pure, I want to do as they say. I want to go with them.

But the instant I cover my ears, breaking free of the lure of the sirens’ song, the hollow ache in my chest is filled with bitter rage. No one is going to bend my will to their own. Not again.

Not ever again.

And the look of understanding that passes between Titus and me… I know he’s thinking the same thing.

The crew follows suit, covering their ears, their teeth gritted, jaws set, eyes shut tight against the pain and effort it must have taken them all to fight the pull of the song. All but two of us resist.

Charlie stumbles a step toward the starboard side, his eyes glazed, and Henry, who had lifted Annie’s hands to cover her ears first, rises slowly, his head tilted, face slack, before sprinting toward the port taffrail.

I feel as if I’m being torn apart. I can’t lose either of them. But I can’t save them both.

Two things happen at once. Gabriel tackles Henry, wrestling him to the deck. But Charlie jumps.

I scream, lurching toward the starboard taffrail, but Owen is faster than me. He’s already there, diving headfirst after Charlie. And before I can take another step, Titus throws his arms around me, crushing me close to his chest.

His arms go limp, releasing me almost instantly, and then he turns, too, as if to make for the taffrail. A swift elbow from Rook knocks him unconscious, and he slumps to the deck like a dead fish.

“We have to fight them!” Rook screams, but I read his lips. He motions with his elbow to the sky, and I finally see them—women with bodies like birds, swooping down into the water and back into the sky, their sea-green feathers shimmering like scales in the moonlight.

Blood pounds in my ears. “How?”

Rook thinks for a moment. Then his eyes light up.

I watch, helplessly, as he removes his hands from his ears. I scream at him to stop, but he doesn’t listen. With a flourish, he takes hold of his fiddle, propped against a nearby crate, and begins to play.

The oppressive weight of the sirens’ song immediately relents. Cautiously, I lower my hands. Rook’s merry tune is met with the bloodcurdling shrieks of the sirens. They dive toward the main deck, as swift as bullets, but my crew and I have already drawn our weapons.

Henry and Gabriel are back on their feet; Gabriel throws down a ladder as Henry nocks an arrow in his bow, aimed at the sea, where Charlie and Owen struggle to break free from a siren’s talons.

Henry misses. Curses. Nocks another arrow.

Charlie disappears under the water. But when the siren surfaces, attempting to grab hold of Owen, so does Charlie, and instead of fighting to get away from the Myth, my brothers grab hold of her. She hisses, throwing her head back in victorious laughter. “Fools!”

Owen shouts, “Now, Henry!”

This time, Henry’s arrow pierces the siren between the eyes.

I stagger toward them, ready to help Gabriel and Henry pull my brothers up and onto the ship, but a flash of bluish green stops me cold.

A siren swoops low, talons outstretched, aiming for Titus.

I get there first. But I’m not fast enough to raise my daggers, blocking her strike. She lashes out, her talons raking across my face in a brutal slash, and my vision goes white.

I taste blood. I’m blinded by it, until all I see is red.

But I don’t surrender to the pain. I lift my blades. I spit blood. I blink away the brilliant light that clouds my vision. And when the siren strikes again, believing she’s already won this fight, I spin, letting my arms fall loose, feeling the weight of my blades in my grasp, sure and steady and powerful.

My daggers glow with heavenly golden light, and the siren’s body drops to the deck with a dull thud.

Her head lands at Rook’s feet.

Lewis and Eliza, who stand at Rook’s defense, both share a look before Lewis drives his blade through the siren’s open mouth. Owen was the one who told us stories about the sirens—about how there were rumors they could still sing even after they’re beheaded. It doesn’t seem like Lewis is taking any chances.

The final siren’s beady eyes, like two wells of ink, find me as she flaps her wings, rising higher into the air. “I will not die like my sisters,” she says, her voice hoarse. “The bounty on your head is not worth my life.”

“Bounty?” I ask, panting for breath. “What bounty?”

“General Azeron has offered something of great value in exchange for your capture.” She cackles, raising the hair on the back of my neck. “You cannot hide, little princess. They’re coming for you.”

She disappears, lost to the fog as we approach the border of the Dire. A single spear of lightning illuminates the shelf of black clouds, the siren’s silhouette there and gone in a flash.

But I don’t have time to think about her warning, about Will or his bounty.

I turn my attention to the rest of the crew, ensuring they’re all accounted for. Henry hugs Annie close; Lewis and Eliza share a kiss; Margaret and Jack embrace. Charlie and Owen sit shoulder to shoulder against the taffrail, their clothes soaked, hair dripping wet, laughing uncontrollably. Full, rich belly-laughter that causes them to wheeze and grasp at their chests. And for an instant, I think I might go to my brothers, but the sight of Titus coming awake gives me pause. Rook and Diana tend to him, teasing him about missing all the fun even though he doesn’t seem coherent enough to understand.

I touch my face, and my hand comes away wet with blood.

“Captain!” Gabriel calls out, jogging toward me from across the deck. His brows knit with concern as he steps in front of me, blocking my view of Titus. “Is it all right with you if I take a look at that?”

My chest squeezes, and I don’t know why at first, but I start to cry.

“Come on,” Gabriel says softly, leading me to the captain’s quarters. “Let’s get you fixed up.”

I want to say Thank you, but the words get caught in my throat.

“That’s got to hurt,” Gabriel says, propping open the door. “Pretty wicked scar, though, if you choose to keep it.”

I sniffle, trying to pull myself together. “Flynn kept his,” I say.

Gabriel pauses in the open doorway, a smile tugging at his stoic mouth. “He did.”

I follow him inside, resisting the urge to look back, even when I think I hear Titus’s voice, faint and groggy, calling my name.
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I decide to keep the scars.

Gabriel stands in front of where I perch on the edge of the desk in the captain’s quarters. He doesn’t say a word as he heals the claw marks left by the siren’s talons, all but for the occasional “Is this all right?” as he touches my face with gentle, calloused hands. And when I cry, he wipes away my tears with a washcloth—no judgment, no questions.

I feel horrible about leaving him and the others behind the night that Will convinced me Gabriel was the Shifter. Especially when Gabriel has done nothing but prove his loyalty, time and time again.

How much of what I thought—what I felt—was because of Will’s influence? I try to piece together every moment I spent in his company. I think of how, in my early days at Bludgrave Manor, there were times that I questioned my feelings for Will—how when I was away from him, I could think clearly, but whenever he was near… it was as if I couldn’t bring myself to question him or his motives. All I wanted to do was lie beside him in the conservatory, surrounded by the flowers and the pixies, and tell him the stories of the Stars.

Was that me? Or was it Will?

It’s as if the harder I try to sort through it all, the harder it is to remember. So many of those memories seem blurry now. Many feel like I’m looking back on someone else’s life, hearing a story told from someone else’s perspective rather than my own. But some…

Some feel real.

Every time I kissed him—that feels real. But would I have wanted to kiss him if he’d never compelled me—never influenced my feelings for him?

The room is spinning again. The siren said Will had placed a bounty on me. She said there were spies everywhere. If a Shifter could pretend to be Sybil for who knows how many months, if Owen could transform into something as inconspicuous as a bird, then how am I to know when an Underling is nearby? They could be anywhere—as tiny as a firefly or as ordinary as an ant. They could be watching us right now.

I clench my teeth so hard I think I hear a crack.

A crease forms between Gabriel’s brows. “I’m almost done,” he says. “I can stop for a moment if—”

“No, it’s not you,” I say, blinking away tears. “I was just thinking—”

“I thought I saw smoke.”

I flick his forehead. He gives me another rare smile.

“We have to go back to the Red Island,” I say quietly. “We have to take Annie home before we go after the Helm. She’s been through enough.”

He wipes the blood from his hands on a damp washcloth. “I agree. We’re in need of provisions, anyway. We’re running low on food as it is, and—”

A quiet knock on the door causes me to flinch.

“Aster?” comes Titus’s lilting voice—soft and hesitant.

Gabriel’s expression is neutral, save the quirk of his brow. “Do you want me to send him away?”

Yes.

No.

I blow out a tight breath. “Just… give us a minute.”

He dips his head, concern flickering in his eyes. But as he opens the door and slips past Titus, he places a hand on his shoulder—a warning or an encouragement, I can’t be sure.

Gabriel’s silhouette remains on the other side of the door, keeping watch.

“How’s your face?” Titus asks, striding lazily toward the strange wooden box on the far side of the room—I recognize it from one of Elsie’s books—his expression a cool mask of indifference.

“How’s your head?”

The ghost of a grin touches his lips. “Rook is stronger than he looks.”

“He looks pretty strong to me.”

Titus rolls his eyes. “Don’t let him hear you say that.”

He fiddles with the contraption—a gramophone, I think—his back turned to me, until music, gentle and sweet, fills the room. When he finally looks at me, however reluctantly, I realize my mouth has fallen open.

I snap my jaw shut, but it’s his cheeks that turn rosy.

I look away at the contents of the desk beside me, feeling as if I’ve seen something I shouldn’t have. I’m worried that if I were to glance at him again, I would find him scowling at me, or glaring at me, or worse—he won’t be looking at me at all.

But I do. And he is.

Only, he looks terrified.

“You’re bleeding.” His voice is taut.

I follow his gaze to my arm, where the siren’s talon scraped my skin, a single, thin streak of dark red where the blood has since dried.

He closes the distance between us with slow, cautious steps, dragging his gaze from the wound to my neck, my lips, and, finally, my eyes. His brows knit as he reaches over me, and the scent of salt air clinging to his hair, his clothes, makes me dizzy. “Here,” he says, passing me the roll of gauze.

As I take the bundle from him, our fingers brush, and a jolt of electricity shoots up my arm, straight to my heart.

I gasp, and Titus’s eyes go wide, but instead of jerking away, he presses closer.

“Let me,” he whispers. The words are a desperate plea. He wears no mask now—his expression is open, fraught with fear.

I should say no. I think, for a moment, he might want me to. It was he who thought he couldn’t be trusted to fight his bloodlust. And yet, here he is, asking to tend my wounds. Alone.

“I meant what I said.” I hold his gaze as I pass the bandage back to him. His fingers close around the bundle, covering my own. My skin buzzes where our hands meet.

He blinks, clearing his throat as he withdraws. As he takes a washcloth from the basin, wringing it out over the bowl, I unbutton my shirt.

“You don’t have to—”

“Calm down,” I say, wincing at the ache in my arms as I slip off the linen shirt to reveal a silk camisole underneath. “Nothing you haven’t seen before, right?”

His throat bobs. Pink blooms on the tips of his ears. “Right.”

Even from where I sit atop the desk, he has to crouch slightly, his thigh brushing mine. His movements are slow and controlled as he begins gently clearing the blood from my arm. I brace myself, waiting for the moment his eyes begin to glow—wondering if I’ll be fast enough to grab my dagger before his restraint fails him and he rips into my throat.

But his eyes, narrowed with intense focus, are as blue as my beloved ocean.

As blue as the velvet box I discovered was missing when Gabriel and I first entered my quarters earlier tonight. It was there before Titus had retrieved the map. I suspect he took it. Whatever it holds, it must be precious to him. Too precious to risk parting with.

“You were right,” I say. “This is your ship. If you want me to move to the bunkhouse—”

His gaze snaps to mine. “I don’t,” he says, his voice raw. “You’re the captain.” He adds, his brows nettled, “I no longer deserve that title.”

It could be the bone-deep exhaustion or the way the lantern light illuminates the red rimming his eyes, but for once, I don’t want to argue with him.

“You called my name.” I watch him carefully—note the way his posture goes rigid and the ghost of a frown touches his lips. Regret twists my stomach. “You probably don’t remember. Forget I said anything.”

Titus stills, cutting a glance at me, his expression unreadable. He shifts, placing a hand on either side of me as he bends slightly, studying my face with wide, honest eyes that trace the jagged scars across my cheek, and lower still. “I remember everything when it comes to you,” he whispers as his gaze drops to my mouth, his lips a breath away from mine.

No mask. No compulsion.

Just Titus. Just me.

His hand finds my jaw, his touch featherlight as his thumb brushes my cheek. The air is thick, charged with heat and electricity. Our hearts beat in tandem, faster as his lips part. His eyes find mine once more, brimming with something between fear and hope.

When the warning bell rings out, I almost think I’ve imagined it. But Titus’s teeth clench as he withdraws, cursing under his breath.

I barely make out the words “You’ve got to be kidding me” as he turns, unsheathing his cutlass.

I’m on my feet in seconds, a dagger in my hand, my heart in my throat.

Titus steps aside, tilting his head as if to say, After you.

I grab my coat from the hook near the door, slip it over my shoulders. His jaw tightens as his gaze rakes down the front of the sapphire-blue fabric, eyes glittering like the gilded stars embroidered there. I haven’t worn it since the day he was rescued, but tonight…

Tonight I want him to see that there are things I haven’t forgotten, either.

As we burst through the double doors onto the deck, I hear Gabriel already shouting orders, preparing the others for battle.

“A ship’s been spotted,” he tells us.

“Friend or foe?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “Can’t be sure.”

“Better to be safe than sorry,” Titus says with a tight nod.

It’s difficult to see much of anything in the heavy mist as it curls around the Starchaser. The crew moves in a blur about the ship, illuminated by the thrash of a flame, streaks of dark leather and glinting steel.

I meet Lewis near the bow of the ship, a spyglass pressed to his left eye.

“What can you see?” I ask.

“Not much,” he grumbles, clearly frustrated. “It’s too dark, and the fog is so thick I don’t even know what I’m looking at.”

Lewis has always had the best eyesight in our family. Father used to tease him that he could see so well in the dark because he stayed in Mother’s womb a few days too long. It worries me that he can’t determine if we’re facing an enemy clan or approaching one of Orella’s fleet. If we strike and it’s our people on that ship…

“It’s too late to change course,” Margaret says from close by. I didn’t hear her approach.

“What should we do?” Charlie calls out from where he stands at the helm.

My hands buzz, blood hammering in my ears. You don’t know what it takes to lead. If I order the attack, we risk alerting the ship to our presence—and there’s still a chance they haven’t spotted us yet. If we wait and they attack first…

An image of the Lightbringer, engulfed in flames, sears my mind.

I think of the bounty the siren warned of—how Will has offered something valuable in exchange for my capture. My capture—not my siblings. Not anyone else’s.

“Ready the cannons,” I say.

A heavy silence passes between my siblings, and then—

“Ready the cannons!” Margaret shouts.

“Ready the cannons!” comes Gabriel’s voice from out of the mist.

As the others move into position, I find myself looking for Owen. I might not know what it takes to lead, but he’s only been free from Morana a few days, and already, he’s better with the crew than I am. Will he think I’ve made the right decision?

A bitter taste coats my mouth. Here I am, asking my crew to trust me, and I don’t even trust myself.

“Cannons at the ready, Captain!” Gabriel stands at the bottom of the steps. Calm. Collected.

I avoid his gaze. What if he sees the panic in my eyes? What if he knows I’m making a mistake? I’ve already failed them all before. What if this time, it costs them their lives?

“They’re getting closer,” Lewis calls out.

“Hold!” I say, my legs shaking.

“I see someone.…” Lewis adjusts the spyglass.

“The flag?” My voice is sharp. “Can you see the flag?”

“Captain?” Gabriel calls up.

“Hold!” My stomach twists. I squint at the dark shape as it approaches, the silhouette of a ship emerging from the fog. “Hold…”

“I can’t—” Lewis curses. “It’s hard to tell.…”

“Captain?” Fear leaks into Gabriel’s voice.

“Ready,” I say, my throat tight. “Aim…”

Gabriel echoes my commands. It’s as if I feel the crew take a collective breath—hold it. I send a prayer to the Stars.

“Fi—”

“Wait!” Lewis shouts. “I see the flag!”

My heart slams against my rib cage.

“It’s ours!” Lewis sounds as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing. “The flag—it’s ours. And—” He laughs, passing me the spyglass. “You’re not going to believe who’s with them!”

I almost drop the spyglass, my hands trembling as I lift it to my eye and peer through the smudged glass.

Standing at the starboard railing is Killian, dressed in a three-piece suit, waving a white handkerchief. And there, at the helm, her yellow brocade coat flapping in the wind…

Grace Oberon, the fiercest captain the Western Sea has ever known.

My mother.
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My siblings linger near the gangplank as it’s deployed, bridging the gap between the Starchaser and the Moondancer. Except for Owen and me. We hang back, near the helm, watching as the others prepare to be boarded.

Owen’s pulse jumps at his throat. He wipes his palms on his shirt. “I’m not ready,” he says, his voice strained. “I can’t—not like this—”

I take his hand, giving it a squeeze. “They’ll be happy to see you.”

He shakes his head, his nose scrunched. For so long, I looked up to Owen—the oldest. The bravest. The most fearless. I think I forgot how young he is. And still, I don’t know the extent of what he endured in service to Morana. What he’s seen. The things he’s been forced to do. Who he’s been forced to become.

But he’s still my brother. And I forgive him. We all do.

I let go of his hand and start down the companionway. “Coming?” I turn to look at him over my shoulder, but he’s no longer standing there. Instead, in his place, is a tiny brown mouse.

I can’t help but grin as the mouse scurries toward me, tugging on the hem of my pant leg. “You little sneak,” I say, scooping him up in my palms and letting him crawl into my coat pocket. All this time—the mouse I saw that night in my room at Bludgrave Manor, the mouse that distracted Calantha’s atroxis back at Castle Grim—it was Owen. Watching over me. Protecting me, even if I didn’t know it at the time.

I don’t blame him for being afraid to face Mother. As I make my way down the steps, she’s already crossing the gangplank. Our eyes meet, and my heart drops like a stone in my stomach.

But where I expect Mother’s wrath—for leaving, for failing, for letting myself fall victim to Will’s betrayal—her face is warm, her smile sad.

She opens her arms as Margaret, Lewis, and Charlie pile into an embrace. She waves at me, just as Owen did this morning, and I don’t hesitate. Instantly, I’m cocooned in my family’s embrace, and the moment Mother’s arms are around me, it’s as if the past few weeks—months, years—melt away. I’m a child, held by the safest arms I’ve ever known.

I understand now—every sacrifice, the hardships she’s endured, the choices she’s had to make. I thought I wanted this. I thought I wanted control. I always figured Mother was born with a cutlass in her hand—that the ocean was her cradle. But she had a life before all this. Before she was captain. I can’t imagine what cruelty carved her into the woman she is today. But I know that through it all, she’s chosen to remain kind. She still grins as if she has no care in the world. She still believes in goodness—she still has hope that we can win this war.

“Did you forget about me?”

The aroma of freshly baked bread and warm spices overwhelms me as Father hops down from the gangplank and wraps his arms around Margaret and Lewis, entwining himself in our embrace. I can’t help but think that Owen is here, even if they don’t know it, and I only wish Elsie and Albert were here, too.

Our family—whole again.

Over Mother’s shoulder, I watch as Henry nearly tackles his uncle, and Killian scoops Annie into his arms as she cries on his shoulder. And as my siblings and I disentangle from Mother and Father, I spot him.

Titus stands a few feet away, his hands flexing at his sides. He moves toward my parents—hesitates.

I hold my breath. What if they turn him away? Surely, they won’t blame him for the things he did while he was compelled… will they? And if they do, what does that mean for Owen?

They don’t wait for him to take another step. Mother and Father both reach out, pulling Titus into their embrace. He goes rigid, but only for a moment, and then I note the way his shoulders slump as he melts into their arms, his body racked with quiet, barely contained sobs.

It’s only then that I understand the full weight of what they’ve kept from me all these years. During the darkest days of Titus’s life, it was my parents who cared for him. They tried to save him. Tried to give him a home. And even when he ran, they never stopped trying to protect him. They’re his family just as much as they are mine.

My siblings, however, can’t seem to understand what’s happening.

Margaret’s brows shoot up in surprise. “Are they… hugging?”

I half-laugh, half-cry. “Marge,” I say, gesturing at Titus. “I’d like for you to officially meet Captain Malachi Shade.”

Titus turns then, and in the guttering lantern light, he appears warm and golden, a gilded statue of himself. He flashes Margaret a mocking smile, bowing deeply.

Margaret’s cheeks flush bright pink, her mouth gaping. “I—but you’re—” She stumbles over her words before finally managing to say, “I thought you’d be taller.”
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Father’s expression is nettled as he stands over the Elysian Map, spread out on the desk in the captain’s quarters.

It took longer than I expected to get through the entire story of everything that’s happened, with each of my siblings—and occasionally the others—chiming in with their version of the past few weeks. The sea serpent. Hellion’s naval fleet. Sneaking onto the train in Hellion. Will’s betrayal. Owen’s daring escape. Morana’s blood. The sirens. The bounty.

“Will knows how to find the Red Island now,” I say, pointing at the Dire, my hand lingering on the surface of the map. “No one is safe.”

As much as I’m able, I avoid looking at Killian, who stands with his back to us all, staring out the window as the first pink rays of sunlight streak the horizon, but now I can’t help but watch him—waiting for him to say something. Anything.

Mother places a hand on his arm, and he breaks, his shoulders heaving with a sob.

“How am I going to tell her?” he chokes out. “Isabelle—she’s—”

Across the room, Henry sits hunched over on a stool, glaring at the floor. His jaw tightens, and he swipes a tear from his face before he thinks anyone has noticed. Quickly, I look away, at the map in front of me, pretending not to have seen.

Killian’s sobs quiet as Mother holds him close, whispering something in a low, soothing tone.

“We won’t abandon our home,” Father says, his voice firm, the dark circles around his eyes more pronounced in the early-morning sunlight. “If the Underlings come for us, we’ll be ready.” He looks at Titus and me, his knowing gaze assessing the distance between us—or lack of it. But whatever it is he’s noticed, he gives nothing away with his expression, carefully neutral. “Our crew will have replenished your stores by now. If you choose to search for the Relics”—he covers my hand with his—“we won’t stand in your way.”

My eyes narrow. “You already knew?”

Father smiles, then, but it’s a sad sort of smile that doesn’t reach his tired eyes. “Word came by water sprite a few days after you set sail for the Burning Lands,” he tells me as the others draw closer, hanging on his every word—just like Owen, I think.

The tiny brown mouse in my coat pocket stirs.

“The information came from a spy, deep within Morana’s ranks,” Mother says, now massaging small circles in Killian’s back as he slumps against her, rubbing his eyes with his forefinger and thumb. “We were told we should be waiting for you with supplies, along with mention of the Relics.” She flicks an astute glance at my pocket, her expression somewhere between amusement and grief. “The message ended with ‘An Oberon is never defeated.’”

The mouse in my pocket goes still.

“Whenever Owen is ready to see us,” Father says softly, squeezing my hand, “we’ll be waiting.”

A tear slips onto my cheek as my siblings all avoid looking at my parents, as if determined to let Owen reveal himself if he chooses—when he chooses.

Rook lets out a low whistle. “So that settles it,” he says, rubbing his hands together. “We’re off to hunt some treasure?”

“Rook Valier,” Father says with an exasperated smile. “You were just a child when we met. Are you staying out of trouble?”

Diana snorts. “Hardly.”

Father turns to Diana. “And little Nana Barrow,” he says, and at his acknowledgment she performs a mock curtsy. Father grins, his eyes softening. “Your little brother misses you.”

Diana’s throat bobs. She manages a small nod.

“You should go with them,” I say to Rook and Diana, who look at me as if I had just given them an order to jump overboard. Before they can argue, I turn to Jack and Margaret, sitting beside each other at the foot of my bed, their hands clasped. “You too. Both of you.”

I can feel Mother’s eyes on me, but I refuse to look at her and see if it’s respect or disappointment in her gaze.

Lewis scrubs a hand over his face. “Not this again.”

“We’re all going,” Eliza says fiercely, stepping forward.

“This is our fight, too,” Charlie adds, crossing his arms.

“I don’t want anyone else to get hurt,” I say, my throat tight. “I have to do this—it’s my power Morana’s after, my blood that unlocks the map. But the rest of you—” I swallow hard. “The rest of you have a choice.”

“And we choose to go with you,” Henry says, standing. He pierces me with his steely gray eyes, like flint ready to strike—to spark. “Just because you can do this alone, doesn’t mean you have to.”

“We’re with you, Aster.” Jack gets to his feet, his expression sincere. “To the bitter end.”

Gratitude swells in my chest, making it hard to breathe. I take in each of their determined faces—my siblings and my friends—and hope sparks anew, setting me aflame.

I look at Mother, finally. There’s a faraway glint in her eyes, as if she were looking at me and seeing someone else.

She dips her head. Just once. Enough to say, Go on, then. Lead.

I clear my throat. “What can you tell us?” I ask Father. “About the Elysian Navigator—about the Relics?”

Mother and Father share a loaded glance. Something clicks, like a key tumbling a lock.

“That’s why you left the Red Island, isn’t it?” I ask quietly, reverently. “To search for the Relics?”

Killian seems to come awake at this, his posture sharpening, expression guarded as he watches Father with narrowed eyes.

“Part of the reason, yes,” Father answers, tugging at the collar of his shirt. His expression hardens when he looks down at the map once more, the ghost of a memory glazing his eyes. “It’s the only way to put an end to the curse,” he says with great effort, as if he were making a promise to end an argument—as if he broke that promise, and it broke him in return. He drags his gaze from the map to meet my eyes. “But the map… it isn’t as direct as it seems.” He runs his hands through his hair. “I spent years of my life chasing clues.”

My eyes narrow. “You’re telling me the Helm isn’t actually in Hellion?”

He sighs. “It could be,” he says, but he doesn’t sound convinced.

“And if it’s just another clue?”

It’s as if the decades he’s spent searching for the Relics weighed on his shoulders, harsh and unforgiving. An unshakable burden. “Welcome to the hunt.”

A heavy silence. And then—

“Morana won’t be after the Elysian Navigator.” It’s Titus who speaks. Throughout our meeting, he’s been quiet—reserved. But now he holds Father’s stare, his voice low and even. “She’s going to let Aster find the Relics first.”

The idea of Morana letting me find anything sets my teeth on edge. “He’s right,” I say. “The sirens, the bounty… Morana knows she can’t take me by force. But now she’ll have spies watching our every move—tracking us from place to place. Then, once we have the Relics, she’ll strike.” I clench my fists, my nails digging into my palms. “We need to move. We’ve already been here too long.”

Father nods, his expression pinched. He flicks a glance at my bracelet. “We never wanted you to spend your life on the run.”

My hand strays to the band of braided leather—the enchantment that was supposed to protect me from Underlings, supposed to ensure that I couldn’t be tracked. The enchantment I voided the day I walked into the Burning Lands of my own free will. And even though Will can no longer use our connection to locate me, he doesn’t need it—not when he’s placed a bounty on my head.

“You said this was the only way to break the curse,” Lewis says. “If Aster finds the Relics—if she uses them to cross over into Elysia—then what? She just… makes a wish, the Underlings all disappear, and everything is right with the world?”

“I can’t do that.” I’m surprised by how quickly the words leave my mouth, but I know, the moment I say it, that it’s true. “If I wished for all Underlings to disappear—” My voice catches. I clear my throat and try to start again. “If I did that—if I—”

“There could be others out there,” Henry says. “Underlings like Owen, who were forced to serve Morana. Underlings who might wish to be free.” There’s something about the way he says it—the way he refuses to look me in the eye—that makes me think he means Will.

And there’s a part of me that can’t help but remember what Morana said about rescuing Will from his previous master—about how desperate he was to be free.

Could it be that he feels that way, even now? Even after everything he’s done? In playing the role of William Castor, has he truly come to care for his new family and friends?

Morana seemed to think so.

“I could wish for the full power of the Lightbringer,” I say. “With it, I could defeat Morana. I could keep the Underlings at bay.”

“And then what?” Charlie asks. “The Nightweavers will continue to rule. There will continue to be suffering and war and—”

“Why can’t she just wish for peace?” Margaret asks Father, who continues to stare at the map in front of him, a faraway look in his eyes.

“It’s not that simple,” Mother answers, her gaze fixed on the window and the ocean beyond. “There are limits to what you can wish for—a balance that must be preserved. Even the True King must abide by the laws of creation.”

I tap my fingers on the map, and Father stirs at the movement, a crease forming between his brows. “We were always told that we sought a power we couldn’t control, and we were cursed for our greed,” I say. “If I can’t wish for power, and I can’t wish for peace, then where does that leave us? How do we defeat Morana, once and for all?”

Father pulls his bottom lip between his teeth. Shakes his head. “Wishes are complicated magic,” he says with a heavy sigh. “Truthfully, I never knew what I would wish for, if given the chance. All I knew was that I wanted my family to be safe.”

My hand curls into a fist atop the map, and tears burn the back of my throat. “How can I break the curse if I don’t know what to wish for?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper. A quiet, desperate plea for an answer it seems no one can give me.

When Father meets my eyes, it’s as if my own prayers are mirrored in his gaze, and I already know what he will say. Because while he may have spent years searching for the Relics, in this moment, all I see is a boy setting out on an impossible quest, asking all the same questions.

“I think,” he says with a sad, apologetic smile, “if you’ve made it to Elysia, you’ll know exactly what to wish for.”
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Owen doesn’t say goodbye. He had scurried out of my pocket, shimmied down my pant leg, and disappeared half an hour ago, but a sleek black raven observes the Moondancer’s departure from the crow’s nest.

My siblings embrace Mother and Father in turn, swift and tearful; Jack follows suit, as if he were more of a son to them now than Margaret’s fiancé. Henry throws his arms around Killian, who sags a bit, and I avert my eyes as Henry lets out a weak sob, looking back only to see him scooping Annie into his arms, hugging her close when she whines, “But who’s going to peel the potatoes?”

Father shakes hands with Diana and Rook. He makes Gabriel promise to keep an eye on them both, and when Father claps him on the shoulder and whispers something that sounds a lot like “Flynn was a good man,” Gabriel’s taciturn expression cracks, if only for a moment.

“A better man than I,” Gabriel says with a weak smile.

Titus leans against the mainmast. I feel his eyes on me, as persistent as the waves lapping at the hull of the ship. But when I turn to meet his gaze, finally, Father approaches him.

He extends his hand. Says something in a low voice.

As Titus shakes his hand, a blush blooms high on his cheeks, and his eyes flit to mine as if involuntarily.

When Mother draws him into a hug, his shoulders tense, if only for a moment. Then he seems to melt in her arms. I tell myself to look away, to give him this moment of privacy with the parents he never had, but it isn’t until I feel a tug on the hem of my shirt that I’m able to tear my gaze away.

Annie looks up at me with wide eyes, her bottom lip trembling. “Will you tell Owen I said goodbye?”

I can’t help but smile. “Of course,” I say. “You’ll see him again, though.”

She just nods, a little dazed. “I know.”

She hugs me, quick and tight, before she boards the Moondancer. Killian helps her onto the gangplank, and a member of Mother’s crew leads her across. Then Killian turns to me.

“It’s not your fault,” I say.

“Funny,” he says, but his tone is anything but amused. Killian’s calculating eyes remind me so much of Will, I can’t bring myself to look at his face. I focus instead on the small gold pendant hanging from his neck. A seashell. “I was going to tell you the same thing.”

I gesture at the pendant. “That’s a beautiful trinket,” I say. “You’re looking more and more like a pirate every time I see you.”

He smiles fondly, and when his eyes twinkle, he looks nothing like Will. “Orella says hello,” he murmurs, touching the pendant. He adds, lowering his voice, “She told me to tell you”—he smacks his lips, looking skyward, as if trying to remember—“‘I’ve decided to take your advice.’” He cocks a brow. “Does that mean anything to you?”

I suppress a grin. “That’s between us.”

He nods. “I expected as much. Ah, before I forget—” He brings his fingers to his lips, whistles.

Two glowing orbs of light materialize in the fog, one pink, one orange.

The pink pixie presses her forehead between my brows, her laughter like the soft tinkling of the tiniest bells.

“Liv!” I cry. “Oh, I’ve missed you!”

She draws back, enough that I can see her face. She frowns, iridescent tears streaking her cheeks. Something unspoken passes between us—words that go beyond language. Words that need only be felt.

Will cared for her. He protected her. And she cared for him, too.

“Who’s your friend?” I ask her.

“This,” Killian says with a somewhat disapproving—if not adoring—glance at the orange pixie, “is Liv’s cousin, Sylvie.”

Sylvie twirls, her tiny skirt—orange leaves sewn together—swishing. She giggles mischievously before kissing Killian on the cheek.

“I asked Liv to accompany you,” Killian tells me as Sylvie swoops past my head and lands on my shoulder, her feet dangling. “Sylvie decided to accompany Liv.”

My smile no longer feels forced as I strain to look at the pixie, smothering her giggles with a tiny hand. “Welcome aboard, Sylvie.”

Killian begins listing rules to Liv and Sylvie as the pixies chase each other about his head.

I jolt at the soft touch on my shoulder. I’ve barely turned when Father pulls me into a firm hug. “You are more than your blood, sweetheart,” he says quietly. “Do not lose yourself in search of treasure.”

I can’t seem to find my voice. I just smile. Nod. Blink back tears as Father climbs onto the gangplank, and Mother draws me into her arms.

She presses her forehead to mine. “Make him pay,” she whispers, and when I meet her eyes, they burn like blue fire. “Make them all pay.”

And then she’s gone—crossing the gangplank after Father. I stand there at the taffrail, watching as the Moondancer disappears into the fog.

Calantha. Morana. Will. They’ve taken too much. Too many families have suffered by their hand. Too many people forced into hiding. Too many lives taken too soon.

I’m not just going to make them pay.

I’m going to make them bleed.
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I find Owen in the galley, chopping carrots with a knife that’s meant for killing, not cooking. Henry doesn’t seem to mind him, which is strange, considering Henry minds almost everyone. Especially a pirate.

Especially the pirate responsible for his father’s death.

Especially the pirate he blames for what happened to Dorothy.

When I creep down the companionway that leads to the tiny kitchen, I pause, watching the two of them, waiting for Henry to drive a butcher knife through Owen’s chest.

Instead, Henry says, “We don’t get to control what happens to us, but we get to decide what we do with it.”

And I understand. Owen might not have an X tattooed behind his ear, marking him as a victim of the Deathwail like Henry and me, but my brother has revealed something to him—something about what he endured as Morana’s servant. And Henry knows all too well what it means to be used.

“You sound like you’ve been chatting with Margaret,” Owen says, a sly smirk curling his lips.

Henry nearly misses the onion he’s chopping.

I let the steps creak underfoot, announcing my arrival.

I make a show of inhaling deeply. “Stew again. Lovely.”

Henry shoots me a glare over his shoulder. “Actually,” he drawls, “we’re having roast chicken.”

“Thought the crew could use a little pick-me-up,” Owen adds, flipping his knife in the air and catching it behind his back. “Moondancer gifted us enough poultry to feed a small army. One little feast won’t hurt anyone, aye?”

I can’t argue. “Good,” I say, “one more bowl of stew and I might have—”

Something rustles inside the crate to my left. Owen and Henry point their blades at the wooden box marked PROPERTY OF THE MOONDANCER.

“Shh!” A muffled hiss.

I open the lid of the crate, my heart in my throat.

“Surprise?” Elsie offers a weak grin, waving up at me from the bottom of the crate.

My little sister tumbles out of the wooden box and throws herself at Owen—he barely has enough time to set the knife aside before she tackles him.

“I’m sorry—” Elsie hiccups, weeping. “I was eavesdropping and”—she wheezes, tripping over her words—“I didn’t believe them!” She wipes her snotty face on Owen’s shirt. “They said you were alive and—”

Owen sinks to a crouch, eye level with our youngest sibling, smiling at her as if I’d opened the crate and a little star had leaped out.

“It’s you!” Elsie’s bottom lip quivers, her eyes bright. “It’s really you!”

She clings to him, burying her face in his shirt.

I think of the scar on Margaret’s forearm, the burn that won’t heal. I think of Annie, her eyes glowing red, surrounded by Underlings.

“No!” I shout, even though my voice cracks. “We have to take her back. She can’t stay.”

Owen looks up at me, nodding slowly. “She’s right,” he says to Elsie. “They need you back at home. Albert needs you.”

She pushes away from Owen, glaring at me, her face as red as the tomato Henry has taken to slicing. “I’m coming with you!” she says. “I invoke the rights of the stowaway!”

I glance at Owen. He shrugs, brows lifted, and mouths, “Pirate.” A grin tugs at my lips, but I smother it with a scowl.

“And what rights are those?” I inquire, playing along.

Elsie clears her throat. “Um… well, there’s the right to earn my keep!” She nods eagerly. “And the right to tend to the chickens! And swab the deck, and…”

“And?” Owen prompts.

“And…” Elsie furrows her brow, clearly thinking hard.

Just then, a slender calico springs from the open crate and lands in Elsie’s arms.

She grins sheepishly. “And the right to supervise Rooster?”

Elsie and the cat—Rooster—both look up at me with pleading eyes.

Owen joins in, his bottom lip jutting out in a mock pout.

I huff a sigh. “You do exactly as I say.” I point at Elsie and Rooster in turn. “No arguing. If you’re going to be part of this crew, you’re going to take orders like everyone else.”

She beams. “Aye, Captain!”

Rooster meows.

Owen cheers, sweeping Elsie into another hug and lifting her in the air. Even Henry smiles.

I’m halfway up the steps when I hear Elsie say, “I knew you saw a Hippocampus!”

My foot hovers over the next tread, my chest tight.

Owen once claimed he saw a Hippocampus—a benevolent Myth with the top half of a horse and the bottom half of a fish, so rare that few believe they exist. Legend says they bring good luck to those who catch a glimpse of them.

I understand, instantly, what she means by this. Elsie believes he saw a Hippocampus, and the luck it brought him is that he’s here with us now, rather than dead at the bottom of the ocean.

I can’t help but wonder if the price paid for the luck it brought him wasn’t more costly than the reward.

Still, when Owen says, “Told you!” I hear the laughter in his voice, and I thank the Stars for that Hippocampus, wherever it is, for gifting our brother this moment with Elsie, no matter the cost.
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Margaret, Charlie, and Lewis take turns scolding Elsie, but by the time the sun hangs low in the sky, the youngest Oberon child has taken to causing mayhem aboard the Starchaser. And though Gabriel pretends to be annoyed when Rooster curls around his leg, I see right through his scowl.

I think about what Owen said concerning the crew needing a pick-me-up. I suppose nothing raises morale like the hopeful laughter of a child at play.

And then there’s Titus. He lingers near the companionway that leads to the brig, as if he were prepared to dive belowdecks if she were to come too close. When Elsie approaches him cautiously, curiously, his eyes flash with unbridled terror.

Elsie sticks out her hand. He stares at it like she had pointed a dagger at his heart.

“My sister talks about you,” Elsie says flatly. “A lot.”

Titus’s lip twitches. “Oh, really?” He flicks a glance at me, starting toward him and Elsie from across the deck. “Which one?”

“Both of them, actually.”

Titus’s eyes widen, brows shooting up in surprise. “You don’t say.”

“Well, Marge thinks you’re a pompous ass.” Elsie doesn’t miss a beat. “And Az—”

“That’s enough of that!” I cover Elsie’s mouth, picking her up and spinning her around before setting her back on her own two feet. “Don’t you have some chickens to feed?”

Elsie peers around me, her brow quirked as she shares a look with Titus that spells trouble. “Mm-hmm. Chickens.”

As I watch her skip away, I feel Titus’s looming presence at my back.

He hums. “Interesting.”

I turn on my heel, hoping the warmth in my cheeks doesn’t show. “I was trying to spare your feelings. You wouldn’t have liked what she had to say.”

A smirk. “How considerate of you.”

I roll my eyes, attempting to push past him, but he catches my arm. Leans in close.

“You don’t have to talk about me behind my back,” he whispers, his voice rough. The low vibration tickles my ear, sending a shiver down my spine. “If you’d like to make a complaint, I’d be happy to hear you out directly.”

I turn toward him, and my nose brushes his, but he doesn’t pull away, and neither do I.

“I wouldn’t want to take up too much of your day,” I say. “I know you have some very important sulking to do.”

Titus’s eyes flare. “For you, I’d make time.”

“How about tonight?”

Titus’s gaze drops to my mouth. “It’s a date.”

His breath ghosts my lips. My heart skips a beat.

Someone clears their throat, and we jump five feet apart.

“Am I”—Charlie glances between the two of us—“interrupting something?”

“No!” we blurt in unison.

“Of course not,” Titus says, his tone pitched.

Charlie twists, as if to leave. “I can come back.”

“No, we—you—” I try.

“I—It’s—See—” Titus stammers, rubbing the nape of his neck.

“We’re good,” I say. “Great, actually! Just… discussing—”

“Strategy,” Titus finishes, nodding earnestly. “For, uh… our expedition to Hellion.”

“Lots of—er—planning to do.”

Titus barks a laugh. “Planning,” he echoes, a wry grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “It’s going well. All the… planning.”

Charlie gives Titus a once-over, eyes narrowing. He clucks his tongue. “Glad to hear it. May I speak with you, Captain?” He turns to me, his lips pressed tight as if he were smothering a laugh. “Unless this is a bad time…?”

“We can talk in my quarters!” I grab Charlie by the arm and haul him away.

He lets out a low whistle. “Well—”

“Not a word,” I snap.

I don’t look over my shoulder, but I feel Titus’s eyes follow me all the way to the captain’s quarters. I slam the doors behind me, my arms crossed.

I fan my face. Is it always this hot this time of year? “What did you need to talk to me about?”

Charlie grins innocently. “Oh, nothing,” he says with a shrug. “You two just looked a little too cozy for comfort.”

I gape at him. My face feels like it were on fire. “We were not cozy.”

He gives me a look.
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It’s well past sunset when Owen wins his sixth game of Clubs.

The crew gathers around a makeshift table on the main deck, playing my family’s favorite card game, some of us watching, others starting to doze.

“Time for bed,” Owen tells Elsie, who whines, and argues, and insists on one more game.

“At least tell me a story.” Elsie pouts.

Owen says nothing as he gets to his feet, but when he gestures at the companionway that leads to the bunkhouse, Elsie races ahead.

Owen turns to me over his shoulder, points a finger. “Don’t fall asleep yet, all of you,” he says as he disappears belowdecks. Margaret’s just begun to snore, her head lolling onto Jack’s shoulder, when Owen returns, hiding something behind his back.

He smiles like a fiend. “Ta-da!”

He holds the bottle of rum over his head like a crown.

Eliza claps, jarring Margaret awake with a confused snort. Margaret focuses on the glass bottle as Owen presents it to the crew, and she throws her head back with laughter.

“Now you’re talking!”

Aboard the Lightbringer, we were never allowed to partake in rum. Mother disapproved. Dulls the mind, she would say. And our minds were to remain sharp at all times—constantly vigilant, always prepared for the next battle. But there were times Lewis would smuggle bottles of rum, and though I never joined them, I would hear my eldest siblings laughing and singing and dancing late into the night. Mother heard them, too. But she never stopped them.

On a night like tonight, with everything that’s happened, I understand why.

Owen pours generous amounts of rum while Rook strikes up a merry tune on his fiddle. After a few drinks, as midnight approaches, Jack leans heavily on Rook’s shoulder, the two of them serenading us all with silly songs about sailors and stars and musical fish. Margaret and Eliza practice throwing knives at a makeshift target, giggling like children each time they hit the bull’s-eye. Diana and Charlie share lingering glances from behind their cards, while Lewis watches his own sweetheart with pure adoration, and Gabriel glowers at the deck of cards each time Owen shuffles them—mainly because he continues to come in last place. Even the pixies, with their thimble’s worth of liquid courage, join in on the festivities; Liv, clinging to Rooster the cat, races Sylvie atop one of the chickens.

Henry doesn’t partake in the rum, but he seems content to surround himself with our merriment all the same.

Owen, no longer allowed to play Clubs—Lewis accuses him of cheating, and Owen merely shrugs—now referees both the game and the pixie races taking place adjacent to our card table.

Without Owen to compete with, I take the lead. Owen produces two more bottles of rum. We toast to our youth. To freedom. To the sea.

And for a few hours, I allow myself to forget. To just be.

I try to ignore Titus, seated on the barrel to my left, his face flushed, shirt halfway unbuttoned, sleeves rolled up to reveal the patchwork of tattoos that ink his forearms.…

I take another drink. Focus, Aster.

Titus moves closer, his barrel scraping the wood as Charlie and Lewis break into their fourth argument of the evening. Owen moderates. Diana takes bets. I catch Titus sneaking a look at my cards, his shoulder brushing mine.

The contact is electric, but I force myself to pull away for the sake of my winning hand.

Titus’s lips curl, coy and charming. “Too bad,” he murmurs.

The cards? Or the distance between us?

I take another drink. Lay down my hand.

Gabriel curses. “Again?” he bellows, slamming down his cards. He rubs his hands over his face. “This game is cursed.”

“Oh, relax, Gabe.” Titus claps him on the shoulder. “You’ll have better luck next time.”

But he doesn’t. Owen deals another hand. I win another round. I take another drink.

This continues, broken only by the occasional win from Titus. When Owen finally calls it a night, the others stumble off to their bunks or pass out where they lie on the main deck, like Diana and Charlie, their outstretched hands barely touching as they face each other on a bed of velvet quilts.

My head feels as heavy as a cannonball. The lanterns blur when I get to my feet, and when I sway, stumbling to my left, I fall into warm, strong arms. Tattooed arms.

“Careful, love,” Titus murmurs, his breath warm on my cheek as he steadies me.

“I thought—” I blink, rub my eyes. “I thought you said you wouldn’t—be here to catch me—or—you wouldn’t always be—catching me.…”

He tenses as he spins me around to face him, his chest grazing mine with every labored breath. His grip on my forearm is firm, but when his thumb brushes the inside of my wrist, his touch is soft. “Did I?”

I nod, my neck like a cooked noodle. “Yep,” I say, popping my lips.

His jaw ticks, his eyes darkening. “I lied.”

My nose wrinkles. “You’re sweaty.”

A crooked grin. “You’re drunk.”

I twirl out of his arms and scramble up the steps that lead to the helm, feeling as if I’d climbed a mountain by the time I reach the top and collapse, sprawling out on my back, the stars like fluid beams of light swirling overhead. “So are you.”

He plops down beside me, panting for breath as if he’d given chase. “Yes,” he drawls. “But I have experience with these matters.”

I snort, rolling my eyes. “You always think you’re better than me.”

My cheeks blaze. I open my mouth to apologize, but before I can form the words, he looks at me, and it’s as if gravity pulled my cheek toward the deck.

His gaze searches mine. Unguarded. Sincere. “No one is better than you.”

I fight the pull of his stare, looking up at the stars once more. “That sounded funny.”

His voice is cool, even. “I amuse you.”

“You confuse me.”

Silence. And then—“I don’t mean to,” he whispers, his every word laced with pain, as if he had to carve them from himself with some cruel blade. “I wish I didn’t. I wish I could be… better for you.”

For… me?

The night sky whirls in circles, faster and faster. My head spins, but I’m not sure if it’s for all the usual reasons, or the rum, or Titus.

I shut my eyes tight.

“I used to drink because I thought it would help me cope with—” He groans. “With everything.”

My tongue feels like an anchor. “Did it?”

“I thought it did,” he admits quietly. “But I’m beginning to think I’ve only ever felt at peace when I’m with—”

With what? With whom? I might mumble this as I feel hands cup the back of my knees and cradle my neck, but he doesn’t answer. I’m as weightless as a feather when he lifts me into the air. It’s as if the sea sweeps me into his arms, clutching me tightly to his warm chest, his heartbeat a steady rhythm against my cheek.

Titus lays me down in a bed of scarlet silk.

There’s a sound, like water flowing from a pitcher into a glass. “Drink.”

My eyes flutter as he brings the glass to my lips, tips it back.

I wish I could look at him. I wish the room would stop spinning. I wish he would stay.

“Don’t leave,” I murmur, grasping for his hand as he draws back. “Please.” I must sound pathetic, but I don’t care. There are nightmares waiting at the edge of darkness—nightmares with sharp teeth and bouquets of purple roses and honey that burns like fire as it coats my tongue. “Please, don’t leave.”

He blows out the lantern, but beams of silver light illuminate my quarters, undulating like the waves. “Never.” His soft voice reaches me from across the room, where he slumps against the doors, a sentinel kissed by the moon. “Not ever again.”
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When we reach Hellion on the sixth day of our journey, Eliza cloaks our ship, preparing to face the naval presence we’d encountered on our first voyage, but as we emerge from the Dire, we’re alone on the crystal-blue surface of the Western Sea. No warships prevent us from entering Hellion’s naval space. No gruesome warnings deter pirates from approaching the coast. It’s calm—too calm. And as Diana and I make our way up the steps to where my siblings gather near the helm, I hear my own unease reflected in their voices.

“This doesn’t feel right,” Owen mutters, eyes narrowed on the crowded harbor in the distance.

Charlie cracks his knuckles—a nervous habit that Albert has picked up in recent years. “Do you think it’s a trap?”

Owen just shakes his head, his jaw tight. “I don’t know.”

Lewis, draped casually over the helm, appears deceptively serene. “Let me go in first,” he offers, running his fingers over the edge of a long, curved blade. “I can scout the territory.”

“No,” I say, bracing for their reaction to my new… attire. “We stick to the plan.”

They all turn to look at me, their expressions a mixture of shock and disgust.

Margaret’s lip curls. “I hate it.”

“That’s the point.” Titus saunters up the steps to stand beside me in a matching set of bloodred armor. He offers Margaret a cool smile, tapping the helmet tucked under his arm. “And here I thought you had a thing for masked men in uniform.”

Margaret’s face burns, and I can’t help but think that if she were a firebreather with Henry’s unique ability to murder with a single look, Titus would be dead.

“In your dreams,” Jack drawls, clapping Titus on the shoulder as he skirts past us to throw his arm around Margaret. He kisses her on her temple, laughter playing on his lips.

Titus winks, as if the two of them shared some private joke the rest of us aren’t privy to, but when he looks at me, his expression shifts. He gives me a once-over, his mouth set in a tight line.

He’s avoided me since the night he carried me to my bed, hasn’t spoken a word to me except the necessary communication required to keep the Starchaser running smoothly, and even then, he kept his distance and he never looked me in the eye.

When I woke that morning, he was already gone. He must be embarrassed, I’ve decided. I keep thinking that I should be, too. But I’m not. It felt… good to let go, even if it was just for a few hours. To be Aster Oberon, the person. Not the cursed pirate captain, or the heir of Hildegarde, or the girl who spent months under the compulsion of an Underling. Still, I do feel foolish for thinking things could be different between Titus and me—for even caring what he thinks, when there are much more important things to worry about than whatever is or isn’t going on with us.

But now, after days of averting his gaze whenever I’m near, he can’t seem to take his eyes off me.

“Where’s your helmet?” His voice is soft.

“I’ve got it,” Diana says, lifting it into the air like a trophy. She passes it to me, and I note the dents from where I’d struck her the day the Mythslayer attacked. Her skull must be remarkably strong.

The others continue to talk strategy, but Titus watches as I slip the helmet over my head, and I’m thankful when he can no longer see my cheeks, uncomfortably hot under his relentless stare. He follows suit, and it’s unnerving to see him like this. I didn’t think it was possible for him to look any more menacing than he does on any given day, but the armor molds to his lithe, towering frame, a second, metallic skin, and when he inclines his head to look down at me, his blue eyes seem to sparkle, like sunlight on open water.

“What?” he murmurs, loud enough for only me to hear, his voice deep, muffled by the helmet. A smirk dances in his eyes. “Red’s always been a good color on me, no?”

Six days. He hasn’t spoken to me in six days, and now he’s… flirting?

I tilt my head, praying he can’t sense the increase in my pulse when I meet his gaze. “I especially like that I don’t actually have to look at you.”

Titus’s eyes flare, and I barely hear his dark chuckle before Owen clears his throat.

“Gabriel?” Owen calls out, looking at everyone but Titus and me—as if to pretend he wasn’t the only one to have noticed how close we were standing. But I know my brother too well; I see the smirk tugging at his lips. “Where’s Gabriel?”

“Here!” Gabriel struggles to make his way up the stairs, every step laborious with Elsie clinging to his leg. Over the past few days, she’s grown increasingly attached to him—much to Gabriel’s chagrin.

“Elsie!” My siblings and I bark in unison, even as Margaret smothers her chuckle with the back of her hand.

Elsie pouts as she jumps to her feet, and Gabriel stretches his leg with a grimace.

“But he promised to tell me another story about the elves!” she whines.

Gabriel rubs his hands over his face, lets out an exasperated sigh. “And I will,” he says, more gently than I’d expect, considering his dull, annoyed expression. “As soon as I get back. Now go see if Henry needs any help with the stew.”

She wrinkles her nose. “Fine,” she says, but before she goes, she hugs Owen, then me, then—

She throws her arms around Titus, and he goes perfectly still.

“Promise you’ll all come back?” she asks, looking up at him, her eyes wide, bottom lip jutting out.

Titus kneels, and it’s strange seeing him dressed in the armor of a Bloodknight, bowing before a child. I almost can’t believe it when he places his fist over his heart, inclining his head, as if he were a knight swearing his fealty. “I promise, princess.”

Elsie blushes scarlet, but she lifts her chin haughtily. “Good.”

The air is thick as Owen takes Gabriel’s and my hands. I hold out my gauntlet for Titus, and his steel grasp slips into mine. Our gazes meet, briefly, and it looks like he’s trying to tell me something with his eyes. But then I’m pulled, my stomach lurching, as the deck drops out from beneath me. My vision blurs, streaks of color and light streaming past me, and I struggle to catch my breath.

One moment, we’re standing aboard the Starchaser, and the next, we’re standing on a rooftop in Bale.

The wind stirs at our arrival. I sway, my legs threatening to give out, but Titus’s grip tightens, steadying me.

“Stars,” I breathe, looking out over Hellion’s capitol. The blazing pink sun hangs low in the dusky-purple sky, glittering softly on the domed marble rooftops. A clear, sparkling river runs through the center of the city, wide enough for ships to pass through, their saffron sails flapping in the breeze. From the river springs an oasis of lush green—bright, colorful flowers I’ve never seen and tall, fruit-bearing trees—and along the outskirts, merchants tend booths boasting jewelry and spices, birds in cages, and expertly honed weapons. But it’s quieter than I would expect, and even the merchants seem to hold their breaths as patrols of League soldiers in their olive-green uniforms and units of Bloodknights pass by their stalls.

Titus clears his throat, and my eyes snap to our hands, still clasped long after Owen and Gabriel have already parted, scouting our position on opposite sides of the rooftop. My stomach flips and I withdraw my hand, but Titus stares at his outstretched gauntlet for a moment too long before his hand curls into a fist.

“Aster—” he starts.

Owen whistles, signaling for us to meet him in the center of the rooftop. “Bloodknights and League soldiers have been in and out of the palace since Calantha came into power,” he tells us. “After the princess’s death, Calantha spun a story to make it seem like it was human rebels that attacked Castle Grim. She sent troops of Bloodknights here, to Hellion, claiming the kingdoms needed to unite in the face of this mutual threat. They insist,” he adds with an uneasy glance at me, “that it was Aster who killed Leonora.”

I am glad I can’t see Titus’s face, but not for the reasons I would want him to believe. I’m afraid that if I were to see the grief that twists his expression, I wouldn’t be able to keep myself from reaching for him—from wanting to comfort him.

He hasn’t spoken of Leo since the compulsion was broken. Did he watch her die, unable to do anything to save her? All those times he warned me she was possessed—it was all a part of Morana’s compulsion, the game she was playing with me. But if Titus was aware of everything that was happening, how many times did he wish I would believe him?

Lie or not, game or not, I should have believed him. Perhaps if I had trusted him, if I had just listened to him…

“We’ll use this to our advantage,” Owen continues. “Hellion’s royal family, the Bouchers, are hosting a ball this evening. Delegates from all over the Known World will be present. Titus and Aster, you’ll accompany Gabriel, who will be disguised as Simon Bellamy, a dignitary from the Eerie’s council of merchants. Simon inherited a great deal of wealth, often paying Bloodknights to accompany him on his travels, and with the Eerie’s increased military presence, we’ll blend right in. He’s also known for traveling with his pet falcon.” He gives a smug grin, holding his arms out as if they were wings and bowing slightly at the waist. “That will be me. Any questions?”

Gabriel’s brow furrows. “You’re sure whatever we’re looking for will be inside the palace?”

Owen’s smile falters. “Yes,” he says, his voice hollow. Haunted, as if there were more to his knowledge of this palace—and what waits for us inside—than he wants anyone to know. “The Bouchers have collected rare, magical artifacts for centuries. If the Helm is here, it will be in their vault, most likely disguised as an ordinary trinket.”

“So they have the Helm,” Gabriel says, “they just don’t know they have it?”

Owen nods. “But Morana knows about the vault, too,” he says, eyes dark. “And we’re not the only ones looking for the Helm.”
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Carved from moonstone, the palace seems to glow from within, its towers pointing toward the starlit sky like upturned hands presenting some divine offering to the heavens above. Titus and I flank Gabriel as we approach the outer gate, wrought from gold, framed by guard towers equipped with men in gilded suits of armor.

Some arrive by carriage, others stroll leisurely up the banks of the river and join the line of guests waiting to be let inside the outer court. We assimilate into the throng of dignitaries, blending in with a group of delegates from Nera.

Gabriel looks nothing like himself. Straight red hair in lieu of wavy dark locks, pale complexion rather than his warm olive skin, his hazel eyes now the dark green color of dried seaweed. He’s scrawny, as if someone had chiseled Gabriel’s broad, muscular stature into something fragile. It’s obvious that Simon Bellamy has never worked a day in his life, and he’s certainly never brandished a sword—much less two. I doubt he’s ever wielded much more than a silver spoon.

Blood pounds in my ears, drowning out the sound of Titus’s muffled voice as he announces “Sir Simon Bellamy” to a man in orange livery. The man peers up at Sir Bellamy from behind a scroll, brows drawn with suspicion, but I note the tremble of his hands. His eyes dart to the pair of Bloodknights scanning the crowd from ten feet away. He gulps.

It’s difficult to see through the slits in my visor, but I try to focus on the falcon perched on Gabriel’s bony arm—calm and serene, but with predatory eyes that gleam in the desert sun. Owen might be a bird, but if anything goes wrong, I trust that he’ll be able to whisk us away from here in the blink of an eye. Until—

“You can’t bring the bird.” The guard’s voice is firm, but his eyes are pleading. He glances at the Bloodknights.

Gabriel follows his gaze, his jaw set. We’re seconds away from drawing unwanted attention, but Owen screeches, taking flight, and soars away, toward the river.

Gabriel’s smile is tight. “Will that be all?”

The man shrinks back a step, but he nods. A moment later, a trumpet blares, and we’re ushered through the gates, into the palace.

If I thought the oasis along the riverbank was lush, it’s nothing compared with the palace. Metal lanterns the color of precious jewels cast elaborate patterns, like firelit constellations, on the gardens, red and green, blue and purple. Water flows from fountains, cascades over sandstone falls, under terra-cotta bridges—my pulse calms, if only a little, at its presence.

We fall into step with nobles, dressed in finery from throughout the Known World, making their way to the ballroom. Lewis would love this, I think, trying my best to memorize the styles so that I can describe them to him later. I’m grateful for the distraction, but it doesn’t last. As we enter the receiving line, my eyes wander to the portraits that line the walls, and my heart sinks as we pass the life-size image of Princess Leo standing in front of a brown horse with white patches, its massive, feathered wings spread wide—a Pegasus, I think, remembering the Myth from Elsie’s books.

Leo smiles, her contagious laughter evident in the crinkle of her eyes. Alive. Free.

I glance at Titus, but he’s staring straight ahead—at the band of Bloodknights near the entrance to the ballroom. I must shuffle backward a step, because Titus’s hand comes up to touch the small of my back—just for a second, brief enough I wonder if I imagined it—urging me forward.

“Just keep walking,” he says, his voice low.

But when we reach the doors, my stomach twists as one of the Bloodknights dips his head to Titus and me in greeting. There’s a part of me that wonders how many of these Bloodknights have been compelled—and how many of them joined Morana’s regime of their own free will. Either way, we can’t afford a confrontation. I force myself to nod in return, hoping that’s enough to satiate him, but Titus walks past him as if he doesn’t exist.

This doesn’t seem to sit well with the Bloodknight.

He steps forward, as if to prompt Titus further, but the soldier halts abruptly—looks down.

A puddle of liquid seeps out from the leg of his armor.

Titus never misses a step. He enters the ballroom, leaving the Bloodknight standing dumbstruck as his comrades—drunk on power and expensive liquor, by the smell of it—ridicule him.

Gabriel glances back at Titus, cocks a brow. Titus lifts his shoulders slightly and I might not be able to see his face, but a vengeful, mischievous grin twinkles in his eyes.

Too soon, we reach the front of the receiving line, and Gabriel and Titus drop to one knee. I hesitate, struck by Leo’s resemblance to her mother and father, the king and queen of Hellion, both seated on thrones hewn from opal and crowned in bands of rose quartz. The queen shoots a puzzled look at me as I drop to my knee beside Titus, my chest tight.

“Sir Bellamy,” Queen Sade croons, and my head snaps up, just slightly, because it’s her voice—Leo’s voice. Only, it isn’t.

Beside me, Titus’s fist clenches.

“Rise,” she says. “Let me look at you.”

There’s something about her smile that seems forced as she sweeps down from the dais to greet Gabriel. And there—a flicker of panic in her eyes as her gaze darts to Titus and me.

It’s the armor, I think. The Bloodknights must be a nuisance here at the palace, and despite whatever deal Leo’s parents might have struck with Morana’s regime, the queen seems far from pleased with Calantha’s soldiers. Still, she glides gracefully toward Gabriel, her head held high. “Oh, our Leonora just adored you. Please,” she insists, “you must let me give you a tour of the palace.”

“My dear,” the king says, his voice taut, “surely you don’t mean to leave your party?”

Her shoulders tense as she turns to him, and when their eyes meet, it’s as if a thousand unspoken words pass between them. His lip twitches, the ghost of a frown, and his gaze drinks her in as if memorizing her. As if saying goodbye.

Two Bloodknights step forward to escort the queen, but the king raises his hand. “Sir Bellamy’s soldiers can accompany them. Besides,” he says, swirling a goblet, a rueful grin playing on his lips, as sharp as a blade, “if you go, who will supervise me?”

Supervise. The Bloodknights exchange a look, hesitating before stepping back behind the king’s throne.

The queen doesn’t waste time, beckoning us to follow. Her pace increases as she leads us from the ballroom, down long hallways and up winding staircases, the muscles in her shoulders coiled with tension.

We say nothing as we follow, but I think I hear Titus’s heart beating faster and faster until—

“In here,” Queen Sade says with false brightness, opening a door and ushering us inside.

We enter a sizable bedroom, and Sade quickly closes the door behind us, sealing us in the pitch-blackness.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Sade says, her steady voice breaking as she pulls Titus into her arms, weeping softly on his shoulder.

Titus returns the embrace. “I wasn’t sure you’d know it was me.”

She draws back, placing a hand on the side of his helmet, her palm resting over his metal cheek. “I could smell you from a mile away.”

It’s too dark, but I see the hint of Titus’s smile lighting his eyes. Once, Leonora told me that her mother was a windwalker with a particular talent for recognizing people based on their unique scent. “Everyone has one,” she said. “And my mother never forgets a smell.”

The memory feels like a mockery now that I know this was Morana, stealing not just Leo’s body but her mind as well.

“Is this her?” the queen asks, turning to me. I don’t know what I expect, but Sade pulls me into a hug. “We know it wasn’t your fault what happened to our girl.”

I’m too stunned to move—to speak.

“They brought her back to us,” Sade says, speaking quickly now as she steps back to face Titus once more. “As a warning. If we didn’t fall in line—if we didn’t obey—they threatened to feed her body to Morana’s hounds—to the Deimos.”

I barely have a moment to process what’s just happened—what the queen has said—before she flips a switch. The electric chandelier buzzes to life, revealing a room adorned in shades of petal pink and dusky lavender. A room fit for a princess.

And there, lying atop the bed in a casket made of glass, is Leo.
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I wonder if I smell  like fear.

I don’t get close enough to see her. I don’t want to. But Leo has been dead for weeks, and even from where I stand, I can tell her body shows no signs of decomposing. No. She looks serene, as if she had just dozed off. As if any moment she might wake up and her laughter will fill the room and the ache behind my ribs will stop hurting.

I don’t know what Morana has done to preserve her body this way, but a rotten stench hangs in the air—sharp and putrid. Cursed magic.

Rage bubbles up inside me, boiling my blood. Leo didn’t deserve to die the way she did. She definitely doesn’t deserve to be kept on display like this—as a warning, a threat. She deserves to be put to rest. She deserves peace.

Titus lurches toward the casket. Sways.

Gabriel’s hand touches his elbow, steadying him.

“You must leave.” Queen Sade stands up straighter, and though her voice shakes, she looks more determined than she did before. “Take her body with you.”

Titus staggers backward a step, as if she’s struck him. “We can’t.” His voice cracks, his chest heaving.

“You must!” Sade begs, moving toward him with purposeful strides. “Please, if you don’t—”

“We want to help you,” Gabriel says calmly, stepping between them, his hands raised in a placating manner. “We can get you out. All of you.” He reaches for her, but she jerks away, her composure slipping.

“I will not abandon my people,” she bites out, fury dancing like flames in her eyes.

Titus doesn’t move. He just stares at Leo’s corpse, his spine rigid, shoulders tense. The queen must know he’s not in any state to decide, because she turns to me.

If only she knew the state I’m in.

“She’s so light!” Sade pleads, grabbing my arm. “She won’t be difficult to carry. You can—”

Sade goes still. Her eyes widen, mouth gaping in horror.

“They’re coming.”

My heart leaps into my throat.

“Quick!” She motions at Gabriel and Titus, pointing to a dresser on the far side of the room. “Behind there—the passageway—”

Gabriel leaps into action, but Titus moves as if he were caught in a daze.

“We’ll take her,” I tell Sade, taking her hands in mine. “Let me—”

“There’s no time!” Sade’s voice breaks as she pushes me toward the small passageway. “Inside—go! Now!”

I hear them—footsteps. Dozens of them. Heavy, slow. They don’t run, as if they were following someone who walks at a leisurely pace. Someone who knows the queen will not try to escape.

Sade pulls Titus into one final embrace. “We were such fools. We should have never asked that of the two of you,” she whispers, a tear streaking her face. “Leonora loved you like a brother.”

Titus says nothing as he retreats into the passage. He slips away like a ghost, melding into the darkness as if he belonged there. As if to hide not just from the threat of whoever comes for us now, but from whom he’s become. Whom he’s lost.

As Sade closes the passage, our eyes meet, and she dips her head to me. “Take care of him,” she says. “For my brave Leonora.”

“She was brave,” I tell her, my voice firm. I couldn’t save her daughter—I cannot save her even now—but I can give her this. “Leo never stopped fighting.”

Sade smiles, blinking back tears, and seals the passage shut.

A breath of agonizing silence. A door creaking open. And then—

“Sade.” A deep, rasping voice. “It’s not like you to sneak away from your own party.”

“Lord Castor,” Queen Sade says coolly. “To what do we owe the honor?”

I feel Titus tense beside me, a taut wire ready to snap. Rage pulses from him with every painful thud of his heartbeat.

Gabriel grabs my arm. We need to go, I think. We need to get out of here.

I hear Will’s methodical footsteps through the wall, and I picture him circling Sade like a wolf, teeth bared in a polite smile.

“Your husband is dead, Sade.” I imagine his eyes twinkling with amusement. “My soldiers are hanging him from the castle walls as we speak.”

Sade doesn’t scream—she doesn’t give him the satisfaction. I barely hear her sharp inhale and the slow, shaky exhale that follows. “So you’ve come to kill me, then.” She sounds almost relieved.

She expected this, I realize. She likely knew it was only a matter of time. That’s why, when she said goodbye to her husband, it carried all the weight of a final farewell.

“It’s nothing personal, Sade, darling,” Will drawls.

I hear only Sade’s soft gasp and the dull thud that follows.

Quick. Merciful.

Three low growls fill the room like thunder.

“Not this one, Precious,” Will croons, and the Deimos gives a low whine. “Reunite Sade with her husband,” he adds to his soldiers, sounding bored. “Burn the princess’s body. We’ve no use for her anymore.”

I’m not sure if I reach for Titus’s hand or if he reaches for mine. All I know is that neither of us lets go.

“It’s time we make our presence known,” Will says. “Gather the delegates. I’d like to personally inform them of their… choices moving forward. Oh, and find Aster Oberon. She’s here somewhere.” Softer, almost like a purr, he adds, “I can feel her fear.”
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Titus drags me through the tunnels, Gabriel at our heels. He leads us around corners, down steps—twists and turns that leave me dizzy.

Will knows we’re here. Of course he does. He told me himself that Morana has spies everywhere. Have they already raided the vault?

Will said he could feel my fear. Morana’s blood cured me of the curse that would have turned me into a Shifter, but the venom… it’s still in my veins. Does that mean we’re still connected, somehow? Even if he can’t control me… can he still feel what I feel?

“How do you know where we’re going?” I ask, breathless.

“Hide-and-seek,” Titus says, his voice strained. “When my parents would come to visit—Leo and I—it was her favorite game.” He trips over his words as he skids to a halt in front of a crack in the stone wall. “Here!” He bangs his fist on the wall. “It should be here!”

“What?” Gabriel asks, glancing over his shoulder, hands raised as if ready to cave the tunnel in on itself—and anyone who might give chase.

“Here!” Titus groans. “The passage to the vault—it’s locked—only a windwalker—” He lets out a stream of curses, slamming his fist against the stone.

Click. There’s a soft hiss and a low squeal as the stone slides in, then across, revealing a doorway.

Owen leans against the frame, his dirty-blond hair resplendent in the soft amber glow of the room beyond. “About time,” he says casually, hoisting a shield onto his hip. “Thought I was going to have to lug this back to the Starchaser all by my lonesome.”

“How did you—” I start, but Owen looks all too eager to detail his entire heist, and as I’m sure it involves shifting into a mouse and crawling through vents, I hold a hand up before he can speak. “Never mind.”

Owen pouts as he steps out of the way, allowing us entry, though he sticks his foot forward as if to trip Gabriel, who shoots him a glare that could melt flesh from bone, and he flicks a glance at Titus and me—at our clasped hands—his lips twitching with a barely contained smirk.

Titus sweeps into the vault, and I follow, my mouth gaping as I survey the large, oblong room. Two stories, packed to the brim with artifacts preserved in glass cases: costumes from historical productions; weapons from a time before the Fall; books with spines that seem to sparkle, as if they were imbued with Manan; trinkets labeled things like THE CHALICE OF WELL WISHES and THE AETHERIAN CRYSTAL. Dozens of paintings adorn the walls, but Titus appears drawn to one in particular—a portrait of a mermaid sunbathing on a rock.

He reaches out, metal fingers lingering just above the canvas, where a signature had been scrawled in the bottom right corner.

Mina Avery.

“My mother painted this,” he whispers, his voice raw.

I squeeze his hand. He squeezes back.

“They’ll be here any minute,” he says, turning his back to the painting to face Owen, now toying with an ivory spyglass. “Have you found the Helm?”

“It’s not here,” Owen says. “But I found this.” He holds up the shield once more. Shades of purple, green, and blue shimmer in the light of the crystal chandeliers—Elysian Iron.

He sweeps an ornate vase from a large mahogany table—Gabriel cringes at the loud crash that follows—and lays the shield face up. “It’s a map of the Republic of Ruin,” Owen says, tracing the lines engraved in its surface—the borders of the island inlaid with silver. He points at the words etched at the top of the shield, reading aloud, “Only truth can mend the past.” He glances at me. “Sound familiar?”

Tears prick my eyes, and I swallow hard. Father was right. The Helm isn’t here. It’s just another clue.

I reach out, my fingers skimming the surface of the shield.

WHOOSH.

A blast of wind almost knocks us backward, but Titus plants his feet, his grip on me tight enough that I’m not sure who it hurts more—him or me.

“Maker of All,” Gabriel breathes, his bright red hair sticking straight up.

A sparkling, silver message appears on the surface of the shield, shimmering an inch above the map. Written in a long-forgotten language, the illuminated words remind me of the glowing ink of the Elysian Navigator.

“It’s a part of the clue,” I say, trying—and failing—to hide the disappointment in my voice. “What now? We can’t read this.”

Titus bends, squinting to read the script, and a spark of hope flares in his eyes. “I’ve seen this before. It’s Animaela—an ancient tongue shared by a sect of Sorceresses centuries ago. There are few alive who still practice the form of magic required to interpret a message like this, but they do exist.” He turns to me, his voice measured—determined. “We will find one.”

“Great,” Gabriel says dryly, watching the main entrance to the vault. “Now can we go?”

Owen’s lips curve, a teasing smile. “You’re sure you don’t want to stay for one more dance, Sir Bellamy?”

Gabriel snarls, grabbing the shield, but Owen just holds out his hands for Gabriel and me to take.

I brace for the icy chill of the wind and the sickening jolt of the vortex.

Nothing happens.

Owen shuts his eyes tight, his face turning red.

Still nothing.

The color drains from his face, and his eyes fling wide. “Wards.”

My heart skips a beat.

A low growl rumbles in Titus’s chest. “Wards?”

Owen doesn’t look afraid, only annoyed—as if this were a minor inconvenience. “They’re preventing me from creating a vortex.”

Panic claws at my chest, tearing whatever remains of my composure to shreds. Will might already be on the other side of the door. Knowing him, he could already be inside, a bat watching from the shadows, feeding on my terror, my dread. My fear.

The door creaks open, and my vision goes white as Titus, Gabriel, and Owen all raise their hands, preparing to strike. I take a steadying breath, fighting the impulse to sink to the floor and curl into a ball. I can’t go back to the Burning Lands. I refuse to let Will turn me into some kind of pet. I will not let Will use my fear against me.

No. I grab hold of it, molding it, turning it into a weapon.

I will not surrender.

I will never surrender.

And I won’t go down without a fight.

I plant my feet. Lift my trembling hands. Focus on the presence of blood. One body. One heart, beating wildly. I latch on to the hum, preparing to pull, when—

“Come with me!” A small voice, as soft as a cooing dove. A slight girl in a maid’s black-and-white uniform peeks inside the vault, her eyes wide. “Hurry! Before they find you!”

Titus takes a step forward, hands still raised, fingers vibrating with untapped power. “Who are you?” That voice—the voice of the wicked, feared prince of the Eerie. The voice of the Reaper.

But the girl doesn’t cower. She steps farther into the room to meet him. Rolls up her sleeve. “My name is Jol, daughter of Hassana,” she says quickly. “Leo was a friend.”

A black winged dagger materializes on the surface of her skin—the mark of the Order of Hildegarde. The tattoo that distinguishes her as an ally.

Owen releases a tight breath, lowering his hands. “Good enough for me.”

Titus grinds his jaw, glancing over his shoulder at me. Gabriel watches, shoulders tense.

“Your call,” Titus says, his expression carefully neutral despite the concern that forms a tiny crease between his brows.

I meet Jol’s gaze. She must be Albert’s age—too young to be a soldier. Yet she’s risking her life to save ours. “If you cross us,” I tell her, my voice lethally quiet, “you will regret it.”

Jol doesn’t flinch. She just nods, motioning for us to follow as she leads us back through the servant’s passage from which we entered the vault. We follow her through long, dark hallways, past doors carved from stone, until I’m met with the familiar, comforting smell of hay.

Jol signals for us to be quiet, crouching before she slips out of the narrow wooden door, looking left, right, before motioning for us to follow. We crawl into the brick-paved stable on hands and knees and dive behind the carriage where Jol hides, the flickering gas lamps casting shadows over her youthful face, drawn with fear.

We’re not alone in the vast, crowded stables. Soldiers patrol the rows of stalls; they block exits, preventing confused, outraged guests from leaving the ball.

Jol uses the distraction to her advantage, moving swiftly toward another carriage, then another, and we follow, heads down, steps even. I glance at Owen, wondering if I’ll see my same doubts mirrored in his eyes, but his lips are pursed, brows knit, as if he were working out a puzzle. Why would Jol take us to the stables when there’s clearly no way out?

“In here,” Jol whispers, slipping inside a stall at the far end of a row, its tall wooden gate obscuring the interior—and its inhabitant—from view.

I follow the others, my heart in my throat.

“Swiftwing!” Titus breathes, a smile transforming his face at the sight of a Pegasus—a Pegasus that bears striking resemblance to the one I saw in Leo’s portrait. He presses his forehead to the creature’s cheek. “Shh,” he whispers, soothing the agitated horse as I saw Jack do so many times. “We’re not going to hurt you. These are my friends.”

“I’m touched.” Owen claps Titus on the shoulder. He turns to Gabriel. “How skilled are you at shifting into small animals?”

Gabriel’s brows pinch, his pale cheeks mottled pink. “I can manage a raccoon.”

“That’ll do.”

Jol, peering outside, hisses, “Another patrol is coming! You have to go now!”

I whirl to face her. “You have to come, too!” I insist, but she waves me off.

“I can’t!” Her eyes glaze with tears. “My little sister works here—I’m not leaving her behind!”

“We’ll come back for—”

“No!” Jol shakes her head, backing away, her hand clutching the handle of the stable door. “If they think I’ve defected, they’ll kill her.”

“Aster!” Titus’s voice comes from above. I turn to find him already seated atop Swiftwing, his bloodred gauntlet extended.

I hesitate, but I know the longer I stay—the more I try to persuade Jol to come with us—the more likely she is to be caught helping us escape. I take Titus’s hand, climbing onto the Pegasus in front of him, and he reaches around me to grab the reins.

A raccoon and a tiny brown mouse cling to the horse’s mane. Somehow, even in their animal forms, Owen’s kind eyes still glint with mischief. Gabriel scowls.

“Go to the Leaping Lizard,” Jol says quickly. “You’ll find friends there—they can help with that,” she adds with a pointed look at the shield, fastened to the horse’s saddle.

“Thank you,” I say.

Jol opens the gate.

The Pegasus charges forward, racing toward the end of the row. Swiftwing knocks two soldiers off their feet before they can point their rifles at us and gives a great leap, massive, feathered wings beating as we launch into the sky.

The soldiers scramble to their feet. One raises his gun, his finger on the trigger, and I look over my shoulder at the moment he fires.

Titus crushes his body to mine, his chest flush against my back, barricading me as the second soldier’s bullet whizzes past us. Shouting, followed by the pop of gunfire, fades the higher we climb. Titus’s heart pounds, faster and faster, and we ascend. Still, he whispers, his lips brushing the side of my head, “I’ve got you. I’ve got you. I’m not letting go.”

Gabriel’s furry jowls flap as Swiftwing soars through the night sky, the lights of Bale now twinkling like fireflies down below, but one of Owen’s tiny arms is stretched out at his side, his little rodent paw cutting through the night air, lost in the thrill of flight.

I shiver, clinging to the worn leather pommel as we break into the cool cover of clouds above, and a thin layer of mist kisses my face. “Do you know where we’re going?” I shout to be heard over the roar of the wind.

Titus’s warm breath caresses the shell of my ear, his voice ragged. “Yes.” He shifts his weight, just slightly as he pulls on the reins. His heart still pounds wildly in his chest, but I allow myself to relax in his arms wrapped around me, caging me in. “There,” he says, signaling for Swiftwing to descend.

My stomach flips as we dive, the city below rushing up to meet us, and I close my eyes as Titus’s arms press against me, holding me firm in my seat.

“You can open your eyes,” Titus whispers, breathless.

I peek through my eyelashes. We’ve landed on a rooftop in the outer section of the city, far from the palace glowing in the distance.

Owen and Gabriel scramble down from Swiftwing, shifting back into their human forms a few feet away. Owen stretches, but Gabriel closes his eyes, taking deep, controlled breaths as he runs his hands over his face and through his mussed dark hair.

Titus dismounts, and this time, when he holds his hand out to me, I’m reminded of the first night Will took me to the conservatory at Bludgrave Manor. I ignored his hand then, and I fell into his arms instead. Would it kill you to ask for help? Will asked me.

I refused Will. But even though we both know I could dismount Swiftwing on my own, I no longer hesitate to take Titus’s hand. Maybe it’s the danger that causes him to reach for me so recklessly—maybe it’s the looming threat of capture that causes me to reach back. Perhaps tomorrow, aboard the Starchaser, he’ll go back to avoiding me. But at some point this evening, it started to feel less like electricity when his fingers twined with mine and more like… grounding. Natural. Easy.

Real.

I land on my feet, but Titus’s hand lingers in mine, and he stares at the connection like he’s not sure how to break it.

“He burned her body,” he says finally. Quiet. Hollow.

“I know.” It’s all I can say. Because he’s right. Will threatened to feed her to the Deimos, but he didn’t.

And I hate that there’s a part of me that thinks it means something.

“I thought that if I could see him again…” He shakes his head. “I know it’s him, and I know what he’s done—what he’s doing—but it’s…” His voice cracks, and his blue eyes seize mine, glossy in the moonlight. “He’s the only brother I’ve ever had.”

My gut twists. Tears burn my cheeks.

And then he asks the question I haven’t allowed myself to consider.

“Do you think he’s still… in there? Somewhere?” His tender, reluctant hope is almost too much to bear.

“Titus, I—” My throat tightens. “I don’t know.”

It’s the truth, but it doesn’t make it hurt any less.

Titus squeezes my hand before letting go. “Yeah,” he says, clearing his throat. “Me either.”

He turns to whisper something to Swiftwing, too low for me to hear. She nuzzles her face to his one last time before spreading her wings.

I want to ask him what he said to her, but there’s something about the way he watches the Pegasus that feels like its own goodbye—not just to Swiftwing, I realize, but to Leo. To their shared childhoods. Words meant only for her ears. And as Swiftwing soars high, a shadow passing across the moon, I look up at the stars and wonder if somewhere in that glittering tapestry of stories, Leo has heard him.
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“We’re closed—” The man nearly chokes when he turns to see the four of us standing in the doorway of the ramshackle bar Jol had called the Leaping Lizard. The mop he was holding clatters to the floor. “I don’t want any trouble.”

“Neither do we,” Owen says smoothly, lips turned up in a pleasant, if slightly terrifying, smile. He hoists the shield in front of him, taps it delicately. “A friend of ours told us you might know something about this.”

The man’s throat works on a swallow, his eyes darting from Titus and me, still dressed in our bloodred armor, to Gabriel, leering at him like he’s trying to decide where to slice, and finally Owen, grinning like a sweet, innocent nightmare.

“It’s me, Darius,” Titus finally says. “It’s Malachi.”

The man’s eyes narrow with suspicion. “I don’t know any Malachi.”

“Yes, you do.” Titus takes a small step forward. “Malachi Shade.”

Darius’s breath leaves him in an exasperated snort. “Malachi Shade is dead.”

“No, he isn’t,” Titus says. “He’s standing in your very fine establishment, wondering if you’re still capable of pouring a drink stronger than your throwing arm.”

Darius stares at him for a long moment, wide-eyed, jaw slack. “You… you’re really… you?”

Titus does a sort of half bow, and I realize that his helmet obscures his face, no different than the mask he wears as Captain Shade. “In the flesh.”

Darius deflates, hand pressed to his chest as he looks Titus’s armor over incredulously. “Why—” He shakes his head. “No, don’t tell me. Just… follow me.”

He turns swiftly and disappears through a doorway behind the bar.

No one moves.

“You know him?” Owen asks, keen eyes scanning the empty tavern.

“Captain Shade once saved this place from a group of bandits holding him hostage,” he says, his jaw tight. “He joined the Order shortly after that.”

Gabriel grunts. “I’d like to see his mark.”

Owen snorts. “At least take him out to dinner first, mate.”

“Might not matter either way,” I say. “The mark, not dinner,” I add quickly, rolling my eyes. The three of them stare at me, confounded. I shrug. “Loopholes.”

Owen’s smile returns. “Well, we either follow him and hopefully find someone to read this,” he says coolly, tapping the shield, “or take our chances elsewhere.”

“I suppose that settles it.” I take the lead.

Darius stokes the hearth in his small, disheveled living quarters connected to the Leaping Lizard.

“Come in, come in,” Darius says.

Owen and I share a look. Gabriel’s shoulders tense.

“We were told you could help us read this,” Owen says, tapping the shield once more. “How?”

“Not me,” he says quickly, shaking his head. “No. No. But—but I know someone who can.”

Titus and Gabriel exchange a wary glance. Owen sucks his teeth.

“Quickly,” Darius says as he skirts past us, pushing the sofa aside. “Morana has spies everywhere. They could already know you’re here.” He lifts the lip of the yellow rug, revealing a hatch. He opens it, motioning for us to climb down the rickety ladder into the pitch-black depths. “I wouldn’t trust me, either,” he says. “But I’m afraid it’s your only choice.”

Owen claps his hands together. “Shall we?”

He’s the first to climb down. Gabriel follows, then me, then Titus.

“Long live the heir,” Darius says, closing the hatch before anyone can say otherwise. He covers it with the rug, blocking the light that filters down through the slivers in the wood. The sofa groans as he moves it back into place, sealing us in darkness.

The underground tunnels seem to stretch for miles with no escape, our only source of light the occasional match Owen strikes against the dry cave wall.

“Gabriel,” Owen calls from ahead, “can you sense anything?”

Gabriel is silent for so long I begin to wonder if we’ve lost him somewhere in the maze. “I think so,” he says finally. “There’s something up ahead. I can sense… wood.”

“That’s”—Owen pops his lips—“ helpful. Any idea how far?”

“No.”

“Even better.”

I start to think we’ll never reach the end when Owen breathes a long, low sigh of relief.

“Thank the Stars!” He kisses something—loudly. “Gabriel, mate, you were right.” He smacks the wooden ladder, as if testing its strength. “Wood!” He laughs. “What a talent.”

He starts climbing the ladder, but—

“Wait!” Gabriel whispers. “It could be another trick. We don’t know what’s waiting for us up there.”

Owen nods, considering. “Only one way to find out.” He takes a knife from his belt and holds the hilt between his teeth. Winks.

But just as soon as Owen reaches the top, a hatch opens above, revealing an elderly woman with hair as gray as a storm cloud and eyes like pale silver moons.

She quirks a brow. “I don’t suppose you were planning to knock.”

Titus staggers backward a step, but a surprised smile lights in his eyes. “Batya?”

Her mischievous grin reminds me of Bellaflor, the Sorceress I first met on my way to Castle Grim. The woman looks between Owen and me, her gaze as soft and gentle as a comforting embrace. “Aster and Owen Oberon,” she says with a somewhat wistful sigh. “It’s been a very long time, hasn’t it?”

I cut a glance at Titus. His smile falters, but his eyes still glitter with something akin to reverence.

“Batya,” he says with a grand, sweeping gesture at the elderly woman above, as if he were introducing us to royalty, “is the Sorceress who made those adorable bracelets you wear.” He flicks a hesitant glance at my chest, a muscle in his jaw feathering. “The Sorceress who placed the enchantment around your heart.”
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Titus and I sit on opposite ends of a lumpy sofa, facing a gaping hearth big enough to fit a cauldron the size of a bathtub, cradling cups of piping hot tea. The quaint, cluttered house smells like dried herbs and pressed oils, bitter and floral.

Batya kneels on the quilted rug in front of the fire, her expression nettled as she inspects the shield, glowing once more as it did in the vault. I touched it, only once, when we first arrived half an hour ago, but it’s been buzzing ever since, as if it wanted to be read—understood.

“It’s old,” Batya hums, peering over the rims of her glasses as she runs her hands over the grooves of the map.

“Brilliant.” Owen lounges comfortably against the wall nearest the hearth, hands behind his head, feet crossed at the ankles, at ease, as if the events of the day bore no consequence to him.

Batya lifts a brow, but a smirk tugs at the corner of her lips. “I’ll need to make a salve.”

“A salve?” Gabriel asks, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. He sits in the chair closest to Batya, watching as she traces the glowing, silver script with her fingers.

She nods. “A salve of enlightenment—to give me the sight.”

“Oh, of course.” Gabriel shoots me a look. “That kind of salve.”

This seems to pique Owen’s interest. He sits up straighter, eyes narrowing. “You can make a salve of enlightenment?”

Batya gets to her feet, wiping her hands on the front of her apron. “I can,” she says, making her way to the kitchen across the hall. “Come, you can watch.”

Owen jumps to his feet, trailing after Batya without hesitation, asking her a dozen questions about sorcery and magic, his muffled voice carrying from the room over.

I glance at Titus, his head tilted back, hardened gaze fixed on the ceiling.

Gabriel clears his throat. “I’m going to supervise.”

Titus says nothing as Gabriel leaves the room. I’m about to stand, too—to see what Batya plans to show Owen—when Titus closes his eyes and releases a low, ragged breath.

“I should have taken it,” Titus says, his voice barely a whisper. “My mother’s painting. I should have found a way to bring it with me.”

I don’t know what to say. It would have been too difficult to take the painting, but that doesn’t change the way he feels.

“I keep thinking…” His throat bobs. “I never really knew my father. Calantha had compelled him for so long—my whole life.” A crease forms between his brows. “But that painting—you know the one on the ceiling in the Queen’s Court—he never let her cover that one up. I don’t know how, or why, but… he fought her on it, and he won. I can’t help but wonder what it must have been like, just before—” He winces, his lips pressed tight in a frown. “In those final moments, he remembered my mother. He was himself again.” His fists clench in his lap. “He asked for forgiveness.”

I’m careful not to shift my weight, not to breathe too loudly. I saw the moment the compulsion lifted—heard what the king said just before Titus slit his throat.

“I remember it all.” A single tear streams down his cheek. He presses the heels of his palms to his eyes, his teeth gritted. “Everything Morana made me do. But I couldn’t stop myself.”

I think of the weeks that followed the wedding—the Order members he was forced to execute, the ships he sank at her command. The innocent people he was forced to torture and kill.

“I don’t think it was like that for him,” I say gently. “It seemed to me as if one moment he was with your mother, and the next…”

I turn, closer to him than before, and place my hand over his. His eyes fling wide at the contact, and his body goes rigid.

Something that feels too much like fear spikes through me, my cheeks burning, and I jerk my hand away. I shouldn’t have touched him, I think with a stab of humiliation. I shouldn’t have said anything. I should just go. Leave him alone, like he asked me to do when he was first freed of the compulsion.

But before I can gather the strength to stand, Titus closes the distance between us, his arm stretched across the back of the sofa, his hand lingering near my shoulder.

His gaze seizes mine, and I’m struck by that old familiar feeling that his eyes are like the tide, pulling me out into the deep. And suddenly, all I want is to drown—in his eyes, in his arms, in him.

“Ever since the compulsion,” he says, his face drawn, his voice a tentative whisper, “I don’t know if I can trust my own thoughts—my own feelings. You know what that feels like, don’t you?”

My throat tightens. “I do.”

His knuckles brush my knee as his other hand touches a strand of my hair. The air crackles with electricity, charged. Bright. Dangerous.

“There’s only one feeling I’m certain of.” He leans forward, wetting his lips. “I wish, now, that I could have done things differently. I should have told you the night of the Reckoning Day ball. I should have—”

Owen bursts into the room, breathing hard.

“She’s—” He skids to a halt. A wry grin twists his mouth as Titus retreats to the opposite end of the couch, his fists clenched in his lap once again. “Well, well, well.”

I glare at Owen, promising retribution, but he just smiles.

“Hate to break up whatever’s going on here,” he says, clucking his tongue, “but Batya’s finished the salve.”
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We gather around the shield, teetering on a small, rickety table, as Batya coats her eyes in a foul-smelling green mush.

Gabriel watches, eyes narrowed, as she plasters on the paste. “So… can anyone use the salve?”

“No,” Batya says simply.

“Only Sorceresses?”

“Yes.”

“All Sorceresses?”

“No.”

He drums his fingers on the surface of the shield. “Just the ones who can read…”

“Animaela, yes.”

“And—”

“Perhaps,” Titus says with an exasperated look at Gabriel, “Batya could answer your very pressing questions after we’re through here?”

I think the pointed tips of Gabriel’s ears might burn crimson, but Batya begins to chant, her hands hovering over the shield, and a hush falls over the room.

Titus stands beside me, our shoulders touching just barely, enough to send waves of heat coursing through my veins.

“Aster?” Batya says, her voice a low hum.

I take a deep breath and place my right hand on the shield. The air pulses, casting my hair over my shoulder, and to my left, Titus’s fingers brush mine.

When Batya speaks again, her voice is clear, resonant.


“Where mermaids call

Born by night

Where dragons soar

And stars take flight.”



The shield rattles.

So do the floorboards.

Gabriel draws a long, curved blade from a makeshift sheath at his back. I don’t even have time to wonder where he got it before he hisses, “Someone’s coming.”

The shield glows brighter, almost blinding, engulfed in a cloud of glittering golden dust. Batya’s hands begin to shake.


“Where what is given

Must be gained

Where spirit—”



Batya staggers backward a step.

“Where spirit what?” Owen insists, panic creeping into his voice. “What else does it say?”

“We’ve got to go!” Gabriel points his blade at the hatch in Batya’s floor. “Now.”

Titus reaches for Batya, but she jerks away as if stung. “No!” She moans. “The words are—fading—we might not get another chance.”

Blood drips from Batya’s eyes like crimson tears, oozing out from beneath the green paste. But she’s right; the glowing script seems fainter by the second, its glow diminishing, the words fizzling into nothing like stars twinkling out of existence.

“Where spirits of the sea remain,” Batya groans the final words, her voice booming like a thunderclap, just before they vanish completely.

Owen seizes Batya’s wrist as she stumbles sideways, steadying her.

“Don’t fuss over me,” she says weakly, swatting at his hand. “I’m—”

A small red circle squirts blood from between Batya’s eyes at the very moment the front door swings wide and the floorboards erupt. A handful of soldiers floods the room from both the underground hatch and the open doorway, rifles pointed at us, shouting incomprehensibly.

The pebble had shot through the air, faster than a bullet, piercing Batya’s forehead before I even heard the hinges creak.

And there, standing in the front door, framed by incoming soldiers as they stream past him into the house—

Will, hand outstretched, panting for breath.

“Aster!” he roars, voice breaking as a cyclone of wind envelops me.

Pop.

We land hard on the deck of the Starchaser. Titus absorbs the brunt of the fall, but he rolls, covering me with his body as if to shield me from bullets even here. Gabriel sprawls on his back, the shield face up on the deck beside him. He groans as his flesh rejects a bullet embedded in his arm. And Owen…

Owen sits on his heels, holding Batya’s frail body in his arms, her vacant eyes fixed on the stars above.
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Someone shoves Titus off me. Hands grip my shoulders, clutching me with urgency.

“Whose blood is that?” Margaret demands, franticly searching me for a wound she’ll never find. “Aster—Aster, whose blood—”

I point, weakly, at Owen. Margaret’s eyes sharpen as she whirls, already moving toward him.

“Owen, where—” She stops short when her eyes land on the woman in his arms, the fatal wound in Batya’s forehead.

Charlie helps me to my feet, his gaze fixed on Batya. “What happened?”

Lewis shouts orders as the others move about the deck, preparing to sail. “Captain?” he calls to me from the helm. “Where to?”

Eliza stands next to him, hands raised, cloaking the ship. In the time we were gone, they anchored in an alcove of cliffs a few miles down the coastline, hidden from prying eyes. A clean getaway.

Almost.

Diana kneels beside Owen. She places her hand on Batya’s arm, chanting something that sounds like a prayer.

I meet Lewis’s knowing eyes from across the deck. “Set a course for the Republic of Ruin,” I shout, my voice hoarse. I turn to Charlie. “She’ll have a proper burial at sea.”

He nods. There’s no need for words. There never has been—not with him, not with any of my siblings. Charlie will tend to the dead. Margaret will tend to the wounded. Lewis will tend to the crew. And I will do my best to pretend that I am not breaking.

They’re looking to me to lead. So I will hold it in. Keep it together.

I can do this. I have to do this.

I’m already moving, starting for the steps that lead to the helm, when Elsie’s excited chatter reaches me from the companionway. She races onto the deck, but before I can intercept her, Henry is there, corralling her down the steps.

“Are they back?” Elsie asks, her voice pitched with fear.

“Yes,” Henry says calmly, “they’re all back. You just can’t see them yet.”

“Why not?” she demands. “Are they hurt?”

“Everyone’s fine,” Henry insists, a subtle edge to his voice. “They’re tired, that’s all.”

She attempts to slip under his arm, but our eyes meet across the deck, and she stops cold when she sees the dried blood already crusting my face.

“Mind Henry,” I tell her, leaning heavily on the banister at the base of the stairs. I grip the weathered wood hard enough that I’m not sure if it will splinter first or I will.

Her throat bobs. She nods earnestly and, without another word, follows Henry belowdecks.

“Who was she?” Rook asks, his voice hushed—reverent in a way I’ve never heard from him.

“She was—” I crack. Cough. Keep it together. Clear my throat. “She—”

Someone takes my hand, and lithe, calloused fingers twine with mine.

“It’s all right, love,” Titus whispers, lips brushing my ear.

When I look up at him, standing by my side, his mouth is pressed in a tight line, but his gaze is soft.

“Together?” he whispers. He says it like it’s a promise.

It feels like more.

I nod, squeezing his hand, hoping it says everything I still want to tell him. “Together.”

The coast of Hellion is a thin, jagged shadow in the distance. The sun creeps over the horizon as morning breaks, and a gentle breeze billows in the sails of the Starchaser. Everything feels still—peaceful—as we leave Hellion behind us.

But as the others gather around Gabriel, their faces a mixture of fear and disgust, a heavy sense of foreboding nearly steals the breath from my lungs.

“What is it?” Titus asks, his grip tight on my hand, as if whatever Gabriel holds face up in his palm might be the thing that tears us apart.

Gabriel says nothing, just extends his hand to give us a better view of the pebble, still coated in Batya’s blood, and the crudely etched illustration of the flower someone had carved into the stone.

A sprig of blue salvia.

“What does it mean?” Diana asks, looking between the pebble and me, her brows quirked, hand resting on the hilt of a sword at her hip as if the flower were a call to arms.

And in a way, it is.

Because where Will once gave me flowers under the guise of romancing me, this etching is a lifeless mockery of the real thing—just like my feelings for Will. And this message, carved in stone, is more than a warning. It’s a threat.

This one means I’m thinking of you.

Will has no intention of letting me go without a fight.

I take the pebble from Gabriel’s hand, my chest aching, but my mind clear. Will no longer gets to determine how I feel—whom I feel for. He can threaten me. He can chase me to the ends of the Known World and back. But he will never get to make my decisions for me ever again.

I turn my back to the others, my strides purposeful as I make my way to the taffrail, and Titus, his hand still clutched tightly in mine, matches me step for step.

I look toward the horizon as the sun rises, bathing the ocean in its golden glow.

A new day. A fresh start.

I throw the pebble into the ocean, feeling lighter somehow. Ready to face whatever comes—together.

And still… I can’t shake the feeling of seeing Will again—the way he’d called out for me. We’re miles away from Hellion, but his voice seems to echo, even here, even now, chilling me to the bone.

Because he didn’t sound angry.

He sounded afraid.
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What took place in Hellion seems to have an effect on everyone, not only the four of us who went ashore. Gabriel and Henry no longer bicker—at least, not over things that matter. Margaret, Diana, and Eliza spend most of their time together. Titus and Gabriel spar—Jack and Lewis take bets on who will win. Sylvie and Liv take a shine to Rook, always urging him to play music—even when Charlie plugs his ears with cotton. And sometimes, when the sun is setting, and we gather for supper together on the main deck, I can almost forget that we’re at war—can almost pretend this is all there is. These people. These brief moments of joy with my family.

But at night, when I am alone in my quarters and the glowing silver ink of the Elysian Navigator forms the image of the Helm on the island of Ruin—when I recite the poem Batya had read from the shield—I know that none of this will last.

Day after day, I find reasons to avoid Titus. What if I’m misreading the signs, as I had with Will? What if I let myself fall for Titus, only to lose him, too?

The others seem to know what I’m doing, but no one says anything. I can tell Eliza wants to talk about it—Rook tries, but Diana chops him in the throat and he breaks off in a fit of choking—and even Margaret and Jack seem to be working up the courage to ask, but I never give them a chance.

One afternoon, on the second week of our voyage, Titus tries to give me a hand with the rigging, but I make a beeline for the companionway. I find Henry seated on a crate in the galley, his head in his hands.

“Need some help?”

He leans back, his fingers steepled under his chin, a smirk curling his lips. “If you think you can cook a better stew than me, by all means.”

I fold onto the crate beside him. “I know I can cook a better stew than you,” I say, nudging him with my elbow. “Gabriel could cook a better stew than you, and I don’t think he’s ever even stepped foot in here.”

He chuckles, but his eyes are dark. “Gabriel hardly knows how to hold a spoon.”

We glance at each other sidelong, our lips quirked, and when Henry finally breaks, I find myself holding back a few seconds longer, just to listen to his laughter. Laughter that still, even now, reminds me of all that he’s survived—all that we’ve survived together.

I rest my head on his shoulder, his cheek pressed to the top of my head. We sit in comfortable silence, listening as Henry’s magic brings a pot of water to a boil. But after a while, I feel him tense, his throat working on a swallow.

“My nightmares are getting worse,” he says.

“Mine too,” I admit, only to him. Only ever to him.

“I just don’t understand.…” He knits his hands in his lap, anxiously twisting his fingers. “Why would he ask that Annie go free?”

My heart drops into my stomach.

“He’s not supposed to care,” he says, voice low, as if he were reluctant to say the words aloud. “But… you said he spared Leo from the Deimos.”

I sip at the air, my head spinning. “Yes, but Henry… he killed Flynn, Sade, Batya—all those people at the palace—”

“I know,” he says, getting to his feet. He paces the small galley, his expression hard. “But what about Owen? What about all the people he killed while he was working for Morana?”

I wince. “That’s not the same.”

“How?” he insists, brow furrowed. “He killed my father, Aster. He’s the reason—the reason Dorothy is dead—”

“Will compelled you—”

“Owen tried to kill you!” His eyes are wild. “You’ve forgiven him. I’ve forgiven him! But it doesn’t change what he’s done—why he did it. What if Will—” He grinds his teeth, braces his head between his hands. “I just can’t believe that he’s not still there, somewhere. That he doesn’t have a reason.”

I feel like I’ve been struck. “You think he had a reason for compelling me to be with him?”

Now it’s Henry’s turn to wince. “That’s not what I—”

“That he had a reason to compel you to try to kill Margaret?” I get to my feet, holding his stare. “Letting Annie go, burning Leo’s body—he knows how that makes him look. It’s all a part of his game.”

The moment I say it out loud, I feel liberated somehow—as if I no longer have to fight to convince myself of the very thing Henry still hopes for. That Will is in there somewhere—that any of us mattered to him. That I mattered to him. Because even though I know now that I never loved him, I did care for him. He mattered to me. But I can’t let that stand in the way of what I know I must do.

Henry’s jaw tightens, fist clenching at his side. He looks away at the pot of water as it boils over. “You’re probably right,” he says quietly. “Forget I said anything.”

I touch his shoulder, and he closes his eyes, lets out a tight breath. “The love we give doesn’t mean any less just because the person we gave it to didn’t want it.”

He swipes a tear from his face with the back of his hand—pats the top of my head. “Wise words.” He adds, a teasing smirk curling his lips, “For a pirate.”

I find that, even on the Starchaser, the galley becomes a sort of haven. Most nights, when I venture down the companionway, Owen is already there, helping Henry prepare our meals, filling the space with their laughter. They welcome me into their routine cheerfully, and the three of us create a rhythm that reminds me of the years Owen and I spent cooking with Father aboard the Lightbringer.

The night before we reach the Republic of Ruin, we all gather before supper on the main deck. Tomorrow, we make landfall. But tonight, we dance. Rook plays a merry tune, Jack sings at the top of his lungs, and Margaret, Elsie, Diana, Eliza, and I spin in wild circles about the deck, our faces flushed, heads thrown back with laughter.

There was a time I thought I might never feel like this again. When we first arrived at Bludgrave Manor, I was forced to leave my life aboard the Lightbringer behind—sailing the Western Sea with my siblings, with Owen. Being here, aboard the Starchaser, almost feels like a dream. And I know, tomorrow, the dream will end. But now, this moment, it’s as if we’d all decided we’re determined to make this feeling last—to enjoy tonight, no matter what tomorrow brings. Defiant. Hopeful. Reckless.

I lock eyes with Titus across the deck. He lounges atop a barrel, his legs spread wide, arms propped on the taffrail, half-listening to Gabriel and Owen’s conversation. He watches me with heavy-lidded eyes, and when he realizes he’s caught my eye, he brings his fingers to his mouth, almost absentmindedly, a slow, lazy smirk curling his lips.

He gets to his feet, and my pulse jumps. Quietly, he makes his way to my quarters—slips inside without so much as a look over his shoulder to see if I’ve followed.

Eliza drops my hand, and Margaret practically pushes me out of their circle.

“If you two don’t talk,” Diana says, pointing at the door to the captain’s quarters, her brow cocked, “we’ve already agreed we’re locking you in that room until one of you breaks down and admits you’re an idiot.”

I hesitate, but it’s Elsie who gives me one final shove in his direction.

“Be nice!” she says.

I feel their eyes on me as I make my way to the double doors. Someone cheers, and I look up to see Henry and Jack high-fiving near where Rook hollers from the helm. I shoot them a glare as Charlie grumpily hands over a pouch of coins to Lewis, but slip inside the captain’s quarters fighting an exasperated smile.

My heart leaps into my throat as I close the door behind me.

“Too much?” Titus asks, rubbing the nape of his neck.

He stands in front of a small makeshift table in the center of the room. A candelabra and two bowls of stew sit atop the barrel, draped with a white sheet.

I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. “I thought you hated dinner?”

“Only because I never had the pleasure of your company.”

He stands perfectly still, as if bracing for impact.

“It’s lovely,” I say, my cheeks warm.

A sharp intake of breath. And then—that smile. His face, lit by the soft, buttery-gold candlelight, brightens. He motions to one of the two crates. “Care to join me?”

My shoulder brushes his as I move past him to take my seat, and I think he might choke.

He clears his throat, sitting across from me, his long legs jutting out to the side of the barrel, his feet close enough to touch mine.

“You even catered my favorite dish,” I say dryly, nudging his foot. “Did you put this together all by yourself?”

His gaze widens, and I think his hand trembles as he runs it through his hair, shoving stray strands out of his face. “Henry helped,” he says quietly, a bashful grin tugging at his lips. “I think he wants his kitchen back. And I didn’t ask Rook or Eliza, but they found ways to… include themselves.” He rolls his eyes. “And their opinions.”

My lips twitch. “I’m sure they did.”

He leans forward, his elbows resting on the table, his eyes sparkling with laughter. “Have I ever told you the story of the first time I met Rook?”

I smile, and it isn’t forced. “Why do I get the feeling he landed himself in some sort of outlandish trouble, and you had to swoop in and save him?”

He throws his head back, and my stomach jolts, flips, drops when he laughs—wild and carefree. There—there he is. No mask. Just Titus.

I would give anything to hear that laugh again.

“Actually,” he tells me, rolling his sleeves up to his elbows, “it was the other way around.”

“Do tell!”

And he does. He tells me the story, then another. I tell him about the first fish I ever caught. He tells me about the time he tried to hug a dolphin. I tell him about the day I knocked out Lewis’s front teeth with a spoon—“Baby teeth!” I insist, but we’re both laughing so hard we’re wheezing for breath, and Titus is clutching his abdomen, begging me to stop.

He tells me about how Gabriel, Flynn, and Eliza stowed away on the Starchaser during his first year as captain. “We were just kids,” he says with a wistful sigh. But his eyes darken, and I can tell his thoughts have gone to Will—to their friendship. To his betrayal, not just of him—but of the Cooper siblings as well.

I almost reach for his hand, curling into a fist atop the table, but before I can, he’s on his feet, his back to me, making his way to the gramophone. A moment later, music fills the room, slower than the muffled tune Rook plays just outside.

Titus crosses the room to me once more, his expression unreadable as he bows, extending his hand.

A roguish grin touches his lips. “Care to dance?”

My heart nearly tumbles out of my chest. I’m reminded, instantly, of the day Captain Shade held out his hand to me atop the gallows in the town square, when I first arrived in the Eerie. Then, he offered me safety. Freedom.

Now he offers me something else—something much more terrifying. Something I’ve never allowed myself to hope for.

And yet, I don’t hesitate to take his hand.

Heat flares in his eyes, as if I’d answered more than just his request for a dance.

His hand shakes as it presses against the small of my back, and I place my hand atop his shoulder, noting the tension coiled in his muscles there. Every point of contact burns. Agonizing. Exhilarating. Electric.

“I’ve asked Gabriel to remain on standby,” he says, a teasing smirk pulling at his lips. “In case my toes need emergency care.”

I pinch his shoulder. He smiles.

Our eyes meet, and I can’t ever imagine looking away.

Softly, I whisper, “No one’s ever done anything like this for me before.”

He frowns, his fingers curling at my back. “I wish I could do more,” he murmurs. “One day, I hope you’ll give me the chance.”

I rest my cheek on his chest, and I think he might stop breathing. “I’d like that.”

His deep exhale warms the top of my head, and the tension in his shoulders seems to melt. As we sway, his thumb brushes the base of my spine, and it feels as if he’d struck a match.

I try to distract myself from the heat clawing its way up my neck. In the dancing firelight, I study the patchwork of tattoos that ink his forearms.

“Why the moth?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

He’s silent for a long moment. “It was my first tattoo,” he answers finally. “That painting—the one in the Queen’s Court—I used to sneak in there, lie on the floor… I would have stared at it all day if I could.” A muscle in his jaw feathers. “It was like every time I looked at it, I saw something I hadn’t seen before. But there was this—this knight in silver armor. On the center of his helm was a moth. And there was an inscription, almost impossible to read, but I could just barely make out the words.”

His eyes glaze with a memory, and I fear he won’t continue.

“What did it say?” I prompt gently.

When his eyes focus again, he searches my gaze, his brows nettled. “Those who seek the light, create it.”

I think of the moth, tattooed at the base of my spine, where Titus’s thumb rubs small, intentional circles.

“Can I ask you something else?”

“Please.”

“Why did I bite you?”

His lips twitch. “Which time?”

He laughs as he twirls me, but when he catches me in his arms again, his expression is guarded—hesitant.

“Your parents had brought me aboard the Lightbringer two weeks before,” he says with a heavy sigh. “You didn’t like me. I can’t imagine why not.” A glimmer of laughter lights his eyes. “You challenged me to a sword fight and won—obviously. But,” he adds with a small smile, “I tried to shake your hand—good sportsmanship and all—and you thought I was trying to attack you. So you bit me.”

My face flushes with uncomfortable heat. “I did not!”

He grins. “Grace was furious.” He twirls me again, but this time, when he catches me, he tips me back, holding me in his arms, suspended in midair. “I told you, right then and there, that one day, I wished to make you my wife.”

My breath leaves me in a shocked gasp. He holds me a moment longer, his eyes searching mine, his gaze trailing to my lips.…

Slowly, he draws me upright, his chest heaving—but not from the dance.

He clears his throat. “I’m sorry—I shouldn’t have said anything.” He takes a small step back, putting distance between us. He looks away, shaking his head. “You don’t remember, and I—I should just let you forget.”

I close the distance, squeezing his hand, my other cupping his jaw. “I don’t want to forget.”

He looks at me with equal parts fear and hope, sinking into my touch with a shaky exhale. “I’ve spent my entire life wearing masks—bearing names others have given me. I’ve never let myself want anything,” he whispers, his eyes shut, face pinched, as if it pained him to say it. “But I would happily spend the rest of my life chasing clues if it meant we could have more time together.” His eyes flutter open, tentative. “Am I a fool for thinking you could ever want me the way I want you?”

I’m too stunned to speak, my heart racing. No, I want to tell him. I want you, too. I think I’ve always wanted you, even when I couldn’t remember you. But my skin itches, and I’m seized by the sudden urge to run. I try to speak, but my voice is clogged with emotion—with everything I want to say. I’ve spent my entire life running, and now I’m not sure what it would feel like to stop. To not have to hide.

More time together. At Castle Grim, I couldn’t allow myself to want that—to want him. To want time with him, just the two of us. And since finding out that Will had influenced my feelings, since freeing Titus from his own compulsions… it’s felt wrong, thinking about what I want. It still does.

I wet my lips. “Titus,” I say softly, and he looks just as terrified as I feel. “I trust you,” I tell him, my voice raw. “But I still don’t know if I can trust myself.”

I expect him to put distance between us again, but he just shakes his head, curses under his breath. “I knew it was too soon,” he murmurs. “I shouldn’t have—”

“No,” I cut across him, my other hand coming up to cradle his face. My chest squeezes. “It’s just… I let myself feel for Will and look what happened! I’d never—I didn’t—” I choke on a sob. My head spins, faster and faster and—

Titus covers my hands with his, his voice gentle yet commanding, prompting me to look him in the eye. “You deserved someone you could trust with your feelings, not someone who exploited them.” Softly, his touch featherlight, he reaches out, brushing the tears from my cheeks. “It’s late,” he says, but the words are stilted, his teeth clenched, as if he meant to say something else but decided against it. “Big day tomorrow.” He takes a step back, and the loss of his warmth, his touch, aches like a fever. “You should get some sleep.”

I don’t move as he turns, blowing out the candles. I’m not sure when the music stopped, but it’s quiet all but for the groan of the ship as it’s rocked by the waves.

He starts for the door, and I lurch, as if to grab hold of him, but my hand lingers in the air.

“Titus?”

His shoulders tense. He doesn’t look back. “Yes, love?”

I drop my hand. “Stay.”

Not a question—not exactly.

He turns. His throat bobs. “All right,” he says, his voice rough.

But as he moves toward the chair in the corner of the room, I grab hold of the wooden post of the bed. Clear my throat.

“Will you…” The words get stuck, tangling themselves into knots. “Will you—” I sit on the edge of the bed with a huff, twisting the sheets in my fist. “I don’t want to be alone,” I say quietly. “Not tonight.”

He goes rigid, his eyes as wide as saucers in the moonlight. He manages a stiff nod.

He waits for me to crawl under the covers before I feel his weight as he eases onto the bed beside me.

“Hold me?” I whisper.

A moment of fear. Of hope. Of wanting.

And then his chest molds to the curve of my spine. His arm curls over my waist, his breath strained, tickling the back of my neck, his warmth encapsulating me.

I melt into sleep, like sinking to the depths of the sea, and for the first time in a long time, there are no nightmares waiting for me in the dark.
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I wake in Titus’s arms, my heart thudding against my rib cage loud enough that I fear it will wake him. Slowly, I ease out of his grasp. The bed creaks as I slip from under the covers and onto my feet, but Titus doesn’t stir.

I allow myself one long look at his face. I’ve never seen him this peaceful. This human.

My chest aches as I step out onto the deck and into the foggy gray morning.

The Republic of Ruin is a dark, barbed mass in the distance, like a jagged crown of obsidian. I don’t know much about the kingdom—few do—and from what Owen tells me, they’ve spent centuries ensuring it stays that way. Even the soldiers they send to fight in the League of Seven are mysterious and withdrawn, rarely speaking to anyone outside their faction. During my time at Castle Grim, I overheard a group of courtiers discussing Ruin’s strange fashions, and a nobleman once claimed there was an inventor who lived in the Republic who had created something the scientists in the Eerie considered an abomination, but even he didn’t know what that was.

I join Owen and the others near the center of the deck. They gather around my brother, hunched over a map of Ruin. Margaret glances up at me, assessing.

Her eyes go wide a moment later, but I don’t know why until I hear his voice.

“This side of the island hasn’t been inhabited for decades.” He approaches behind, stretching his arms over his head, his voice still rough from sleep.

I glare daggers at Charlie and Lewis, smothering laughs with their fists. Eliza hides her grin by coughing, covering her face with her hands. Henry glances at the sky, as if sending up a prayer of thanks. The others go perfectly still, blinking at us both as if they’re trying to piece it all together.

Titus just smiles coolly, leaning in to whisper, “I know you were watching me sleep, but it felt quite a bit like you were planning my murder.”

Rook nearly spits out a mouthful of water.

My face feels as if it were on fire. I clear my throat. “Owen?” I ask, shooting him a pleading look, my voice pitched. “You said you figured out where we should be looking.”

He hasn’t looked up, but he grins at his map, mischief sparking in his gaze. I can tell he’s thinking of a dozen jabs he could make at Titus or me or both, but his grin falls as he points at the jagged border of the island. “Batya’s poem was clear,” he says, and at the mention of the Sorceress, the air shifts, the faces of our crew now solemn—focused. “‘Where mermaids call’—these parts are known for mermaid sightings. Pirates come from all throughout the Western Sea to hunt them. ‘Born by night…’ I’m still working on that. But I don’t think it matters because,” he adds, pointing at the sky, “come nightfall, you’ll see the constellation of Ugo the Dragon soars directly overhead, and there—those cliffs in the distance, you see them? They mirror the shape of Ugo’s wings almost perfectly.”

I can’t help but smile, pride swelling in my chest. Owen—the navigator and his map. Of course he would have solved the riddle of the shield. He found the Red Island, too, I think. When no one else could, he knew where it was. With Owen on our side, finding the Relics… it might actually be possible.

Owen continues. “Now the last part, ‘Where spirits of the sea remain…’”

“The wreck of the Tidesinger,” Titus says, his brows drawn. “In four hundred years, no one’s been able to find it.”

Owen flashes a smile, slipping his hands into his pockets. “They didn’t have the power of the Lightbringer, either.”

Titus’s jaw tightens.

“You think I’ll be able to find it because I’m Hildegarde’s heir?” I move closer to the map, stepping between Owen and Titus. “How?”

Owen’s smile falters. “It’s just a theory, but… I believe an offering of your blood, given to the ocean—much like with the Elysian Navigator—might enlighten our path.”

Titus goes rigid at the mention of my blood. “And if that doesn’t work?”

Owen shrugs, scratching his chin. “I could be missing something,” he says, brushing a speck of lint from his coat. “The line, ‘Where what is given must be gained…’ That could be a key to understanding where to look. I’ll keep trying to interpret the riddle, but—”

“We’ll do it tonight.”

Owen glances at me, nodding with grim approval. But Titus scowls, crossing his arms over his chest.

“There’s a storm coming in,” Titus says, his voice strained. “We could give it another day. Try to come up with another plan—”

“I’m not waiting,” I say. “Morana’s kingdom advances with every passing day, and we still don’t have a single Relic.” I shake my head. “We go tonight.”

Titus gives a curt nod, but when our eyes meet, his gaze softens. “We go tonight.”

Owen claps his hands together. “Then it’s settled,” he says. He doesn’t waste time, ordering the crew to prepare for our expedition. But as the others disperse, Titus lingers at my side.

He’s right—there’s a storm coming. A dark shelf of clouds hangs over the sky like a towering black wave. Veins of lightning illuminate the darkness, and in the distance, the low rumble of thunder quakes the weathered boards beneath our feet.

Titus watches the sky, his teeth clenched. I want to reach for him, to take his hand, but the hair stands up on the nape of my neck as a presence brushes against my spine, like a gaze raking over me from head to toe.

I whirl, expecting to find someone watching me, but there’s no one there.

Still, I feel it—that presence. Those eyes.

Titus takes my hand, inclining his head. “Everything all right?”

I twine my fingers with his, my gut twisting. “What if it’s just another clue?”

Another flash of lightning. Another roll of thunder.

“Then we keep searching,” Titus says, his expression hard. His thumb strokes the back of my hand, slow, purposeful—as if he were memorizing the feel of my skin. “As long as it takes.”
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The wind howls, pelting us with thick sheets of rain as Charlie and Gabriel lower our jolly boat. We’re blown sideways, but Owen uses his affinity to keep us from smashing into the Starchaser. Titus focuses on holding the waves at bay the best he can as we meet the surface of the water. Diana holds down the tarp that covers our supplies—rope, tools, weapons, and a few days of provisions, just in case the search for the Tidesinger takes longer than we hope. Rook and Lewis grab hold of the oars, awaiting Owen’s command.

“This is it,” Owen shouts over a boom of thunder. “Aster?”

He draws a dagger from a sheath at his hip, a crack of lightning illuminating his silhouette—his hair, plastered to his forehead, the subtle red glow of his eyes.

I present my hand, palm up.

Titus, seated beside me, turns away, his hands raised, teeth gritted as he fights against the choppy waves that threaten to capsize our jolly boat.

“Here goes nothing,” Owen says.

He slices my palm.

Drip.

The pain stings, but I set my jaw, holding my hand over the side of the boat to let my blood trickle to the water below.

I glance at Titus. His eyes are shut tight, his nostrils flaring. A cord in his neck bulges.

I hold my breath. Owen leans over the side of the boat, his expression nettled. He curses. Scowls.

“I’m sorry, Aster,” he says with a sigh. “I really thought—”

“What’s that?” Lewis peers over the edge, his keen eyes narrowing. “There’s… light?”

I let out a shaky exhale.

The night at Castle Grim, when I rescued Titus from the dungeons, the water appeared to glow a bright, phosphorescent blue. Now a sapphire light shimmers on the surface of the waves, almost sentient.

It twirls, as if trying to get our attention.

“That’s… new,” Rook says.

This way, comes the familiar voice of the sea.

My heart leaps. “Follow it!” I shout over the roar of the storm.

Rook and Lewis don’t hesitate, grabbing hold of the oars once more and rowing us in the direction of the blue glow—toward the cliffs in the distance.

My stomach churns as we’re battered by the waves, but Titus and Owen work in tandem, carrying us swiftly toward the island, maneuvering through a deadly maze of rocks.

The blue glow moves at our pace, never straying too far ahead, and it isn’t long before we break over a wave, past a cluster of jagged stone, and—

“There!” I point at where the blue glow disappears through a sliver in the cliff face.

They guide the jolly boat to the narrow cave opening. The instant we enter the tunnel, Titus and Owen slump against the sides of the boat, panting for breath.

“That wasn’t so bad!” Owen laughs, dragging his hands over his face.

Titus cracks a smile—barely. “Speak for yourself.”

“Personally,” Rook says, “I never want to do that ever again.”

The sapphire light illuminates Titus’s face as he turns to me and flicks a glance at my hand, clutched to my chest. His gaze narrows on the blood that drips down my wrist, my arm.

“Here,” he says softly, tearing a strip of fabric from the bottom of his shirt. He takes my hand, his touch gentle as he bandages the cut. And then, slowly, he lifts my hand to his mouth, his gaze never leaving mine as his lips brush my knuckles.

Rook lets out a low whistle and Diana smacks him over the back of his head.

“I seriously regret coming on this excursion,” Lewis mutters under his breath.

Titus smirks as he drops my hand. His tongue swipes over his bottom lip, stained red from my blood, his golden eyes glowing.…

Owen shifts, his dagger in hand.

But while the gold subsides, Titus’s blue eyes seem to reflect the sapphire glow, still radiating light from within. The storm outside quiets, and for a moment, it feels as if we were the only two people in this boat.

“I thought you didn’t trust yourself,” I whisper, breathless. “What changed?”

He reaches out, pushing wet strands of hair from my face, his gaze fixed on mine. “I realized the thing I’m most afraid of isn’t losing control,” he says. “It’s losing you.”

Rook pretends to wipe tears from his eyes, Diana lets out a quiet, wistful sigh, and Lewis makes a gagging noise.

“Sorry to interrupt this lovely… interaction,” Owen drawls, his feet propped on the side of the boat. He points ahead, taking inventory of his nails as he extends his fingers. “But I’d like to take this opportunity to say, I told you so.”

My breath catches.

“Maker of All,” Diana murmurs.

“Is that—” Lewis starts.

“The legendary lost Tidesinger?” Rook says, shaking his head. “No, it’s probably just another legendary lost ship, hidden away in this enormous cave, where no one has ever been able to find it.”

Diana flicks Rook on the ear as we emerge from the tunnel into a spacious cavern. There, beached on a rocky bank, the ancient shipwreck looks as if it had run ashore here only yesterday. Silver moonlight streams in from the gaping ceiling—no storm obscures the stars above, the wing of Ugo the Dragon pointing down, toward the mainmast of the ship, and the flag, perfectly preserved, still fluttering in the gentle breeze.

“Do you think it stopped raining?” Rook asks.

Diana shakes her head. “It’s some sort of illusion.”

“I feel it, too,” Owen says, rolling his shoulders. “It’s like a ward but… thicker.”

Rook gives a curt nod. “Perfect.”

The jolly boat scrapes the bank, and Lewis hops out, pulling us ashore. We’ve only just set foot on solid ground when a low, eerie whistling comes from the direction of the tunnel.

“Well, well,” comes a voice that chills my blood. “Look what we have here.”

Diana whirls, blades already in hand, and Lewis’s eyes narrow on the tunnel, cold and calculating.

Calmly, Owen retrieves a pouch from inside his coat, emptying shards of broken glass into his palm. “We were followed.”

Rook squints at the glass, his brow quirked as he realizes what I’ve already figured out; Owen means to use his windwalker affinity to launch the shattered pieces as projectiles. “Ah, I think I get it now.”

“Owen,” I ask, my hands resting on the hilts of the cutlasses strapped to either hip. “This ward… can you form a vortex?”

He shakes his head. “Only way is through that tunnel,” he says. A small, mischievous smirk curls his lips. “Unfortunately, we’re going to have to fight our way out.”

Titus steps up to stand by Owen’s side, his sword drawn. “Go,” he says to Lewis and me. “Find the Helm. We’ll hold them off.”

I twirl my cutlasses. “And let you have all the fun?”

Titus’s grin is sharper than any blade. “I had a feeling you’d say that.”

“This won’t take long,” Rook drawls as the jolly boat comes into view, revealing twelve pirates, limbs thin from starvation, faces gaunt. But as they draw near, illuminated by a beam of silver radiance, my heart drops into my stomach.

Red eyes. Shadows seeping from their flesh.

“We weren’t followed,” I say, my mouth dry. “They were already here.”







[image: Chapter Thirty.]

The captain stands at the head of the jolly boat, his unnaturally pale skin like melted wax stretched over his skeletal face. He smiles, his teeth razor-sharp, gleaming in the moonlight.

“You mean to tell me,” Rook says slowly, “that’s the crew of the Tidesinger? They would have to be—”

“Hundreds of years old,” Owen confirms. “Sylks must have possessed their corpses centuries ago.”

“Um,” Diana chimes in. She points her blade at the piles of skulls and bones littering the bank closer to the shipwreck. “I don’t think we’re the first ones to find the Tidesinger.”

“What do we do?” Lewis asks, surveying the cavern—looking for a vantage point, if I know him.

The pirates don’t bother waiting until they’ve reached the shore to disembark. They wade toward us, hip deep in the dark water of the cavern, swords flashing, red eyes gleaming.

“The sooner we find the Helm, the better,” Owen says. “Lew, you and Aster—”

He ducks just as the first pirate storms onto the beach, swinging his sword at Owen’s head in a wild arc. Owen whirls, and a shard of glass zips through the air and slices the pirate’s throat.

The pirate’s head dangles by a few rotted strands of muscle, but he smiles, black blood gushing past his lips.

Owen’s right—we need to find the Helm. But before I can retreat, I’m circled by two pirates, the stench of decay nearly knocking me off my feet. We’re outnumbered twelve to six. Under normal circumstances, I’d like our odds. But these pirates aren’t human. And we’re severely lacking in Elysian Iron.

The first pirate lashes out at me, but I dodge, using his momentum against him. As he lurches forward, I drop my cutlass, drawing my dagger instead, and drive it into his back.

The Sylk shrieks as it’s expelled from its host, and the pirate’s corpse crumbles to dust before it even hits the ground.

I twirl my dagger, the dark iron blade glinting in the starlight, rippling with iridescent shades of purple, blue, and green.

My opponent’s eyes widen and the Sylk hisses. “Abomination!”

The pirate charges me, but I evade, lashing out with the dagger. He dodges, and I’m forced to opt for the cutlass in my left hand as he unleashes a barrage of strikes.

Out of the corner of my eye, something rustles the tarp on our jolly boat. At first, I think it might be the cat, Rooster, having stowed away, but a pair of blond pigtails peek out from underneath the black sheet, and my heart stops beating altogether. Elsie.

The distraction costs me. I misstep, stumbling, landing hard on my back. My dagger goes flying. The pirate is on me in seconds. I raise my cutlass in time to block a strike that would have split my head in two. I grit my teeth, pushing back on his blade, but the Sylk doesn’t seem bound by the weakness of the corpse. He laughs, the sound hollow and twisted and inhuman, his putrid breath roiling my stomach. The sword bears down on me, the sharp edge of the blade slicing my cheek, drawing blood—

The pressure relents, gone in an instant. Some unseen force yanks the pirate backward, into the shallow water, and drags him under the surface.

I sit up, scrambling to grab hold of my dagger, trying to gather my bearings when I spot a ripple in the water—a flash of green, iridescent scales.

A girl, her long black hair cascading to her waist, rises halfway out of the water. She cocks her head at me, her irises glowing white.

I almost can’t believe what I’m seeing as I watch her wipe black blood from her mouth.

“He won’t be dead for long,” she says, eerily calm. “You must hurry.”

I gawk at her, my chest heaving. “Thank you,” I manage to say.

She smiles, her expression placid. “My pleasure.” She holds out her arm then, and a black winged dagger materializes on the surface of her shimmering skin. “Umiko,” she says by way of introduction.

“Aster.”

“I know,” she says simply, and with a flick of her tail, she dives below the water again.

I breathe, try to focus. Elsie. Elsie’s here. She shouldn’t be here.

I whirl, trying to find her in the chaos. I spot her climbing the dark, rocky hill to the Tidesinger.

But I’m not the only one racing after her.

One of the pirates gives chase. He draws back, preparing to throw a dagger.

I open my mouth to scream at her, but before I can make a sound, the pirate’s hand drops, tumbling down the rocks behind him. He turns, watching it go, and when he lifts his eyes, I follow his line of sight to where Titus stands, a small iron ball in his grasp.

The pirate doesn’t move an inch before Titus throws out his hand and a thin wire wraps around his victim’s throat, slicing his head from his shoulders with a flick of his wrist.

No hesitation. No mercy. No remorse.

Titus smiles, but there’s something about his eyes—heavy-lidded, glazed with bloodlust—that sends a shiver down my spine.

Another pirate barrels toward him from behind, but he just rolls his shoulders. Looks at me. Winks. And when he turns, drawing his cutlass as he spins with lethal grace, I lose sight of him in the frenzy.

Rook and Diana fight together, their movements fluid, and nearby, surrounded by four pirates and the captain himself, Owen—

Owen laughs.

“Aster!” Lewis calls to me, and my head whips in the direction of where Elsie had been a moment before.

I’m at his side in moments.

“Is this an illusion?” Lewis asks me, his eyes wide. “I could have sworn—”

“It’s her,” I say, already moving toward the small gap in the hull where she must have slipped through.

Lewis lets out a long string of curses, crouching to follow me inside.

Whatever magic gives the exterior of the ship the appearance of having just washed ashore, it has no effect on the rotting interior.

“Careful,” I say.

“Elsie?” Lewis calls out, his composure slipping. “Elsie!”

“Up here!” she calls from somewhere above.

Relief washes over me. I step blindly in the dark, trying to find a way up by the thin streams of silver radiance filtering through the gaps in the ceiling, but Lewis grabs hold of my arm, guiding me through the shadows. We move as one; I trust Lewis as we duck under low-hanging beams and up a crumbling companionway.

We find Elsie in the dilapidated captain’s quarters, standing in front of a gilded trunk.

The air around the chest glows, glittering with gold dust.

“What were you thinking?” Lewis asks, already moving toward Elsie.

I grab her arm, pulling her away from the cloud of Manan. “You shouldn’t be here!”

She throws off my grip. “I wanted to help!”

“Help?” Lewis shakes his head. “You could have been killed! It’s not safe for you—”

“I can help!” she insists, her chin held high. “I found it!” She points at the chest. “I can hear it. It sings.”

My pulse leaps. “What sings?”

She plants her feet. “Coins. Spoons. Swords,” she says, crossing her arms. “All sorts of metal things. They sing to me.”

I kneel, eye level with her. “And what does this song sound like?”

“Like…” Elsie screws up her face, listening hard. “Sunshine.”

I glance at Lewis, and I can tell by the look on his face that he’s putting it together.

Mother said my siblings’ affinities would never surface—that they had suppressed their magic for too long.

But Elsie…

“Do you think it’s really here?” Lewis asks.

I pivot, facing the chest.

There’s an inscription carved into the gilded latch.

What is given must be gained.

I wish Owen had worked that part of the riddle out, but by the din of clashing metal coming from just outside the Tidesinger, there’s no time to waste.

I clutch the medallion hanging from my neck, take a deep breath, and say a quick prayer to the Stars.

“Well, open it!” Elsie says.

My hands buzz as I reach out, the Manan humming louder as I grasp the lid.

“Stars!” Elsie gasps. “Your eyes!”

I barely process what she’s said as I open the chest.

There, seated on a bed of red velvet, a silver helmet with a moth in the center of its metal forehead…

The Helm.

I reach out, taking hold of it and—

“Help!” Elsie screams.

I drop the Helm, whirling to face her.

There’s no one but Lewis and me here. She isn’t wounded—not that I can see.

But her skin… it glows, sparkling with golden dust. And as the Manan begins to fade…

So does Elsie.

Lewis and I both try to grab hold of her, but our hands grasp at thin air, as if Elsie were a ghost.

“Az? Lew?” Elsie cries, reaching for us. “I’m scared!”

“It’s all right!” I say, paralyzed by panic. “You’re all right!”

“What’s happening?” Lewis continues to grasp at the air where Elsie’s form grows dimmer by the second. “Az!”

“I can’t see you!” Elsie screams, her eyes blazing with gilded light, as bright as the sun. “Az! Help me!”

A gust of wind sends Lewis and me reeling backward.

A flash of blinding white light, followed by all-consuming darkness.

I scream Elsie’s name as I scramble to my feet.

But she’s already gone.
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I claw at the air where my little sister stood moments ago.

Behind me, Lewis drops to his knees, a sob ripped from his chest.

“Now would be a good time to get out of here!” comes Owen’s voice from down below; he’s somewhere outside the ship, but he sounds as if he were a million miles away.

Lewis doesn’t move. He just stares at the place where Elsie vanished, his hands shaking in his lap.

I don’t know how long it is before Titus finds us, but it feels like an eternity.

“Where’s Elsie?” Panic cracks his voice. “Where is she? Aster, where—”

“What is given must be gained,” Lewis answers, his voice hollow. “We took the Helm, so it took her.”

Titus’s eyes go wide. “What? No—no, that can’t—”

Their voices fade beneath Owen’s shouting from down below and the earsplitting drum of blood pounding in my head. “She’s gone!” I scream, my fingertips raw, bloody from where I scrape the wooden boards.

“Stop!” Titus’s hand on my shoulder. “It won’t bring her back!” he says, trying to grab me, but I shake him off. Claw. Scream. “It won’t bring her back!”

Owen shouts again. Lewis weeps.

She can’t be gone. She can’t be. She can’t—

Titus throws me over his shoulder. “Grab the Helm!” he barks at Lewis.

My vision blurs as Titus carries me from the Tidesinger. It isn’t until we reach the jolly boat that he lets go, but I lurch forward, toward the ship, toward the last place I saw her.

It’s Owen who blocks my path. “What happened?” he asks, the laughter gone from his face. “Aster?”

Lewis collapses just shy of the jolly boat, dry heaving onto the rocky bank.

“There’s no time!” Titus’s voice is sharp, but it trembles as he lifts Lewis up from under his arms and tosses him into the jolly boat along with the Helm. “Those pirates won’t stay dead for long. We have to go—now!”

I can feel my heart splitting open—can feel the blood gushing from my chest. I must be wounded. I must be dying.

“Where is she?” Owen’s voice is so small. So broken. So loud.

“The Helm!” Titus says, pushing the jolly boat off from the shore.

“They’re getting up!” Diana says from the jolly boat, pointing her blade at the mangled corpses of the pirates, their dismembered limbs stitching back together in a haze of smoke.

“What’s the plan?” Rook draws a curved knife from his belt. “Are we staying or—”

“What happened?” Owen demands.

“They found the Helm!” Titus explains, grabbing hold of Owen and me both and pushing us toward the jolly boat. “And it—” A strangled cry escapes him. “It took Elsie.”

“What do you mean it took her?” Owen looks faint. He stumbles a step, catching himself on the lip of the boat, and it’s Rook who pulls him the rest of the way into the hull.

“I don’t know!” Titus shouts. He shoves me, and Diana reaches out, hauling me into the jolly boat as if I were a child.

“We can’t—leave her—” I choke, gasping for breath.

“She’s not here!” Titus’s hands are on my face. “Look at me, Aster. My love,” he says. “My love, look at me. She’s not here. She’s not here, but we’re going to find her, all right? I promise you; we’re going to find her.”

Rook and Diana row us out of the tunnel. Titus seems reluctant to let me go, his jaw clenched, tears streaking his face, but he holds out his hands, his eyes shut tight, controlling the waves as we break from the mouth of the cave and into the storm.

We reach the Starchaser by some divine miracle.

As the jolly boat is hoisted into the air, Titus grabs hold of me again.

He trembles, soaked through from the rain, but I feel nothing. My face is numb, my chest hollow.

“We’re going to get her back,” he tells me, droplets of rain dripping from his nose, his chin. “We’re going to find the Relics, and we’re going to get her back.” He pushes wet strands of hair out of my face, grabs my shoulders, shakes me as if trying to wake me from a deep sleep. “I swear it to you.”

Relics. Wishes. None of that seems to matter now.

“She’s gone,” I croak. Elsie is gone.

Diana and Rook haul Lewis, unmoving, from the jolly boat. But the instant Owen’s feet hit the deck of the Starchaser, he’s barking orders to set sail.

Blood, I think I hear him say. He wants blood.

It’s the first thing—the only thing—that snaps me out of my daze.

Because I know what he means.

Something—someone—took Elsie from us. Some twisted magic. Some curse.

He will not rest until someone pays for it in blood.

And I stand, finally, ready to follow him wherever that path leads.
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Margaret’s bloodcurdling scream is a knife to my gut. She drops, and Jack sinks to the ground beside her, holding her close as she falls apart.

I watch as Titus tells the others what happened. It feels as if I were standing outside my own body—as if I were living in someone else’s nightmare.

But there’s no waking up from this.

Charlie punches a hole in the wall of the captain’s quarters, weeping violently as he curses the Stars, and the Underlings, and the True King himself. Gabriel’s reliably stoic expression crumples, and he lurches, as if to make for the jolly boat, row himself back to the Tidesinger, and pry Elsie from whatever force stole her away. Eliza wipes tears from her face as she checks Rook and Diana’s injuries, but the two of them send her away, and she doesn’t waste another second before pulling Lewis into her arms. Henry sits on a crate, unnervingly still, his eyes vacant as he stares straight ahead—trapped inside his own mind, his own memories.

Titus takes the Helm from Lewis, who looks as if he were caught between succumbing to despair and declaring war on the Known World—which appears to be what Owen is already planning as he spreads the Elysian Map over a barrel.

I see the moment Titus takes his first real look at the Helm—see his mouth part on a shocked breath when he sees the moth in the center of its forehead. See the tears glaze his eyes as he mutters a curse under his breath.

Owen doesn’t have to ask for my hand. When he retrieves the compass from his pocket, takes the needle from inside, my finger is already outstretched.

He doesn’t hesitate to draw blood.

Crimson splashes the parchment, but I stare at the Helm as Titus holds it at arm’s length. One of three legendary Relics of Night. A treasure many have spent lifetimes searching for—including my father. And we’re the first to find it.

Elsie found it.

Owen points at the map. “There.”

I tear my eyes away from the Helm to where the glowing silver ink forms the image of a sword.

“Castle Grim?” Gabriel asks, peering over my shoulder.

Titus sways, staggering backward a step. He shakes his head, just slightly, the movement almost imperceivable, but there’s no mistaking the fear in his eyes. The anguish.

He doesn’t want to go back there. I can’t make him go back there.

But I’m going. I don’t have a choice.

Owen watches me, biting his bottom lip, as if he were resisting the urge to give the order himself.

I can’t tell him I’m terrified of finding the next Relic—that I’m afraid what kind of sacrifice we’ll be forced to make to obtain the Sword. But if finding all three Relics is the only way to get Elsie back…

“Set a course for the Eerie,” I say.

Owen looses a tight breath. “Aye, set a course—”

“Wait!” Gabriel grinds his jaw. “We’ll need reinforcements. We should return to the Red Island for—”

“We’re going now,” I say, already moving toward the helm.

It’s Titus who catches my wrist. “He’s right, love,” he says, imploring me to meet his gaze.

I jerk my arm out of his grasp. “I’m not giving up! Elsie—”

“No one is giving up,” he says gently, taking a tentative step toward me. “But we must be strategic about this. If Calantha”—his throat bobs—“discovers you’ve set foot in the Eerie, she will stop at nothing to find you.”

I shake my head, take a step back. “What will I tell Mother and Father?” My voice breaks, and I struggle to swallow the knot in my throat. “I can’t face them.”

“You won’t face them alone.” Owen’s voice. He moves to stand beside Titus. “As much as I hate to admit it, they’re right. If we try to storm Castle Grim alone, more of us could end up—” He grinds his teeth.

Dead.

But Elsie isn’t dead.

“You wanted to go! Just five seconds ago, you were ready—”

“I still am!” Owen shouts, his lip curling. “If I were alone, I wouldn’t stop until I’d razed that entire bloody continent to the ground!” His face flushes with something akin to shame. “But I can’t put everyone else at risk because I lost my cool. And you—you’re the captain of this voyage. You of all people should be thinking about the good of the entire crew.”

His words are like a slap to the face, and I see the regret flicker in his eyes when I flinch.

“Then maybe I shouldn’t be captain anymore.”

Owen sighs. “I didn’t mean—”

“I never asked for this!” I take the medallion from around my neck and hold it out to Titus. The pendant dangles from the chain, swinging back and forth like a pendulum. “The Starchaser is yours.”

Titus frowns. He reaches out, covering my hand with both of his as he curls my fist over the medallion. “You have every right to be angry,” he says, his voice soft—words meant only for me. He gestures at my family and friends, all gathering around us, awaiting their orders. “Everyone here knows you’re not perfect,” he adds, the ghost of a wry grin tugging at his lips, “but they chose you anyway.” He uncurls my fingers—takes the medallion from my palm. “That’s why they chose you.”

He slips the chain over my head. “Now you have to choose yourself.”

Tears burn my cheeks. But as Titus steps back, Owen moves to stand in his place. He places a hand on my shoulder, and I feel the weight of our Father’s steady, comforting touch.

“We go together?” he asks, offering me his hand.

My fingers curl into a fist at my side. I don’t want to go home. Not when Elsie isn’t there. Not when my family is falling apart again, and there’s nothing I can do to hold them all together—nothing except push my own feelings aside.

They don’t need a sister, I think. They need a leader. A captain.

So I take Owen’s hand. Bury my grief. Nod. “We go together.”
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There is no more music. No more dancing. No more laughter.

The Starchaser is quiet.

I spend my days at the helm, watching the horizon, Liv perched atop my shoulder. But in the evenings, when the others gather for supper on the main deck, I retreat to the captain’s quarters—alone.

I do exactly as Owen said and decide to put the good of the crew first—above my own feelings, above my own fears. If I am going to lead them, they cannot see me break again.

Every night, Titus comes to my room. And every night, he sits in the chair by my bedside, his hand outstretched, close enough to touch.

Not yet, I tell myself. Soon, when we’ve found the Relics, I can choose myself. I can let myself want.

But I let myself hope—hope we could find the Relics and make everything right—and I lost Elsie. I can’t afford to hope that Titus and I could ever be happy together, only to lose him, too.

I don’t take his hand. Even when the nightmares keep me awake. Even when I want nothing more than to feel his fingers twine with mine.

One day, I tell myself.

But not yet.

Not yet.
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The sun is shining when we reach the Red Island.

I stand at the helm, watching as the others deploy the gangplank, but I can’t seem to move. For so long, Owen and I dreamed of this place—dreamed of the life we could have here. It’s more beautiful than I ever imagined it would be. Bright, colorful birds soar above the lush green jungles of Ember, and along the beach, the people gather, waiting to welcome us home. But it all feels wrong. Warped, like a dream twisting into a nightmare.

I thought, after we found the cure, everything would be different. I thought, maybe, we could be safe here. But we’re not safe. Because he knows where we are—Will knows where we are. That voice that comes from somewhere deep within my chest whispers, He’s coming. And I know I can’t stay long.

No, Will is after me. The bounty is on my head. And if he’s followed us…

“So this is it.”

Titus’s voice pulls me from my spiraling thoughts. I turn to find him already standing by my side, silhouetted by glittering sapphire waters as far as the eye can see.

He looks past me, a smile touching his lips. I follow his gaze to the island—to the Palace of Pearls, the wooden fortress built into the boughs of an ancient tree near the shoreline. “I never thought I’d get the chance to see it for myself.”

My heart sinks. How could I forget? All this time, Titus was never allowed to know the location of the island—never allowed to see it for himself. But this place—these people—they belong to Captain Shade more than they’ve ever belonged to me. He fought for them. Risked his life for them every time he put on the mask.

“Will you show it to me?” he asks, his voice soft as he offers me his hand.

My breath catches. I meet his gaze, as blue as my beloved ocean, and it’s as if something tugs at my chest, drawing me closer to him, urging me to take his hand.

Maybe we’re doomed. Maybe the True King’s plans for our lives never intersect. Maybe we’re fools for wanting. We may never have more time together. But we have today.

And so, I let myself take his hand, let my fingers twine with his, and we disembark the Starchaser together.

We’ve just stepped off the gangplank and onto the docks when Orella throws her arms around me, the scent of toasted coconuts and baked vanilla encapsulating me in warm, sun-soaked arms. I drop Titus’s hand only to return Orella’s fierce embrace. But when she draws back, and Titus twines his fingers with mine, a small, triumphant smile twitches her lips.

“I see you decided to take your own advice,” she says, flicking a glance at our clasped hands.

My heart skips a beat, and I almost expect Titus to pull away.

But he squeezes my hand, flashing her a charming grin. “Your Majesty,” he drawls, bowing low.

When his head dips, Orella’s brows lift as she shoots me a look that screams, Wow.

On any other day, I might blush. But I barely manage a weak smile, and Orella’s face falls.

She brushes a strand of hair from my face, pats my cheek with her dainty, calloused hand. “Umiko sent word ahead,” she says, almost reluctantly.

I don’t even have a moment to process what she’s said—what it means—when I see Mother and Father racing down the docks. My heart leaps into my throat, my head spinning.

They know. They know about Elsie.

I brace myself, my jaw set.

But they’re not running toward me.

Mother’s steps stutter a few paces before she reaches Owen, and I think she might drop to her knees as she sways. But Father never slows down. He nearly tackles Owen, throwing his arms around him in a forceful embrace.

“My son!” Father laughs. Weeps. Kisses the top of Owen’s head. “You’re home—my son—”

Mother staggers toward him. She touches Owen’s face, tears streaming down her cheeks. I don’t hear what she says, but a moment later, a violent sob bursts from Owen’s chest.

My feet move before I realize I’ve taken a step.

“You should join them,” Titus murmurs, his grip on my hand loosening.

But I shake my head. “I’ll just get in the way.”

I face Orella again, watching me with a sad sort of smile.

“Follow me,” she says, already starting down the docks, toward the Pearl. “We’ve had a room prepared for you, Your Majesty,” she adds, winking at Titus over her shoulder.

I don’t let go of Titus’s hand. Not when we approach the doors of the Pearl. Not even as we’re led up the stairs, down various hallways, and across multiple bridges of the palace.

Every few minutes, I’m reminded that he’s experiencing all this for the first time.

I watch as he tips his head back, inhaling the sweet aroma of grilled pineapple, his eyes drifting shut, and I can’t help but wish we could stay. I want to explore the city of Ember with him—want to watch the sunset on the beach, want to listen to the lullaby of the waves as the tide laps at the shore. I just… want.

Him. This. More time.

It’s as if Orella knows where my thoughts have gone. “How soon are you leaving?” she asks, a crease forming between her brows.

I let out a long, arduous exhale. “We’re staying only long enough to restock our supplies.”

She nods slowly, her mouth taut, but she doesn’t argue—doesn’t try to persuade us to prolong our visit. Finally, she stops in front of the door to my chambers.

“You should get cleaned up,” she says, cutting her eyes at Titus’s hand.

But Titus doesn’t let go. And neither do I.

“Don’t worry,” Orella says with a wry grin, looping her arm through Titus’s. “I’ll make sure he finds his way back to you.”

Titus chuckles, and as his hand slips from mine, as they round the corner, I think I hear him say, “Nothing could stop me from finding my way back to her.”

I rest my hand on the doorframe, tracing the grooves of the weathered wood—wood that was salvaged from my grandfather’s ship, the Sunseeker.

When I open the door, Bellaflor is there, sitting in the chair by the window with Killian’s bloodhound, Dinah, curled up at her feet.

Dinah’s tail wags as Bellaflor stands, drawing me into a hug that says more than words ever could. “Bath,” she orders, and I don’t protest.

After weeks spent at sea, I would do anything for a hot bath.

I sink into the warm water, my skin buzzing as my power washes over me like a gentle wave. It feels like hours go by before I rise from the bath and dress in the linen shirt and loose, flowing trousers Bellaflor left for me. I’ve just pulled on my boots when there’s a knock at the door.

“May I come in?” Father’s voice.

“Yes.” I barely get the word out, already moving toward the door.

I’ve managed to hold it together in front of my siblings, but I fall apart in my father’s arms.

“You found it,” he says, half-laughing, half-crying. “I knew you could do it.”

I sob, my chest aching. “But—she’s gone. Elsie—”

“What happened to Elsie is not your fault,” Father insists, holding me tighter. There’s something in his voice—something between guilt and regret—and I wonder what he lost on his search for the Relics. Wonder if he somehow blames himself for Elsie’s disappearance.

When I’ve no more tears left to cry, I draw back. “Where’s Mother?” I ask, looking over his shoulder to see if she’s come to greet me, but the doorway is empty.

“She’s waiting for us on the beach,” he says. “Sunset dinner in honor of the Starchaser’s return. It’s somewhat of a tradition. That is, when people aren’t sneaking off to commandeer ships and set sail for the Burning Lands.” He quirks a brow at me.

I huff, my stomach twisting. “So she’s still mad at me?”

He chuckles, but his brow furrows. “If she’s mad at you, she’s furious with me.”

My eyes narrow, my mouth working on a question I’m not sure how to form.

His lips curve, a sly smirk that reminds me so much of Owen, his kind eyes twinkling with mischief. “Did you really think Orella took that compass from me and I didn’t know?”
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Sand shifts underfoot as I make my way to the long wooden table, overflowing with a feast fit for royalty—skewers of pork, baskets of fresh fruit, plates stacked high with cheese and loaves of steaming bread. Father and I are the last to arrive. Lady Isabelle waves at me from her seat between Annie and Henry, her weary eyes brightening just a little. Beside them, Orella murmurs something in Killian’s ear, and it could be the dusty-pink light of the setting sun, but I think I see him blush. My siblings have already begun loading their plates, along with Eliza, Rook, Gabriel, and Diana, their faces fresh, hair still damp. And there, seated at the head, Owen smiles despite his swollen, puffy eyes, already regaling Orella with a lively tale from our time at sea.

Albert leaps from his chair and into my arms before anyone else notices my arrival. I start to crouch, but he’s grown, even in the short amount of time I’ve been away. Still, he looks up at me with red-rimmed eyes, his bottom lip trembling. “I’m coming with you to get her back,” he says, his voice hoarse. “I won’t be left behind again.”

The conversation lulls at Albert’s statement, and Owen glances our way, his lips turned down in a tight frown. My gaze drifts to the empty chair to the right of Mother, at the old cloth-covered book of Myths propped against the backing, and tears prick my eyes.

A place for Elsie.

I pull Albert closer, holding on to him the way I couldn’t hold on to her.

“No one’s leaving anyone behind,” I say, my voice thick.

Albert sniffs, nodding. “Promise?”

My mouth works. I can’t make that promise. After everything that’s happened, I don’t want my siblings anywhere near me when I find the two remaining Relics—if I find them. Thankfully, before I can answer, Owen calls for Albert, and our little brother’s attention snaps to him like a whip.

My heart aches as I pull out my chair between Titus and Charlie, but a few seats over, Mother doesn’t even acknowledge I’ve arrived. I understand why she doesn’t want to talk to me. She told me to make them all pay, and instead I’ve already returned before I’ve even drawn blood. And we might have the Helm, but without Elsie…

“. . . the wedding here.”

My attention whirls to Margaret. “What?”

She grits her teeth in an uneasy smile. “I was just telling Isabelle that Jack and I were thinking about going ahead with the wedding.”

“Oh.” I blink. “When?”

“Now,” Margaret answers as Jack covers her hand with his, his thumb brushing her knuckles. “Before we leave again.”

“How soon?” It’s Lady Isabelle who speaks up.

Margaret and Jack share a look. Smile. “Tomorrow.”

Lewis lets out a loud, “Whoop!” Charlie claps, and Father wipes joyful tears from his face. Rook gets up, throws his arms around Jack and Margaret, planting kisses on both of their cheeks. Lady Isabelle looks as if she were ready to start planning the party before she’s even eaten a bite of her food. Mother stands, raising her glass in a toast, but her voice warbles in my ears.

A wedding. Tomorrow.

I should be happy for them. I am happy for them. But when Margaret looks at me, as if asking for permission, my gut twists. Do I not look happy?

Margaret knows I didn’t want to come back here—didn’t want to stay through the night. But after what happened to Elsie, my crew needs the respite from sea, if only for a little while. And though everything within me tells me to board the Starchaser tonight and set sail for the Eerie—to search for the next Relic before Will discovers that we’ve come home—I realize, by the looks on their faces, I won’t be able to persuade anyone to leave now. And despite my urgency to keep moving, I won’t order my family and friends to follow me if they’re not ready.

One day. We can afford to stay for one day.

I force my lips to lift, the ghost of a smirk. “Does this mean I have to start calling Jack my brother-in-law?”

Jack’s face lights up, and Margaret lets out the tiniest sigh of relief. But as the others continue to celebrate, I find myself looking out at the horizon, bracing for the moment I’ll spot an enemy ship approaching. Every time a guard shifts their stance, I panic, ready to grab hold of my one remaining dagger and launch into battle. More than once, I find myself checking my weapons, touching the hilts of both cutlasses, the handle of a Howler strapped to my back, the single dagger sheathed at my hip, reminding myself that Will may come for me, but I will be ready when he does. And even though Titus squeezes my hand under the table, attempting to reassure me, I note the way his muscles tense every time someone’s fork clatters against their plate or a flock of birds breaks from the canopy of the jungle behind us.

But the threat never materializes, and I do my best to force bites of food into my mouth—try to enjoy this brief moment of reprieve before we set out in search of the next Relic.

I watch how Jack whispers something in Margaret’s ear and she giggles, covering her face to hide the blush that splatters across her cheeks, and how Lady Isabelle tends to Annie, urging her to take small bites of bread with a quiet, gentle voice. Annie obliges, but her eyes are vacant as she looks around the table, dreamlike, and my heart breaks for her, because after everything she’s endured, to have had Morana in her head, controlling her body… Still, when Henry sticks his tongue out at her, she laughs, and I think I see a spark of the child I once knew in her gaze—think I see Margaret glance their way, over Jack’s shoulder, to smile at Henry.

Henry smiles back.

Mother speaks quietly to one of the guards, and I recognize her cool, measured tone—the voice of Dawnrender. I strain to hear what she says, but a moment later, she stands, following the guard toward the Pearl, her half-eaten dinner forgotten. Father and Killian both turn to watch her go, but they don’t seem too worried, returning to their own conversations as if nothing happened.

After dinner, Titus walks me to my chambers, but there’s something strange about the way his shoulders hunch, his hand flexing at his side. He was quiet during the meal, but now he seems lost in thought, unnervingly withdrawn in a way I haven’t seen from him since the day after he was freed of his compulsion.

Maybe the Red Island isn’t everything he hoped it would be. Or maybe, now that he’s here, he doesn’t want to leave.

“I can’t believe they’re getting married tomorrow,” I say, hoping he’ll look at me.

He just nods, his jaw ticking. “It makes sense,” he says, sliding a hand into his pocket. “None of us knows what’s going to happen next.”

Who we’ll lose, I think.

“It just feels wrong,” I say, my heart racing. “Celebrating when we’re at war.” And then, quietly, “When Elsie isn’t here.”

His mouth tightens. “She would be excited for them,” he says, his gaze fixed on the doorframe behind me as he fiddles with something in his pocket. A flash of blue velvet peeks out as he turns it over. “Aster,” he whispers, his gaze lifting, finally, to mine. “I don’t know what tomorrow will bring.” He searches my eyes, and I think I hear his heart pounding as he withdraws the box partway—the box I saw atop his desk in the captain’s quarters. “But I—” His voice cracks, and he clears his throat, letting the box slip back into his pocket as he pulls his hand free, clenching it in a fist at his side. “I’ve been thinking… about what you said.”

I lift a brow, even as my pulse kicks into a gallop. “I say a lot of things.”

His mouth quirks, but his eyes are wild with fear as he flexes his hand open. His fingers tremble as he reaches out, his calloused fingertips stroking my cheek. The touch sends a shiver down my spine, and when he steps toward me, his every movement slow and restrained, I give ground, allowing him to press me against the wall. He places his other hand beside my head, crouching slightly so that we’re almost eye level, and the scent of sun and salt washes over me as his warm breath ghosts my jaw. He encapsulates me with his body, and we’re close enough to touch—close enough that I have to fight the urge to lean into him.

“You told me I needed to live like I was free of my curse,” he says, his voice strained, his gaze dropping to my lips.

My heart skips a beat. “What are you doing?”

His hand glides from my cheek to the nape of my neck as he threads his fingers through my hair. He searches my gaze, his throat bobbing as he leans in closer still. “Living.”

His lips brush mine, and my spine goes rigid. My hands fly up to his shirt, pressing against the warmth of his chest, and he gasps at the touch. He’s drawing back, a look of pure agony on his face, an apology already forming on his lips, when I grab hold of the fabric, twisting it in my fists as I rise onto my tiptoes.

I kiss him, and the world unravels like silk slipping through my fingers.

This time, he tenses, as if he weren’t sure how to react. But a small, desperate sound escapes him as he gently tugs my hair back, his other hand settling at my waist. All I can feel is his warmth, his touch, his lips on mine, frenzied and terrified and so, so tender I fear I might never feel this way again. We kiss each other like we might never get another chance. And we might not.

I don’t want him to stop—don’t want to let him go. But as quickly as I was swept away in his kiss, my thoughts turn to the tasks at hand. Finding the Relics. Evading Will. Defeating Morana. Rescuing Elsie.

It doesn’t take much. Only a movement—a moment of hesitation. I don’t even realize I’ve pushed him away until his eyes snap open, and he stumbles back a step, his cheeks flushed.

He runs a hand through his hair, sweat-slicked strands falling over his forehead. “Forgive me,” he pants, breathless. “I shouldn’t have—It was wrong of me to—”

Panic churns my stomach. “No, no, it’s not you, it’s—”

“Please, Aster,” he begs, his voice cracking, “you don’t have to explain. I—” He grinds his jaw, pressing his fists to his eyes as he lets out a hoarse chuckle. “I’m such a fool.”

I reach for him at the very moment Margaret comes bounding around the corner, a pillow clutched to her chest. She skids to a halt, her eyes narrowing on Titus’s disheveled hair—his swollen lips.

“Titus,” she says stiffly.

Titus casts his eyes skyward, scrubbing a hand over his jaw, but he forces a smile as he turns to face her fully. “Margaret,” he says, offering a curt nod. “Congratulations.”

She nods slowly, flicking a glance at the door to my chambers. “You mind?”

“Marge—” I start, but Titus waves his hand.

“I was just leaving!” Titus says quickly, looking flustered. “I’ll, uh—I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Margaret watches him, her eyes narrowed with suspicion as he practically flees around the corner and out of sight. “What was that all about?”

My cheeks heat, my heart like a wild animal in my chest. “No idea.”

She quirks her brows as she gives me a gentle shove into my bedroom and closes the door behind us. She huffs a sigh, falling back onto my bed. “I wish the two of you would just admit you’re madly in love with each other and put the rest of us out of our misery.”

I nearly choke. My mouth works, a protest on the tip of my tongue, when—

“I second that,” Lewis says, climbing in through my open window.

I scoff. “Excuse me?”

“Really, Aster,” Charlie says as he bursts through my door, Albert at his heels. The two of them carry plates piled high with desserts. Charlie pops a tiny cake into his mouth, speaking around the mouthful when he adds, “I don’t know how much longer you’re planning on dragging this out, but if you don’t propose to the guy, I will.”

“Propose?” My voice pitches, unnaturally high. I clear my throat, hands on my hips, as I watch Lewis arrange blankets on my floor—four makeshift bedrolls.

Margaret pats the space beside her on my bed. “Just like the bunkhouse on the Lightbringer,” she says, and for a moment, I stare at her, unable to swallow the lump rising in my throat.

Margaret is getting married tomorrow. Life is still moving forward, just as it did after the Lightbringer sank. During our time at Bludgrave Manor, I let my grief overwhelm me, and it cost me precious time with my siblings—time with Elsie.

I don’t want to keep making the same mistakes. I don’t want to lose myself as time slips by. That’s what the Underlings want—what Morana feeds on. Hopelessness. Fear. Shame. Regret.

A tear slips onto my cheek at the very moment a raven lands on my windowsill.

In the blink of an eye, Owen transforms, lounging on the wooden casing, his legs draped haphazardly over the window frame. He grins, eyes bright with mischief.

And that’s all it takes for the emotions I’ve tried to hold in to come spilling out of me in horrible, gut-wrenching sobs.

It’s Charlie who pulls me into a hug, his strong, sturdy arms enveloping me without hesitation.

Margaret rubs my back, hushing me softly. “You don’t have to carry this by yourself.”

Lewis squeezes my arm. “We might not have the power of the Lightbringer,” he says, dabbing at my tears with a ruffled handkerchief, “but we’re stronger together.”

“You don’t have to hide from us,” Charlie says, drawing back to look me in the eye. His expression is hard, but his voice is gentle. “We know you, Az. Even the ugly bits.”

“Especially the ugly bits,” Albert adds with a snort.

My laugh sounds more like a croak, but my chest swells with love for my siblings.

Love. Not fear. That’s how we beat Morana.

That’s how we take back what’s been stolen from us.

Owen stands smoothly, adjusting the lapels of his worn brown leather coat. “Death is the only defeat,” he says, retrieving the Elysian Navigator from an interior pocket, placing both the map and the compass on the small chest of drawers. “And an Oberon is never defeated.” He does a sort of half bow before turning to look out the window, gazing up at the stars above. “Even when we’re gone, we’ll all be Stars.”

He makes his way over to us then, placing his hands on Charlie’s and my shoulders. His gaze meets each of my siblings, calm and certain, before landing finally on me.

“Let’s make an oath,” Owen says. “We’ll always stick together.”

Charlie nods, solemn. “I swear it.”

“I swear it!” Albert chimes in.

“I swear it,” Margaret and Lewis say.

Owen dips his head to me. “I swear it.”

I catch my breath. Wipe the tears from my face.

“I swear it,” I say. “In this life and the next.”

A sad, knowing sort of smile curves Owen’s lips. “In this life and the next.”
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Lady Isabelle transforms the beach just beyond the grand entrance to the Pearl overnight. All day, she orders us about—hang streamers, hold this, fetch that—and I don’t mind the distraction, though I find myself yawning as Lewis and I arrange chairs along the sandy shore. My siblings and I had stayed up almost all night, telling one another stories, reminiscing over memories of our time aboard the Lightbringer, dreaming of our futures beyond the war.

Isabelle keeps Titus busy, too. She already sent him on an errand before I made my way to the dining room for breakfast, where Orella pulled me aside to discuss the logistics of our upcoming voyage to the Eerie. She assured me the Starchaser would be ready to sail by tomorrow and that her fleets were rallying—hundreds of ships, flying under the banner of the Red Island, preparing to accompany us on our journey.

By late afternoon, Isabelle rushes about the grand foyer of the Pearl, ensuring we’re all properly dressed—she adjusts Rook’s bow tie, smooths Diana’s hair back, fusses with Gabriel’s untucked shirt. There wasn’t time to tailor custom suits and gowns—much to Lewis’s chagrin—but Orella spent the morning pulling together a wardrobe of blush pink, dusky lavender, and robin’s-egg blue. I adjust the flowing sleeves of my canary-yellow gown one last time before the double doors of the Pearl open and the musicians begin to play.

Henry loops his arm through mine. “Has anyone ever told you that you clean up well for a pirate?”

I elbow him in the ribs. “That’s not a compliment.”

A lazy grin. “I know.”

We make our way down the aisle, two at a time, toward where Jack stands beside Titus at the altar, wearing a suit made of the finest ivory linen.

Titus’s jaw tightens as his eyes meet mine.

Henry leans in, a smirk in his voice when he whispers, just loud enough for Titus to hear, “I told him I’d fight him for you, you know.”

I can’t smother the grin that tugs at my lips. “And?”

We split ways as Henry moves to stand to Jack’s left, and Titus says, low enough that only the four of us can hear, “And I said that’s a strange way to tell me he has a death wish.”

Jack barks a laugh, covering his mouth with his fist, as a blush sets my face on fire.

The others make their way down the aisle in pairs—Eliza and Lewis, Charlie and Diana. Liv perches on Rook’s shoulder, kicking her feet, and Sylvie sits atop Gabriel’s head, tugging at strands of wavy dark hair. Albert follows, carrying a pillow of cream-colored velvet, the pearls with which Jack had proposed nestled in the fabric. Finally, Killian escorts Isabelle, who beams at Jack as if he were her own son, and behind them, Owen escorts Mother down the aisle. When she takes her seat near Orella, I notice the empty chair beside her—the book of Myths already there, holding Elsie’s place.

My throat tightens as the musicians play a tender melody, and the guests—Order members I recognize, including the badger, Tollith, and citizens of Ember I’ve yet to meet—all stand, turning to face the doors to the Pearl.

Margaret’s ivory gown shimmers like moonlight on crystal waters as she glides down the aisle, holding on to Father’s arm as if it were the only thing that keeps her from racing toward her fiancé.

Jack comes undone at the sight of her, and it seems as if it were only Henry’s light, steadying touch on his elbow that keeps him from melting to the ground in a puddle of tears.

Henry casts his eyes skyward, his jaw clenched. I wonder if, when he looks at Margaret and Jack, all he sees is the life he could have had with Dorothy.

I look away, but when I do, I meet Titus’s eyes. He’s already watching me, his gaze intense. It seems as if he were fighting an internal battle, his hands clenched at his sides, shoulders turned, just slightly, to face me. We’re only a few feet apart, but it’s suddenly too far. His mouth works, as if he were about to say something, if only he could find the words.

It feels as if we’re standing on a precipice.

Ready to jump. Ready to fall.

And then Margaret is here, standing in front of Jack, and it looks as if it takes every last ounce of Titus’s self-control to tear his gaze from mine.

Titus welcomes the guests, and he must say something amusing, because there’s laughter as everyone takes their seats. But I can’t hear him over the blood drumming in my ears, can hardly catch my breath as my heart pounds against my rib cage.

You have to choose yourself, Titus said. But I’ve been too afraid. Too afraid to trust my feelings. Too afraid, because choosing myself means allowing myself to hope—to want.

But I can’t keep letting life move forward without me. If Titus can trust himself, after everything that’s happened—if he can be brave enough to want, to choose—then maybe it’s time I try to do the same.

“I vow to stand by your side in the valleys and on the mountains.” Margaret beams. “I vow to love you when the sun is shining and when the storms are raging. I vow to be your home and haven, your sword and shield, always and forever.”

Something prickles the back of my neck.

Jack brushes a tear from Margaret’s cheek, his smile so pure and joyful it lights up his whole face. He echoes Margaret’s vows, blinking back tears of his own. “I vow to be your home and haven, your sword and shield, always and—”

Jack coughs.

His eyes widen.

Blood splatters the front of Margaret’s gown.

He reaches for her. Looks down.

And suddenly nothing makes sense. Nothing makes sense because there’s something sharp sticking out of Jack’s chest. And there’s someone standing behind Jack who hadn’t been there a moment ago. Someone who had appeared, as if out of thin air, cloaked in shadows.

Time unravels, streaming past me in a blur as the guests scatter, fleeing the beach.

Jack drops to his knees, and Margaret throws herself to the ground to shield his body with hers.

Will stands over them both, his cursed dagger crackling with green light.

I lurch forward as Titus draws a blade from his hip.

But we’re too late.

Will thrusts his blade down, as if to strike Margaret.

I scream, drawing the pistol strapped to my thigh, but while Titus and I are too late to act—while we’re not fast enough to protect her—Henry is there, his spine flush with Margaret’s.

Will halts, his blade an inch from Henry’s throat.

Henry stares up at him, his chest heaving, teeth gritted.

But Will just cocks his head, amusement glittering in his eyes as he looks between Henry and Margaret. “Ah, I see,” he purrs, his voice deep and dark. “You’re welcome, then.”

He straightens, a cool grin tugging at his lips as he turns to me, ignoring Titus altogether. “My invitation must have gotten lost in the post, hmm? I guess it’s a good thing I decided to drop in.” He doesn’t remove the blade from where it lingers, a breath away from Henry’s flesh. “Unfortunately, I can’t stay long.” He shrugs, even as Jack’s blood drips from his dagger. “I’ve only come to retrieve something that belongs to me,” he adds with an impish smirk, cutting a glance at Titus before turning his golden eyes back to me. “Tell me where you’re keeping the Elysian Navigator, and I will spare your friends and family.”

“It won’t work for you,” I say.

“Right, yes, of course.” He snaps his fingers. “Your blood is the key, is it not? Lucky I still have this,” he says, retrieving a small handkerchief from his pocket. He holds it up, the linen stained black with dried blood—my blood, from that night when I pricked my finger in the conservatory all those months ago. “Really, there’s no need to complicate things. Just tell me where I can find—”

I spit in his face.

He smiles, revealing teeth that gleam with otherworldly light. “Remember, Aster, I tried to be merciful.”

He vanishes in a plume of black smoke, and when I look up, I see the dark shape of a bat flying toward the Pearl.

Alarm bells ring out. My heart thuds painfully with every chime—six of them, meaning a ship has been spotted entering the Dire. It could be days before they reach the Red Island. It could be hours with the aid of windwalkers and bloodletters. It could be sooner.

The warning is a call to arms, and somewhere close by I hear Mother shouting.

Owen grabs hold of Rook and Diana before they can protest, and in a blink, the three of them vanish—transported to safety by Owen’s vortex. And then he’s back, grabbing hold of Albert and Lewis. Then Charlie. All the while, Margaret’s voice trembles as she presses her hands to Jack’s chest, attempting to stanch the flow of blood.

“Gabriel!” she cries. “Gabriel, help—”

But when Gabriel drops to his knees beside them, he just shakes his head. “Margaret,” he says softly.

“I can fix this,” she says, face pale, her expression fierce—determined. “I can fix this!”

Jack smiles up at her, even as blood dribbles past his lips. “Just a scratch,” he hisses through gritted teeth. He reaches up, cupping Margaret’s jaw in his bloody palm. “I’m not going anywhere. We’re going to be old and gray together, right? My wife,” he says, stroking her face. His fingers leave a streak of crimson across her cheek.

Margaret continues to pack the wound, her focus sharpening.

“Margaret,” Gabriel says again, his voice strained. “It was a cursed dagger. The wound—it can’t be healed.”

She glares at Gabriel, but only for a second, and then something shifts in her gaze at the very instant Owen reappears, sweat beading on his pale forehead. “Will it turn him?” she asks our brother.

Owen clenches his teeth. “It’s not that kind of curse,” he says, a frown crinkling his eyes.

“Is… Aster… here?” Jack wheezes.

I kneel beside Margaret, still trying to stop the bleeding. “Jack,” I say, my voice hoarse.

His smile widens. “I’ve been… thinking…” His chest rattles as he gasps for breath. “I’m worried about… the horses… I wish we could… show Margaret.…”

His face pinches, his body seizing.

“You can show me whatever you like,” Margaret insists, her voice frantic. “You’re not going anywhere, do you hear me? You’re not going anywhere!”

“I love you.” Jack coughs, blood splattering his chin. “Henry!” His expression turns urgent. “Henry!”

Henry still has his back to them both, hands raised as if he expected Will to appear at any moment. But he turns at the sound of his name, his eyes wide with panic.

Jack makes a choking noise, but it’s as if he uses every last bit of his strength to sit up, just a little—to look Henry in the eye. “You’ll… look out for Margaret?”

Margaret groans with frustration, her teeth clenched. In my whole life, Margaret has never lost her cool when treating the wounded. But her composure is slipping, revealing a side of my sister I’ve never seen. “No!” she seethes. “No. Don’t do this to me. Don’t do this to me, Jack!”

A sound escapes Jack’s lips, somewhere between a gasp and a sigh, his eyes dimming. “How did I get so… lucky?”

I brace myself for Margaret’s bloodcurdling wail, but she goes perfectly still, her hands pressed to Jack’s chest even as his body goes limp, his vacant eyes staring up at her face, a smile permanently fixed on his bloody lips.

It feels as if the sand will open up and swallow us whole, and for a breath, none of us move.

“We have to go, Marge,” Owen says gently, one eye on the horizon, the other on our sister and Jack.

“I’m not leaving him here!” Margaret hisses.

But there’s another shout, and that’s when I see it.

I make out the flag of the ship that appears out of the mists of the Dire. A ship I hoped to never see again, unless it was to watch it sink.

The Deathwail.
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Owen grabs hold of Margaret, still holding on to Jack, and in a blink, the three of them vanish.

The Red Island’s fleet has surrounded the Deathwail, but it’s as if our cannons are redirected at the island with every blast, and I know the Deathwail must have Nightweavers aboard—Nightweavers sworn into service by the Guild of Shadows. One ship against hundreds, and no one can manage to get close enough to board the Deathwail to take them out. Rage builds inside me with every thunderous boom of the Deathwail’s cannons, and I lift my hand, focusing on the buzz of the water lapping at the shore, on the call of the sea, tainted red with blood—

Pop.

I brace myself for the sensation of falling as I’m pulled into Owen’s vortex and deposited on the deck of the Starchaser.

I want to throw myself on Margaret, to hold her and offer her comfort, but there’s blood on my boots. Jack’s blood is everywhere—on Margaret’s hands, on Henry’s face, on Gabriel’s shirt.

So much blood.

“My—my pearls!” Margaret cries, her voice raw. “Where—”

“I’ve got them,” Henry assures her. I don’t know when he retrieved them, but the relief that washes over Margaret is instant. “I’ve got them,” he tells her, over and over again, and I know what he really means to say—can see it in his eyes now, more clearly than I ever could before.

I’ve got you.

The Starchaser bustles with activity as they prepare to sail. I take inventory of all the people I love, dispersed among the other survivors who had managed to flee the wedding. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see that my family and my crew are safe, and so are the three remaining Castors, Boris, and even Clemson and Davina. But someone’s missing.

“Titus?” I shout, scrambling to my feet. “Where’s Titus?”

Owen shakes his head, steadying me. “He wasn’t on the beach.” His eyes flare with panic, and his voice warbles in my ears as he calls out, “Has anyone seen Titus?”

There’s a commotion near the jolly boat, and Owen and I both turn to watch as Killian draws his flintlock pistol, pointing it at Father.

“She’s still on the island!” Killian shouts. “I’m not leaving without her!”

“Orella will not leave her people to die,” Father says, his voice choked. “You know that.”

“Then I will die by her side!” Killian takes another step back. “I left her behind once. I will not spend another moment of my life without her.”

Father’s face falls, but he dips his head. “Aye,” he says, a tear spilling onto his cheek. “Tell her I love her, will you?”

Killian lowers the gun. Nods. “Stay out of trouble, old friend.”

Father retreats, gesturing for the crew to assist Killian with the jolly boat. They’ve just begun to lower it when Owen calls out for them to wait.

“I’m going back,” he says. “I can help evacuate—”

“Let’s not waste time, then!” Killian says, scrambling out of the jolly boat to grab hold of Owen’s arm.

But at the last second, before they disappear, I grab hold of Owen’s hand, and Henry grabs hold of mine.

One moment, the four of us are standing aboard the Starchaser, and the next, we’re back on the beach in front of the Pearl.

The screams from the townspeople as they flee down the beaches on either side, attempting to find safety from the cannons as fire catches, send a fresh wave of panic through me. Only minutes ago, we gathered on this beach for a wedding. Now I watch, dazed with horror, as Underlings chase innocent families from their homes, tearing them limb from limb, feasting on their blood, their bones, the unmistakable trill of Gore laughter filling me with dread.

Killian breaks away the moment we arrive, racing toward the village, where he must suspect Orella has gone. Owen starts after him, but he gives me one last look over his shoulder, and in an instant, we communicate everything we need to say with our eyes alone.

He nods, his lips pressed in a thin, tight line. Be careful.

I tilt my head, my brows lifted. Take your own advice.

Laughter dances on his face before he turns, disappearing into the thick undergrowth of the jungle.

I look down at Henry’s hand, still gripping my wrist. “What are you doing? You should be with the others—”

“He’s not gone,” he says, releasing me. “I saw him. My brother is still in there, somewhere.”

“Henry—” I start.

But Henry holds up his hand. “He could have killed me, but he didn’t,” he says quickly. “He’s a Changeling, right? That means he has my brother’s memories. He—he is my brother.”

I try to tell him it’s more complicated than that—that Will is more than just a Changeling, he’s an ancient being not of this world—but he cuts me off.

“No, listen to me!” He clenches his jaw, tears streaming down his scarred face. “Just think what we could accomplish with him on our side.”

My mouth works, my hands vibrating, and I’m trying to think about what he’s saying—really think about it—but there’s no time to argue.

“Fine!” I say, already moving. “Just keep up!”

I take off toward the Pearl—toward where I know Will must have gone in search of the Elysian Navigator, and where Titus must have followed.

I shove open the doors of the palace, Henry close on my heels as I race up the staircase that leads to the east wing—to my chambers.

Henry shouts, “Where are we—”

“He’s after the Elysian Navigator!” I call over my shoulder, my own voice distant and muffled, crackling in my ears like static electricity. “It’s in my chambers!”

Without the Relics of Night—without a means to break the curse that has plagued our world for six hundred years—Jack’s death will have been in vain.

I can’t let him win. I can’t let Will get away.

I burst through the door to my chambers, but Henry remains in the hall, watching my back as I step over the bedrolls where my siblings slept peacefully just last night and search the chest of drawers where Owen left the Elysian Navigator, but—

“It’s not here!” I take a deep, shuddering breath. Maybe Titus got here first. Maybe he already has the Elysian Navigator, and he’s waiting for us somewhere.

Maybe I’m too late, and Will is long gone.

I try to stay calm as I grab my coat, draped across the chair, and shrug it over my shoulders. “It’s not here!” I say, panting for breath as I hurry back out into the hall.

But the moment I set foot over the threshold, I’m knocked sideways.

I land on top of Henry, my ears ringing.

“Henry?” I don’t hear my own scream.

The vibration of his groan, rumbling deep in his chest, is my only answer.

I try to move, but I can’t feel the lower half of my body, my legs pinned beneath the debris.

Panic sharpens my senses as smoke fills the hallway. I know I need to move. We need to get out of here—need to find Owen and get back to the Starchaser. But when I try to pull myself free, a jagged piece of wood slices my calf, and I nearly black out from the pain. I set my jaw and try again.

The scream that bursts from my lips leaves my throat raw.

I will not die like this, buried beneath debris, consumed by fire. I grit my teeth, determined to free myself. I dig my fingers into the wooden floorboards beside Henry and me, bracing for the inevitable agony that will follow my final attempt. Already, I can feel the air thinning. Every breath I take fills my lungs with smoke, my head light.

“Just breathe,” a voice whispers, brushing against my ear like a phantom caress. “You have the power to stop the fire.”

Heat distorts my vision, and for a moment, I think I see someone standing over me, his dark cloak billowing. But when I blink, there’s no one there.

Smoke stings my eyes as I shut them tight, attempting to draw on the Manan from the ocean, but surrounded by fire, the water feels as if it were a world away.

“Get up, Aster,” comes that deep rasping voice. “No one is coming to save you.”

A jolt of anger rips through me like an electric pulse. I don’t need to be saved.

I never have.

All this time, I’ve struggled to control my power as a bloodletter—I haven’t even tried to access the other affinities. Because of him—because of Will. He doubted me. And now I realize it’s because he knew: If the power of the Lightbringer gives me access to more than just one affinity, I am more than just a bloodletter.

For so long I’ve denied my magic. But it was there all along. It was just waiting for me to use it.

There is Manan in the wood that pins me to the spot—Manan in the fire that rages all around me. The dust of creation is woven into the very fabric of the air. I need only grab hold of it and make it mine.

Something awakens within me—something ancient. Something primal.

And with only a thought, the pressure lifts.

I scramble to my knees, biting my bottom lip to keep from crying out as the pain from my leg nearly blinds me.

“Henry!” I shake him. “Henry!”

I can’t carry him—not like this. Even now, my vision fades as thick black smoke chokes my every breath. Before I can think of a better idea, I swipe my hand through the blood that streams from the wound in my leg and smear it across his lips.

His eyes go wide, the bright golden glow cutting through the gloom.

He shoots upright, his hands clutching my shoulders. “Aster? What—” His gaze lands on my leg, and his nostrils flare. He curses.

I wonder if I’ve made a mistake. I’ve never seen Henry feed on human blood, and as a halfling, my blood will be even harder to resist.

But his throat bobs on a swallow, and the glow of his irises fades as he gets to his feet, hauling me upright. He winces at the sound that escapes me, but he doesn’t wait to see if I’m able to stand on my own before dragging me down the hallway in the direction of the east staircase.

The Manan from my blood seems to give him the energy he needs to stand, but it’s not enough to bolster his firebreather affinity. And though I was able to use the power of the Lightbringer to escape from the debris, when I try to grab hold of the Manan in the air once more, it’s like trying to spark a fire in the pouring rain.

We race through the Pearl, dodging fiery debris. It’s as if I were back in the Burning Lands with Will, choking on smoke as we wind our way through the maze of fire. My coat protects me from the worst of the blaze, and I’m thankful for the extra layer as I duck under a flaming beam that blocks our path. We’ve almost made it to the staircase when another blast rattles the palace, and the planks give way beneath me.

We stumble back just as the staircase crumbles into the raging inferno that devours the main foyer.

“We’ll have to jump!” Henry says, turning around.

It’s difficult to see, but I know we stand at the edge of the platform where a bridge, now reduced to ash, once connected this landing to the parlor beyond. It’s at least a twenty-foot drop to the jungle below. Enough to make me hesitate even if I had full use of both legs. But it’s either stay here and burn alive waiting for a rescue that may never come or jump and pray that we’re able to make our way to the beach.

I take Henry’s hand and give it a squeeze. He squeezes back.

We jump.
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My gut twists, but there’s little time to think about the fall before we’ve made impact with the ground. A sharp pain shoots up my tailbone, and it feels as if my leg has been ripped in half, but when I blink through the haze of smoke, I see that I’m still in one piece.

With one hand, Henry attempts to hold the fire at bay, forming a wall of flames on every side, and with the other, he struggles to help me to my feet. But it’s no use.

I can’t tell if I’m dizzy from the lack of oxygen or the loss of blood. Probably both.

I hardly feel his touch as Henry hoists me into his arms and carries me through the jungle—the jungle, where the fire continues to spread, not the beach. Why aren’t we headed toward the beach?

“Underlings!” he hisses. “Too many of them. We’ll need to—” He coughs, wheezes. “We’ll need to find another way out.”

He stumbles, his entire body vibrating from the effort it takes to keep the fire from engulfing us. A few times, the flames lash out and he whimpers, but he never stops moving. I struggle to force my eyes open, but Henry keeps shouting at me through gritted teeth, urging me to stay awake. I’m not sure how long he can continue like this. I can feel the inferno pressing in as Henry taps the last drop of Manan from his veins. He stumbles, and I know, as we lurch forward, that we may never get up again.

We land in a clearing near a cluster of homes on the outskirts of Ember.

My vision tilts as I throw myself over Henry’s body, checking for his pulse. It beats steadily at his throat.

His eyelids flutter, and he wheezes. “I guess—we’re—even,” he says just before he loses consciousness once more, and a sob escapes my lips like a strangled imitation of laughter. We’ve escaped the roar of the fire that consumes the Pearl only to be met with a new form of terror in the jungles of Ember.

And we’re not alone.

Bodies litter the undergrowth, limbs strewn haphazardly about the jungle floor. Blood splashes the leaves, sprays the tree trunks, washing everything crimson. At the center of the carnage, a Gore turns to face us, a leg dangling from its jaws.

I unsheathe the dagger strapped to my thigh.

The Gore laughs.

But it doesn’t advance. And a pathetic wail escapes my lips when I see why.

“Child of the sea,” comes a familiar, smoky voice. “We meet again.”

I would recognize the Sylk that killed Owen—the Sylk that haunted me during the months I spent at Bludgrave Manor—by its voice alone. But I’m not prepared to face the host it’s chosen to possess.

Orella stalks toward me, her crown of seashells askew, eyes gleaming red.

“No!” I cry, hot, angry tears burning my cheeks. “Let her go!” I scream. “Let her go!”

Orella cocks her head, a wicked smile curling her lips. “With pleasure.”

Shadows seep from her flesh as the Sylk departs, taking possession of a nearby corpse, and Orella’s body hits the ground with a dull thud.

I lurch to my feet, swaying, and strike at the Sylk’s new host, but I’m unsteady, and it dodges with little effort.

The corpse shakes its head, tsking. “Not quite,” comes the voice of the Sylk. “Keep trying.”

My knee buckles as I lash out, and I barely manage to stay upright. Again and again, the Sylk taunts me, evading my blows with ease. Out of the corner of my eye, the Gore makes its way toward Orella’s lifeless corpse—toward Henry, his chest rising and falling with shallow breaths.

I can’t win this fight, can’t protect them. Not like this. And the Sylk knows it. It wants me to watch. It wants me to feel helpless, just as I did during all those sleepless nights at Bludgrave Manor.

Close by, the screams of the villagers rise above the roar of the flames as the fire draws near. And it’s too loud. The Gore laughter. The screaming. The blood.

The blood.

My mind narrows on the metallic scent, sharp and sickly sweet. It’s everywhere, buzzing with Manan, eager to be tapped. The leaves. The bodies. My hands.

I try to take hold of the Manan, grasping at the invisible threads of gold dust, but I can’t distinguish the Manan in the air and in the trees from the Manan in the blood.

The Gore reaches for Henry.

And I can’t control it. The anger. The fear. The bloodlust.

A blade of crimson slices through the Gore’s thick, leathery neck.

Drip.

Blood falls from a dark storm cloud above, formed by my power as a surge of Manan floods my veins. Drip. Drip. Drip.

The Sylk stumbles backward a step, and through the haze of my vision, I note the sunken forms of the corpses surrounding us. Stars, no. I tried to grab hold of the Manan in the air to form a rain cloud. Instead, have I drained them of their blood?

Henry—I find him in an instant, covered in crimson as it rains down on the clearing. He’s unharmed.

But Orella… she looks so small, her skin ashen. Bloodless, just like the others.

I did this.

I did this.

I—

The Sylk tries to run.

It doesn’t get far. I’m there in an instant, as if propelled by the wind, my dagger thrust into the rib cage of the Sylk’s lifeless host.

“You can’t kill me, daughter of the sea,” the Sylk hisses as shadows seep from the possessed corpse. “I will come back, again and again and—”

“No,” I growl, my voice hoarse. “You won’t.”

The power of the Lightbringer gives me dominion over all creation—the darkness and the light. That which is seen, and that which is unseen. Including the shadows. Including Sylks.

I feel the Sylk’s panic, as tangible as my own heartbeat, when it realizes it’s trapped. The corpse it had inhabited falls to the ground, but the shadow—banished by the Elysian Iron of my dagger—is still here.

Because I refuse to let it go free. Not this time.

I grit my teeth, my voice like venom. “You are bound to me.”

The Sylk howls, the unnatural sound piercing my ears, but I don’t stop.

Thread by thread, the shadow unspools and slips through my fingers, until there is nothing left, and the Sylk’s shriek is lost to the sound of the bloody downpour.

“Magnificent.”

I turn to see Will propped against a tree that, for an instant, reminds me of the old oak from the conservatory at Bludgrave. He smirks, his gilded eyes twinkling with amusement, as blood drips from his eyelashes, his chin, his nose. “If only you could control this power.”

He pushes off the tree, prowls toward me with slow, methodical steps. I point the dagger at him, keeping distance between us, but he presses his chest to the tip of my blade, his expression wild with delight.

“Look at you,” he says, his gaze roving from my feet to my lips, landing finally on my eyes. “I know you feel it—that raw, untamed power inside you. Do you see what you’re capable of with only a portion of the Lightbringer’s gift? And you don’t even know how to use it!” He takes another step, and I feel the blade pierce his skin, but he appears unfazed. It looks like he might even enjoy the pain. “You’re hurt.”

His eyes narrow on my leg, dripping blood onto the leaves, but even with my dagger between us, when he reaches for me, I flinch.

He sighs. “I have no reason to compel you,” he says softly. “I can help.”

“Help?” My voice cracks. “If you really want to help, give me back the Elysian Navigator! Call off this attack!”

He looks up, surveying the carnage with a detached sort of curiosity. “I will call off the attack,” he says, nodding, his eyes sparkling. “But first, I believe you still owe me an answer.”

An answer to his proposal, I realize. He can’t truly think I would ever agree to marry him after everything he’s done? After knowing, now, that he’d influenced my feelings for him—that nothing we shared was real.

I spit at his feet, my body quivering with rage. “No.”

Will cocks his head. Smirks. “No?” He almost laughs, his voice deep and husky. “But, my darling, I brought you an engagement present.” He sweeps his hand in the direction of the beach, where I know the Deathwail draws closer to the shore by the minute. “I’d planned to deliver the ship to you after your transformation was complete, but when you ran off like you did, I figured, why wait?”

“How—” I try to speak but my tongue feels swollen, my head too heavy.

His jaw twitches, but his eyes are alight with a sadistic brand of mischief I never would have thought I’d see in him. “Did you think Eliza was the only one capable of cloaking a ship?”

He exhales deeply. “Join me, and I will teach you. There are no limits to what your power can do, and with my guidance—”

He’s still talking when I see the tattoo on his neck—a whorl of ink that wasn’t there before he revealed himself to be an Underling general. A kraken with ten eyes and fangs for teeth—the symbol of the Deathwail.

I remember what Will said all those months ago, when he asked me about my time on the cannibals’ ship. I felt responsible.

“It was you,” I say, digging my hands in the sand in an attempt to tether me to reality. “The Deathwail is your ship.”

The twinkle in his eyes is unmistakable. He looks proud in a way that roils my stomach. “The Deathwail was a weapon to be wielded,” he says, nodding slowly. He glances at Henry, sprawled out on the ground behind me, barely breathing, and his face falls, if only for an instant. “Henry’s capture was purely accidental. A mistake they paid for dearly. But you…” His gaze darkens, resting on my ear, where the X marks my skin. “They were never supposed to lay a finger on you. They knew nothing of your significance to Morana, only that you were”—he grinds his teeth—“important to me. They thought their little mutiny against me—they thought killing you—would bring them favor with Morana.”

Two months. Two months I spent aboard that ship, haunted by the atrocities I witnessed. Even now, the screams of the innocent chase me from my sleep, their mutilated bodies populate my nightmares. The sting of the rope, tightening around my throat with every breath I take, black spots edging my vision as I attempt to reconcile the person I see before me with the gentle, kind Will I thought I knew. But… it was him. The bite. The curse. The torture I endured aboard the Deathwail. Owen’s death. Our capture. It all starts with him. This wolf in sheep’s clothing.

“You’re a monster.”

“There’s no need for flattery, darling. My heart is already yours.”

I clench my jaw so tight I fear it might break. “I pray you have a heart,” I tell him, “because I plan to carve it from your chest and feed it to the sharks.”

“Delightful.” He licks his lips, scoffs a laugh. “You can still save your family, Aster. You can save them all.” He turns serious, his intense gaze unyielding as he holds my hateful stare. “You and me, remember? Once you transform, you’ll be able to keep everyone you love safe. They’ll never want for anything. You will never want for anything.”

“You killed Jack!” I sob through gritted teeth. “He was like family to you—”

“He was,” he hisses, his lip curling, and I think I see a flash of something almost human in his eyes—a glimpse of the Will I thought I knew. “Morana asked that I kill him to prove my loyalty.”

“Your loyalty,” I scoff as tears stream down my face. “I know all about your loyalty. You were going to let Morana torture me! I was to be your pet! And I’m supposed to believe—”

“I was never going to let that happen!” he shouts, losing his composure for only a second before he runs a hand through his hair, exhaling sharply through his nose. His expression is pleading. “I asked that Morana make it quick—painless.” He holds out his hand for me to take. “Come with me. Put an end to all this. We can find the Relics together. You can still rule beside me in Morana’s new kingdom.” His brow furrows, a muscle in his jaw feathering. “You love me, Aster. I know that you do.”

I gape at him, my heart pounding. Memories of lying beside Will in the conservatory, staring up at the stars, flash through my mind, weakening my resolve. I blink, shaking my head in an attempt to clear it. Everything I know about Will—everything I felt for him—is tainted by his compulsion. By his lies. And I won’t fall for it again.

I hold the dagger between us, unyielding.

“I never loved you,” I say. “And I never will.”

Something akin to hurt flashes in his eyes, but it quickly gives way to fury. “My venom still courses through your veins. Let me teach you how to wield it.”

He offers me his upturned palm. Waits.

“No more compulsion,” he says, his expression sincere. “The time for that has passed. There will be no secrets between us, my darling. I know who you are. I know you’ve spent seventeen years fighting the beast within—that voice whispering in your ear, that insatiable craving for blood.” His eyes flicker at the look of shock that must dominate my features. “Yes, I know. I know you better than you know yourself. But you don’t have to fight it anymore. With me, you can be free.”

I withdraw the dagger from his flesh. Lower it slightly.

He nods slowly, his wicked grin giving way to dimples. “Join me, Aster, and this will all be over. I will spare them all. You have my word.”

My vision blurs with tears and blood. The beast within me growls, low and deep. Join Will. Save my family. Save them all.

The power is within my reach. I can finally be fast enough, strong enough. Enough to keep them safe. Enough.

The rain relents, the dark cloud clearing overhead.

“Aster!”

Titus’s voice penetrates the raging fire, the din of chaos, the haze of temptation, and pierces my chest like an expertly deployed arrow. And then he’s at my side, his cutlass resting on Will’s throat, drawing blood.

I stumble backward, but two hands steady me. Henry.

Will’s expression twists, a look of pure wrath, but then he laughs, revealing sharp teeth. Teeth that ripped into my throat. Teeth stained with the blood of his victims. “Well done,” he says, bowing his head slightly to Titus, genuine admiration gleaming in his eyes. “You’ve not only convinced yourself, but you’ve fooled her as well.”

Titus clenches his jaw. “Don’t make me kill you,” he says, lethally quiet. “You’re like a brother to me, William,” he adds, his voice breaking with the words. “If you care for her—”

In the blink of an eye, Will draws his own sword, and it clashes with Titus’s blade with a resounding clang.

“Oh? Suddenly you care about my feelings for her?” Will smiles like a fiend. “You never cared before—not even when I told you how I planned to ask her to marry me.”

Titus’s throat bobs, his lips pressed tight. He doesn’t glance my way.

“You knew she’d chosen me—that she’d forgotten all about you—and still, if you had your way, you would have stolen her right out of my arms,” Will says, lashing out.

Titus blocks, but his retaliation is half-hearted.

“She’s had quite the effect on you.” Will lets out a low whistle. “Come now, did you really think you could be different? That her love might be enough to truly change you?” He tsks, shaking his head. “No amount of love could change what you are. We both know it. And if you give her enough time, she’ll know it, too. She’ll see that it was never compulsion that drove you to violence. No, no—that came later.” He cocks his head, casts me a conspiratorial glance. “The compulsion didn’t drive you to kill. And the way you revel in your victim’s pain—the way you relish their screams…” He runs his tongue over his bottom teeth. “What was it you called the three of us? Monsters?”

Titus’s face pales, and when Will strikes again, his blade opens a gash in Titus’s left shoulder.

“Do you think she’d forgive you if she knew just how many you’ve killed?” Will taunts, twirling his blade. “If she knew how many innocent lives you’ve taken just because you could? Because you could control your bloodlust but chose not to?” Will cuts his eyes at me, appearing to savor my horror. “I don’t think she will. Do you?” His smile is cruel, his eyes alight with mischief. “No matter, every queen needs a loyal dog. When Aster rules beside me, she might be gracious enough to let you sit at her feet.”

Titus launches himself at Will, his brutal attack as graceful as a dance and as deadly as a tempest even as Will advances on him with vicious, deceptive maneuvers. They match each other blow for blow, moving about the clearing as if they were oblivious to the fire raging all around them.

But Will doesn’t fight fairly. He moves in a blur, sweeping his foot out to trip Titus, who lands on his back in a puddle of blood. He points his sword at Titus’s throat.

“This isn’t over, my darling,” Will says, turning toward me. His eyes shift from gold to red, his arms wreathed in shadows. “It’s only a matter of time before everyone sees you for who you truly are.” He cocks his head, his gaze raking over me from head to toe. “But I’ve always known who you are. Soon, you’ll come to see that I’m the only one who will ever really love you—all of you.”

In a flash of purple smoke, Will transforms, taking the form of a bat. His sword falls to the jungle floor, and Will disappears above the blood-soaked canopy.

There, lying on the ground where he stood, are both parts of the Elysian Navigator.
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I meet Titus’s gaze, my heart leaping into my throat. “Why?” My voice warbles in my ears. “Why would he just—Why didn’t he—”

Titus stares at me, his eyes wide, my confusion mirrored in his gaze as he bends down to collect the compass and map. Could it be a trick? Could Will have absconded with the real Elysian Navigator?

A sharp jolt of pain shoots through my leg, and I sway, but Henry’s arms wrap around me from behind, holding me upright as the fire continues to encroach on the clearing.

“Aster,” Henry tries to whisper, but his voice cracks. “It’s all right. It’s all right. Just calm—”

Pop.

Owen arrives with a gust of wind. He appears wholly unsteady as he scans the clearing, his gaze landing on Orella—then me. But there’s no judgment in his bloodshot eyes.

He reaches for me, but I break from Henry’s grasp and throw myself at Orella, scooping her into my arms. I barely feel Owen pull me to my feet before the wind sweeps past us, and an instant later, Owen, Titus, Henry, and I land on the beach in front of the Pearl.

Owen drops to the sand with a thud, convulsing. His eyes roll to the back of his head, foam trickling from his lips.

And then Gabriel’s shouting from close by, “I told him if he did that one more time, it was going to kill him!”

I whirl to find the Deathwail is gone, cloaked as Will and his crew make their escape. The Starchaser still sits in the harbor, but my friends and family have all come ashore, now focused on offering aid to those who fled the city of Ember during the attack.

Lady Isabelle crouches over Owen, her serene expression pinched with concern. “Get him to the infirmary!”

But Owen gasps, his eyes wide, and it’s as if he comes back to life, rolling onto his hands and knees, wheezing for breath. “I’m fine!” he coughs, grasping at his chest as he retches, his forehead slick with sweat. “I said I’m fine!”

A heartrending wail erupts from the harbor as Killian races toward us.

He collapses in front of me, hauling Orella out of my arms and clutching her to his chest. “No, no, no!” he cries, letting out another furious sob, and the gilded seashell pendant swings from his neck as he strokes her withered face. “Why, my love? Why?”

Gabriel kneels by my side, his hand on my leg, stitching the wound fiber by fiber. Even as I feel the gash begin to heal, even as I feel my strength restored, I know there are parts of me his magic cannot piece together again.

I look up at the Pearl as a few bloodletters use their affinity to siphon streams of water from the sea, extinguishing the fire. Our home—destroyed.

Why?

I stare down at my hands, covered in blood. This was because of me—because I ran from Will in the Burning Lands, and again in Hellion.

Will never actually planned to take the Elysian Navigator. Not unless I came along with it.

No. This was about showing me that no matter what I do, no matter where I go, he will always be there. That if he can kill Jack—someone he once cared for like a brother—then there are no limits to what he’s willing to do to persuade me to give up on my quest to defeat Morana. That it doesn’t matter if I find the Relics; it will be all too easy for Will to swoop in and take them—just as he did with the Elysian Navigator—and kill every last person I’ve ever loved as punishment for denying him.

He’s giving me a choice.

Join him and save everyone or refuse him and lose everything.

Soon, you’ll come to see that I’m the only one who will ever really love you—all of you.

My head spins, my vision blurred as I survey the commotion on the beach. I spot Margaret, swiping tears from her cheeks even as she helps Eliza tend to the wounded. Lewis, Charlie, Albert, and Rook lift a piece of debris from a trapped man near what was the west wing of the Pearl. Diana holds tightly to a boy—her brother, I realize—even as he appears to protest, calling her Nana. Liv and Sylvie hover near Killian, as if ready to offer comfort but giving him space to mourn.

Mother speaks with a few captains of crews I recognize from my short time here on the island, no doubt preparing for the possibility that Will might return sooner rather than later.

Elsie’s cat, Rooster, nudges my leg, drawing my attention to where Father kneels, retrieving Orella’s crown from where it fell in the sand a few inches from Killian.

“Aster,” Father starts, turning toward me, but I shake my head.

“No.” I barely recognize the sound of my own voice. “I’m not the firstborn. I’m not even the secondborn. It should be Owen. It should be—”

“Aster,” Father says again, softer this time. His eyes are puffy, rimmed with red from crying, but still so, so kind. “Orella named you heir.”

I should have known this would happen. It’s customary, within pirate clans, to elect a new captain even in the midst of battle, should the previous leader fall. Of course, it would be no different here—queen or captain, not a minute should pass before the successor takes their predecessor’s place.

I scramble to my feet, ignoring Gabriel’s protests, and stagger backward toward the shoreline. Titus is there in an instant, his hand on my arm, his grip gentle but firm, as if ready to catch me should I fall.

And I feel like I’m falling.

When I look over Father’s shoulder, the people have begun to gather, along with my siblings. I find their solemn faces, dispersed among the crowd—Charlie, Margaret, Lewis, Albert.

Owen is the first to kneel.

“But I—” I sway as my siblings drop to one knee, followed by the citizens of the Red Island gathered on the beach. I realize that in the silence I am expected to say something. To do something.

But I’m frozen. Paralyzed. Rooted to the spot.

“I can’t,” I say fiercely.

“You can,” Father says, his expression determined despite the slight quiver of his bottom lip and the tears that continue to fall. “The people want you to lead. Orella chose you to lead.”

I gape at him—at the crown in his hands.

You don’t know what it takes to lead.

I’ve failed them all. Elsie is gone. Jack is dead. And Will is right—his venom still flows through my veins. My attempt to use my affinity only brought about destruction, bloodless corpses, crimson rain.

They know what I’ve done. They can see it—can see the blood covering me from head to toe.

Despair surges through me, like pulsing, cursed energy radiating from my chest, and I hear Will’s voice whispering in my ear, It’s only a matter of time before everyone sees you for who you truly are.

A killer. A girl with Shifter venom in her veins.

I look up, trying to find Mother—to find some sort of answer in her expression—but Father’s eyes go wide and he shifts his body, as if to block me from the gathering crowd. And when I catch sight of my reflection mirrored in the gilded seashells, I know why.

I expect to see that my eyes have changed from the use of my magic, just as they always have whenever I’ve drawn on Manan. But I don’t see gold shining back at me from the sparkling surface of the crown.

I see red.
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“Abomination!” someone cries.

“Underling!” comes another voice.

My heart leaps into my throat.

Owen draws a wicked-looking knife from his belt, angling himself to stand in front of Titus and me, but Father is quick to raise his hands, stepping between Owen and the panicked crowd.

Dread washes over me, numbing my senses. Curse or not, you’re a killer, too, Aster—through and through, Titus said all those weeks ago. And you’re afraid that when all this is over, everyone you love will finally see you for who you truly are: a monster, just like us. I know now that he would never have said this if he wasn’t compelled. And still, Will’s words play over in my mind. It’s only a matter of time before everyone sees you for who you truly are.

Cursed. Abomination. Monster.

All this time, I thought I wanted to be feared. But now I realize that’s exactly what Will wanted. Could that be why he bit me? Because he knew, one day, the venom in my blood would mark me as more than his—it would mark me as other? Someone who can’t be trusted to lead—someone who can’t even trust herself to love? To choose?

Hide, I think. I need to hide. My eyes. My face. My grief.

Before I’ve even called to my magic, the ocean answers. A wall of water separates me from the razed structure of the Pearl and the wails of those who lost their homes—their families—in the fire, encapsulating me in the rhythmic whisper of the sea. It cocoons me, just as it did the night I was under the waves for twelve hours. Glowing, sentient tendrils prod at my skin, attempting to wash away the blood.

As the waves turn crimson, I feel my power rising up within me, strengthened by the presence of the ocean. The onslaught of Manan causes me to retch.

I never asked for any of this. I never wanted the power of the Lightbringer. I wanted to keep everyone safe. I wanted a home where my family could be together—where they could be happy. Somewhere I could be happy. Someone I could be happy with.

Margaret found that. So did Killian.

Now Jack is dead. Orella is dead.

And it’s all my fault.

Maybe it’s not too late to make a deal with Will. Maybe I should just give up.

“Bit early for a swim, don’t you think?”

His familiar, lilting voice—his steady heartbeat—is almost indistinguishable from the lullaby of the waves.

Somehow, for some reason, when the ocean sought to protect me, it didn’t push him away or shut him out. It brought him close so that it is only him and me in this bubble, and no one and nothing else can reach us.

“He’s not going to stop,” I croak, another sob twisting my gut. “He didn’t want the Elysian Navigator. He wants me to choose him.”

Titus winces, and that same mask he once wore as the cold, cruel prince of the Eerie seems to eclipse his expression. “You’re not seriously considering turning yourself over to Morana?” His eyes soften as he searches my face, and the mask of the prince slips away. “Aster, whatever he’s promised you, it’s not real. There is no world where Morana rules that you or anyone you love will be safe. I know what these people are capable of. I know what he’s capable of.”

“So do I!” My voice shakes, but when I step back, the water is there, nudging me closer to him. “But I don’t know what else to do. I can’t lose anyone else. I can’t keep doing this.” I try to scrub at the blood under my fingernails. “We have only one Relic—one! And look what it cost us! And now—now this—”

He tries to reach for my trembling hand, but I jerk it away.

“Don’t you see?” I bellow, pointing at the scar on my forearm—the puckered P that brands me as a pirate—then at my neck, where the Deathwail’s rope left its mark, and finally, at the three jagged wounds where the siren’s claws marred my face. “We all bear scars, don’t we?” I hiss, throwing his words at him from the night we met at Bludgrave Manor, when he confessed to me that he was a part of the Order of Hildegarde. “What if Will is right? What if I’m broken and there’s no way to put me back together?”

He reaches for me again, but I evade his grasp as I run my hands through my hair, bracing my head, my eyes shut tight. “I belong with them—with the Underlings! I’m a killer—a monster—and now everyone knows it!”

A sob. A whimper.

“No one could ever truly love me.”

For a moment, all I hear is the rush of the water swirling around us. And then his hands are on my face, and all I can see is him—all I can feel is his touch.

“Everything Will said about me is true,” he whispers, breathless, and when I open my eyes, anguish twists his expression. “Every word. I’m a monster, Aster.” His eyes glow gold for only a moment, as if to prove his point. “But you were the one who showed me that it doesn’t matter what we’ve done—who we were before.” His thumb traces the scar that runs parallel to my jaw. “Our scars do not define us.” He leans in, exhaling a low, controlled breath. “We are who we choose to be.”

He searches my eyes, and I almost pull away when I see the red reflected in his blue gaze, but he holds me firm—gentle enough that I could step away, but tight enough to tell me it would break him if I did. His lips are a breath away as he whispers, “I love you, Aster, with every beat of my wicked heart. Scars and all.”

His kiss is slow—tender. Not a kiss born of want, or need, or even desire. This kiss is a promise. The promise of a future, together: Titus and Aster.

And I realize he never needed to say the words aloud. He’s said I love you in every action. Every time he stood by me, every time he held my hand, he was saying, I love you. I love you. I love you.

He draws back, and when I open my eyes, they glow gold—not red.

We are who we choose to be.

“I love you, Titus,” I say, and it tastes like freedom.

He staggers. Sways. Blinks at me as if I’ve grown a second head. “I want nothing more than to be the kind of man that might deserve your love.”

I cover his hands with mine as the water closes in around us. “You already are.” And it feels like a luxury, like an awakening, to know that I mean every word that leaves my mouth.

His smile is the most pure, joyful smile I’ve ever witnessed from him—from anyone. It crinkles his eyes, wet with tears. It changes his posture; he stands a bit taller, loose, like the weight he carries in his shoulders has melted away.

He leans in as if to kiss me again, but the water subsides, the waves called back to the sea, leaving us exposed to the murmuring crowd once more.

But I no longer face them alone. Titus takes my hand, his fingers twined with mine even as pressure bears down on my shoulders and the chaos of the crowd threatens to overwhelm me. I expect that voice to return, to tell me I don’t deserve to be loved. That I deserve to be feared. But as my crew—Gabriel, Rook and Diana, Margaret and Eliza, Lewis and Charlie and Albert and Henry—all surround me, forming a protective circle, I know that isn’t true. And there’s only one voice now.

A voice within that says, Let them see me.

All of me.

I meet Father’s gaze as he extends the crown once more.

“Why me?” I ask, and I know he understands the true meaning of my question. I know that as the heir of Hildegarde, the people will look to me to protect them, to slay Morana and take back the full power of the Lightbringer. But that’s not what I’m asking. No. What I mean is, why has Fate ordered my steps, leading me down the jagged path, from moment to moment, breath to breath, until this instant, standing barefoot in the sand, a crown of gilded seashells held before me, heavy with the promise of war and bloodshed, a prophecy whispered on the tides and a song thrumming in my veins.

He tilts his head. “Why not you?”

He lifts the crown, waiting for my answer, and my eyes meet Mother’s. She kneels beside Killian, who continues to weep softly, whispering into Orella’s bloodied hair, and what I see there, in Mother’s gaze, is every word she never said. Every secret laid bare. Because in her eyes, I see the truth. It has always been me. Not because I was chosen, but because since I was a child, since I could hold a sword and fight, since I heard tales of the legends of the Stars and the heroes of our people, Mother knew I would choose this.

Because if not me, then who?

I might not have what it takes to lead—I might be broken, but that doesn’t mean I can’t choose to keep picking up the pieces. I can’t give up now—not on finding the Relics and ending this senseless war between humans, Nightweavers, and Underlings. Not on myself.

I let go of Titus’s hand and take the crown from Father. And then, I turn toward the people of the Red Island.

“I know you’re afraid,” I say, and though my voice shakes, it carries over the crowd, stunning them into silence. “That’s what Morana wants. She feeds on your fear, your despair, your doubt.”

I step forward, past Father. The people near the front of the crowd retreat a few paces—all except for a brave little girl who reminds me, for an instant, of Elsie.

“For so long, I’ve been afraid—afraid of who I am, afraid of losing control, afraid to trust myself. I’ve tried to outrun my fears, tried to hide from them. But I have been to the Burning Lands. I have seen what Morana can do. This is only the beginning. They will keep coming, until there is nowhere left to run, nowhere left to hide.

“You have no reason to trust me,” I say, and my voice no longer trembles. “I am no more than a stranger to you. And yes, Underling venom flows through my veins.” I hold out my arms. Lift my chin. “But so does the very power Morana will stop at nothing to obtain. Power that feeds not on fear, but on hope—on love.”

I look over my shoulder at Margaret—at Gabriel and Eliza. At Killian and Henry.

“The people we love will not have died in vain,” I say, facing the crowd once more. “I am going to the Eerie to take back the land and free the people still in bondage there. If you follow me into battle, I cannot guarantee you victory. But I will make this oath: When you go into battle, I will stand at the front lines. I will be your shield and your sword, and I will never surrender.”

I toss the crown in the sand. Take a step back.

“I have no interest in being queen or captain. I only wish to fight for a world where we can be free. No more running. No more hiding.”

I meet their stares now, not with fear, not with shame, but with expectation. With truth.

“Who will stand with me?”

A heartbeat of silence. Another.

I refuse to falter. I continue to meet their stares unabashedly.

There’s a moment when I think they might call for my execution. I can feel my crew tensing behind me, as if preparing for a fight. But the little girl steps forward, and it’s as if the entire island holds its breath as she retrieves the crown from the sand.

She looks up at me with determination—with hope. And when she offers me the crown, the people of the island kneel once more. Not because I am the heir of Hildegarde. But because they know the truth—they’ve seen me—and now they’ve made their choice.

I kneel, taking the crown from the child. “What is your name?”

She stands up straighter. “Zia.”

“Thank you for believing in me, Zia,” I say as I rise. “Please,” I add, addressing the crowd. “Go. Tend to your wounded.” I face my crew. “The rest of you, prepare to set sail. We leave tonight.”

But as they rise, their attention shifts to something behind me, and I turn then, to where Titus remains on one knee, bathed in the tangerine glow of the setting sun, his expression a mixture of reverence and awe. One hand turns the object in his pocket over and over and—

He withdraws his hand, revealing the small velvet box.

“Aster, my love?” he says, his voice thick, his eyes wide with terror even as a hesitant, hopeful smile tugs at his lips.

My heart races, my blood beating in my ears. “Yes?”

He takes a deep breath. Licks his lips. Clenches his jaw.

He opens the box.

Inside are the two pearl earrings Mother had given me the night of the Reckoning Day ball.

“I thought I’d lost them,” I murmur, only half-aware I’ve said the words aloud.

Titus nods slowly as he looks down at the pearls, his swallow audible. “I kept meaning to return them to you, but—well, I talked to your parents, and—” He clears his throat, tugs at his shirt collar, sweat slicking his brow. He meets my eyes, finally, and I find myself tumbling into the depths of his gaze. “I don’t want to spend another moment without you by my side.”

I can’t breathe. Can’t speak. Can’t do anything but stare at him. Blink.

Blink again.

“Aster Oberon,” Titus says, and my heart skips a beat. Flips. Tumbles right out of my chest. “Will you marry me?”

Yes, I want to say. Of course, I mean to tell him. I want this. I want him—always and forever.

But Killian still hasn’t let go of Orella’s body, refusing to part with her. Jack’s blood still paints the front of Margaret’s dress.

Margaret. My heart wrenches as I meet her gaze. I don’t know what I expect, but she’s smiling even as tears stream down her face. “Say something,” she mouths to me.

Mother beams, and for an instant, I feel as if I’m looking at a more youthful version of her—wild, carefree, hopeful. Father’s nostrils flare as he appears to hold back a sob, his kind eyes bright with pride. Charlie, Lewis, and Albert lean forward with anticipation.

Owen clears his throat. Cuts a glance at Titus. Winks at me.

I don’t know what tomorrow holds. But for the first time in a long time, I’m not thinking about what comes next. Only now. Only this. Only him.

I wet my lips to speak, and I think Titus might faint.

“You’re giving me back my pearls—the pearls you stole?” I say, lifting a brow. A teasing grin tugs at my lips. “Weren’t you pirates taught not to take what doesn’t belong to you?”

Titus’s throat bobs, but laughter dances in his eyes. “If I remember correctly, you stole from me first.”

“Oh, and what was that?” I ask, expecting him to make some outlandish claim about his medallion—the medallion that technically belongs to my family.

But he smirks, even though his voice is strained. “My heart.”

Owen chokes. Margaret rolls her eyes.

It feels odd to laugh when the Pearl is burning—when I know there’s still two Relics to find, a Sylk queen to defeat, and a six-hundred-year war to win. But I think, maybe that’s what love is: someone who makes you laugh when you know you ought to cry.

“Margaret is never going to let you live that down,” I whisper, loud enough that my siblings can hear.

He winces, flashing his teeth in a pained smile. “So, is that a yes?”

I answer him with a kiss.
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We give Jack and Orella a proper burial at sea. Mother reads a passage from Captain Gregory’s Psalter. We salute, and Killian and Margaret both fire their pistols into the air in honor of their beloved. The Starchaser sways, and I hold Margaret’s hand as two wooden coffins float away, rocked by the cradle of the waves.

The rest of the Starchaser’s crew have already returned to their duties, my siblings and friends moving about the deck in solemn silence. Father stands at the helm, a red tricorn casting a shadow on his hardened expression. Killian stands beside him, his face twisted with anguish as he stares off into the distance, where the setting sun casts a warm glow on Orella’s casket. Liv and Sylvie are never far, either tucked away in his shirt pocket or perched on his shoulders.

We parted ways with the fleet days ago, but every day, mermaids like Umiko bring news of what’s taking place beyond the borders of the Eerie. Morana’s leading a full-scale invasion of the other six kingdoms, bringing about the destruction of cities and loss of life. At this very moment, leagues away, Mother captains the Moondancer, accompanied by the Myths I’ve come to know from the Order of Hildegarde and the full naval might of the Red Island. Together, they seek to liberate the people of the Eerie, all while hoping to distract Calantha and the Underling forces from our arrival at Castle Grim.

A part of me longs to join Mother in battle, but there’s nothing more important to me than finding the Sword—than completing the Relics of Night and saving my little sister.

I couldn’t save Jack and Orella. But I can still save Elsie.

Which is why I don’t tell anyone that I accessed my bonewielder affinity back on the Red Island. I still can’t be sure if what happened during the fire—when I lifted the wood that pinned me to the ground—was because of the power of the Lightbringer or something else. Maybe I imagined it. Maybe I didn’t. Either way, I’ve spent a lifetime ignoring my abilities—denying my magic.

And there is some truth to what Will said to me that night aboard the Starchaser. If I can’t control my abilities as a bloodletter—if I can’t control the bloodlust—then attempting to use my other affinities might make things worse. I might truly lose control. And I can’t afford to hurt anyone—especially not when we’re this close to finding the remaining Relics.

“I don’t regret marrying him.” Margaret’s quiet voice draws me out of my thoughts, surprisingly steady as she swipes a tear from her cheek. “Even if it lasted for only a moment. For that moment, we were one. Now I carry a piece of his soul with me forever.”

My gut twists as I look over my shoulder to find Titus standing next to Owen near the entrance to the captain’s quarters, already watching me, his brows knit as he nods along to whatever Owen whispers. Since we left the Red Island, the two of them have been practically inseparable. They’re good for each other, and I think that after losing Will, it’s been invaluable for Titus to have someone like Owen to lean on—someone who doesn’t give him a wide berth when he walks into a room, because he knows what that feels like, too. Someone who has his own regrets—his own dark secrets—and doesn’t judge Titus for his particular capability for violence.

Titus jerks his chin at the door before ushering Owen inside, indicating for me to join them. But I don’t leave Margaret’s side. Not until Jack’s coffin crests a wave far off in the distance, and Margaret lets out a sharp breath, tearing her hand from mine to throw herself at the taffrail, seemingly desperate for one final look. It’s only then that I turn and follow Owen and Titus into the captain’s quarters.

Owen stands over the Elysian Map, his lips pressed in a thin, tight line.

My hand slips into Titus’s, our fingers twining together. Owen flicks a glance at our clasped hands, but he seems too focused to comment.

“It won’t be difficult to sneak in,” Owen says, dragging his finger over the illustration of Castle Grim. “The challenge lies in finding the Sword and getting out quickly—preferably without being caught.”

“Preferably,” Titus teases, his brow quirked. But I don’t miss the way his trembling hand squeezes mine.

And neither does Owen.

“No one would blame you if you choose not to come along, mate,” Owen says, his voice low.

Titus sets his jaw. “I’m still king.”

Owen nods slowly, concern crinkling his kind eyes. “I’m not sure Calantha sees it that way.”

Titus’s throat bobs. “Calantha wasn’t the only one who fed on my blood,” he says. “She bartered with it for favors within the court. Those people—that place—”

Understanding flickers in Owen’s gaze, and again I wonder what unspeakable atrocities he endured during his time with the Underlings. “Like I said, no one would blame you if you chose to stay behind.”

“I can’t,” he says. “Not if he’ll be there.”

My stomachs sours. Will. There’ve been reports he’s already made it to Castle Grim, aided by the Nightweavers aboard the Deathwail. Meanwhile, the Starchaser moves at a steady pace, hoping to give Mother and her fleets—aided by their own alliance of Nightweavers—a chance to reach the Eerie first.

“Will knew,” Titus says, his voice breaking. “He knew what she did to me—what those people did to me. He promised me once that he would be the one to make them pay for it. And now… now he’s working with them.”

He squeezes my hand tighter, and it’s only when I squeeze back that the pressure relents.

“Then it’s settled: We’re all going,” Owen says in an obvious attempt to steer the conversation away from the topic of Will and his betrayal. “Any ideas where the Sword might be?”

Titus blows out a tight breath, running a hand through his hair. “The graveyard, perhaps? It could be in a mausoleum, or a statue—”

“What about the Bloodrose garden?” Owen offers. “It could be buried there—”

The two of them go back and forth, tossing out possible locations, but my thoughts return to Will. What if he’s already found the Sword? No one knows the castle better than Will, having spent years of his life exploring secret passageways and hidden rooms with Titus.

Except for one…

“Hildegarde’s cavern,” I say, and Owen and Titus fall silent, their heads whipping in my direction.

“Bloody brilliant,” Titus murmurs, pressing a kiss to my temple.

“Of course!” Owen says, tapping his chin. “You said the water there spoke to you, right? And it glows, just like the water—”

“That led us to the cave in the Republic of Ruin!” Titus finishes, eyes bright with hope.

Warmth blooms in my chest. If I’m right, we could be one step closer to finding the Sword. Then all that’s left is the Key, and we’ll have all three Relics of Night. We’ll possess the means to enter Elysia—and more important, Morana won’t.

There’s a quiet knock on the door, and Lewis slips inside, his face grim.

He extends an envelope to me, nostrils flaring with barely contained frustration. “It’s addressed to you.” He hesitates, his teeth clenched. “The pages are blank.”

My heart drops into my stomach.

During my time at Bludgrave Manor, while Will was fighting with Titus across the sea, he’d written a letter to me—keyed to my blood so that only I could read it.

I take the envelope from Lewis with shaking hands and unfold the parchment.


My darling Aster,

Castle Grim has fallen. The nobility who supported Calantha’s rule are dead.

Consider this an engagement gift.



I crumple the paper in my fist.

“Well?” Owen asks, his brow furrowed. “What did it say?”

I swallow around the lump in my throat. “He’s been watching us,” I say. “He knows we’re engaged.” I turn to Lewis. “How did you get this letter?”

Lewis frowns. “Albert found it in the crow’s nest.”

I take a deep breath, my pulse pounding, and meet Titus’s gaze. “He’s killed them all—the nobility who sided with Calantha,” I say. “They’re all dead.”
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Umiko brings word that Mother’s forces secured the city of Jade without resistance. The soldiers scattered across the kingdom hardly put up a fight. By the time we make our approach to Castle Grim, the people of the Eerie celebrate their liberation.

And it feels too easy.

A bridge of gray stone is all that remains between our army and whatever waits for us inside Castle Grim.

Titus stands to my right, but today, he isn’t dressed as Captain Shade.

Today, he is Titus Anteres, rightful king of the Eerie, come to reclaim his throne.

My heart thunders in my chest as I survey the empty battlements, where skulls still line the dark stone walls. The castle is unnervingly quiet; there are no signs of life, much less an army. An uneasy feeling crawls up my spine, but I stand tall, my chin held high, ready to give the call to arms.

I glance at Titus. His jaw ticks.

“It’s a trick,” he says, his black gloves tightening around the hilt of his blade. “It has to be.”

There’s a low groan as the outer gates swing open, and a lone figure in a sweeping black cloak steps out onto the bridge, dragging someone behind him by their tangled blond hair.

Will stalks toward us at a leisurely pace, a trail of crimson splattering the stones with every step. Blood covers him from head to toe, as if he’d bathed in it.

He stops thirty feet from where we stand, depositing Calantha onto the ground beside him. She moves, as if trying to crawl away, but he throws out a hand, seizing control of her bones, twisting them at unnatural angles.

The cruel slant of Will’s lips chills my blood. He uses his power to drag Calantha, forcing her to kneel in front of him, facing Titus and me. Will’s eyes sparkle with amusement as Calantha tries to speak, but his bonewielding magic forces her mouth shut.

“King Titus Anteres,” Will purrs, his voice carrying over the distance with supernatural ease. “I made you a promise once.” Even from this distance, I know the instant he sees the pearl earrings glinting in the sunlight—see his expression turn murderous, even though his smile never slips, his dimple still on full display. “The first time she ever hurt you. Surely you remember?”

I glance at Titus, the question already poised on my tongue. But I don’t need to ask. Because in one swift movement, almost too fast for my eyes to detect, Will makes good on his promise.

I flinch at the violent crack, like the resounding pop of cannon fire, as Calantha’s neck snaps and she falls forward onto the bloody cobblestones.

But Will didn’t just break her neck. He shattered every bone in her body.

Titus lurches toward Will, swaying in disbelief, his lips parting on a shaky breath.

Will’s glowing red eyes darken. Blood drips from the tips of his dark hair, his chin, his hands. When he smiles, his teeth are a flash of white cutting through the scarlet, and for just an instant, his face reminds me of Captain Shade’s grinning skeletal mask.

In the blink of an eye, he vanishes in a plume of swirling black shadows.

For a long moment, Titus doesn’t move. He stares at Calantha’s corpse, his pulse hammering at his throat, eyes wide.

“The Sword,” I finally say, my voice hoarse.

The mention of the Relic sends us both charging forward toward the gates of Castle Grim. The bridge shakes as our people storm the palace behind us, but when we reach the outer court, we’re not met with a horde of Underlings or Calantha’s Bloodknights.

Consider this an engagement gift.

The carnage is unlike anything I’ve ever encountered. Blood coats the stone walls in layers, as if battered by scarlet waves. Limbs litter the steps that lead to the main entrance of the palace; mutilated bodies lie in pools of crimson. He killed them all—nobles, Bloodknights—as if he took his time. As if he ensured that each death brought as much suffering as he could inflict.

Will knew what these people did to Titus—the torture he endured, the way they fed on his blood—and though Calantha and these nobles sided with Morana and the Underlings, Will killed them all.

But why? Why go against Morana’s wishes? Why hand Morana’s stronghold in the Eerie—her seat on the entire continent of the Tamed Lands—over without a fight?

Henry’s words repeat in my mind. My brother is still in there, somewhere.

And when I glance at Titus—see the emotions warring in his eyes, glowing with a soft golden light—I know he must be thinking the same thing.

Is Will trying to send us a message?

Our soldiers skid to a halt behind us, the cry of battle dropping off into stunned silence.

Owen, Lewis, and Eliza flank us.

“What now?” Lewis asks.

I jerk my head in the direction of the entrance, and Owen, Lewis, and Eliza follow Titus and me as we splash through pools of blood toward the main foyer. We race through the castle halls, up stairwells, passing mutilated corpses every step of the way.

I’m panting for breath by the time we burst through the door to my chambers, the stench of death roiling my stomach.

It appears as if my chamber is the only room untouched by Will’s bloodshed.

I don’t hesitate to push the blue rug aside, and Titus is already kneeling, his hand pressed to the stone floor, whispering the words, “Adonoc verash melor.”

The instant the passage opens, Titus leads the charge, practically throwing himself down the steps.

Titus’s pace falters, his gaze fixed on the narrow crack in the wall from which we escaped the night of his wedding. He lingers at the edge of the water, hand on the hilt of his sword, as if he expected Calantha to slither through the gap like the snake she was and drag him back to the dungeons.

The hair on the back of my neck stands up straight.

I turn to face Titus, but I’m too late.

Will stands in front of him, his twisted obsidian blade lodged in Titus’s left shoulder.

I try to move, but Will’s power holds us all at bay. Even Titus.

It was a trick. Will had lulled us into a false sense of victory. But it was all a lie.

I should have known. I should have seen this coming.

Why, after everything he’s done, did I ever think the monster that wears Will Castor’s skin could be trusted?

“And here I would have thought you’d stab me in the back,” Titus says through gritted teeth, his body trembling as he attempts to fight Will’s grip on his bones.

Will cocks his head, smiles. “I’d rather see the look on your face when you realize you’ve lost.”

He withdraws the blade, crackling with green energy, and lifts his hands as if to surrender. He turns, facing me, amusement glittering in his gaze. “I can cure him,” he says. “You need only surrender to Morana. Bring the Relics of Night to the Burning Lands, and I will save his life.”

Hot, angry tears spill onto my cheeks. “I don’t have the other Relics!”

Will quirks a brow. “No?” He shrugs. “Then you’d better find them. And fast. Titus doesn’t have much time. I’d say a week at most.”

My voice is raw, my entire being vibrating with rage. “How would I even make it to the Burning Lands in that amount of time?”

Will grins, his expression aloof. “I’m sure you can figure something out,” he croons. His eyes darken, his deep voice booming like thunder. “Bring me what I’ve asked, and I will ensure your fiancé lives.”

A flash of purple light and Will is gone, releasing us from his grip.

But I see the bat—see him—flying out of the mouth of the cave. My focus narrows on his form as he makes his way across the water. It’s as if a veil had been lifted, revealing the Deathwail.

Our fleets have already relocated to the harbor, giving Will’s ship a clear path to escape.

Giving Will a clear path of escape.

But I won’t let him go this time.

It’s that singular thought that drives me. All around me, the water seems to pulse, beating in tandem with my heart.

And it is both love and rage that hums in my skull, in my bones, in my blood as I grab hold of my magic—as I draw from the Manan in the waves. As I give myself over to the power aching in my chest, begging for release.

I think I hear Titus’s voice.

Think I feel Owen’s hand on my shoulder.

But it’s too late. The sea has found a home in me, its favorite daughter, and I am no longer a girl.

I am a force. A reckoning.

I bring my hands together, and with a clap that echoes off the walls of the cavern, I split the sea.
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The Deathwail cleaves in half.

Wood crashes to the ocean floor below, the bodies of Will’s crew—of the cannibal pirates who tortured and killed countless people—who tortured Henry for twelve long days—plummeting to the bone-dry depths. But not Will.

No, not Will.

He appears in a whirl of black shadows at the entrance of a domed structure, its columns wrapped with seaweed, a statue at its center.

I’m already moving, racing toward the structure—toward Will—making my way to him on dry land. And I don’t have to look over my shoulder to know that Owen follows me.

But Will doesn’t run. He just stands there, at the top of the steps, as if he were waiting for me to catch him. As if this were exactly what he wants.

My stomach drops. He did this on purpose. The Sword—he wanted me to expose the Sword. And if Hildegarde hid it anywhere at Castle Grim, why not her secret haven beneath the waves?

“The Sword!” I yell at Owen. “It’s there!”

He curses. We run faster.

As we race toward the structure, Will takes a step back, pivoting on his heel to enter the dome, as if inviting us to follow.

“Azeron!” I roar as I climb the shallow steps into the folly, Owen at my heels.

Will leans casually against the statue in the center of the structure, his hands in his pockets. I wonder if I imagine that he tenses, his eyes flaring at my use of his true name, because a moment later, a lazy grin tugs at his lips as he lifts his gaze to the ceiling and reads aloud, “Only blood can heal the land. Only truth can mend the past.” Will flicks a glance at the statue of Hildegarde—at the sword in her grasp—and tsks, shaking his head. “I must say, I really thought the Sword would be here.” Will draws a wicked-looking knife from his belt, points it at me. “Perhaps an offering of your blood—”

Will moves toward me at a preternatural speed my eyes can barely detect.

But Owen is faster.

Owen chokes, blood splattering the stone floor, and I scream, grasping at my own chest, because it feels as if the blade that protrudes from his back pierced my heart instead.

Will rolls his eyes, wiping the dagger on his sleeve as Owen drops to the ground at the foot of the statue. “Such wasted potential.”

I charge him, blades drawn, but he vanishes in a whirl of shadows just as my dagger slices the skin of his throat.

“Aster?” Owen gasps, his gravelly voice thick with blood.

I sheathe my dagger and drop to my knees beside him. “It’s all right,” I say, trying to mimic Margaret’s calm, measured tone. “You’re going to be all right.”

I close my eyes, my shaking hands hovering over the wound in his chest. The Manan in the water thrums all around me, flowing through my veins. I can heal him. I know that I can.

But when I try to stitch Owen’s flesh, it’s as if there were no thread of Manan to grab hold of.

As if Owen were already a ghost.

Already dead.

“His blade wasn’t cursed,” I tell him. “I just need to… to close the wound. I can repair your heart—I know I can—just as Killian did for Father. You’re going to be all right. You—”

“Aster,” Owen says again, softer this time—weaker.

I open my eyes, tears streaming down my cheeks.

The sea is no longer parted. The ocean has come crashing down over us, surrounding the structure on all sides, and whatever enchantment Hildegarde cast on this place seems to fade as water leaks in, filling the folly, blue light pulsing all around us.

I prop Owen against the statue before the water can cover his head.

“I think—” Owen’s jaw tightens, his voice strained, but his eyes are clear. Kind. “I think I’m ready to go home now.”

“We will,” I tell him. “We’ll go together.”

His breath rattles with a hoarse chuckle, blood dribbling past his lips as his hand finds mine. “In this life… and the next… r-remember?”

He grins, carefree, laughter dancing in his eyes even as they fixate on the roof of the structure—on the constellations carved into the stone ceiling.

His hand goes limp. The water pours in faster, up to his chest now, covering the wound. His blood mixes with the water, a bloom of crimson.

I scream, cradling him in my arms as the statue begins to glow with golden light and the stone crumbles away, revealing a gilded sword.

His blood, I realize, my heart pounding. He might not possess the power of the Lightbringer, but he’s still the rightful heir of Hildegarde. His blood—Hildegarde’s blood—revealed the Sword.

“The Sword, Owen!” I shake him. “It’s the Sword! We—we found it! Come on,” I say, dragging his body up with me as I stand, holding him with strength I didn’t know I possessed as his head lolls onto my shoulder. “We have to go. Let’s go home, please? Let’s—” I groan, my teeth clenched, as I pry the sword from the statue’s grasp. “Let’s go home now. Together, Owen. We have to go together!”

The water fills the folly, up to my neck now. I’ll have to swim out. I know that I can—I’ve done it before. But I’ll have to carry the weight of the Sword.

Of Owen.

I know he’s gone. But I can’t leave him here. I have to take his body back with me. I can’t let go of him. Not yet.

I take a deep breath as the water covers my head.

I kick, the sword in one hand, my other arm wrapped around Owen’s waist, and try to draw on my power, but the Manan I exhausted attempting to heal Owen leaves me weak. I manage to produce a current that carries me out of the structure, but as I struggle toward the surface, I feel my magic failing, feel the weight of the depths dragging me under.

I kick harder, but it’s no use.

I’m sinking.

There was a time when I might have given up—might have surrendered to the blissful embrace of the sea. But my family is waiting for me, where the light breaks through the waves. Titus is waiting for me.

They need me.

Remember, you have to live.

I have to live. Owen would want me to live.

Owen’s body slips from my grasp, and it feels as if my heart is ripped from my chest.

I battle against the current, my fist tightening around the hilt of the Sword. I’m close enough to the surface that I can see the mouth of the cave, but black spots edge my vision, and it seems no matter how hard I kick, the light dims with every passing second.

And then I’m being lifted, propelled toward the light, and Lewis drags me onto the rocky bank of the cavern.

My first gasp for air is a sob that splits my head in two.

“Owen?” Lewis’s voice warbles in my ears. He looks out at the water, as if he expected our brother to emerge any moment. “Where’s Owen?”

“I couldn’t—couldn’t carry his body back,” I cry. “I couldn’t—”

Lewis wades out into the water a few steps, and for a moment, I think he might dive below the waves, but a howl bursts from his chest as he collapses onto the bank beside me, slamming his fists against the stone.

I crawl toward Titus, slumped against the cave wall, where Eliza examines his dark, festering wound. She covers her mouth to stifle a sob before shifting toward Lewis, whispering in his ear as he throws his arms around her neck, shoulders heaving as he weeps.

Titus moves as if there were no force in this realm or the next that could keep him from me. He crushes me in his embrace, but even as he holds me, I don’t let go of the Sword.

I can’t let go. I can’t let go. I can’t—

Titus covers my fist, clenched around the hilt, prompting me to look him in the eye.

“It’s where he’d want to be,” he says, even as tears roll down his cheeks. And I know what he means, even if it feels like my soul is being torn to shreds. The ocean was always Owen’s home—it always will be. It’s where every pirate wishes to be buried.

“He can rest now,” Titus says, his voice cracking on a whimper as he draws me close to his chest again, his hand still covering mine.

Owen can rest now. He can finally be at peace. No more pain. No more running.

But I will never know peace. Because there is only one way this all ends, and now there is only one choice left to make.

And as Titus holds me close, his body feverish, I already know what I will choose.







PART THREE
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I stand at my window in the captain’s quarters aboard the Starchaser, overlooking the celebration from afar. Colorful lanterns adorn the city streets, packed with the free citizens of Jade—humans and Nightweavers alike—all singing and dancing along to the music that proclaims their liberation.

We should be celebrating, too. The Eerie is free. We have the Sword.

But it feels as if the dagger that pierced Owen’s heart is lodged deep in my own chest, twisting and twisting and—

“I’m going!” Titus hisses through gritted teeth, wincing as he tries to swing his legs off the bed. Eliza stands at his bedside, dabbing a wet cloth over his forehead to wipe the sweat from his brow.

Mother stares at the Elysian Map spread out on the table we’ve all gathered around, her expression unreadable. She hasn’t spoken a word since we returned from Castle Grim, except to call a meeting with a select few members of the Order.

My siblings don’t attend.

Charlie excused himself belowdecks after he heard the news about Owen, and Diana wasn’t far behind him. It was Gabriel who drew Margaret aside and held her while she wept, and when the meeting was called, he gave Killian a look that made it clear the two of them would not be joining.

Lewis stayed with Albert in the galley. Every few minutes, his wails echo from below, and it feels as if someone flays another piece of my heart with every cry.

I look at Father, wiping tears from his eyes. Killian stands beside him, his hand on his shoulder, his mouth pressed in a tight line. Both glare at the Elysian Map—at the glittering image of a skeletal key inked over Bludgrave Manor.

The Key. The final Relic.

“I’m not dead yet,” Titus insists, attempting to stand again, only to be pushed back against the pillows by Eliza’s gentle, commanding touch. “Will could be there, at Bludgrave—he could be planning an ambush. Grace, please. I want to see this through to the end.”

The end.

Even if we find the Key, unless I give myself over to Morana, Titus will die. But if I do what Will’s asked of me—if I surrender and give Morana the Relics of Night—then this will have all been for nothing. Owen’s death will have been for nothing.

“I’m going, too,” Henry says, his arms crossed, eyes narrowed. “If he’s there…” His throat bobs. More than anyone, Henry had believed Will could be saved—that his brother was still in there. That he still loved him. But he killed Owen.

Will killed Owen.

And Henry broke in a way I didn’t expect.

Mother sighs, seemingly resigned. “We’ll reach Bludgrave faster by train,” she says, her voice dull. “Tell those who wish to join us to be ready to leave at first light. In the meantime, the Starchaser should return to the Red Island.”

Mother dismisses the meeting, and the others shuffle out of the captain’s quarters until only Titus and I remain.

I turn to find his arms are already open, beckoning me to join him in the bed. Titus groans, his body tense as I crawl on top of the covers and settle into his embrace, encapsulated by his feverish warmth. All I want is to curl into his side and cry myself to sleep. But I refuse to spend what little time we have left together—whether that be days, weeks—like this: angry, afraid, and full of regret for what might have been.

I remember what Margaret said about marrying Jack—how she didn’t regret it.

Even if it lasted for only a moment. For that moment, we were one. Now I carry a piece of his soul with me forever.

My heart skips a beat.

A piece of his soul.

It’s more than just words—Margaret carries a piece of Jack’s soul. Through marriage, they became one, and whatever magic either of them possessed would have been split between the two of them.

I draw back slightly, looking up at Titus, his gaze hooded as he rubs small circles between my shoulder blades.

His brow furrows. “What is it?”

My pulse pounds in my throat. “Do you trust me?”

“Do you even have to ask?”

I bite the insides of my cheeks, attempting to hold back another bout of tears. “Good,” I say, “because I have a plan.”
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Liv and Sylvie perch on my shoulders as the crisp midnight breeze sweeps over the dark waters of the bay, casting my unbound hair behind me. Other than the two pixies, Father is the only one who knows what I intend to do. When Titus and I called for him—when we asked if he would not only help but also keep our plans a secret—I was certain he would try to persuade me to change my mind. But he only smiled, a mischievous twinkle in his eye that reminded me so much of Owen that I almost wept.

“Your mother and I have no secrets between us,” he said. “But I can give you a head start.”

Now he ensures that I’m alone as I make my way onto the main deck, pulling my coat tighter around me, the embroidery sparkling in the silver glow of the full moon.

Titus insists that Leo’s Pegasus, like all Pegasi, is in close communion with the True King. That these rare Myths are formed of stardust and sent in response to the desperate prayer of those in need. It seems a lot to hinge our plans on, but I don’t have any other choice but to hope he’s right. I can’t go with the others to Bludgrave. I must go alone, tonight, before anyone finds out I’ve left. Because if I wait—if Mother or Henry or anyone else knows what I plan to do after I find the Key—they’ll try to stop me.

“Please,” I pray, my gaze fixed on the heavens above, “if you’re listening, send Swiftwing to me.”

Nothing.

In the silence, doubt creeps in, twisting my stomach into knots. Maybe the True King isn’t listening. Maybe he just doesn’t care.

A sob hitches in my chest.

“If you have a plan for me—if you’ve ever had a plan for me—I can’t do this on my own. I need your help.” I’ve no tears left to cry, but my voice catches, my throat burning. “Please.”

The stars glitter overhead, but all is quiet aboard the Starchaser. I bow my head, my eyes shut tight against the sting of gathering tears. I’ll just have to find another way, I think. There must be another way.

I look up at the sky once more, the twinkling tapestry blurry through the prism of tears, and make one final plea. Not with words but with my heart.

I never asked for any of this. But I’m asking now.

Send me, my heart whispers. Let me do what I can to ensure that children like Albert can live in a world where they are free. A world in which people like Henry don’t have to fear cannibal ships like the Deathwail. A world Owen fought for.

A world he died for.

The air goes perfectly still, as if the Stars were holding their breath.

And then—

Wings stir the night.

The Pegasus touches down on the main deck, her coat glittering in the silver radiance of the moon.

A hope. A wish.

An answered prayer.
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I reach Bludgrave Manor just before dawn. The Elysian Map indicates that the Key should be here—or at the very least, whatever clue will lead me to the Key. As Swiftwing carries me over the lush, sloping landscapes of the Eerie, I try to focus on the Relic—where I might find it, what sacrifice I might be forced to make in order to obtain it—but my thoughts drift to the house itself, the home I never expected to miss.

Days ago, Bronmir and Elatha led a small troop of our soldiers, liberating the people of Ink Haven. But no one stepped foot on the grounds of the estate for fear Will had laid traps, and when Swiftwing lands near the fountain at the center of the drive, the hair on the back of my neck prickles.

Not because Will is here, but because I still feel his presence—in the gardens that seem to thrive even in his absence, in the ivy that wraps around the lampposts, in the blooms of blue salvia, their soft petals almost silver in the moonlight.

And I know, before I even open the doors to the foyer, what I will find.

The guards, Gylda and Hugh, were the only two members of the staff who stayed behind when the rest of us made the journey to Castle Grim. I’ve often wondered what became of them after Calantha seized control of the Eerie.

Now I have my answer.

Someone pinned their bodies to the wall with kitchen knives, beneath the banner my family painted upon my return all those months ago, the red paint that reads WELCOME HOME now splattered with dried blood.

My scream echoes through the abandoned house. Liv and Sylvie peek out of my coat pocket, their dim glow illuminating the dusty room. Tears blur my vision as I look around the foyer—at the portraits of the Castor family. Of Will.

I know it was Will who did this. He wanted me to know—wanted me to see.

I can almost hear his voice, brushing against my ear. This is what will happen to your family if you don’t surrender.

Before I know it, I’m racing toward the stables, my blood drumming in my head.

I drop to my knees when I find the stalls are empty.

Will’s horse, Caligo—gone. Henry’s steed, Nutmeg, and Lady Isabelle’s unicorn, Thea—gone. All gone.

But Jack is still here. I see him everywhere I look, leaning against the walls, a rake in his hand. Whistling. Smiling. Laughing. He’s everywhere.

I’m on my feet again, but this time, I make for the conservatory. I know I should look for the Key, but I need to see the garden—need to know if I imagined Will’s tender caress, the nights we spent watching the stars.

I stumble near the banks of the pond, a few feet from Hildegarde’s Folly, and when I pick myself up, something tugs at my chest—some invisible force drawing me toward the domed structure. And then I see it.

A raven, perched atop the statue in the center of the folly.

Of course! I found the Sword in the underwater folly at Castle Grim. If the Key is here…

My heart leaps as I lurch forward, flying over the steps.

I know the raven isn’t Owen. But for a moment, it feels as if he’s with me—as if he’d sent me a sign to guide me here.

“What am I supposed to do?” I ask, wiping the tears from my face.

The raven cocks its head at me. Blinks.

I attempt to draw on my bonewielder affinity—magic that the power of the Lightbringer should give me access to—and speak with the raven in the way I saw Will and Lady Isabelle communicate with the wolves that live in the woods.

“Is the Key here somewhere?” I whisper. “Do you know how to find it?”

The raven ruffles its wings.

I groan, frustration clawing at my throat. If I could just tap into my affinity—if I could control the power somehow—this would be easier. But it’s almost as if the harder I try to grab hold of it, the less I feel the Manan around me.

Tears prick my eyes. Owen should have kept the power of the Lightbringer. It should have never come to me. He knew of his affinity as a windwalker for only a short time, and he managed to master one of the most difficult aspects of his magic. And here I am, barely able to manipulate a stream of water, much less speak with a bird.

Owen was the true heir of Hildegarde. The power ran through his veins before it ever ran through mine. If he were still here, he would know what to do.

I think back to my final moments with him, as he lay bleeding in my arms. Why did he have to die? Why did it have to be his blood that revealed the Sword to me?

My stomach dips.

I draw my dagger from the sheath at my hip. “Is it my blood?” I ask the raven as I drop to my knees. “Is that it?”

The raven squawks.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

I press the blade to my palm, prepared to slice, when I remember—I’ve bled here before. The night Will saved me from Owen, on Reckoning Day, he brought me here. My blood spilled onto this stone floor, and nothing happened.

He already knew, even then, I think. About the Relics. About my blood. About all of it. Is that why he brought me here that night?

The dagger slips from my grasp, clattering to the stone floor. What else could it be? If not my blood, then what?

I wish, now, that Titus were able to join me—wish our plan didn’t require him to stay behind. It was Titus who taught me how to access the passageways in Castle Grim—the magic Hildegarde used to seal them.

The passageways.

I drop to my knees, pressing my hand to the stone.

“Adonoc verash melor,” I hum, my heart pounding.

Click. The stones give way, just as they had in my room at Castle Grim, revealing a passageway at the foot of the statue.

I don’t hesitate to descend the steps into darkness, but the moment my head clears the opening, the stones seal back into place without my command, trapping me beneath the ground. Still, I don’t turn back.

The Key is here. It has to be.

Liv and Sylvie fly a few feet ahead, their pink and orange glows lighting the way. I expect the passage to cool as I make my descent, but the air turns warm, as inviting as a well-tended hearth. It feels as if I’ll never reach the bottom until finally, the stairwell opens into a massive underground cave.

Lined with torches lit with strange green flames, the vast stone room is unlike the secret cavern at Castle Grim. Above, the ceiling appears to glow with that same blue light I’ve come to associate with the sea, glittering like thousands of tiny sapphire stars. To my left, a flourishing garden of purple mystiks. I can just make out a heap of what appears to be glittering gold coins piled high among the flowers—enough coin to build a palace to rival Castle Grim, by the looks of it. To my right, bookshelves overflow with ancient tomes, their titles embroidered with symbols I don’t recognize. Trunks clutter the floor, overflowing with treasures of times long past: trinkets and gowns, jewels and daggers, porcelain dolls and wooden horses. For a moment, as I draw near to a collection of painted canvases, it reminds me of the vault in Hellion. But I know instinctively, as I inspect the illustration of a tiny thatched cottage nestled in a clearing beside a small oak sapling, who these treasures belonged to.

A low rumble to my left gives me pause. I turn slowly, my chest tight, heart pounding.

What I thought was a pile of gold coins now takes its true shape.

There, curled up like a giant dog atop the bed of mystiks, its glittering golden scales shimmering in the blue glow that emulates the stars above, is a Myth whose kind I’ve been told was completely eradicated hundreds of years ago.

The slumbering dragon stirs, and Liv and Sylvie dive into my pockets.

This is it, I think. I’ve come all this way to be eaten by a dragon. Or burned alive. I’m not sure which is worse. Either way, there’s no chance of escape. The dragon’s sapphire eyes find mine, sparkling with that familiar blue light.

The dragon gets to its feet, and my legs turn to water.

The legends spoke of a beast that guards the gates to Elysia, but there was no mention of a dragon protecting the final Relic itself.

I wet my lips as if to speak, but I can’t seem to make a sound as the dragon stalks toward me, its head low, intense gaze narrowing on me. My hand trembles, closing around the hilt of my dagger.

But I hear it, then, as clear and familiar as the voice of the water.

I’ve been expecting you, daughter of the sea, the voice says, as if speaking directly to my heart.

The dragon bends its front legs as if to kneel.

I must be dreaming. Say something, I think. And then, What do I say?

Perhaps you might start by telling me your name, the dragon’s ancient voice rumbles, soft and deep. Though I already know who you are, Aster Oberon.

My mouth parts on a gasp that, by the twinkle in the dragon’s eye, he must find amusing. How do you know who I am?

You know little of dragons, he says, as if that were answer enough. My name is Emrys.

I glance behind me, at the bookshelves and trunks. Were you a friend of Hildegarde?

I am a friend of Hildegarde, he answers simply.

Uncomfortable heat creeps up my neck. But she’s dead.

The dragon chuffs a laugh, the sound full and rich. And yet, you’ve seen her.

I think about the woman I saw below the waves—the woman made of gold dust. So that was her? That was Hildegarde?

He dips his head.

My pulse quickens. If Emrys knows Hildegarde—if he knew I was coming… Is the Key here? I dare to ask.

Emrys frowns—or at least, the way his lips pull taut reminds me of a frown. He sighs as if carrying the knowledge of six hundred years weighed heavily on his shoulders. The Key is not in this realm.

A chill snakes down my spine.

What do you mean? I ask, but I think I already know the answer. Both the Helm and the Sword required sacrifice to obtain. I planned to send the Key back with Liv and Sylvie before I left for the Burning Lands. Now I see that turning myself over to Morana is the only way to find the final Relic.

Because in order to obtain the Key, I will have to die.

I almost laugh. Could it be that this was the True King’s plan for me all along? If I were never bitten by a Shifter when I was a child, turning myself over to Morana would mean that when I die, I would have no hope of returning to this world. But because of the venom in my veins, I will come back. And now I’ll come back with the Key.

I’m going to the Burning Lands, I tell Emrys.

That Pegasus of yours cannot make the journey over the wall, he says, and my chest deflates.

How else am I supposed to make it across the sea in time? I can’t be sure how long Titus has before the curse claims his life, and if he were to die before I return… we both knew this plan was a risk. Will might be angry that I didn’t hold up my end of the bargain by refusing to bring the Relics. But I am counting on him to cure Titus, and every second I waste trying to make my way to the Burning Lands could be a second too long.

Swiftwing cannot make the journey. Emrys flattens himself, crushing the mystiks below. But I can. He inclines his head, beckoning me.

My heart swells with hope. I hesitate, but again, that invisible force seems to tug at my chest, pulling me toward the Myth. I reach out, placing my hand on his scales, and it’s as if the earth pulses. The cavern quakes, bits of rubble raining down from overhead. I climb onto the dragon’s back and grab hold of two of the dozens of spiked horns that trail down his neck.

Tears well in my eyes. If only I could tell Elsie about this—she wouldn’t believe it.

Now what? I ask.

Hold on tight.

I close my eyes, half-expecting to be crushed by the collapsing cave, but my stomach lurches, and when I look up, stone scrapes stone as if some giant, invisible hand were peeling back the earth to reveal the starlit sky above.

Emrys soars upward, surging toward the opening. A gust of cool morning air tosses my hair over my shoulders as we emerge from underground and the dragon slows, gliding over the estate below.

“Liv!” I shout. “Sylvie!”

They stick their heads out of my pocket.

“I didn’t tell my family goodbye,” I say as Sylvie presses her forehead to mine. “Please, in case things don’t go according to plan… tell them I love them, all right?”

She nods, solemn, before darting off, disappearing into the morning mist.

But Liv refuses to leave, tucking herself back into my pocket, and I can’t help but smile.

As I leave Bludgrave Manor, I look down at the open fields below. There, racing toward the orange haze of dawn as it breaks over the tops of the mountains, Caligo, Nutmeg, and Thea run free, chasing Swiftwing as she leads them farther away from the estate.

I close my eyes, holding out one arm to cut the wind with my hand, just as I saw Owen do—just like the wings of the Pegasus as it lifts into the air. And for the first time in my life, if only for a moment, I feel truly free.
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As I soar over the Western Sea, I wonder if this is what it’s like to be a Star, looking down on our world from the realm above. To my left, the stormy, fog-laden skies of the Dire rise up like a dark wave. But to my right, the ocean is endless, stretching beyond the horizon, beyond the Known World.

Emrys crosses the Western Sea in less than a day. When my muscles ache and the sun scorches my face, I remind myself that this will all be worth it. By nightfall, the coast of Hellion comes into view. It’s not long before we pass over the wall, and Emrys weaves through the towering flames that shoot into the sky.

I can turn back, Emrys says. If you choose.

“No,” I say aloud. “No turning back.”

We round the charred mountain. There, atop the precipice overlooking the fiery chasm that split the earth six hundred years ago, the Underlings gather. And in their center, Morana stands in front of an obsidian altar, her black gown pooling at her feet like spilled ink. No need to hide in Havok any longer. Not when she and her armies have conquered most of the Known World. Not when I’m walking willingly into the fires of the Burning Lands to deliver myself to her.

Will leans against the altar, his hands in his pockets, expression neutral all but for the amusement glittering in his eyes.

Emrys lands ten feet from the altar. The Underlings back away, giving the Myth a wide berth. Some shriek, scrambling to get out of range. But Morana tilts her head, a slow smile curling her lips.

“Emrys,” she croons. “You’re supposed to be dead, like the rest of your traitorous breed.”

A low growl rumbles in the dragon’s chest as I dismount. I place a hand on Emrys’s cheek, and he nuzzles against my palm, reminding me of Caligo. His sapphire eyes soften, and for a moment, he looks as if he doesn’t want to leave.

“Go,” I whisper.

Emrys snarls at the Underlings as he beats his wings, rising into the air. I watch the dragon disappear around the mountain, obscured by the thick clouds of smoke.

“I thought I told you to bring the Relics,” Will drawls.

I shrug off my coat, letting it fall to the charred earth as I take a step toward the altar. “This is what you truly want, isn’t it?” I look only at Morana, even as I feel Will’s gaze burning the side of my face—even as I slip the band of braided leather from my wrist and toss it at his feet. “With the power of the Lightbringer, it should be easy for you to acquire the Helm and the Sword. My people will be defenseless against you. You can take the Elysian Navigator, and with it, you can find the final Key.”

“That wasn’t the deal,” Will says, his voice taut.

Morana looks past me to Will, her smile widening. “Ah, you came here for love,” she says, her voice a smoky, seductive whisper. “Did he promise to save your precious little king?” She laughs, the sound grating against my eardrums. “You would be willing to give up power for love?” She tuts, shaking her head. “Power is the only thing that could have saved him—that could have saved all of them.”

I think of my mother and siblings discovering that I’ve gone. I wish I could have told them about our plan. Because I know something Morana doesn’t. I’ve felt it in every embrace my father has ever given me, every time Lewis has squeezed my hand to let me know he’s there, every time Margaret and Charlie and I shared a laugh. I felt it in my mother’s grin, Elsie’s laugh, Albert’s loyalty. I felt it in Owen’s sacrifice.

“Someone once told me that love is the only thing more powerful than fear.”

I think I see Will tense.

Something flickers in Morana’s red eyes. “There was a time I believed that to be true,” she says, a sharp, bitter edge to her voice. “When I was human.”

Human. It’s hard to imagine Morana was ever human.

She cocks her head, her gaze assessing—not pitying, but almost… sympathetic? “There is so much more than just this place—this world. Beyond the heavens—beyond Elysia.”

I clench my hands into fists at my side to keep them from shaking, maintaining a carefully neutral expression.

Beyond Elysia?

I grit my teeth. She’s trying to get in my head one last time. But I won’t let her.

“Where I come from,” Morana continues, “there was always war—always suffering. I thought I could save the people I loved.” She spits, baring her teeth in a sneer. “When the True King plucked me from the ashes of my former life, I thought it was my chance to change things. If I couldn’t save my home, maybe I could make a better one. But it was the same everywhere we went. More wars. More suffering. And you know what I realized? When you give people a choice, they will always choose themselves.”

“You’re wrong,” I say, my lip curling on a snarl. I think of Jol and Darius, who risked their lives to help us escape the Underling regime. I think of Orella, ready to die for her people. Of Owen, willing to give his life for mine. Of everyone fighting alongside the Order, risking everything for those who can’t defend themselves. When I look back, it’s always there—the goodness. The love. “I’ve seen it myself. I’ve seen people choose to be better.”

Titus chooses to be better, despite having every reason to give in to the darkness. He tries, truly tries to be good.

And that’s enough. It has to be enough.

“You’re so much like her,” Morana says, huffing an icy laugh.

My eyes narrow. “Hildegarde?”

She rolls her tongue in her cheek, contemplating. “We were friends, once—before the Fall.” There’s a twinkle in her eyes that looks far too much like sorrow. “Did you know it was Hildegarde’s husband who created the Relics? That would make him your ancestor, no?” She squints at me, her bottom lip pulled between her teeth, and this time when she stares at me, when her gaze examines me from head to toe, it’s as if she were seeing someone else—seeing Hildegarde, I think. Her eyes turn cold, her voice tainted with venom.

“He knew what your people seem to have forgotten. Underlings are born from the evil of humanity—our lust, our greed, our wickedness. Why should they be imprisoned for our choices when humans are allowed to roam free? He wanted to give them a choice—to see what they would choose. Of course,” she adds with a shrug, “they chose to indulge their own desires. After all, we Underlings represent the things humans hate the most about themselves—the things they try to hide, the lies they believe. That they can be good—that they can be different. Better.”

At this, the Underlings roar with laughter, and the sound nearly causes me to retch. But I stand up straighter. Hold my head higher.

Morana’s lip curls on a snarl, and I see it, then—the bitterness in her eyes. The heartbreak. “It was Hildegarde who killed him, her own child’s father. Slayed him with the power of the Lightbringer.”

My mouth parts on a sharp intake of breath, my chest aching, head spinning. I want to believe it’s all a lie, but there’s something about the way Morana looks at me now—something about the way her eyes flash when she speaks about Hildegarde—that makes me think she might be telling the truth.

A single tear rolls down Morana’s cheek, her eyes blazing like unholy fire. “I could have used that power to make a difference on my world—on worlds like mine—but he gave it to her. For this wretched place!” She throws her arms out, her head tilted back to look at the black, starless skies above. “But none of that matters now. It’s too late to change the past. I couldn’t save my home, but I am no longer that scared, useless human who needed to be rescued. When I take possession of the Relics, I will show your King what true power looks like. And when he lies dead at my feet, I will open the gates to all realms, and with my armies I will finally bring peace to all worlds.”

“By taking away their choices?” My hand strays to my hip—to the empty sheath where my dagger would have been. “That isn’t freedom.”

“Peace is freedom.” Her expression turns gravely serious despite the manic gleam in her eyes. “I’m going to set you free, too. I might have set your family free as well if you had done what Azeron asked and brought me the Relics.”

My blood runs cold. I look over my shoulder, but Will is no longer looking at me. He holds my coat in his arms like a corpse as he stares past me at the altar, his jaw set, expression unreadable.

Morana follows my gaze, her lips pursing in a mock pout. “He begged for the chance to make that deal with you. I told him he should have slaughtered them all himself and taken you and the Relics when he had the chance.” She lifts her shoulders in a careless shrug, examining her long black fingernails, glistening like oil in the firelight. “I must admit, I’m rather glad you showed up empty-handed. I will not show the mercy he so generously tried to offer you when I take back what should have been mine.”

My heart thuds painfully against my rib cage. What if I’m wrong? What if I’ve made a mistake coming here?

No, I tell myself, refusing to let Morana see that her blow has landed. I trust myself to make the right choice. This is the right choice.

My refusal to break down—to plead for my family’s lives—must strike Morana, because she tilts her head, a cruel slant to her lips as her eyes flick to Will.

“Besides, I prefer it when Azeron disobeys,” she purrs, stepping toward me almost conspiratorially. “It gives me the opportunity to remind him whom he belongs to.”

She throws out a hand, and Will’s knees collide with the black stone with a nauseating crack. I turn on instinct, forgetting for just a moment that the monster writhing in agony is not the same boy who once made me a crown of flowers—who kissed me under the starlight and spoke to me with sprigs of blue salvia.

He clenches his teeth, but he doesn’t cry out, and I hate that there’s a part of me that wants her to hurt him. To make him pay for what he did to Jack and Owen and so many others. But worse, there’s a part of me that wants to intervene—to distract her from him. To make her stop.

“This isn’t about him,” I say, my voice firm. “You want my power?” I throw my arms out to the side. “Take it.”

Her eyes flash as she flicks her wrist, snapping Will’s arm. “Oh, but he made this about him the moment he bit you all those years ago.” She grins like a child with a secret as she makes a fist, and Will’s shoulder is ripped from its socket. “Azeron followed me during the Fall. Swore an oath to me in exchange for power, forsaking his life as a Nightweaver to become a Shifter. He was so obedient. So bloodthirsty.” She sighs, shaking her head, and the bones in Will’s fingers seem to implode. “Then you came along. When he pleaded with me to become a Changeling, he acted as if it were in service of me, but I knew what he was doing—I always knew. He regretted what he did from the moment he joined my ranks. He wanted to forget the centuries of bloodshed, wanted the chance to live his life as a Nightweaver. To have a family—to be loved.”

She sneers, and Will’s spine releases a violent pop.

Morana continues. “He promised me that if I allowed him to become a Changeling, he would one day bring me the heir of Hildegarde, a willing sacrifice.” Another shrug, her smile sinister. “If only you had embraced the gift he’d given you with his venom, you might have actually stood a chance against me.” She tsks, as if genuinely disappointed. “If only you’d waited until tomorrow.”

Tomorrow.

My eighteenth birthday. With everything that’s happened, I almost forgot. It seemed like such a small thing—too trivial to celebrate in the midst of a war. But Henry once told me that all Nightweavers receive a surge of Manan on their eighteenth birthday. Some believe the increase comes from the True King himself. Others think it’s a curse, because it’s the one day in every Nightweaver’s life where their bloodlust is most difficult to control. Either way, it doesn’t matter. After tonight, I will be forever seventeen.

Morana releases Will from her hold, and he falls forward, his body trembling, his forehead slick with sweat. Slowly, his bones regenerate, a deep groan rumbling in his chest as his spine cracks, straightening once more—powerful healing magic unlike anything I’ve ever seen.

If only Will had used his powers for good, rather than in service of the Underlings.

Morana draws a knife, points it at the altar. “Oh well, it’s too late for that now.”

I will my feet to carry me forward as I say a silent prayer to the Stars.

Morana follows me onto the altar as the Underlings begin to cheer, the noise roiling my stomach. My ears ring, my breath coming in shallow gasps, but I continue to hold my chin high.

I meet Morana’s gaze as I kneel before her, my throat bared, and shout, loud enough for all to hear, “The True King sees.”

A promise. An oath.

My final oath.

Morana shrieks with laughter. “The True King sees?” she says, and I don’t miss the way her voice shakes. “Good,” she adds, lifting the dagger to my cheek. “Let him watch.”

The blade rips my flesh, and I’m blinded by white light.

I think about the day my forearm was branded in the Ink Haven town square, marking me forevermore as a pirate. Then, I told myself I would not scream. Today will be no different.

My vision focuses as Morana presses a goblet to my cheek, the cool metal stinging my face. She collects my blood just as I saw Calantha do with Titus that night in the dungeon.

“I think you’re going to enjoy being a Shifter,” she croons, sickly sweet. “Your brother certainly did.”

The next cut is more painful than the last. She slices my shoulder, ripping through the fabric of my shirt with ease.

“You’re lucky Azeron made his claim on you,” she whispers as she presses the goblet to my wound once more, letting my blood spill out, filling the cup. “Many of my generals are not as well-mannered as your sweet Changeling.”

The blade cuts across my stomach, and I lurch forward, my hand coming up to press against the gash.

“Now, that won’t do,” Morana says, prying my hand away. The press of the goblet against my skin makes me cry out. “Azeron?”

I feel the moment Will’s magic takes hold of me, rendering my body immobile, and I’m almost grateful. If he hadn’t, I might have tried to run.

When Morana slices my thigh, a scream rips from my throat, but it’s cut short by Will’s invisible grasp on my vocal cords. His magic clamps my jaw shut.

Lifts my chin.

Straightens my spine.

Another cut. Another slice. Another press of the goblet.

Suddenly, warmth floods my veins, soothing the pain, easing the ache in my chest.

My vision fades. I feel the power of the Lightbringer leeched from my blood, my bones, my very soul.

Teeth sink into my neck and I sag with relief.

One moment, I am kneeling on an altar of obsidian, and the next, I am standing beneath the stars on the main deck of the Lightbringer.

A boy no older than Albert stands in front of me, his brow furrowed with determination, and I recognize him instantly.

Titus.

“I don’t want you to go,” I tell him, and at the sound of my own childlike voice, I realize this isn’t a dream, but a memory. “Please, don’t leave me!”

“I have to,” Titus says, his bottom lip wobbling even as he sets his jaw. He climbs into the jolly boat, tears streaming down his young face.

“Promise me?” I ask, my voice a whisper lost to the crash of the waves as they lap at the hull of the ship. “Promise me we’ll find our way back to each other.”

The jolly boat drops a few feet, but he looks up at me, his eyes glistening in the starlight—as blue as my beloved ocean. “Nothing could stop me from finding my way back to you.”

He holds out his hand to me, and I reach for him, but the instant my fingers brush his, the world bursts, silver light exploding like a shattered mirror.

And then everything is golden. Gilded starlight envelops me, the dust swirling, warm and bright, tender and sweet.

But I don’t want to go. I don’t want to leave him.

“Titus!” I scream, but my voice is not my own. It is the song of waves lapping at the shore for an eternity, meeting only where two worlds collide.

Let go, the Stars whisper. You’re safe now.

But I can’t forget him. Can’t forget his touch. His laughter. His voice, telling me I have to live. I won’t let go. Not again. Not ever again.

I reach out, fighting against the cool, inviting grasp of Death, and take hold of Titus’s hand.







[image: Chapter Forty-Five.]

The hand that pulls me from eternity shimmers with starlight.

I gasp for breath, but my lungs are insatiable. The air is crisp and clear and tastes like cool, crystal waters.

I stand in the conservatory at Bludgrave Manor, encircled by mystiks, looking up at a sky that does not belong to me. The night undulates, glittering with stars I’ve never seen, constellations I’ve never known.

“. . . sure it was wise to bring her here?” comes a voice that sounds at once foreign and familiar.

My head is light, my body buzzing, as I focus on the figures surrounding me, their skin glowing silver from within, gold dust glittering in the air all around them. Recognition floods through me like a wave.

It’s as if the constellations have come alive, standing before me now in their true forms. Paul and his ten sparrows, the birds flitting about his head, lighting on his shoulders. His smile crinkles his eyes, and he gives a small wave. Astrid, a crown of seven candles atop her head, dips her chin to me. Ugo the Dragon, his scales sparkling, looks at me with knowing eyes. A man wearing a feathered tricorn tips his hat, twirling a ring of ten Relics with his other hand. The legends of my people. The Stars.

And standing by my side, his hand clasped tightly in mine…

“Owen?”

My brother flashes a carefree grin, his kind eyes glittering with silver light. “Took you long enough, little mouse.”

I can’t seem to remember how to cry. There’s some part of me that knows what this means. But happiness overwhelms me, warm and effervescent, and nothing else matters except that he’s here.

I look around at the conservatory once more. It feels different, somehow, but I don’t know why.

“Where are we?”

Owen’s eyes twinkle with mischief. “This was Hildegarde’s home, once,” he tells me, his voice strong and smooth. His posture seems lighter, his movements fluid, as if whatever weight he once carried has been lifted from his shoulders. He no longer looks haunted; his face is bright, laughter playing on his lips.

“Hildegarde lived at Bludgrave Manor?” My own words drip past me, my mouth numb, voice slurred as if I were falling into a deep sleep.

Owen shakes his head slightly, his expression patient. “She lived in this valley long before Bludgrave was built.”

I blink, trying to focus on my surroundings, but darkness edges my vision.

“I wish we had more time,” Owen says, his voice suddenly urgent, “but if you stay here any longer, you won’t be able to leave.”

Panic stirs in my chest, the sensation unfamiliar and dull, like a bell without a chime. There’s something I need to remember. Something I have to do.

Someone is waiting for me.

“I don’t want to leave,” I say, trying to squeeze his hand, but my grip is weak, my strength fading.

Owen draws me into his arms. “It’s not time yet.” He pulls back, taking my hand once more.

“We’re supposed to stick together,” I say, and it’s as if the words wake something within me. Margaret. Charlie. Lewis. Albert. “Elsie? Is Elsie here with you?”

Relief flickers in Owen’s eyes. “Good,” he says, ignoring my question altogether. And then, to someone else, he says, “She’s starting to remember. We should hurry.”

Owen’s fingers slip from mine as a woman steps toward me, her form taking shape from the gold dust. She has my Father’s eyes—Owen’s eyes.

“Orella?” I mumble, but no—it’s not her. I know this woman. We’ve met before.

Hildegarde smiles, and when she speaks, I hear the voice of the sea. “Are you ready?”

The air pulses, the sky spinning overhead, starlight streaking the night in dizzying whorls of liquid silver. I take another breath, expecting to inhale the crisp air, but a sharp pain stitches across my rib cage, knocking the wind from my lungs.

I cry out, “What if I want to stay?”

Hildegarde bows her head, and there is no judgment in her eyes when she says, “Then that is your choice.”

The weight of my bones seems too heavy a burden to bear. “I never asked to lead,” I say, my teeth gritted against the ache in my chest.

Her lips curve in a wistful smile. “Neither did I. For so long, I didn’t speak up—didn’t act—because I felt there was someone better suited than me. But there came a time when I could no longer stay silent. Even then, I made so many mistakes,” she tells me. “The power to choose is perhaps the only true power we have.”

A memory strikes me, swifter than any blade. We don’t get to control what happens to us, but we get to decide what we do with it.

Henry.

“What if I make the wrong choice?” I ask, and my voice sounds faraway now, like the distant crash of waves lapping at the shore.

“You very well may,” she says. “But you must choose. And choose again. So long as your heart beats, you can always make a different choice. There is still time to chase another star.”

Hildegarde holds out her hand. There, nestled in her starlit palm, is a gilded skeletal key.

The final Relic.

“Choose.”

The ground trembles underfoot. Every choice I have made has led me here—to this place, to this moment. I could stay—I could be with Owen for eternity. I could be safe. Free. No more war. No more suffering. No more pain. I could lay down my grief now and forevermore.

“It hurts,” I tell her, and the words catch in my throat.

“It always does,” she says, touching my cheek, her fingertips as cool and soft as silk. “That’s how you know it’s real.”

Real.

My heart leaps. Titus.

I’m not ready to let go of his hand. I’m not ready to leave my siblings behind. I’m not ready to give up.

I am Aster Oberon. Daughter. Sister. Friend.

I am not afraid, and I will never surrender.

“I’m ready,” I say, and both the flowers and the Stars bow as the world spins faster, my vision fading, the lights twinkling out one by one.

My hand closes around the final Relic of Night, and the darkness swallows me whole.
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Pressure, like the weight of a thousand anchors, threatens to crush me flat. My stomach roils, my heart slamming against my rib cage.

“Breathe, Aster.” I feel his presence, hovering somewhere close. Too close. “Breathe for me.”

I gasp. My head spins, my breath coming in ragged gasps. The air here tastes like bitter smoke and burnt flesh. But the scent of roses and damp earth envelops me, warm and familiar and infuriating.

I lurch upright, my head nearly colliding with his. He shifts backward, but I’m too fast, drawing the wicked-looking knife from the sheath at his hip and using my momentum to pin him to the obsidian altar.

I press the blade to his throat, looking down at him—at his green eyes. This isn’t the face of a monster. But it isn’t the face of a boy, either.

“I knew it,” Will murmurs, his grin revealing the dimple in his cheek. He seizes my wrists, flipping me onto my back. His dark, breathy chuckle tickles my ear as he bends down, whispering, “You really don’t give up, do you?”

I clench my teeth, my knee colliding with his stomach. His grip loosens, just enough that I break free of his hold. I lash out, slicing above his brow.

Scarlet spills down his face, staining his teeth as he laughs, his hands on either side of my head, caging me in. “Are you happy to see me, my darling?”

I point the tip of my dagger at his throat. His blood drips onto my cheeks, my lips. He could take control of my hands; he could force me to drop the dagger with only a thought.

But he doesn’t. He just stares down at me, his head tilted, amusement flickering in his gaze.

“Stop looking at me like that!” I hiss.

A crooked grin. “Like what?”

I push forward, my blade piercing his skin before he finally relents, sitting back on his heels. My legs tremble as I get to my feet, but Will remains kneeling, my dagger pointed at his throat.

My pulse throbs at my temples. I take my eyes off him for only a second—long enough to see that we’re alone here, atop the obsidian altar.

“Where is she?” I demand, my head spinning. “Where is Morana?”

The fire seems to leap at my voice, hotter now than when I first arrived in the Burning Lands, so intense it feels as if it might melt the flesh from my bones.

“She’s been gone for days,” Will says, his voice a deep, low rasp. “She plans to hold the people of the Red Island for ransom until the Order relinquishes the Relics.”

My blood turns to ice. I stagger backward, and Will reaches out as if to steady me, but he falls short, dropping to the stone in front of me. For a moment, it appears as if he bows before me, and when he looks up, his long, dark eyelashes casting shadows over his freckled cheeks, a grim smirk tugs at the corners of his lips.

“What do you mean days?” My heart throbs, my chest painfully tight. “How many?” Sweat slicks my palms, but I tighten my grip on the dagger, point it at his forehead.

There’s a flicker of something in his eyes that looks far too much like regret. “Seven,” he says tightly, his jaw ticking.

I try to fight the panic clawing at my ribs, but it strangles my voice. “Don’t lie to me!” I shout, silent tears streaming down my face. “Don’t you dare lie to me!”

His keen eyes track me with that calculating intelligence I once saw every time he studied a landscape, asking questions he never says aloud. He takes his time as he stands smoothly, his hands open at his sides. “I’m telling you the truth,” he says, and there’s a touch of softness in his voice that is wholly Will—not Azeron. For a moment, we could be back at Bludgrave Manor, meeting for a secret midnight rendezvous. “Your heart did not beat for seven days.”

The day of my eighteenth birthday had come and gone—the surge of Manan and bloodlust passed, along with any opportunity to use it to my advantage.

My head feels light, my legs turning to water, and when I reel backward, my foot slipping from the stone altar, Will is there—his hand wrapped around my wrist.

Around the band of braided leather. He must have slipped it back onto my arm after Morana left.

Our eyes meet, our chests heaving.

“Are you going to kill me?” I ask.

A teasing smile as he licks the blood from his bottom lip, exposing sharp teeth. “Do you want me to?”

I throw off his grip, and he takes a step back, hands lifted as if in surrender.

“You’ve made yourself rather difficult to kill,” he says, his gaze dipping to my throat. He looks away, shoves his hands into his pockets. “Besides, if for some reason you didn’t stop me, he would.”

He looks right, where the wind stirs as two massive wings beat the air, sending tendrils of smoke whirling.

“Emrys?” I scramble down from the altar and hurl myself at the dragon.

Emrys chuffs, nuzzling against my embrace. Tears prick my eyes as Liv swoops out from around the dragon’s head, pressing her nose to mine. Laughter bubbles up in my chest, easing the pressure building between my ribs.

“You’re going to need this,” Will says from close behind.

I whirl, the dagger raised, ready to put distance between us again, but he lingers a few paces away.

He holds the golden Key in his outstretched palm.

Before a threat can form on my tongue, he tosses it to me.

It hums at my touch, glowing from within.

“I don’t understand,” I say, my eyes narrowing on him as I widen my stance, anticipating an attack that doesn’t come. “I had Shifter venom in my veins when I died. Am I alive because I turned?” The unspoken question lingers in the space between us. Shouldn’t I be bound to you?

He shakes his head, strands of dark hair splaying over his forehead, wet with blood. “You broke the Shifter curse the day Owen raptured you from Havok.”

My voice is low, lethally calm. “Don’t say his name.”

He huffs a laugh. “As you wish,” he murmurs, his eyes dark. “You will always have Shifter venom in your veins.” He crouches, retrieving a lump of fabric from the charred earth, and I can’t help but wonder if there isn’t a hint of pride in his slow, sinister smile as he holds up the coat, an invitation. “That power belongs to you and only you.”

I snatch the coat from his grasp. “The venom didn’t bring me back?”

Will casts his eyes skyward, considering. “No,” he says, chuckling softly as he drops his gaze to mine, twinkling with amusement. “I believe it pays to have friends in high places.”

I shrug the coat onto my shoulders, the pattern of the stars shimmering in the firelight. I clench my fist around the gilded Key and adjust my grip on the dagger with the other.

“Why did you stay?”

A muscle in his jaw feathers. He sucks his teeth. “You’d best be going now,” he tells me, looking away. “Before I change my mind.”

I don’t budge. “Why, Azeron?”

His nostrils flare. “Don’t call me that.”

“And what should I call you?” I say, taking a step toward him. “Will? Lord Castor?”

His hand shoots out, preternaturally fast, seizing the dagger from my grasp, his gaze locked on mine, a subtle honey glow rimming the green. “I healed him,” he says, his voice deep and dark. “Your precious fiancé no longer bears the mark of my curse.” He sheathes the dagger, taking a deliberate step back. “I sent word to the Order, warning them of Morana’s plan. If you leave now, you should meet them at the border of the Dire.”

My pulse races. “Why?”

Will lifts his shoulder, a shadow passing over his face. “Before I was bound to Morana, I had a different master. He’s the reason I came to Elysia—it was his influence that led Morana to rebel against the True King. Everything I’ve done—every choice I’ve made—I did for his sake.”

“Why? What does he want?”

“Chaos,” he answers. “War. Deception. Betrayal. It doesn’t matter how it comes about, it all feeds his magic—gives him power. Morana only thinks she owns my soul. In truth, he allows her to control me. If I were not here, he would reclaim me to his service.”

Something in my chest twists. Even Will—even Azeron—doesn’t have control over his fate. He’s been controlled, just like he controlled me. Just like Morana controlled Owen.

“And now?” I press, shoving the Key into my pocket, where Liv settles in beside it. “You’re letting me go because of him?”

A wry grin. “Perhaps,” he says, inspecting the stars on my coat. “Or perhaps I’d just like to see what you do next.”

Emrys nudges my elbow. I climb onto the dragon’s back, grabbing hold of his spiked horns.

“So you’re going to let me go?” I say even as Emrys lifts into the air. “Just like that?”

He smirks, his voice fading on the wind as he vanishes in a cyclone of smoke. “As if anything could stop you.”
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The setting sun casts a tangerine glow over the Western Sea when I find the Starchaser near the border of the Dire—right where Will said they would be.

It’s Lewis who spots me first. His spyglass clatters to the deck, and even from above, I see his jaw go slack.

Emrys drops low enough that I’m able to jump down into the crow’s nest. I race down the rigging faster than I ever have, but it still feels like too long.

When my feet hit the deck, Lewis is already there. He throws his arms around me as Charlie and Albert burst into tears, piling into the hug. A few feet away, Margaret clings to Gabriel’s arm as if she were about to tip over, and Gabriel presses his fist to his mouth, barricading sobs.

And then I’m surrounded. Mother and Father embrace me, clutching me so tight I think they might never let go. Henry cries on my shoulder; Annie squeezes me, her bottom lip wobbling. Lady Isabelle envelops me in a gentle hug. Killian sniffles, patting me on the back. Bellaflor kisses me on the cheek. Diana sweeps me into the air.

She drops me at the sound of Titus’s voice.

“Where is she?” he bellows, bursting through the doors of the captain’s quarters, his linen shirt unbuttoned, revealing the wound from Will’s dagger—now a pale shade of purple, the broken, oozing skin closing. Not cursed. Healing. “Where is my wife?”

Eliza races after him, still holding a roll of gauze in her hands. “I wasn’t—” She sees me, and it looks as if she might faint. And then a smile transforms her face. “Wait—wife?”

It’s as if time stands still. No one moves, their eyes wide as Titus lifts me into his arms, crushing me in an embrace.

He presses his lips to mine, gentle—almost hesitant. He draws back as he sets me on my feet, his fists clenched around the fabric of my coat, searching my eyes as tears streak his sun-kissed face.

“A promise is a promise,” I tell him, placing my hand on his chest—just over his heart.

He half-laughs, half-cries, his thumb stroking my cheek. He leans in, lips parting, when Lewis clears his throat.

“And when exactly did the two of you get married?”

Titus and I share a mischievous smile.

“The night I left for Bludgrave Manor,” I say. “Father married us.”

Mother—who prides herself on never being surprised—turns to Father, her arms crossed, mouth gaping, and the smug grin on Father’s face tells me he’s been looking forward to this moment for the entirety of their marriage.

“I was a captain once, you know,” he says with a wink.

Titus reaches into his pocket, retrieving the pearl earrings. With a delicate touch, he fastens them in both of my ears, his hands trembling. “We should have a proper wedding,” he says. “I believe you still owe me another dance, after all.”

The laugh that escapes my lips seems to light in his eyes as he sweeps me into another kiss.

Lewis clears his throat again, and when Titus pulls away, he looks as if he might toss Lewis overboard.

“So the power of the Lightbringer…” my brother starts.

“Morana got only half of Aster’s half,” Mother says, nodding slowly, a glint of pride in her dark blue eyes. “Because of the marriage bond, when Aster sacrificed herself to Morana, Titus held on to the rest.”

I note the way my siblings wince at the mention of Morana—of my sacrifice. Perhaps one day they’ll ask me what happened—what I saw when I crossed from this realm into the next—but for now, they’re quiet. Solemn.

Rook barks a laugh. “Of course! Brilliant!” And then, half to himself, “Why didn’t I think of that?”

Charlie’s brow furrows in confusion. “So… Titus has the power of the Lightbringer?”

Titus takes my hand, looking down at me with reverence and awe. “No.” He shakes his head. “I felt it leave me the moment Aster came back to life.”

And I felt it return—the pressure, the weight of it. The power coursing through my veins.

Will must have seen it, too. He must have known.

I look up at Titus, and as his fingers twine with mine, I think I see it—the shimmer of gold dust, weaving through the air around us, cocooning Titus and me in gilded light.

“Promise you’ll never do that again?” he asks.

My mouth curves, a coy smile. “Do what?”

He brushes my lips with his thumb, tracing the shape of my joy. “Go where I can’t follow.”

I squeeze his hand tighter, pressing my forehead to his. “I promise.”

This time, it’s Father who coughs to get our attention. When we turn toward him, standing over the Elysian Navigator, draped across a barrel, he looks apologetic, his lips twisted in a frown.

Titus never leaves my side as Father pricks my finger, and my blood splatters the parchment. The silver ink glows, forming an image of an iron gate that reminds me, for an instant, of the entrance to the Castors’ estate.

“Maker of All,” Father breathes, looking up at Mother and Killian in turn. “All this time…”

My heart sinks.

There’s no hiding the location of the gates from Morana.

She’s already there.
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We’re too late.

By the time we reach the Red Island, Morana’s naval forces—ships she acquired through her conquests of nations like Hellion and Kane, Nera and Tyton—line the shores of Ember, thick plumes of black smoke billowing into the pale gray sky of morning.

But the Red Island is not defenseless.

My heart swells with hope at the sight of fleets from across the Known World that have answered the call for aid—pirate clans, their flags waving, cannons blazing—all protecting the one place that is ours in a world where we have been forced to hide. Our haven. Our home.

Ours.

The Starchaser buzzes with activity as the others prepare to fight.

Titus stands by my side in the crow’s nest, a spyglass pressed to his left eye. “He’s there,” he says. “Standing in front of the Pearl.” His throat bobs. “What’s left of it.”

He passes the spyglass to me, and I peer through the eyepiece.

There, at Morana’s side, Will wears a suit of obsidian armor from the neck down, a black cloak draped over his shoulders.

I lower the spyglass. “This has to be part of his game,” I say, my voice quiet. “Right?”

Titus’s jaw ticks. “I don’t know,” he tells me. “He’s always been a secretive bastard. I never know what he’s thinking.”

“He used to say the same thing about you.”

I think Titus’s lips twitch, the ghost of a smile. “I’m sure he did.”

He turns to me, his gaze narrowing on the Helm. It’s surprisingly light—almost weightless. I thought when I put it on, I would feel some sort of power. But all I feel is this raw, twisted grief. We wouldn’t have this Helm if it weren’t for Elsie.

Now I can only hope that whatever waits for us on the other side of the gates will help us find a way to bring her back.

I check the Sword, fastened at my hip, and the Key, safe in the pocket of my coat. I can’t be sure what the gates look like, but Father suspects they’re somewhere near the volcano at the center of the Red Island, Samael.

“Together?” Titus asks.

“Together,” I say.

Emrys dips low, and I climb onto the railing of the crow’s nest. Titus’s hand darts out, fingers skimming my calf, ready to balance me if needed, and the brush of his fingertips leave a trail of electricity in their wake.

I climb up Emrys’s wing, onto his back, and Titus follows. He wraps his arms around my waist as I grab hold of Emrys’s spiked horns.

Something unspoken passes between Emrys and me, and a moment later, he surges forward, soaring higher, breaking through the clouds.

Up here, the sky is as blue as Titus’s eyes—as blue as my beloved ocean—and I can almost pretend we’re alone. That we might never have to return to the earth below. Titus’s arms are safe. The world is beautiful. I am free.

And I think I finally understand why Owen always wished to be a bird.

But a high-pitched shriek of laughter chills my blood, and I come crashing back down to reality.

Six Stalkers rise above the clouds, gaining on us with every heartbeat.

Titus draws a Howler strapped to his back. His other arm wraps around my waist like a band of steel.

Emrys roars, flames sparking out of his massive jaws, but the Stalkers aren’t deterred. We dip below the clouds, descending rapidly, aiming straight for Samael.

“Can you see it?” Titus shouts over the howl of the wind.

I squint at the shape of the volcano. The Helm should show me where the gates are, but—“No, I need to get closer!”

Emrys responds, diving toward the volcano. I look down at the Red Island below—at the jungle, ravaged by flames—and my heart sticks in my throat.

“Whatever you do, keep going,” Titus says, his breath warm on the back of my neck.

My stomach turns to water. “What?”

But he’s already letting go, withdrawing his arm from around my waist as he shifts in his seat, drawing a second Howler from his back. Each shot he fires at the Stalkers echoes in my chest. The Elysian bullets don’t seem to have any effect on them. They shriek—giggle. Swoop closer.

Tentacles brush my arm, coiling around my shoulder, before Titus drops one of his Howlers and draws a dagger, slicing through the Stalker’s limb.

“There’s too many!” Titus hisses through gritted teeth. “The gates—can you see them now?”

I set my jaw, struggling to sip at the air as Emrys picks up speed. I scan the mountain below as Emrys begins to circle Samael, but I don’t even know what I’m looking for. We must have been wrong. The gates must be somewhere else. They could be near the Pearl, or somewhere in the jungles of Ember, or—

Emrys, I think, fly over Samael. I want to see what’s inside.

No sooner do I give the command than I hear the rough, gurgling growl of a wolfish creature, gaining on us.

“Don’t look back!” Titus shouts at me.

But I don’t need to see to know that Morana has given chase. She knew I would lead her to the gates—and I anticipated that she would follow.

“About that promise, my love?” Titus says. “I think you’re going to have to break it.”

I feel Titus shift, as if to stand. Emrys rises higher, nearing the lip of the volcano.

And I see it then—gold dust, shimmering near the opening—at the very moment the Stalker grabs hold of Titus.

Pop. Pop.

I scream, but the sound is lost to the wind as I look over my shoulder.

Titus didn’t fire at the Stalker. No. His shots landed in the wolfish creature’s flank. Morana roars as the creature screeches, its dark, webbed wings flapping wildly as it dives toward the canopy below.

The Stalker’s tentacles wrap around Titus’s throat, his wrists, squeezing tight. Titus drops the Howler, and the Stalker draws him close to its gaping jaws, toward the void of white light and teeth.

But then the Stalker drops him, and he falls.

Emrys dives into the mouth of the volcano, and I lose sight of Titus.

We plummet toward the bubbling, fiery pit. My vision shifts, and instead of molten liquid, I see a pool of glittering gold dust. But only for a second, and then all I see is lava.

The gates.

I plunge my hand into my pocket, grabbing hold of the Key. I pray to the Stars I’m not wrong—that my possession of the Key is enough to grant me passage through the gates. But there’s no time left to find out. Morana’s wolfish beast dives after us, its teeth bared, like shards of onyx gleaming in the firelight. I can’t be sure she won’t be able to follow—that whatever happens, it won’t open the gates wide enough that Morana can slip through.

Fly high, Emrys!

I swing my leg over the dragon’s neck, and without a moment’s hesitation, I jump.

My stomach slams into my throat, and I brace myself for the heat as I fall, tumbling toward the lava below.
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I sink to the depths of a cool, clear pond. Tiny bubbles of shimmering pink and purple effervesce past my face as I open my eyes and kick, gliding toward the glittering beams of light breaking through the surface.

I pull myself onto the lush green bank, the soft grass so inviting I wish I could lie down and stay here awhile, but my heart slams into my rib cage.

The Key is gone.

So is the Helm.

I scramble to my feet, reaching for the hilt of the Sword, secured at my hip.

The Sword to vanquish the being that guards the passage between realms.

I draw the blade, blinking as I survey my surroundings, anticipating an attack.

But I stand alone in a clearing, pink blossoming trees swaying slightly in the gentle breeze. Petals fall at my feet, littering the plush carpet of grass, the scent of peppermints easing the knot in my chest. In front of me, wedged between two trees, a set of double doors, the pale wood banded with straps of elaborate ironwork, depicting scenes of flowers and stars and winged beings.

I lift my foot, as if to take a step, when the ground quakes, and an earthen figure rises from out of the grass, blocking my path.

Dirt falls as the being shakes its hair, dusts off its arms, revealing its true form.

Before me stands a young woman clothed in bands of ivy, with skin as pink as the petals that land on her head and eyes like beads of opalescent glass. Translucent wings spread from her back, reminding me of a dragonfly.

I raise the Sword higher, my fists clenched tightly around the hilt.

The woman moves, and I draw back, preparing to strike.

But she drops to her knee and bows her head, stark white hair tumbling over her shoulders.

“Aster Oberon,” she says, her voice as bright as a bell and sweet as birdsong. “We’ve been expecting you.”

I don’t lower the Sword. “How?” I ask. “How did you know that I would come?”

She looks up then, her gossamer eyelashes reflecting the light—light that seems to fracture, as if the sky were made of crystal. But she doesn’t answer. Instead, she turns her back to me, starting toward the doors.

“Wait!” My voice breaks. “I—I thought I would have to fight you! Aren’t you supposed to guard the passageway?”

Still, she doesn’t answer, reaching out to press her hand to the wooden surface.

“My brother died for this Sword!” I seethe, tears rolling down my cheeks. “And—and it was for nothing?”

Her hand grazes the wood, her shoulders sagging, wings drooping. “No,” she says. “Not for nothing.”

She pushes open the doors. Warm golden light spills out, a thick cloud of Manan buzzing in the open frame, obscuring whatever lies beyond.

The woman steps through.

Owen gave his life so that I could obtain this Relic. He sacrificed everything so that I would be able to defeat whatever being guarded the passage between the realms.

Is this some kind of trick? I look around, expecting some kind of monstrous being to step out of the peaceful woods, but I’m alone again. Nothing stands between me and the open doors.

I have no choice but to wipe my tears away, sheathe the Sword at my hip, and follow.

The Manan warms my skin, as bright as the summer sun, buzzing all around me.

I emerge from the doorway onto a wide path paved with pearlescent bricks. Above, the lavender sky looks as if it’s caught somewhere between day and night, dreaming and awake, glittering with a tapestry of foreign stars that seem too close, winking and tumbling like living things. From where I stand, the flowering meadow slopes down, toward streams of water that glimmer with blue lights that seem to dance atop the shimmering surface. Ahead, the path winds up a plush hill, through a grove of weeping willows. Everything here glows, as if radiating light from within, pulsing with celestial colors I can’t even begin to describe.

“Well?” the young woman says, her wings fluttering. She smiles at me, and the effect it has reminds me of when Liv presses her forehead to mine and I can’t help but feel joyful. “Are you coming?”

I tighten my grip around the hilt of the Sword as I follow the woman up the path. If this is a trap, I won’t let myself be lulled into a false sense of security. Not now. Not when I’m so close to finding a way to stop Morana—to save Elsie from whatever took her from me.

We reach the crest of the hill, and my grip on the hilt of the Sword goes slack.

Nestled in the valley below, the kingdom appears as if it were ripped from the pages of one of the fairy tales Father used to read. A quaint ivory castle rises out of the center of the town, its stained glass windows reflecting a rainbow of colors on the streets, filled with Myths I’ve never seen—beings I hardly comprehend. Children with wings like butterflies. People with skin like gemstones.

Elysia.

“This way,” the woman says, leading me down a path that skirts around the village, taking us farther from the castle and the people there, toward a thatched cottage that sits amid a thick garden of flowers that smell like sugar, and fruit-bearing plants that seem to hum a merry tune as we pass.

She raises her fist to knock on the door, but—

“Oh my!” comes a man’s voice from somewhere close by. “There you are!”

He peers out from behind a bush, an old tin watering can in his grasp. His smile crinkles his brown eyes, as rich as the upturned soil of a nearby flower bed. He pushes strands of wavy dark hair from his kind face, his olive-brown skin glittering with gold dust as he extends his hand to me.

“Aster Oberon,” he says, his voice like a sunrise and the lull of the waves and the gentle fall of rain all wrapped up in the softest, purest silk. “I’ve been waiting a very long time to meet you.”

My hand falls from the Sword at my hip. “Me?”

He laughs, passing the watering can to the winged woman. “Thank you, Vera,” he says. “Would you mind letting her know that Aster has arrived?”

Her?

“Are you…” I start, but I can’t seem to form words. “You’re him? You’re the True King?”

He laughs again, and the sound sweeps over me like a warm hug. “They’re still calling me that, are they?”

He turns, motioning for me to follow him as he starts down the glittering path that leads around the back of the cottage.

“If that’s not your name,” I say, walking a good distance behind him, still cautious even as I feel my distrust melting away, “then what is?”

“I have many names,” he answers, glancing at me over his shoulder, a twinkle in his eyes. “Many would sound strange to you, I suppose.” As we round the cottage, he makes his way past a small iron table set with three chairs. “When your world was still young, the people called me Rainai.”

Rainai—the ancient word for gardener. Will taught it to me during our nights at the conservatory. He once joked that the pixies used to call him Little Rainai.

It’s then I realize—there’s no crown atop this man’s head, and his skin bears the marks of a life of war. “You’re not a king at all, are you?”

He smiles at that, but there’s a touch of sorrow on his lips. “Not in the way you might think.”

My eyes narrow. “Then… what are you?”

He doesn’t answer at first. He continues to lead me along the path, toward a small pool much like the one I emerged from when I first entered through the gates. Only, it’s not water inside the pool—not really. The surface shimmers with stars and moons and…

I lean over the pool, my eyes wide. “Are those…”

He nods, casting a sidelong glance at me, his expression unreadable. “Other worlds,” he tells me. “Some very much like yours. Some… quite different.” A solemn grin. “To them, I am known as Volition.”

“Volition?” I echo.

“Yes.” He smiles, his eyes softening once more. “Free will—choice. I was reborn a very, very long time ago, chosen to become what these other worlds call a Titan. In your people’s ancient tongue, that word meant ‘ruler’ or ‘maker,’” he adds with a light chuckle. “I suppose that’s why, over time, they came to know me as king.”

I try to make sense of the thoughts streaming through my head, although the longer I stay here, all I wish to do is lie down in the grass and bathe in the sun. I try to focus, blinking away the creeping urge to sleep. “How many worlds are there?”

“Many,” he says, though I feel there’s more to that answer when his brows pinch, as if he were contemplating his next words carefully. “I’m afraid there are things I cannot discuss. Your world is still young—still… separate. It must remain that way, for now. Come,” he says, waving me back down the path from which we entered, toward the table and chairs in the center of his rose garden.

Bloodroses, I realize.

I think of the garden at Castle Grim—decimated. Without the Bloodroses, humans are the only source of Manan left for the Nightweavers.

He gestures for me to sit.

“Why our world?” I ask.

He takes his seat across from me, his posture relaxed even as his brows knit. “I’ve spent many lifetimes—traveled to many worlds—seeking those who choose goodness. My… title often prevents me from intervening in the affairs of humans. But when I find someone who uses their own volition to do good, no matter the cost, I am permitted to give them a gift—power they can use to better their world. Hildegarde chose to do what was right, even when it was difficult.” His eyes darken, if only for a moment when he adds, “Oftentimes, others envy these gifts. They believe they’re better suited for such power.”

He sighs. “By the time I found Morana, her world had been torn apart by chaos,” he says. “I saw the good in her—saw what she could become, if she made the right choices. But I was a fool. I didn’t know my ranks had been infiltrated by one who was servant to another Titan—a being that spreads discord like a disease throughout the worlds, who bows to the one who strives to bring chaos to all the realms.”

I think of what Will said—about serving another master before Morana. “Azeron?”

He dips his head, his mouth pressed tight. “I cannot interfere directly with the worlds, but my soldiers battle against the forces of Chaos. Whenever someone chooses good over evil, my armies are strengthened. But even my soldiers can be tempted. And where there is much evil present, there is great temptation.”

I think of the Fall, and how the Nightweavers were cast out of this realm because of the acts they committed during their war with the Underlings.

“Every choice matters,” Rainai tells me, and in his eyes, it’s as if I still see the reflection of that depthless pool of stars and worlds.

Every choice matters. If Morana had chosen differently… what could she have become? And Will… he seemed genuine when he let me leave the Burning Lands. What if it wasn’t all a lie?

What if there’s still time to choose another path? To chase another star?

Owen did. Titus has.

Why not Will?

“Ah, here she is!” Rainai stands, his smile broad as he waves at Vera entering the garden once more, followed by a girl about my age, her long blond hair tied into braids that dust her waist.

Silent tears stream down the girl’s face when she sees me, a disbelieving smile lighting her eyes. “Aster?”

I lurch from my seat, falling to my knees as I reach for her, unable to hold back the sob that bursts from my lips. “Elsie?”







[image: Chapter Forty-Nine.]

My sister throws herself to the ground, tackling me in her embrace.

“How?” I cry, holding her close. “You’re—you’re—”

“Older?” She laughs, drawing back to look me in the eye.

“But how?” I choke out, touching her cheek, just to make sure she’s not some figment of my imagination.

“When I was taken,” Elsie says, slowly, patiently, as if I were her younger sister, “one moment I was with Lew and you, and the next, I was here.”

I shake my head, trying to swallow the lump in my throat. “But that wasn’t so long ago.”

“It wasn’t, was it?” she asks, a wistful gleam in her eyes. “Time moves differently here. What might be days for you could be weeks in Elysia, and what would be hours here could be minutes in your realm.”

My realm. Not hers.

“Oh, Aster!” She embraces me again, squeezing tight.

She’s alive, and I’ve found her, but she isn’t the child she was when she disappeared. There’s so much lost time we’ll never get back.

“I want to show you something!” Elsie smiles through her tears, leaping to her feet and holding out her hand for me to take.

Another sob wrenches my gut as I take her hand and allow her to lead me back through the garden, Rainai following at a comfortable pace.

I feel like I’m stumbling in a dream, but Elsie moves through the streets of the town with effortless grace, waving hello to Myths as we pass stands selling flowers that sing and tiny frosted cakes that smell like happy, peaceful feelings.

She tells me whimsy is her favorite flavor. “You have to try it!” she says, and her ease twists my stomach into knots.

This is Elsie’s home now. Has she forgotten all about us? Will she not want to come back with me?

Should I even ask her to?

Finally, we reach the castle, and Elsie waltzes through the front door, greeting the tree nymphs at the entrance with a bow. There are no guards, but the entry hall buzzes with activity: people laughing, wings fluttering, daffodils harmonizing. Rainai is pulled aside to speak with a Myth who reminds me of a toadstool with eyes.

“Do you live here?” I ask.

Elsie smiles, tugging at my hand as she leads me up the stairwell and down a hallway lined with paintings of landscapes wholly unfamiliar to me. As we pass a row of doors, Elsie points inside the rooms.

“That one I decorated for Lewis,” she tells me as we pass a room filled to the brim with rolls of fabric. “This one for Charlie,” she says, gesturing at the room full of carpentry tools and a variety of woods—most of them not of our world. “Margaret and Jack.” A room clothed in silk, lace curtains fluttering in the open windows. “Albert.” A room with a table set for a game of Clubs. “Mother and Father.” A room that overlooks the sparkling lake.

She lingers in the doorway of a room with maps plastering the walls. “For Owen,” she says, her throat bobbing. “I started working on them when I first came here. I had hoped that if the curse was broken, and the gates to Elysia reopened, you could all join me in this realm. That was before…”

Before Owen and Jack were taken to a different realm—the realm of the dead.

I squeeze her hand. “They’re lovely.”

Her glassy eyes brighten. “Do you want to see yours?”

The contents of my room are simple. Linen bedsheets, a chair by the window. But the walls…

Painted portraits of our family, framed in pieces of wood that I recognize in an instant.

“Is that…” My voice catches.

“Wood from the Lightbringer,” Elsie says, and I think her bottom lip quivers as she smiles. “Not easy to come by, mind you, but a few mermaids owed me a favor.”

I touch the surface of a canvas portraying our family’s ship, the sails washed golden in the light of dawn. “Did you paint these?”

She beams at the portraits. “No,” she says, but she doesn’t tell me more, and I don’t ask, because she’s already dragging me out of the room and down the hall. She shows me the kitchen, a vast room full of sunlight, equipped with tools I don’t recognize. “For you and Father and Owen,” she tells me, swiping a tear from her cheek.

When we reach the end of the hall, Elsie pauses at the double doors, her mischievous grin reminding me so much of Owen I start to cry.

She wipes away my tears, her nose scrunching with a kind smile.

I thought Elsie forgot us. That she moved on. But she’s spent all this time preparing a place for us to join her someday.

And I think, as Elsie leads me into a library the size of a ship, it would be so easy. I could simply wish for my family to be whisked away from the battlefield—for them to come here, where we can all be together. Safe. Happy. Whole.

Rainai enters the library, lingering near the open doors, and there’s a proud, fatherly glint in his eyes as he watches Elsie race from aisle to aisle.

“I found these for Titus,” Elsie says, pointing at a shelf stuffed to the brim with fairy tales. “And these—” She drags me toward a stack of cookbooks. “I thought Henry would like these. Oh! And Gabriel…”

When she tugs on my hand, I don’t move.

“Az?” Her brows knit. “Is everything all right?”

My chest tightens. “I have to go back,” I say quietly.

Her face falls. “Now?”

I try to speak, but all I can manage is a small nod.

She takes one last look around the library, as if she were saying her own silent goodbye. “Of course,” she says, half to herself. “It’s time.” She pulls me along behind her as she makes her way to Rainai. She glances at me sidelong, my hand clasped firmly in hers. “She’s ready to make her wish.”

Rainai’s expression is solemn, his smile heavy. “And what is it that you wish for, daughter of the sea?”

I clear my throat. “My ancestor,” I say, my voice shaking. “He wished to free the Underlings for power—not because he truly wished for their freedom.”

Rainai nods slowly, his twinkling eyes narrowed. “He sought to wield them as a weapon, just as Morana continues to do. Both he and Morana claimed to pity them, but the Underlings are born of the things which humans try to hide—their wickedness, yes, but also their shame, their grief.” His gaze softens with fatherly reproach. “The only way to free an Underling is with love. And love doesn’t seek power or control. It keeps no record of wrongdoing. Sometimes love is knowing when to let go.” He glances at Elsie, and my stomach sinks. “But,” he says, peering down at me with a knowing look, “sometimes love is knowing when to hold on to those who give us strength. That—love, family, friendship—is true power.”

My ancestor wished for power, and it brought a curse.

And now I have the opportunity to wish for anything—the full power of the Lightbringer, Morana’s defeat, the Underlings vanquished. But it would mean letting go of Elsie. And even still, I can’t be sure that if I wished for any of those things, it wouldn’t cost me something else.

I realize, now, that there is only one way to defeat Morana.

I take a deep breath. Lift my chin. I knew, before I’d even seen her, what I would wish for. But now… I fear it isn’t my choice to make—not after seeing the life she’s built here, in this heavenly realm. Still, it’s the only thing I truly want.

“I wish for Elsie to come home with me.”

I glance at Elsie, tears rolling down her cheeks, and it feels like the wind has been knocked from my lungs.

I say, my voice breaking, “Only if you want to?”

The smile that transforms her face is brighter than starlight. “There’s nowhere else in the universe I’d rather be.”

Rainai tilts his head, his gaze narrowing. “You could have wished for power.”

I tighten my grip on Elsie’s hand, holding on to her like I wish I could have that night aboard the Tidesinger, and for the first time in months, my smile doesn’t hurt.

“I did.”

Rainai gives me a knowing look, laughter playing on his lips. He turns to Elsie, then. “Would you like some time to say your goodbyes?”

Again, that mischievous twinkle in Elsie’s eyes—that grin that reminds me of Owen. “Already done.”

Rainai’s chuckle sounds the way happiness feels. He holds out his hands for us to take.

A soft whoosh of wind carries us from the castle, and in the blink of an eye, we stand at the open doors that lead to the clearing from which I first entered this realm, still glowing with that glittering golden light.

I take a step toward the door. Almost no time will have passed in our realm, but I’m eager to return—to fight alongside my family and friends. But there’s something I must know—something I can’t leave here without asking.

I touch the hilt of the Sword, turning to face Rainai. “I still don’t understand,” I say. “Why the Sword?”

Rainai’s lips twitch as he nods slowly, clearly thinking hard about what he’s about to say. “When you crossed over, Vera determined that your intentions were pure, and there was no need to keep you from entering.”

I shake my head. “Then why did I need it?” And softer, “Why did Owen have to die?”

Even Rainai’s frown is kind, his eyes brimming with tears that never fall. “May I?” he asks, gesturing at the Sword.

I draw it from its sheath and pass it to him.

He weighs it in his grasp. “This Sword was made for Hildegarde by her husband,” he says, his voice somewhat strained. “After his death, she gave it a name. And before she hid the Sword, she placed an enchantment on it. I believe she hoped that one day, someone worthy of the Sword would find it, and that person, whoever they would be, would have no need for vanquishing the guardian of the gates. Instead,” he says, presenting the Sword to me, lowering his voice almost conspiratorially, “I think she hoped it would be used for something else entirely.”

I take the Sword, sheathe it at my hip. “For what?” I ask.

His eyes twinkle as he grins. “She called it Cursebreaker,” he says, as if that were all the answer I need.

Cursebreaker.

I clutch the pommel of the Sword in one fist and take Elsie’s outstretched hand with the other. But as we turn to face the open doors, I look over my shoulder at Rainai one last time.

“My mother told me you had a plan for me,” I say. “What if I make the wrong choices? What if I stray from the path? How will I know if I’m living my purpose?”

His grin broadens. “There’s only one way to find out,” he says, motioning at the open doorway—at the glittering gold dust of creation. “By living.”

Remember, you have to live. It’s not always easy. I know I’ll make mistakes. I know, sometimes, I will fail, and I will fall. But every moment I’m alive—every minute I spend with my family—is precious. Time is a gift, and I get to choose how to spend it.

I don’t turn back again.

Elsie squeezes my hand. “Ready?” she asks me.

“Ready,” I say.

And with my sister by my side, we step through the open doors.
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Sand shifts underfoot as Elsie and I emerge onto the shores of the Red Island.

We step from the celestial hills of Elysia into battle, thrust into the fray of our people, struggling against the hordes of Underlings that flood the beaches.

But Elsie and I do not enter this world by ourselves. Two wolves, one black, one white, flank us on either side, teeth bared, fur bristling, and behind them, a unicorn, its coat shimmering like fallen stars. I don’t even have a second to think about Rainai sending them to aid us. A Gore barrels toward Elsie, but she plants her feet, lifts her hands. A blade whizzes through the air, ripped from the grasp of a Shifter just before it could cut down its opponent, and slices the Gore’s gruesome head from its shoulders.

“Go!” Elsie shouts, jerking her chin at the unicorn as the wolves press close to her sides, snarling and snapping their jaws at the Underlings. “Find Morana!”

I hesitate, looking toward the sea, where the true battle is waged. The Red Island’s ships attempt to push back against Morana’s staggering fleet. We’re vastly outnumbered, and Morana’s vessels continue to break through our ranks; jolly boats carrying the Underling horde litter the beaches. I spot the Starchaser as an Underling vessel bearing the flag of the Deathwail makes its approach. If I could reach the harbor, I could commandeer one of the abandoned jolly boats and make my way to the Starchaser to defend my family and friends.

I should go. I should help them. But I’ve just got Elsie back—I don’t want to leave her again.

“Go!” Elsie screams again, skewering the Shifter with its own blade. “Finish this!”

I don’t let another moment pass. I swing my leg over the unicorn’s back, and a pang of grief stings my chest when I think about how proud Jack would be if he could see me now.

The unicorn tears through the sand and the muck as I race toward the harbor. All around, blood calls out to me, humming, insistent. It stains the waves crimson, colors the sand scarlet. Splatters the unicorn’s coat, my face. Almost there, I tell myself as the screams of the people of Ember roil my stomach. Just a little farther.

My vision narrows on the harbor, where troops of Underlings swarm the docks. I search frantically for an unattended jolly boat.

My heart leaps. There, leaning against the first post of the dock—a skipper, just like the one Leo taught me to ride.

I jump from the unicorn’s back and roll into the sand. I’m on my feet in seconds, grabbing hold of the skipper and trudging out into the water.

A nearby Gore charges for me, but the instant the soles of my boots are on the skipper, I take off, gliding over the waves at a dizzying speed. I skim between the hulls of our ships and Morana’s, the blast of cannon fire rattling in my chest.

The Starchaser comes into view, and a sob hitches in my throat at the sight of the canary-yellow flag waving in the dull gray light of morning, embroidered with a tenth silver star.

A star for Jack.

Something whizzes past my ear, and a shard of flaming debris torches the single sail of the skipper. I dive into the water just as the skipper catches fire. For a moment, I’m tossed by the swell, but I focus on the presence of the Starchaser—wood that now feels as familiar to me as the water itself.

My hand grazes the hull, and I kick, pushing toward the surface. When my head breaks above the waves, a ladder is already waiting for me.

I climb, my muscles groaning with the effort to support not just my arsenal of weapons, but also the weight of Cursebreaker strapped to my back. Charlie waits for me at the top, pulling me onto the ship.

“Nice of you to join us,” he shouts over the din of battle.

But then his arms are around me, lifting me off the ground. Not much time has passed since I crossed over into Elysia and back, but by the way Charlie squeezes me tight, I know they’ve been through enough.

Elsie is right. I have to finish this—now.

“Titus?” I ask as Charlie sets me back on my feet. I scan the decks, searching for him among the crew, but when I meet Charlie’s stare, my stomach sinks.

“He’s probably still on the island,” he says, glancing over my shoulder at the shores of Ember.

I try to gather my bearings, but the vibration of impact nearly knocks me off my feet as a cannonball rips through the hull of the Starchaser.

The largest ship in Morana’s fleet, the ship bearing the flag of the Deathwail, draws near. Eliza stands near the taffrail on the Starchaser, sweat beading on her forehead as Lewis holds her arms steady. A ball of fire barely misses the Starchaser, crashing into the ship nearest to us, setting it ablaze. Eliza manages to redirect the second, and it splashes into the water, extinguished with a loud hiss. The third burns through our mainsail.

I attempt to take a deep breath, but thick smoke chokes the air. Ash rains down like snow, covering the Starchaser in a layer of white powder. Even as the crew moves about the ship, even as Mother barks orders, even as Henry readies his bow and Gabriel draws his swords, it’s as if I am standing in the eye of the storm. Untouched. Unseen. Useless as I watch the people of Ember flee for the harbor only to be met by more Underlings—as I watch the fleet decimated by the fiery onslaught.

Every home I have ever known has been destroyed by fire. The Lightbringer. Bludgrave. Now the Red Island.

I clench my fist. Set my jaw.

We were supposed to be safe here.

The new Deathwail draws closer. I can see the Underlings preparing the gangplank, readying to board our ship. I can hear Mother, calling the crew members of the Starchaser to arms, preparing them to protect our position, to not let the Underlings slip past our defenses and into the hull, where the innocents who cannot fight for themselves will be hiding. But I feel as if I’ve stepped into a world apart. Above the boom of the cannons and the sound of Mother’s voice, there’s a buzzing in the air—a drumming, like thousands of hearts all beating at once. My bones tremble. My teeth vibrate.

A single raindrop splatters on the tip of my nose.

I draw my cutlasses, forged from Elysian Iron, glimmering green and blue and purple in the flickering dance of flames.

When the gangplank connects our two ships and the Underlings surge onto the Starchaser like a swarm of giant, gruesome insects, I am faster.

Against my mother’s orders to hold the ship, I charge across the gangplank, cutting down Gores and Shifters and possessed corpses with nimble, precise strikes. And with every swing, the humming in my chest grows louder, more intense. The beast inside claws at my rib cage, roars in my skull, rips into my throat with teeth like venomous daggers.

Blood coats my hands, my face. I swallow, the metallic tang bursting on my tongue with the vibrancy of light, of flame, of the sun itself, warming my veins.

I am the blade, driven through the heart of a Gore. I am the iron bullet as it finds its mark between the eyes of a Sylk, banishing it to Havok. I am the sharp edge of a dagger as it slices across the throat of a Shifter, hindering them midtransformation, leaving them to fall to the deck a twisted, misshapen creature.

I am the wolf. The nightmare. The judgment.

With only a thought, I call down rain from the clouds above. The heavens unleash the wrath of a monsoon. I will drown them in their sins. I will wash away their ilk from the surface of the earth. I will bury them beneath the depths.

Another Shifter falls at my feet, and I set my sights on the helm, where Morana watches from over Will’s shoulder. A wicked smile curves her lips as she whispers something in his ear—points at me with her long, dark nail.

Will draws his blade, and Morana vanishes in a plume of smoke.

But there’s no time to consider Morana’s intentions for abandoning ship. Not when the Underlings seem to realize their leader has deserted them, giving our crew the advantage. Mother leads the charge over the gangplank, and I see Father, then, fighting back-to-back with Killian. Margaret, Charlie, and Lewis moving as one unit, taking down a pack of twelve Gores between the three of them.

When I look back to where Will stood near the helm, he’s already gone. I sense movement behind me, and I turn, bringing my blade down in a smooth arc.

My cutlass clashes with Titus’s sword.

The ghost of a smile touches his lips as his eyes search mine.

“I thought I lost you,” he says, breathless, his expression twisted with anguish.

I lash out, and Titus moves just in time for me to strike down an oncoming attacker. “Me? I watched you fall!”

“I did!” He grabs my arm, jerking me sideways at the exact moment he drives his sword into the heart of a Shifter. “Swiftwing caught me.”

I touch his cheek, the warm blood that coats his face buzzing at my touch. “I thought—I thought you were dead.”

He drops his sword and throws out his hand. The iron ball shoots from his sleeve, wraps itself around a Gore’s thick neck, and slices it clean off.

“My love, not even Death himself could keep me from you,” Titus says, tucking a wet strand of hair behind my ear.

Gingerly, his lips caress mine. I feel the moment he catches himself, pulling away, but then my hands are at the nape of his neck, and my lips are on his lips, and no one and nothing else exists. He sighs, laughs, cries, and when I don’t hesitate, when I kiss him with total abandon, we become a tangle of arms and hands, both of us holding on to each other so tightly it’s as if we become one. He takes a breath only to plead with me not to let go, to please not let go, and I’m saying “Never” with my lips, with my hands on his face, with the way I cannot seem to stop grasping at him. I tell myself to memorize this feeling—to remember what it feels like to be happy. Complete. Like I’ve finally found where I belong. And it isn’t a place. It isn’t a ship. It’s with Titus.

“In case the two of you have forgotten,” Margaret yells over the din of battle, “the rest of us are fighting for our lives!”

Titus doesn’t open his eyes, and I feel his fists tighten around the fabric of my shirt. “Have I mentioned,” he says against my lips, “that I really don’t like your sister.”

As if she heard him from ten feet away, Margaret yells, “The feeling is mutual!”

I open my mouth, but before I can speak, Gabriel shouts a warning, and Titus and I break apart, swallowed up by the crush of battle. With every enemy I cut down, all I can think is that they will not keep me from reaching him again.

When we reunite near the mainmast, Titus wraps his arm around my waist, pulling me close. “Well? What did you wish for?”

I cling to his shirt, slick to his skin, as the merciless downpour threatens to sweep us off our feet, the ship rocking in earnest, tossed by the waves. “Love.”

He leans in, his lips hovering over mine, but at the last second, he groans, throwing his hand out in the direction of two Shifters. The garrote he deploys from his sleeve cuts off an arm, but the Shifter doesn’t stop. They fling themself at Titus, and I toss Titus one of my cutlasses before launching my own attack on the second Shifter.

“Aster, my love!” Titus shouts over the din of clashing metal. “I love you with every beat of my wicked heart!”

I laugh, my body trembling with joy as I strike and parry. I’m about to finish the Shifter off when they drop to the deck, convulsing, and I look to my right to see Henry, his hand outstretched.

“Go on,” he says, jerking his chin in Titus’s direction. “Have your moment.”

I blow him a kiss. He catches it, winks.

I turn to find Titus surrounded by three Gores. In the smoke, it’s hard to tell how many Underlings are left. I pick my way over the corpses of the fallen, attempting to reach Titus, but I’m caught by another Shifter, then a Gore, until it feels as if I’ll never close the distance between us.

Still, I hear the sound of his heartbeat over the roar of Samael, over the chaos of the battle raging all around us, strong and steady and—

Will appears before me, veiled in shadows, his blade drawn.

He’s come to kill me, I think. Morana has given him the order to kill me, and he cannot refuse her.

I twirl my cutlass, prepared to face him.

I know the moment Titus sees Will take a step toward me, because in the split second that he’s distracted, a Gore slashes his face, spraying the mainmast with blood.

Titus falls to his knees, his blade sliding across the deck and out of reach. A flash of lightning illuminates the Gore’s monstrous claws as it prepares to strike him again.

I lurch forward, my cutlass raised—

But then Will is there, standing over Titus. For an instant, it’s as if I were back on the beach once more, watching as Will towers over Jack, his blood dripping onto the sand. Only, this time, when Will’s blade arcs, a streak of purple, blue, and green light, the Gore’s head rolls across the deck.

One heartbeat. Two.

Will extends his hand to Titus.

“No need to thank me,” Will says, his voice a low rasp, and when he glances at me, his eyes twinkle with amusement.

“Didn’t plan on it,” Titus clips, taking his hand.

Will helps him to his feet.

There’s no time to question Will’s allegiance. The three of us move as one as Will draws a second Elysian blade from a sheath at his hip and tosses one to Titus.

The years Titus and Will spent fighting together on a battlefield are evident in the way they trust each other’s every maneuver, their attacks coordinated as if they had done this a thousand times. I find myself fitting into their rhythm just as I once did with Owen and my siblings aboard the Lightbringer; I duck as Titus swings his sword over my head, and Will drives his blade into the gut of the Shifter behind me as I whirl, cutting down the Sylk that lurches for us. Lunge. Parry. Feint. Strike.

Titus and Will act as if the past few months never happened, and I think, once or twice, I hear one of them laugh, hear the other shout a warning, a thanks, a compliment.

I remember what Henry said: Just think what we could accomplish with him on our side.

With Will fighting alongside us, we might actually have a chance. Even the Underlings seem to cower at the sight of him back-to-back with Titus. Sylks abandon their hosts. Shifters flee the ship.

Another cannonball rattles the Starchaser.

No—not the Starchaser.

I realize, a moment too late, that the Starchaser hasn’t been struck. And it isn’t cannon fire that shakes the very foundation of the Red Island. I can’t see Morana, but I know she must be close—I can feel it, as if he were still connected by some invisible thread. I know, when the island groans and magma floods the jungles, spilling out over the top of the volcano like a pot boiling over, that Morana has gorged herself on enough blood to enhance the affinities granted to her by the power of the Lightbringer.

And I know it’s with the power of the Lightbringer that she tears apart the very fabric of the island, ripping it in half.

“Maker of All!” Rook cries.

I feel the pain of not only the people of the Red Island but also the island itself. But there’s nothing I can do—nothing but watch as the Red Island begins to sink.

I think of Elsie as pieces of the island crumble into the sea. I can’t lose her again—not when I’ve just got her back.

I could save them all, I think. If I could control my power, I could fight back against Morana. But I’ve let fear keep me from trying—too afraid to lose control to even attempt to master my abilities. I’ve let shame keep me captive: shame for the things I’ve done, shame for never being enough—for never being fast enough, or brave enough, or strong enough to save everyone. To save myself.

And now shame is all I feel as I watch the island ripped apart by a power I should be able to control.

I’m torn between defending the Starchaser and finding a way back to the beaches to search for my little sister when a bloodcurdling scream chills my blood.

Time slows to a crawl as I turn in the direction of the sound.

Henry staggers to the left. Sways.

He’s still holding the hilt of the dagger protruding from his stomach when Margaret cuts down the Shifter who bested him. Will and Titus move, racing toward him.

But it’s too much. The pain. The blood.

And I—

I let go.

When the beast prods at my chest, I set it free. I release the notion that I have any control over my power—that I ever have. And it’s only then that I know what I have to do.

I race for the starboard side of the ship and leap over the taffrail, diving headfirst into the ocean.

My ocean. My home. My power.

I am not Aster Oberon, the pirate. The prisoner. The knight.

I am Aster Oberon, daughter of the sea, and I will not be defeated.

The rush of vitality as the water engulfs me is instant and all-consuming. The ocean surges, propelling me up, encasing me in a cyclone of water that glitters with gold dust, as if it were spun out of the fiber of the heavens.

All this time, I thought my powers were in control of me. But that roaring beast that calls for blood, and death, and destruction… it’s as if it curls up at my feet, purring gently, softly, a reassuring hum that I recognize now. The song of the sea buzzes in my chest, pure and clear and strong. I never needed to control my power.

I needed to set it free.

The Manan that shimmers all around me converges, taking on the shape of a woman. She reaches out, touches my heart, where my chest begins to glow with heavenly light.

“Hildegarde?” I manage to ask, but I don’t recognize the sound of my own voice—loud and full and ancient.

She presses her forehead to mine, the gold dust heating my blood from head to toe.

“You can call the stars down from the heavens,” she says, and I realize why her voice is so familiar—I’ve heard it since I was a child, whispering to me on the waves, in the language of the sea. “You need only believe that you can.”

At her touch, images sear my mind, bright and warm. My family, safe aboard the Lightbringer. Riding Caligo across the fields surrounding Bludgrave Manor. Dancing with Titus at the Reckoning Day ball. Jack kneeling before Margaret on the beach of the Red Island. Henry’s laughter. Elsie’s smile. Mother and Father, my siblings, and all our friends gathered for a feast.

Owen’s kind eyes.

My happiest memories seem to take on a life of their own, living and breathing, pulsing in the Manan that encapsulates me. I feel the life leeched from my bones, feel myself giving my power back to the island, feel the moment my affinity becomes a separate thing, striking down the Underlings on the ship below until our enemy is decimated, reduced to nothing more than clouds of red mist. But I don’t try to control it.

I hold on to the feeling of happiness, allowing the memories to comfort me.

I see Titus, lying beside me on the stone ground in Hildegarde’s cavern. See our clasped hands. And then the Manan grows so dense that all I see is light.

The light explodes, scattering like millions of stars, and I fall. But I do not plummet toward darkness and red eyes and teeth.

And I smile as the ocean welcomes me into its embrace.
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Beneath the waves, everything is peaceful. Quiet. The roar of the cannons distant, as if the battle rages on somewhere far, far away.

My feet touch the ocean floor, and the earth pulses, water surging in every direction.

I reach out in the direction of the Red Island, and I can see it—the corrupted threads of Manan, unraveling like a spool of crackling green thread as Morana rips apart the fabric of the island.

The water propels me swiftly forward, and I wonder if this is how Owen felt when he first mastered a vortex. As I draw near, I grab hold of the strings. Cursed magic pulses in my grasp, the green energy licking at my forearm like toxic flames. But the glow of the Manan appears even brighter, the cloud of gold dust encapsulating me in its dazzling light.

Morana has taken everything from me. My home aboard the Lightbringer. My life at sea. My choices.

But she will never take me.

This light—this power—is mine.

With eyes unlike my own, I see the light in every stitch of the fabric of the Red Island.

And I begin to weave the dust of creation.

Magic burns in my veins like a holy fire, flowing through me, into the fabric of the island. The ocean floor glows gold, and distantly, I realize my skin does, too, growing brighter and brighter until both the island and I appear to be made of light.

The ocean surges again, lifting me up. In a blur of bubbles and light, I rise from the depths and set foot on the beach of the Red Island.

The stone remade. The jungle restored. The earth renewed.

Morana’s damage reversed.

The sun peeks out from behind the clouds of ash. And there, rising out of Samael, Emrys soars over the island toward Morana’s fleets, where he reigns down fire from above, torching the enemy’s ships.

Battle continues to rage all around me, most of the Underlings and the surviving people of Ember driven out of the jungles and onto the beaches during Morana’s attack. But my senses, sharpened by my connection to the Manan in the island, detect the slightest shift of the grains of sand nearby as Morana halts about ten feet away.

I turn, ready to face her.

She cocks her head, but when she smiles, I note the fear in her eyes. “Aster Oberon,” she croons. “The Shadowslayer.” She laughs, bending slightly in a mock bow, motioning to the battle raging all around us. “Do you still believe that love can save us all?”

I glance over my shoulder, just long enough to see jolly boats carrying droves of Morana’s armies onto the beach. But my family is here, too: Mother and Father, Killian and Lady Isabelle. Elatha leads the Myths, Bronmir and Grendwin. Even Tollith wears a knight’s helm, his dagger raised in defiance.

My siblings and our friends push forward, and I spot Henry, his face pale, but his hands lifted as he sets fire to a Gore—healed of the wound in his stomach—and while the sight of him gives me fresh hope, I can’t help but wonder if Will’s bonewielding is to thank for Henry’s miraculous recovery. The crew of the Starchaser storms the beaches, and even though they’re outnumbered, they charge into the fray, a battle cry on their lips—prepared to fight until the end.

Titus fights alongside Gabriel, Rook, and Diana, but when a Shifter aims an arrow at Titus’s back, it’s Margaret’s expert aim that lodges a throwing knife in the Shifter’s throat before they have the chance to fire.

Will is nowhere to be seen.

Shlink. Morana unsheathes a long, curved blade.

I draw Cursebreaker, my hands trembling.

“You could have wished for anything,” Morana says, stalking toward me as we begin to circle each other. “You could have saved them.”

She lunges forward, but I evade, our blades clashing with a resounding clang.

“I should never have been able to make a wish in the first place,” I hiss through gritted teeth. “I don’t need to steal someone else’s power to save anyone.”

“Oh?” She flashes her sharp canines in a biting smile. “What about Owen? Surely you could have brought him back?”

My stomach twists with guilt. Could I have brought him back? If I had, Elsie would still be alive. But she wouldn’t be here—she wouldn’t be home, with all of us.

I set my jaw and strike, but Morana dodges my blow.

“I know you, Aster,” she says, twirling her sword. “I was you.” She slices at my arm, drawing blood. “Did he tell you there was a plan?” Another slash of her blade, stinging my thigh. She laughs, and the sound grates against my eardrums. “You have no purpose. It doesn’t matter what you do or who you save. In the end, you will always choose wrong, and people will die, and it will be all your fault. And what will you do? How will you live with yourself?”

She sneers. Takes a step back. Sheathes her blade.

“You can’t.” The fire in her eyes flickers. “You won’t. You can only fight for justice so long before you realize you’re just feeding that insatiable craving for revenge. I’ve already seen it—how the rage has twisted you. How it’s forged you. I could have used that pain. I could have made you someone to be feared. Powerful, like you always wanted.”

My fists clench around the hilt of Cursebreaker, my arms trembling. I can see it in her eyes—that spark of victory. And I let her feel everything as it sweeps through me—the rage and the grief, the guilt and the shame. I don’t fight them. I don’t bury them. They are a part of me.

And I’m not hiding any longer.

“You can be free of this pain, Aster,” she says, her voice soft. “You just have to let go of the idea that you could ever be loved—that love will ever be enough to keep you safe. Fear will. Power will. Once you accept that, you can be truly free.”

I lower Cursebreaker. “I am free.”

Cruel laughter curves her lips. “Wrong choice.”

Pop. Morana disappears in a whirl of black smoke.

In an instant, she stands before me, the Elysian dagger she’d stolen from me all those months ago in her grasp, now crackling with cursed energy.

As she thrusts the blade toward my heart, all I can think is that this can’t be the end. Not after everything I’ve done—everything I’ve lost. I lift Cursebreaker, but I’m not fast enough.

The dagger pierces flesh.

But not mine.

Will’s green eyes meet mine as he gasps, and at once, he’s no longer Azeron—no longer the Underling who betrayed me. He’s the boy who brought me flowers. The boy who loved his family. The boy who made sure that Titus was never alone.

He drops to his knees as Morana shrieks, her face contorting with fury.

She tries to run. I see the moment her body twists, her feet lifting.

But she isn’t fast enough.

I swing Cursebreaker, gleaming with heavenly golden light.

And Morana’s head rolls at my feet.
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Sunlight floods my veins. As the full power of the Lightbringer surges through me, my vision sharpens, colors brighten. Every gasp of air I draw into my lungs is dizzying, intoxicating. And for an instant, I hear everything—every birdsong, every crash of a wave, every crunch of a leaf underfoot, insects buzzing miles away, flowers blooming on a distant continent.

The earth quakes, but not under my feet.

I see, with eyes that are not my own, the barren landscape of the Burning Lands. And I watch, as if from above, as the chasm stitches back together, sealing the Lake of Eternal Fire. The flames that ravage the land cease, like a thousand candles snuffed out by a single breath.

It’s as if a mighty wind swept over the wasteland. In its wake, the charred earth transforms into rich, fertile soil, and from the lush ground, Bloodroses bloom, glittering with gold dust.

And then I’m back on the Red Island, levitating above the sand. A fresh wave of power overtakes me, and the magic that bursts from my outstretched hands feels like every minute I’ve ever spent with my family—like dancing with my crew aboard the Starchaser. Like Henry’s laughter, and Leo’s courage, and Owen’s kind eyes. It feels like Eliza’s warmth, and Charlie’s gentle hugs, and Lewis’s fierce determination. Like Margaret’s selflessness and Jack’s patience. Like Elsie’s joy and Albert’s compassion. Like merry tunes played on Rook’s fiddle and afternoons sunbathing with Diana on the bowsprit. Like Gabriel’s quiet encouragement and Flynn’s playful grin. Like Killian’s and Orella’s unshakable loyalty. Like Mother’s and Father’s unconditional love.

Like Titus’s smile.

I draw on the joy that pulses in the air around me, in the strings of light that connect me to every person that I love, and I find that I no longer pull from the Manan in the world around me.

I create it.

With merely a thought, the Underlings burst like exploding stars—not flesh and blood and bone, but light.

Gilded dust falls on the beaches of the Red Island.

When I drop, Titus’s arms are there to catch me, and it’s as if everything fades beneath the beating of his heart.

“You have got to stop jumping off perfectly good ships,” he says, his voice breaking.

He chuckles, but the sound is choked, as if he doesn’t know whether to sob or laugh, and suddenly, I’m laughing, too, even as the tears stream down my face.

I open my mouth to respond, but then his lips are on mine, and he’s kissing me as if I am everything. As if I am every drop of water, every blade of grass in the jungle beyond, every gust of wind, and every ray of light that illuminates the world and everything in it. As if I am more than flesh and blood and bone. More than this heart beating hard against my rib cage, more than the butterflies taking flight in my stomach.

And I realize I don’t have to be anything in this moment but me.

I am Aster, and that is enough.

“You lied,” I say when he draws back, and I know by the smile on his face—by the look of awe and reverence in his eyes—that he’s thinking the same thing. “You said you wouldn’t always be there to catch me.”

He laughs, but tears stream down his cheeks. “Forgive me?”

I press my lips to his, running my hands through his hair as he lifts me, setting me on my own two feet. “Does that answer your question?” I whisper against his smile, breathless.

He exhales, and it sounds like the first full breath he’s ever taken. “Perhaps I should ask again.”

But then his brows pinch, and my heart gets stuck in my throat, as we both turn toward Will, kneeling in the sand, his hand pressed to his chest.

Blood seeps between his fingers, but when he looks up at us, his eyes glitter with amusement.

“Ah, so you haven’t forgotten about me.”

Titus seems like he doesn’t know whether to finish him off or call for aid. He doesn’t get the chance to do either.

The sea stirs and a wave rises, towering over our heads but never crashing. From the suspended water, light carves a doorway, much like the one from which Elsie and I stepped.

Rainai emerges from the threshold of glittering gold dust.

Titus’s eyes are wide as saucers. My family and friends, racing down the beach in our direction, draw their weapons as their approach turns cautious.

All except for Elsie, who trails a distance behind the others. As she passes, running toward Rainai’s open arms, I note the looks on their faces—note the moment they recognize her, their faces drawn with confusion as they try to make sense of what they’re seeing.

But Mother and Father seem to know instantly, and by the time they reach her, she turns from Rainai, arms wide as our parents scoop her up.

My siblings aren’t far behind.

“How—”

“But you’re—”

“I know!”

“And it’s—”

“You’re here!”

Albert’s face crumples, and Elsie crouches.

“I’m still older than you,” he says between sobs.

She laughs, mussing his hair. “Sure you are.”

Diana, Henry, and Eliza finally catch up, but it’s Gabriel who pushes past them, his bottom lip quivering as he covers his face with his hands.

Gently, Elsie reaches up, prying his fingers away. And conspiratorially, she whispers, “I have so many stories to tell you.”

Gabriel breaks into sobs, lifting Elsie in a crushing embrace even as she laughs and squeals for him to put her down.

Killian and Lady Isabelle follow behind Annie, who looks, for the first time since the events that took place at Bludgrave Manor, like the outspoken, cheerful little girl I met that day on the train to Ink Haven. And in the moment Elsie holds out her hands for Annie, I don’t see the young woman standing before me but the child she once was.

Everyone surrounds her at once, and it’s as if no one notices Will, kneeling in the sand behind Titus and me. They don’t even look in our direction as everyone speaks over one another, asking Elsie dozens of questions, hugging her, laughing, weeping. Even Titus breaks away to greet her. “Welcome back, princess,” he says, and when she throws her arms around his neck, he tenses only for a second before returning her embrace.

Elsie doesn’t seem to want to let go as our family gathers around her, but she finally draws back, gesturing toward Rainai, who seems perfectly content to observe our family’s happy reunion.

Mother, Father, and Killian are the first to kneel.

“Please, rise,” Rainai says, placing a hand on Mother’s and Father’s shoulders.

The others cast one another puzzled, sidelong glances.

“This gate will not remain open for very long,” Rainai says, a touch of sadness in his warm smile. He looks past my family, to the gathering crowd of our soldiers—humans, Nightweavers, and Myths. “I’ve come to offer you a choice.” He turns to me, then, and his gaze drops to Will kneeling at my side, his head bowed. “You as well, Azeron.”

An uneasy murmur passes through the crowd.

“You have all chosen to fight for those who couldn’t fight for themselves,” he says, and the scars that mark him as a warrior I now realize establish him as a commander of armies, because as his voice carries over the assembly, warm and calm, the people quiet, and some seem to recognize, inherently, who stands before them, because many drop to their knees. “Should you choose to make a home in Elysia, you will be welcome. But know that if you step through this gate, you will never return to this world.”

No one moves. And then, a Nightweaver and a human step forward, their hands clasped.

Rainai greets them with a gracious bow. The couple exchange a look—part excitement, part fear—before stepping through the open doorway.

A handful of Myths follow, along with Grendwin, who drops to one knee as he passes Rainai. “My king,” he says.

“Grendwin,” Rainai says with a wink, ushering him toward the doorway.

More Nightweavers follow, and as they step through, as the light engulfs them, I see the moment their wings sprout from their backs in a blur of feathers—wings the Nightweavers were stripped of when they were first banished from Elysia. A handful of humans choose to go as well—citizens of Ember who take their entire families with them.

Less than half of our soldiers step through the door.

Those that remain kneel, their heads bowed. It’s faint, at first, but I see their lips moving, and I realize…

The people are singing.

It’s the same familiar lullaby Mother and Father used to sing as we’d fall asleep, rocked by the waves. The melody that played from Mother’s favorite music box when I was a child. The tune I once heard Titus humming. It’s been so long since I’ve heard it, I almost forgot what it sounded like. But now I recognize it. It’s the song of my heart. The song of the sea.

Rainai turns to Will once more. He crouches, touching Will’s shoulder.

Will gasps as golden light spills from the wound in his chest, hindering the outflow of blood.

“Your wound is cursed.” Rainai frowns, his brows nettled. “If you remain in this realm, you will die.”

Will’s eyes twinkle with humor even as he groans in pain. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

They share a knowing look I can’t begin to understand.

“I cannot let you back into Elysia,” Rainai says, “but I can send you beyond—back to where I first found you.”

Will nods slowly. “Not many people there who’d be pleased to know I’ve returned.”

Rainai smiles at that, and there’s a glimmer of mischief in his eyes. “No, I don’t suppose so,” he says. “But this is your opportunity to change that.”

Will’s jaw tightens. “You’re giving me a second chance?”

Rainai nods, considering as he looks out over the waves toward the horizon. “Perhaps this time, you can choose to be someone other than who Chaos forced you to become.”

Will’s eyes darken, if only for a moment. But when his gaze slides to me, his expression softens. “I want a new name.”

A flicker of surprise on Rainai’s kind face. “And what is that?”

Will looks to the sky, as if he were gazing at the stars, a private smile playing on his lips. “Astrophel.”

Rainai grins. “He who loves the star,” he muses, stepping back toward the open doorway. “Whenever you’re ready, then, Astrophel.”

Will gets to his feet, his hand still pressed to his chest, and when he stumbles forward a step, Titus’s hand darts out to steady him.

He and Will lock eyes, and I fight the urge to step between them.

But Titus’s mouth works, his brow furrowed, as if there’s a decision he can’t seem to make as his hand slips from Will’s arm, his fist clenching at his side.

“I know you can’t forgive me for what I’ve done,” Will says, his voice ragged. “I won’t ask you to. But… please, know that if it weren’t for you, I might have been truly lost.” He looks at me, his green eyes sparkling in the sunlight. “For the first time in my long, wretched existence, you made me want to choose to be more than a monster. You—both of you—showed me what love is. You… you set me free. I… am truly sorry.” A tear slips onto his cheek. “I wish you all the best.”

Pain stitches across my heart.

He killed Owen.

He saved me.

I don’t know how to feel—what to say. But when Titus shakes Will’s outstretched hand, a small cry escapes my lips.

Will turns to me, but just as his lips part on a breath, Lady Isabelle approaches.

I’m not sure what I expect, but there’s a collective gasp of shock as she draws Will into her arms.

“You’ll carry him with you forever,” I hear her say, her voice trembling. “My son.”

And then she’s gone, turning her back to him as she makes her way down the shoreline, as if she can’t bear to watch him leave—this Changeling that bears the appearance and memories of her child.

Killian takes her place, his jaw clenched. “I would finish the job myself,” he says through gritted teeth, a tear rolling down his cheek, “but my nephew is still a part of you. And for the sake of his memory, I—” He shakes his head, pressing his lips tight as if to hold back a sob. “I truly hope you find a way to atone for all the pain you’ve caused.”

Annie peeks out from behind Killian, her chin wobbling.

Will kneels, his arms outstretched, but Annie just shakes her head.

“You’re leaving?” she whimpers.

Will wipes a tear from his face, and when he speaks, the rasp of his voice is smooth again, like it was before he revealed himself to be the Underling who betrayed us. “I can’t stay.”

She collapses into his arms. “But who will check for monsters under my bed?”

Will presses his forefinger and thumb to his eyes, his nostrils flaring. “I’m sure Henry will gladly take up that mantle. And if there’s ever a time he’s not around…”

He draws back, scooping up a handful of sand. He presses it together, as if molding it, and when he opens his palms, a tiny wolf cub made entirely of sand leaps into Annie’s arms.

Annie hugs the cub close to her chest even as she continues to cry.

And then Henry is there, standing in front of Will. He shakes his head, his expression twisted with rage.

“You can’t—” His voice cracks. “You can’t just leave.”

I’m not sure who throws their arms out first, but when the two embrace, Will looks so much like his old self again that I have to look away.

Henry sobs onto Will’s shoulder. “I knew it—I knew you were still in there,” he chokes out. “I can’t—can’t lose you. You’re my brother—”

“I always will be.” Will draws back, taking Henry’s face in his hands. “Always.”

Gabriel, who refuses to look at Will, takes Henry by the arm and gently pulls him away as he continues to weep.

The doorway is growing smaller now, and Will’s hair has begun to change, shifting from black to white.

“It’s time,” Rainai says solemnly. “We must go now.”

Will turns to follow, but I reach out. Take his hand.

His shoulders tense, and his throat bobs as he meets my gaze.

“Aster Oberon,” he murmurs, his eyes flitting over my face one final time, as if to memorize it. “A name fit for a queen.” And then, softer, “My undoing.”

My breath catches, tears blurring my vision.

He turns again, his fingers slipping from my grasp. Rainai places a hand on Will’s shoulder as Titus steps forward, twining his fingers with mine.

“Why Astrophel?” I ask.

He doesn’t face me again, but I hear the smile in his voice—can picture the amusement glittering in his eyes when he says, “Aster isn’t just the name of a flower. It means star, doesn’t it?”

He doesn’t wait for me to answer.

Astrophel. He who loves the star.

Gold dust shimmers in the air all around him as Will steps forward, into the light, and as he and Rainai vanish, the wave crashes against the shore.
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Water laps at my ankles, a path of silver moonlight cutting across the surface of the midnight sea.

Behind me, Emrys sleeps curled up in the sand with Killian’s bloodhound, Dinah, nestled close to his side. Nearby, Liv and Sylvie attempt to corral the silver bunny I gifted to Titus earlier this evening, whom he lovingly named Swiftfeet. In the distance, my family and friends gather on the beach in front of the restored Pearl, dancing beneath the stars, their smiling faces lit by the soft amber glow of torchlight. Charlie had wasted no time repairing the palace, leading teams in their efforts to rebuild not just the Pearl but the city of Ember. With Gabriel’s help, he crafted a memorial, pieces of wood fashioned together from ships destroyed during the battle for the Red Island, the names of all those we lost carved into the wood.

Flynn. Jack. Orella. Leo.

I carved Owen’s name myself.

But it was Titus who chiseled the name William Castor.

I spot Henry dancing with Margaret, his face still smeared with flour from the effort it took to bake the six-tiered cake—a cake from which Albert and Annie sneak pieces when no one is looking—and my heart swells with gratitude and pride. We survived the Deathwail, and we survived Morana. Father tells me Henry is happiest in the palace kitchens; I make a mental note to visit him soon.

I scan the crowd, searching for my siblings and friends, and find the crew of the Starchaser remain close at all times—eating their meals together, exploring the island together. Lewis and Eliza stroll hand in hand along the beach, their cheeks flushed as they watch Rook, Gabriel, and Elsie plan their latest prank. Seated in an alcove of trees, their lips almost touching, Charlie and Diana are wholly unaware of the colorful lizard dangling an inch over their heads.

A ways off, Lady Isabelle and Mother stand on the steps of the Pearl, silhouetted by the warm interior, watching as Killian engages in a lively, humorous debate with Father, before Father ultimately sweeps Mother into a dance that reminds me of nights aboard the Lightbringer.

The sound of their laughter is its own reward.

I wade farther out, the waves surging past my calves, and look up at the sky—at the tapestry of stars, twinkling against the fabric of night.

“Beautiful.”

Titus’s shoulder brushes mine as he comes to stand by my side. He looks down at me, a hesitant, hopeful smile playing on his lips.

“There she is,” he murmurs, his fingers grazing the scars that cut across my cheek. “My bride.”

A blush creeps up my neck as I catch his hand in mine, sighing into his touch. “It was a beautiful wedding, wasn’t it?”

“I was talking about you,” he says, laughter dancing in his eyes. He kisses my knuckles. “But yes, Isabelle truly outdid herself. Though, your brothers’ speeches…” He shakes his head, but amusement shines through his feigned annoyance. “Questionable, at best.”

I smirk. “At least Margaret was nice.”

He laughs, scrubbing his hand over his face. “You call that nice?”

He presses his lips to my forehead, and I loop my arm through his, leaning into his side. Together, we look out at the horizon.

“What now?” he asks quietly.

“You tell me?” I nudge him with my elbow. “You’re still a king, you know. Shouldn’t you be preparing to set sail for the Eerie?”

“About that…” He sucks his bottom lip between his teeth. “I’ve talked to Killian, and we’ve sent word to the Order members back at Castle Grim.” He hesitates, even as a smile lights his face. “I’m stepping down.”

My gaze narrows, my brows lifting. “Stepping down?”

He nods slowly. “The people deserve to choose their ruler.” He smirks, casting a long, sideways glance at the top of my head. “What can I say, you inspired me.”

I run my fingers through my unbound hair, my scalp still aching from the crown that had remained there until this morning. In one month, the people of the Red Island will choose a new ruler. Until then, I will continue to lead, but even now, I can feel the pull of the sea, drawing me toward the horizon.

“I was thinking of putting together a crew,” I say, my lips kicking up in a grin. “There’s still so much to explore—so many things I’d like to see.”

His eyes glitter with mischief. “Sounds like an adventure.”

I draw away from him, only for a moment, as I tug something out from the ivory sleeve of my gown. Lewis sewed it himself, embellished with eleven silver stars along the collar.

One for each member of the Oberon family.

One for Jack. One for Titus.

I withdraw the knave of clubs from where it remained during our wedding ceremony, held in place by the band of braided leather—Owen’s lucky card.

Titus’s approving grin is laced with melancholy as I bend, letting the card wash out to sea. With my family and my crew by my side, I have all the luck I need.

Still, the moment I let go of the card, something breaks above the surface of the waves. There, in the distance, a Hippocampus leaps into the path of moonlight, heading toward the horizon. The scales of the Myth’s hybrid body sparkle in the beam of silver radiance—its top half like the horses I’ve encountered on land, and its lower half like the fish of my haven at sea.

A laugh bursts from my lips as I look up at the Stars—at the new constellation glittering above, woven into the tapestry of legends.

The Raven and the Mouse.

The constellation twinkles, and it feels as if Owen is winking at me.

With one hand, I clutch the medallion resting between my collarbones. “So,” I say, glancing up at Titus to find he’s already looking at me. “What do you say? Will you come with me?”

His fingers twine with mine. “My love,” he sighs, a smile crinkling his eyes, as blue as my beloved ocean. “I would chase you to the stars and back.”
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THE END
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