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      “Can you see it, Mariel? Just over there?” Zale reaches across where I lean against the edge of the ship to point at the dark blur out on the horizon. The ship rocks gently under our feet, the smell of salt and sea hanging heavy in the air.

      A giggle climbs its way up my chest, but I purse my lips to stifle it. “Story time again?”

      Just last night we lingered on the dark deck together so he could show me the map the stars made for us that would lead us to land. He drilled it into my head over and over no matter how many times I told him I would never need it.

      He grins and lifts me up on his shoulders, eliciting a squeal from me as he holds me out over the dark water.

      “You want to stay here forever? You love the water so much, maybe I’ll just toss you in.”

      I hold my arms out, conveniently forgetting that I'm way too old for these kinds of games as my reflection is lost down below in the dark ripples of the sea. He swings me around, focusing my attention back on the shadowy mound in the distance.

      “That’s where we belong. That’s where freedom lies.” His words are so quiet they’re almost lost to the salty wind. “We were never supposed to be out here.”

      I lean my head down by his, wrapping my arms around the top of his head. “Dad said not to talk about this stuff anymore. He says you’re only going to fill my head with nonsense and dreams.”

      “And why shouldn’t your head be full of nonsense and dreams? That’s what we are! We’re dreamers!” He grabs me by the shoulders and lowers me back to the deck. “That’s what humans are supposed to do.”

      “Dad thinks your dreams will lead to trouble,” I tell him with a frown.

      Zale sighs, not taking his gaze off the narrow strip of land as he grabs his rake and gets to work clearing the deck of our latest trash haul. “Dad thinks I don’t know what the rules are.”

      I raise a brow. “Do you?”

      He stops raking and gives me a hard look. “Just because I want to go on land doesn’t make me stupid. And I don’t care what the Fae say, that’s our land.”

      I turn my back on the controversial land, keeping my focus on the horizon. “He’s just worried about you.”

      “He should be more worried about you with the way you work a shovel,” he teases.  He gets back to work for only a second before leaning on the rake. He uses a wet finger to draw the shape of land on the side of the dry wood railing, signing his name at the bottom in a tight tiny scrawl along with the symbol of our family that our mother painted on the side of our boat years ago, a sunburst encased in a circle. I only give it a brief glance before getting back to work, but his attention is completely captured.  “Did you know that there used to be billions of people on land?”

      I gesture to the island of garbage floating on the other side of the boat, our latest clean-up spot. “That’s not hard to believe.”

      “What about the tall buildings we used to live in?” he presses.

      I blow out an exasperated breath. “Zale, every time we’ve gotten close to land, there’s nothing out there. Just trees and dirt.”

      “I bet you could do it.” His voice is quiet as he looks at the faint hint of land again. “I bet you could blend in there if you wanted. You and your Fae ears.”

      I grab at my ears, covering them up so he can’t see the slight points he’s made fun of my whole life. “They’re normal human ears. You don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

      He laughs, cupping my hand with his. “Someday you might not hate them so much. You might even like that you look so much like one of them.”

      I want to stick my tongue out at him, but I bite it instead. His face isn’t full of teasing, instead he wears a sad smile as he looks at me and the embarrassed anger building in my chest fizzles out.

      He pulls a plastic-lined piece of paper out of the sludge surrounding our feet and hands it to me. “Something for your collection?”

      I give him a sardonic smile as I take the plastic-covered paper, imagining exactly where I’ll put this new decoration for my bunk. When we were younger we’d even have contests to see who could find the craziest pictures amongst the garbage. That stopped right after the time we found a book full of naked people that had stayed pretty sturdy despite being in the water for so long. We still laugh about the look on Dad’s face when he found us with it. He'd turned as red as a tomato and couldn’t get two words out. Zale tried to tell him we weren’t keeping it, but Dad wrenched it out of his hand so fast, he still has the scars from the three heavy papercuts that sliced his palms.

      The paper in my hand is bright red, glaring against the dark brown of the ship in the shadowy afternoon sun. ‘Torrine’ is printed in bold letters, with silver buildings rising behind it. I clench the paper in my fist, crumpling it into a ball.

      “You know none of that exists anymore. The Fae saw to that.” I toss it in the pile of trash.

      “Maybe not.” He pulls it back out, smoothing the new creases I've put in the paper. “But that doesn’t mean it couldn’t. Plus remember that paper we found with the castle on it? Dad said it was an image of the Middle Ages or whatever, but that’s what land’s supposed to be like now. Wouldn't you like to see it?”

      “About as much as I'd like a hole in my head.” I laugh and grab the rake from him, pushing the mound into a better pile. “This is the life we’ve been given. I follow the rules.” He might not remember the rules, but I do.

      There are really only two: No humans on land, and humans must clean up the layer of ocean filth left to us by our ancestors. Dad says we’re lucky to have something to do out here, but I'm not so sure. Expunging the ocean of the trash we had no part in creating doesn’t sound like something to be grateful for.

      Zale bends closer to his pile. “Yes, yes, yes, the rules. Is there room for this in your precious rules?”

      “For wha—"

      A heavy glob of rotten mess lands on my face with a squelch as the pulp-like mass slips down my cheek. Zale howls with laughter, moving to the other side of the deck as I whip off his trash-ball.

      “We’re not five anymore,” I yell even as I reach into the pile to make a ball of my own.

      Zale laughs and another ball goes soaring over my head. “I think you were better competition when you were five.”

      “That so?”

      I throw my ball, hooting with delight as it makes an impact with his shoulder.

      “Absolutely,” he laughs.

      I bend over to grab more as another glob skims the top of my hair. I grab handful after handful and lob them in the direction of Zale’s laughter. Heavy thumping comes from the hold as Zale’s friend Ry races across the deck, trash in hand ready to launch at Zale.

      “Hey! Doing bad enough that you need backup?” Zale asks as he sidles around Ry in a crouch. “Poor baby Mariel, needs Ry to fight me?”

      “Actually, this is for giving me the bottom bunk on chili night,” Ry says as he lobs his ball at Zale’s face.

      “I can’t help that that’s where our spare bed is.” Zale throws a handful of garbage at Ry.

      Ry gives me a barely perceptible nod as he keeps Zale’s attention. “As soon as we meet up with the other ships, I’m out of here. Even my dad’s rinky boat is better than sharing a room with you!”

      “And here I was thinking I was providing a vacation out of the goodness of my own heart.” Zale clasps his hand to his chest in mock sorrow.

      “Only you would think a vacation included your share of work.” Ry gives him a grin as he wads up a handful of sludge.

      “I never said who the vacation was for.” Zale chuckles as he avoids Ry’s throw.

      I grab one of the buckets sitting on the edge of the deck and fill it with some of the soggy garbage. My shoe squeaks as I step through the water toward my brother’s turned back.

      “Hence why I'm getting off this ship,” Ry says, his gaze flicking over to me for barely a second as the ship lurches to the side.

      “Wha—”

      I pour the bucket over Zale’s head as he turns, my cover blown. He clamps his mouth shut as brown water cascades over his hair and into the collar of his shirt.

      “Still think I was better competition at five?” I ask.

      “Try me again tomorrow and we’ll see.” He grabs for the bucket, but I move back in quick steps, keeping the metal handle out of reach.

      “Kids,” Dad shouts as he comes up the stairs, Alon close behind him. “Do you feel that?”

      We halt in place, Zale’s hand a breath away from my face. Cold wind whips through my hair. The sun is blocked out as dark heavy clouds move closer to us.

      “A storm’s coming,” Zale says. He reaches forward to ruffle my hair before wiping the garbage off his hands onto his pants.

      “Ready the ship,” Dad says, moving past me with a frown.

      “Ready the ship,” Zale mouths at me with a grin. He grabs my arm and gives it a squeeze that tells me everything is going to be all right. “Take care of yourself Mariel.” He leans closer to whisper in my ear. “And if anything goes wrong, remember what I told you. Don’t forget to hold onto freedom, no matter the cost.”

      “Promise me you’ll be okay.” My chest hurts as he gives me his easy grin.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Ry shakes his head as I gather up our harvesting tools and Zale follows Dad. The wind blows harder, the ship shuddering as the water turns violent.

      “Mariel, head below. We'll handle this,” Dad yells over the storm.

      I give him a nod, looking past him to my brother where he pulls up our sails in strong movements. He gives me a half smile that I return, my thoughts lingering on him despite the storm coming in hard around us.

      We’re in this together Zale. I’ll always be there to protect you, even from yourself.

      I glance towards land, now completely obscured in the heavy rain and run towards the comfort of my bunk. The ship shudders beneath me as the sky goes black, taking out stars one by one.
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      “Ship!” I mutter as my feet slip out from under me.

      Landing on my butt, I almost wish I’d hit the hard deck rather than the reeking pile of trash that seeps into my pants. Layers of soggy garbage cover nearly every inch of the deck, sunlight rarely reaching the wooden boards. The plastic, paper, and seaweed squelch across the wood as I struggle to find my footing. Lifting my hands, I tangle my arms in the rigging and pull myself out of the mess.

      “Mariel,” Dad snaps.

      “I said ship.” I narrow my eyes at Dad as he gets his rake out. He drags the garbage into neat lines, readying them for the incinerator. The heavy noon sun reflects off the puddles of water, making it hard to make out anything in the sodden piles with clarity.

      Sighing, I rub my lower back where a tough piece of plastic hit and get back to work.  My boots dip into the garbage and water pushes through the holes and between my toes. Duct tape only does so much where water is concerned.

      “Still looking for treasure?” Alon calls from the other side of the mound where he helps Dad comb it into the holding cell.

      I give him a dirty gesture without looking up. We haven’t looked for treasure in this trash for years. “Maybe if I look hard enough, I’ll find some of your lost brain cells.”

      The smile slips off his face as he tugs a faded yellow hat over his eyes, and I’m left grinning to myself as I pick through some wadded-up pages. The words printed across the paper have long been lost to the ocean, but sometimes I still make out something interesting. The image of a bright red paper flits through my mind before I shake it away.

      “Are you going to pick through it or actually help us?” Ry asks.

      “I didn’t realize this was such a big job that you needed a girl to help you,” I tease.

      “Is that what you’re calling yourself now?” Alon asks.

      I grab a cup from the top of the pile and fling some of the filthy water at my older brother. He dodges out of the way but flecks of it still splatter across his face and catch Ry’s jaw. Dad glances up, rake full of garbage, to give us a warning glare. I hide a grin behind my gloved hand. I doubt he’d really yell at us anyway.

      Ry wipes his face off with a fake scowl and continues raking. I pick through the bits closest to me, tossing aside plastic forks, spoons, and chip bags; all hints of a society I’ve never known and will never know now. After that hurricane passed through, it took a lot of the liveliness of our ship with it that night.

      I comb through the layers of garbage as the boys rake it up. If I don’t move quick, I’ll never save anything. I don’t know what it is about the rotting heaps we pull onto our ship every day that makes me want to save anything, but the pile of treasures in my room proves this isn’t a new habit. There’s very little out here to call my own, but that wall is something no one has ever tried to take. I’ve found some pretty cool things out on the water too. Love notes, foreign foods, and sometimes even maps. The notes are my favorite. I like imagining what the world must be like on land.

      But that’s not what I'm looking for anymore. I haven’t added anything to my wall in years. Now I dig through the mess hoping for a sign. It's pointless, but I can’t bring myself to give up yet.

      Grabbing a shovel from its hook on the wall, I sigh in disgust and start piling up the mound closest to me. There’s nothing good in here today. According to Ry, there’s never anything good, but I have to keep trying.

      Dad sings under his breath, the sun beating down on his leathered neck. A wide-brimmed hat sits low over his face to shade his wrinkled eyes as he studies the garbage. Shrugging, he sweeps it into the waiting hold. We’re almost at capacity, so a trip to the incinerator will be in our future. Incinerator days are the only time we get to see anyone else. When the hold is full, we join the crowd of boats waiting to burn their load. It’s not a quick process so we often get to visit with the other ships stranded on the ocean with us.

      My back strains, shovel shifting in my calloused hands as I heave the garbage to Dad. Above us, the loose sails flap in the warm breeze. I prefer raking duty, but those jobs go fast. Squinting against the sun’s reflection in the puddles, I dig in for another soggy heap and a folded piece of red paper catches my eye. My fingers twitch and before I have a chance to think about it, I pull the scrap out of the pile.

      Holding it open, I scan the page for anything that might be a clue. A faded N is printed in bold at the top of the paper, with the middle completely rubbed away. Clutching it in my hand, my chest grows tight. I throw it back in the pile, but the damage has been done.

      Another day has passed and I have nothing to show for it. Nothing but the ache in my chest; the heaviness in my heart that only grows harder to carry as the days progress. I grab the shovel so tight it pops a blister on my finger. Leaning into the pain, I move with more vigor than before. It’s the best way I can put all of this behind me.

      Sweat drips down my temples as we work. The earlier lightheartedness Ry tried to bring suffocates under the heavy load of our work and my sorrow. There’s a reason why only the exiled do this. It's hard work that must be done to atone, and it’s what I've been doing every day since that night. This is my past, my present, and my future.

      I’ll die on this boat.
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        * * *

      

      The sun has long been set by the time Dad tells us to clean up. We light a few glass box lanterns, the oil in them pitifully low, and make our way below, shoulders slumped under the exertion of the day. Alon doesn’t even bother to give me one of his usual antagonistic glares.

      Stumbling down the narrow stairs and into my cabin, I sink into my hammock and throw a hand over my eyes. I know I should care that I’m filthy. I should care that I’m banished. I should care that my life and everything in it is garbage.

      I sigh. Not caring is a lie. I want to clean off, but fresh water is too carefully rationed. Life on the ship means learning how to lie to yourself. Learning not to care.

      I scratch at my skin, layers of dried salt flaking off under my fingernails. My hammock sways as the boat rocks in a gentle wave. With any luck, the weather will stay pleasant and we’ll have a quick sail to the incinerator. Then it’ll be a couple days of relaxing fun before we’re off to start again.

      My stomach rumbles and I heave myself from the bed. I suppose hunger is just about the only thing that could make me move.

      The kitchen is a pitiful room, just a small space in the middle of our living quarters. We never have anything fresh to cook, so it's more of a ‘store and arrange’ room than anything else. I dig around in the cupboards, setting my lantern on the well-worn wooden table. My fingers grasp empty air, scraping along the bottom of the cupboard. Even if the hold wasn’t full, we’d have to make a trip to the incinerator for rations.

      The floor squeaks behind me.

      “Find anything?”

      I turn and face Dad, showing him my empty hands. He frowns, the deep grooves in his face filled with the ever-present darkness. Stomping past me, he does his own inventory. He reaches up to one of the highest shelves, standing on tiptoe and reaching his fingers into the dark corners. His face lights up even before he reveals his find. I didn’t even bother trying that cupboard; I’d need a chair just to pretend to look inside.

      The tin opens with a pop! and we peer inside, my breath caught in my lungs. My stomach rumbles in the silence and Dad grins as he reaches inside and pulls out a few hard biscuits and jerky. My fingers twitch to snatch it, my mouth salivating.

      “We’ll have to save some for your brother and Ry, but we’ll make the most of what we have and set off for the incinerator first thing in the morning,” Dad says with a frown.

      I smile as he hands me a biscuit. If left to his own devices, he’d probably keep gathering garbage until the ship sunk under its weight before he went happily to the incinerator.

      He hands me my carefully measured cup of water and I dip a bit of the biscuit in. Without softening it, there’s no way my teeth would ever make it through this brick. Still, my mouth feels drier than before with my cup in front of me.

      I lift the biscuit out and take a sip, closing my eyes as the stale water floods my mouth. It doesn’t matter how old it gets; it’ll always be the best thing I ever tasted. I used to dream of having enough water to drink as much as I wanted, day and night. But that’s just it. It was only ever a dream.

      Dad watches me as I attempt to chew through the damp part of the biscuit, his eyes narrowed in the low light. I raise my eyebrows at him and he turns away. The hard biscuit has no taste as I chew it, not that it really did when it was fresh. The food we bring on board is meant to keep us alive, and that’s it. It does a good job. We haven’t starved yet, despite the way some of my bones jut out at awkward angles.

      “It will get better.” Dad’s voice is low as he turns towards me, eyes shining in the light. He’s been thinking about the past again.

      “I’m not worried about it,” I say.

      Dad ruffles my hair, a dark strand falling out of my ponytail and into my face. He stands and strides down the hallway, his departure creating a symphony of squeaks in the sagging wood.

      Grabbing the lantern, I head back to my room. I don’t mind being alone usually, but something about the creases forming in Dad’s face makes me want to hide.

      “Hey,” Alon stomps down the stairs in his heavy boots, stopping me in the hallway. “Saved something for you.”

      He holds out a bucket filled to the brim with garbage. I scowl at him and he shakes the bucket at me, water sloshing around in the bottom. His smile is cruel as I wrench the bucket from his hands before he makes a mess.

      “I know how much you love your garbage.”

      It’s not even close to being a funny joke, not anymore, but I'd rather take the bucket and have him leave me alone about it. I don’t have enough fight left in me to deal with my brother’s teasing, not today.

      Safe in my cocoon of blankets in the hammock, the bucket underneath me as I rock, I stare at the wooden boards of the ceiling. The ship creaks as the ocean moves beneath me.

      Home should feel less . . . empty and uncomfortable. Each day feels hollower and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      A shout echoes from the other side of the ship and then it rocks so hard that I'm thrown from the hammock, landing in the freshly upturned bucket. Garbage water sloshes around in the small dark room and I have to bite my tongue to keep from cursing at Alon.

      Grabbing handfuls of soggy paper, I throw the mess back into the bucket, thinking of creative ways to get back at Alon tomorrow. Paper cuts my hand, still soft from working with the trash all day, and burns as saltwater fills the fresh wound.

      “Ship!” I say under my breath, just in case Dad’s close enough to hear me.

      Curiosity burns the back of my mind, but I don’t heed its call, not this time. I've already been let down today, there’s no reason to go looking for more.

      And yet . . .

      It’s unusual to find paper that can give a paper cut. Most of the garbage we haul is old enough that its strength bled into the sea long ago. Sometimes books or paper are found relatively dry if they’ve been floating on top of the garbage island or sat there long enough for the unforgiving ocean sun to dry it back out again, but it's not a common occurrence.

      I reach into the bucket and pull the offending paper back out. Black ink stands out dark against the white paper. How fresh is the writing that the ink is still weeping? Tendrils of black bleed across the page, marring the words spread across the folded sheet. We’ve been out on the open ocean for a month, and I know it didn’t come from us, so where did it come from?

      With shaking hands, I pull the paper open. One wrong move here could rip the paper apart and ruin any sort of surprises it could hold. The lantern flickers despite the lack of wind. The air here is as stale as the water.

      Words swim before my gaze. It’s hard to make out in the dim light, so I bring it closer to my face. The water seems to have destroyed anything legible, making the pressure in my chest build to an unbearable level and I’m tempted to throw it at the wall. Gathering this stuff is a waste of time.

      I fold it roughly, but before I can finish, a single word jumps out from the page. Body growing cold, I lean closer until my nose is almost touching the paper. It can’t be. And yet there it is clear as day.

      Zale

      My breath catches in my chest and I hold it there as I read the name over and over again. His name. How many could there possibly be? Could it be? Could this note have been written by my brother? It’s been so long since I saw him write something that I don’t know if I'd recognize his handwriting. It doesn’t seem possible, but the threads of hope that have lain dormant in my heart are bursting back into life.

      It’s been two years.

      Two long, painful years.

      My stomach twists into anxious knots of hope as I scan the sheet again, looking for more comprehensible words. For more clues as to why his name was there.

      The ship sways in a large swell and my lantern rocks back and forth from the peg where it hangs, sending large swaths of shadow across the paper. Reading it in this level of darkness is going to be near impossible. Can I wait until morning though? And when can I look at it without the others seeing? If they knew I suspected it was about Zale, they’d discourage me from pursuing the idea.

      Dad was the first one of us to decide he had to be dead. Nothing I’ve said since has changed his mind. In fact, it only succeeded in making him angry.

      Cursing the darkness of the new moon, I blow out the lantern and clutch the paper to my chest; there’s no way I can read this until daylight. I’ll just have to risk my father’s wrath and let the hope flow in. I can feel my heart beating under my fingertips where they curl under the paper.

      I’ve had hope before, but never this strong. I never had an actual reason to be hopeful. I just believed things were different, and now hope is blooming in my chest. I knew he couldn’t be gone. The storm had taken him away, but it hadn’t killed him. I never believed that. If my brother were dead, I would know. Something in my soul would tell me he was gone. And I never got that.

      I tried to tell Dad that my heart insisted on Zale’s survival, but he wouldn’t engage.

      “Accept what is and move on,” he’d said.

      He’s not a dreamer, not like Zale is. Not like I want to be.

      At least that’s what I tell myself.

      But Zale’s whispers still live in my head and every time I look at land, I can’t help but think of how hard he pushed for the chance to get there. No matter how much I like my life on the boat, his dreams persist in me.

      It’s crazy, but I can look into a storm without blinking. It’s life on land that scares the crap out of me, no matter Zale’s convincing. I like my life contained by the plank floors of our ship and the open horizon of the sea. What more could I want?

      Freedom.

      It’s Zale’s voice in my head, whispering a reminder of all his stories. All the directions he gave me as he drilled freedom and belonging into my dreams of land as we stared up at the stars. I can’t deny that it made my blood race to think of living out his plans.

      Our family is one of the banished and there’s no way around that. Humans can’t get on land, not with money or pleas. The punishment is death, something Dad reminded Zale every time he heard him talking about the impossibility.

      My heart pounds so loudly it nearly drowns out the creaking of the ship around me. It’s absolutely insane, what I’m thinking. And yet, I’m smiling.

      Zale is alive.
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      The sun beats down in a thick haze against the deck when I finally pull the paper from my pocket. Dad kept to his word, and we were up before dawn getting the ship ready for our trip. With the ruse of keeping watch, which I’m sure Dad saw right through, I climb the rigging and settle in. The thick rope cradles comfortingly around my thighs as I unfold the paper.

      I can barely breathe as I search for Zale’s name. I spent half the night telling myself it had been a dream, that I’d imagined a smudge of ink was his name. The sun keeps no secrets. If his name is on this paper right now, then it's real. If not, then I can chalk it up to a trick of the night.

      But there it is, as clear as ever.

      Zale.

      I scan the page, looking for more, stomach in my throat as I gulp down the moist sea air. The words I thought had been eaten by the ocean appear in startling clarity. The tendrils of bleeding ink do little to make the message unreadable. It’s almost as if this page were dropped in the water mere minutes before I found it. But that couldn’t be possible. I shake my head to clear the idea out, take a deep breath, and read the page.

      Sir,

      As predicted, the dark-haired man you saw behaving so strangely in the market two weeks ago, Zale, is in on the plot. The actions we originally deemed to stem from innocence can no longer be overlooked. I will be sending soldiers in shortly to take care of this particular weed and eliminate the uprising.

      Yours in order and in peace,

      Captain Wimark

      The plot? Uprising? Eliminate? Words pound against my skull and my fingers go limp. What is he talking about? How would Zale be in a market? We’re not allowed on land.

      The crisp edges of the letter flutter in the wind and I have to scramble to keep it from flying out of my hands. My eyes feel glassy and I can hardly see as I try to work through what I’ve read.

      My brother is alive.

      He’s part of an uprising.

      And he’s about to be eliminated.

      The comfort I found in his survival is completely squashed and replaced with unrestrained panic. What am I going to do? How old is this letter? Is he already dead; exterminated like a weed?

      No.

      I refuse to believe that it’s already over; that I could have come so close to finding him, just to have it ripped away.

      “Mariel?”

      I glance through the rope to where Dad is standing, hand shading his face as he tilts it up to me.

      “Are you ready to come down yet?”

      “Yeah, Mariel, ready to give us an actual hand with anything? Or are you just going to laze around up there and watch us do the real work?” Alon asks. He comes to stand beside my father, a frown marring his face.

      Dad frowns. “I don’t need your help with this. Get back to your job.”

      With a huff, Alon stomps down the stairs, a door slamming behind him as he descends into darkness. Tangling my arms in the rope, I lay against the rough cording, face pressed into an open space.

      “Is it all right if I stay up here a little longer?” I ask.

      Dad shakes his head. “You’ve been up there long enough. Come on down and keep Ry company.”

      Biting back a sigh, I fold the letter up and stick it back in my pocket. As I climb down the rigging, careful to avoid some of the knots holding the ship together, Dad marches back to whatever task he’d been doing before he noticed my prolonged absence.

      Ry stands at the helm, loosely gripping the wheel. I shove my hands into my pockets and lean against the side of the ship.

      “Nice of you to join us,” he says. He grins, turning to face me.

      “I didn’t realize you couldn’t steer without my presence.”

      “There’s not much I’m capable of doing without your presence.”

      My cheeks warm and I smack his arm. He’s been making increasingly more little comments like that lately. Ones that make my chest tighten in anticipation like when a big storm is on the horizon.

      “You seem…quiet this morning,” he says, carefully watching my face.

      “I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

      “Are you thinking about getting to the incinerator?” He keeps his face carefully blank, but his tone is wheedling enough to know there’s tension behind his words.

      I shrug. “What about getting to the incinerator?”

      “I’m sure there’ll be some parties…”

      “What are you getting at?”

      He runs a hand through his loose brown curls. “Were you thinking at all about your next step?”

      I sigh. “My next step?”

      I swear he’s being dense on purpose.

      “You’re not going to stay on your father’s ship forever are you? It’s going to be Alon’s one day…” he trails off again.

      “I haven’t thought about it…” When would I have the time to worry about any of this?

      “Oh.”

      I know what he’s saying is true. One day this will be Alon’s ship, and I’m sure he’ll only find me to be even more of a nuisance. Girls tend to marry into other families to find their place. That’s never really appealed to me. When Zale was still here it was going to be his boat. He’d never want to kick me out.

      I sincerely hope Ry wasn’t referring to me meeting someone and getting off this ship. It’s not something I’d even consider right now. Never mind the fact that girls much younger than me have already started down that journey. It’s just not for me. Not yet.

      Ry keeps his gaze glued to the sea in front of us. His shoulders remain tight, even as he does his best to smile. He’s not fooling any of us.

      Alon’s uncharacteristic light step bounces up the stairs. “Are you keeping us on course for the incinerator?”

      “Of course,” Ry says emotionlessly.

      “Good, good.” His face beams despite the layer of sweat drenching his skin.

      I frown. “What are you so happy about?”

      Alon glances at Ry who quickly shakes his head. “Just happy to be going to the incinerator.”

      “You’re never this happy to go to the incinerator. What do you know?” I narrow my eyes at him.

      The wide smile drips off his face and he wipes his forehead with the back of his hand. “I don’t know anything, I’m just excited to go.”

      Ry’s conversation before clicks in my head. “Excited for any particular reason?”

      Could it be possible he’s ready to find a girl? That would explain Ry’s sudden interest in making sure I’m taken care of. Alon marrying would put a wrench in my way of life for sure.

      “Not any that I can think of,” Alon says, grin still in place.

      “There’s not any girls you’re hoping to woo?” I press.

      He laughs. “Woo? Come on Mariel, are you serious?”

      “I’ve never seen you so excited to go to the incinerator before. Usually, you complain about the waste of time and how long it takes to get through the line.” He’s going to be just like Dad one day.

      Alon crosses his arms over his chest. “One bad mood doesn’t mean I have to be that way every time.”

      “One bad mood?” Ry asks with raised brows as we both laugh.

      Alon opens his mouth to speak, but Ry elbows him in the gut. “You have all the joy you want. We won’t stop you.”

      Lines wrinkle Alon’s forehead, but he doesn’t refute Ry’s words. I watch them together, grinding my jaw. If I wasn’t so preoccupied thinking about Zale, I’d care more about figuring out whatever they’re up to.

      The mystery of Zale demands my attention. Let them spend their time being stupid.  I have work to do.

      “How long to the incinerator this time?” I ask.

      Ry watches Alon disappear down the steps. “We should get there by nightfall. We’ve been slowly working our way back for the last couple of weeks.”

      I chew my bottom lip. Usually, Dad stays as far from the incinerator as he can. Not that there isn’t refuse to pick up around it, but he seems to think that picking up what’s left behind after the dumping is degrading. Like rats going after scraps. I’ve never known him to get so close on purpose before.

      “That’s a little odd.”

      “I guess we’ve been floating a little low this trip. Your dad wanted to make sure we were close enough for help if we needed it,” Ry says.

      “Why didn’t he say anything?” I ask.

      Ry shrugs. “He said something to me.”

      Why didn’t he talk to me? Did everyone on the ship know we were having trouble and no one told me?

      I tap my foot against the deck, toes squelching in my still-wet socks.

      “What Mariel?” Ry asks with a sigh.

      “Isn’t it odd he never said anything to me?”

      “I’m sure there’s a lot he doesn’t share with you.”

      I frown, my stomach hardening. I’m sure there is a lot he doesn’t share. Could any of it be about Zale? What could he know that I don’t? Could it be about the storm?

      Digging through my memories, I don’t really remember him that night. I thought it was just because of the chaos of the storm, but could it really be that he wasn’t there at all? I close my eyes as that night comes crashing back down on me.

      Water beats against the side of the boat, pushing us back and forth so hard that it's all I can do to hold onto my hammock. I hate how glad I am that Dad sent me below despite being more than capable of helping.

      Shouts echo down the stairwell, almost eaten up by the crackle of lightning. Dad yells something and I think Zale tries to call back, but it’s hard to make out anything over the storm. A thump hits the deck above me and a scream pierces through the wood.

      Before I can think about it, I'm moving. Someone up there needs me. My muscles clench and my knuckles turn white as I climb from my bed, holding onto the rope holding it up as the ship threatens to shift out from under me. Legs shaking, I lunge into the hallway, pressing my hands against the walls to hold me up.

      Water floods the stairs, trickling down to fill my shoes as I struggle to stay upright. Deep voices shout above me as lightning brightens the opening to above for a brief second. Zale stands in front of the stairs, attention absorbed by something off the ship, a wave maybe? I shout his name, but he doesn’t hear me. Moving faster, I try to get to him before he can move but the ship tilts and my feet slide out from under me. My head knocks against the wall and I have to blink a few times to clear the stars from my vision before I can move again.

      Zale starts moving and I grab the railing to pull myself up the stairs. I move as fast as I can, but by the time I make it to the top, Zale is nowhere to be seen.

      Rain pelts my face as I turn, counting each member of my family but him, making sure everyone is safe. Dad sees me and waves me back down the stairs. There's no sign of what caused the scream, so there’s no reason to be here. But my chest feels heavy as I look around for Zale one more time before slinking back to my bunk.

      My hands shake as I come back to the present, answers eluding me as the memory of the headache pounds in the back of my head. I run my fingers through my hair as though that will help drive the guilt away. At the very least my headache ebbs away.

      I start down the stairs to the main deck and turn to go below.

      “Where are you going?” Ry leans towards me, even as his hand is anchored to the wheel.

      Waving him off, I continue down. He doesn’t need to know everything I do.

      The cool moist darkness envelopes me as I march down the hallway of our main living areas. “Dad?”

      I haven’t seen him above for a while, so he has to be down here. Only silence meets my call, the walls absorbing my words.

      “Dad?”

      Without the telltale flickering under the doors of a lantern, I can’t tell right away if anyone is down here. It’s not like Dad to hide away when we’re traveling. He’s usually a million places at once as he tries to keep up with any possible scenario. Dad’s never been one to sleep on the job.

      A thump behind his bedroom door has me springing forward, unlatching the door before my conscious thoughts have caught up with me. “Dad?”

      He looks up at me from where he’s sitting on the floor. “Everything okay?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me we were heading towards the incinerator?”

      His eyes widen at my directness. “I didn’t realize it was breaking news.”

      “We never dig this close.”

      “I…what does it matter Mariel?” He scrubs at the stubble lining his chin, watching as I sit across from him.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Dad laughs. “There’s plenty you don’t know. Most of it is stuff you wouldn’t want to know.”

      “Somehow I doubt that.”

      “Where is all of this animosity coming from?”

      I take a deep breath. “What do you know about Zale?”

      The lines in his face deepen. “You know everything I know.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      He crosses his arms over his chest and I try to resettle myself on the floor. My body feels like it’s a million specs of garbage all trying to float in different directions.

      “We don’t talk about Zale anymore.”

      “Just because you don’t want to, doesn’t mean none of us remember him. I think about him every day. I don’t think he’s dead.”

      “I never said he was dead.”

      My throat feels like it’s closing up. “B-but, you always…”

      He didn’t. It’s true. He never said Zale was dead. We assumed it on our own based on what he said. Dad never had to say Zale was dead. We said it for him.

      “I found something, and I think it might be about Zale. What if he’s okay and he just needs—”

      “Stop.” Dad holds up a hand and I stumble on the rest of my words. “It doesn’t matter what you found. We have work to do and other things to focus on. Your brother made his choice and we will not speak of it again. Have I made myself clear?”

      Half-numb shock runs through me but I find it in myself to nod.

      “Are we done here?”

      Dad’s knees pop as he stands. For as strong as he looks, he’s getting older. Is that something else I chose not to notice?

      Without waiting for me to answer, Dad leaves the room. The sounds of him moving across the wooden planks recede down the long hallway. I clench my fists so tight that my fingernails dig half-moon shapes into my palm.

      So my questions aren’t even worth answering? He just talked around me with his half-truths.

      “Mariel?”

      Ry stands outside the door, watching where I’m still crouched against the floor. I stand with barely more finesse than Dad did, frustration making my body tight.

      “What are you doing here? I thought you were on steering.”

      “Alon was more than willing to step in. I wanted to make sure—"

      “I don’t need you to check on me. You’re not Zale.” My words are harsh. “Was there anything else?”

      Ry opens and closes his mouth. “I guess not.”

      “Good.”

      I shove past his shoulder and into my room, slamming the door behind me. His footsteps hesitate outside the door before continuing upstairs. Good. I don’t want him here right now. Not with the way things have been.

      The only person I would want to talk to about this is Zale. That’s the sick irony of it all. Does Dad know where Zale is? Was Zale lost in the storm, or did he use the storm as a reason to leave?

      Why would Zale leave though? He knows setting foot on dry land is as good as a death sentence for us. What could make him willing to risk it? Surely not the little dreams he would tell me? Those were just stories. Nothing to take seriously or think would actually come true. Right?

      Zale knows our place in life. There’s nothing we can do about that. He should have accepted it like the rest of us.

      But he obviously didn’t.

      Even if I could get away, I don’t know the first thing about living on land. They’d know immediately that I wasn’t supposed to be there. I wouldn’t be any good to him. I’d be subject to the same death sentence as him.

      But I know something Zale doesn’t: Captain Wimark is out to get him. Snuff him like a weed? Whatever that means, I know it can’t be good.

      I can’t sit here knowing there’s a threat to his life and pretend like nothing is happening. Anxiety and indecision war with each other, eating away at the lining of my stomach.

      Groaning, I light my lantern. Its light flickers over the wall of treasures I’ve created, illuminating long-forgotten words. I could add it to the wall, another piece of my montage that will, in time, grow as dark with mold as the memories of my brother have.

      I shake my head. My brother isn’t dead, and I’m not about to sit idly by while that fear becomes a reality. I’m going to have to do something. Something stupid. Something that involves stepping foot on dry land. I made a promise and I refuse to break it.
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        * * *

      

      Ry was right when he said we’d make it to the incinerator by nightfall. The sun is just barely setting when we make out the chutes of red flames reaching into the sky from the narrow black pipes jutting from the squat black building. The building that all our livelihoods rely on. A field of ships sits around it waiting for their turn to unload. Dad takes over steering as he maneuvers us closer to the other ships.

      The sounds of music and laughter fill the air, despite the thick layer of smoke covering the area. Usually, the sight brings a smile to my face, but not today. If I can’t figure out how to get off the ship and onto dry land tonight, I may never.

      While Dad is distracted, yelling to other captains across the narrow swath of sea between us, I sneak to his room. He’s locked the door, but that’s no problem. I use a narrow piece of wood to pick the lock and grab the only maps I can see with land on them. I can only pray he won’t miss them before I’m long gone.

      Shoving them into my worn canvas bag, I cover them with a layer of patchy clothes. Just in case. Turning to leave the room, my gaze snags on our family symbol where it’s hung on the wall. Zale spent a whole summer carving it out of driftwood, gently forming the sunburst and the circle around it with his weather-beat ends. I grab it impulsively, running my fingers over the smooth wood.

      “Going somewhere?”

      Ry stands in the doorway, brows raised as he eyes my bag and I almost drop Zale’s creation.

      I shove the sunburst into my bag without looking up. “I want to be prepared.”

      “For what?”

      “In case I want to hang out on another ship.”

      It’s not completely unusual for this to happen. Usually, it’s more of a courting thing than a casual thing, but I don’t care. Let Ry think what he wants to. He’s going to anyway.

      Ry’s eyes go wide, watching as I throw in my spare shoes with a grin on my face. It’s a little fun to see him thrown off, especially knowing I’m not about to go whoring around on another boat. He opens his mouth, closes it tight, and opens it again, looking like a fish. I fold my arms over my chest.

      “I thought you said—"

      “I thought this was what you wanted.” I try to head him off.

      “No—I… I wasn’t thinking you would do this…I kind of thought…”

      “I’m not a mind reader.”

      He sighs. “No, of course not.”

      “Plus I didn’t say I was actually going to do anything.” I decide to give him a break. “I thought I should be prepared.”

      “Oh, right.” He runs a hand through his hair, his gaze still pinned on my sagging bag. I know it’s impossible but I feel like he’s going to be able to stare through and see the maps. The only thing worse than Ry finding me would be Dad. They're the only ones that could look at me and figure my plan out without even trying.

      I cross in front of the bag to break his eye contact. “Did you need something?”

      “Oh.” He blinks. “I wanted to let you know we’re going to eat with The Siren tonight.”

      I nod and he backs out of the room, face pale and eyes dazed. If I’d known he was going to take the idea of me hooking up with someone else so hard, I might have thought twice before doing it. Maybe. I know he’s joked around with me a lot, but I never spent much time thinking about his ‘intentions’. I never thought he was serious about them, and now there’s just no time for that.

      Things were so much simpler before he moved on the ship. Before Zale went missing. The last year has really thrown my family for a loop. Ry used to share a room with Alon before Zale went missing. Now Ry has Zale’s room, as though they think we can fill the spaces and forget Zale was ever here.

      That is one nice thing about our ship though. We don’t carry any cargo other than the trash, there are no passengers other than ourselves, and so we end up having enough room for everyone to have their own space.

      From what I understand that’s not always the case. At least it isn’t on the big boats we see sometimes. The ones carrying food and other fineries to the Fae from the sea folk.

      I’ve never envied their large boats. Who needs that much space when you don’t have any for yourself?

      Leaving my bag on the floor, I head back up to the deck. The emergency boat knocks against the side of the hull as we rock in a wave, a sound that makes me cringe. Am I really willing to brave the ocean in that tiny thing? This ship has been my life since I was born. Can I really sail away from it? And on a rowboat no less?

      I’ll have to, for Zale.

      I know I should just accept that I’ve made my decision and go along with it, but I’ve never been the adventurer. Zale knew that. He would never ask me to go after him. That’s probably why he didn’t tell me he was leaving in the first place. He would never be mad I didn’t come after him. So why does it make me feel like throwing up every time I think about either option? I can’t leave and I can’t stay.

      The noise from the other ships has grown, colorful flags floating in the wind with all the air of a festival. Voices call to each other as reunions fill the slivers of ocean between the boats. The smell of baking bread almost overtakes the smell of salt in the air as the humans revel in their renewed supplies. This is usually my favorite time, but there’s no way for me to enjoy it now. Why couldn’t I have found the letter after we came to the incinerator? Why couldn’t I have one last happiness before my inevitable journey?

      There’s no point wondering now. The damage is done.

      Dad comes up behind me, clapping me on the shoulder. “I was hoping you’d show up before we swung over. I know how much you enjoy seeing all the other humans.”

      “Why are you doing this? I know how much you don’t like seeing all the other humans.”

      Dad frowns. “I thought you could use a little boost.”

      More likely he thought he needed to do something to keep me from asking any more questions about Zale. It won’t work, although, I’m past the point of questions now. It’s time for action; as much as I hate it. As much as I fear it.

      “I don’t think I can make it.” The idea forms in my head as I’m speaking. “I’m really not feeling well. Do you think you can continue without me?”

      Dad presses the back of his leathered hand to my forehead. “Are you sure? You don’t feel warm.”

      “Yeah. It’s all in my stomach, hurts real bad.” I press a hand to my belly and groan. If I’m lucky he’ll think I’m talking about my period and back off.

      His dark eyes go wide and I know I’m in luck. “All right, well maybe tomorrow night then?”

      “I’m sure I’ll feel much better by then.”

      He gives me a tight smile as Alon unwraps a knotted rope from around the mast. With a whoop he swings through the air and onto our neighboring ship. Dad shakes his head, gives me a hug and follows Alon with much more dignity.

      Heart in my throat, I head back to my room. My hands shake as I grab my bag and make sure the letter is still folded in my pocket.

      This is it.

      I hesitate in the doorway. If I leave too soon they won’t be distracted enough. If I leave too late they could catch me as they come back over. And what are the odds the ships around me won’t say something about the little boat heading off on its own? If I’m caught now, I might never get another chance. Dad will do his best to ensure I don’t get another chance.

      “Hey, I brought you a biscuit, if you can even call it that anymore—” Ry stops talking as he looks up, a hard rock of bread in his hand. “Your dad said you weren’t feeling well.”

      “I thought you were leaving.”

      “Obviously.”

      His gaze travels from the bag draped over my shoulder to the tight lines on my face. Of course, he would be the one to catch me. The only one who pays way too much attention to what I’m doing.

      I grab the biscuit out of his hand, shoving it into my bag. I’ll need it later if he doesn’t give me away first. Thank goodness he didn’t manage to get his hands on anything fresh that might go bad.

      “Who are you going to see?” His voice is hard, his shoulders tight as he stares at me.

      “You wouldn’t understand.” And even if he did, I can’t risk him stopping me.

      “Want to try me?”

      I shrug. Giving away any more information will only make him more suspicious. His eyes narrow, but his shoulders slump. I’ve won.

      “Are we done here?” My chest twinges as I snap at him again. I have to do it. He doesn’t understand, but I have to push him away.

      The light coming down the stairs has faded to almost nothing. I’m about to miss my window if Ry won’t find somewhere else to be.

      He nods, shifting enough that I can walk through the doorway, but staying close enough that the top of my head brushes his chin. Smoothing my blonde hair down, I close my eyes and pretend it doesn’t bother me. I’m not a liar, I never have been. That all changes tonight.

      My bag bites into my shoulder as I run back to my room. Digging through a chest I have pushed against the wall, I dig out the shoulder and wrist padding Zale gave me for protection when I was first learning how to climb the rigging. I don’t know what’s going to happen next, but I imagine it won’t hurt me to be a little more protected.

      Heart heavy with my lies, I head back into the hallway and drag my feet up the stairs. The light from the incinerator charges the sky, the sounds of the banished drifting over the still water.

      Glancing towards the dark stairwell to make sure Ry isn’t following me, the emptiness does little to ease the tightness in my chest. I almost want him to come and stop me. If I’m stopped then it’s not my fault if something happens to Zale. I’ll have tried without having to actually do anything. Those are the thoughts of a coward.

      I peer over the edge of the ship where our little emergency boat waits. Heart pounding, I drop my bag, waiting for the thump as it hits the bottom before attempting to climb down myself. My fingers cling to the sides of the boat, my body refusing to let me make this decision. Muscles straining, I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and let go.

      But I don’t fall.

      The expected fall and subsequent jolt as I hit the boat never come. Eyes flying open, my gaze lands on the dark hands wrapped around my wrist.

      “Ry?”

      He groans as he holds me up, boot braced against the side of the boat.

      “What are you doing?” I gasp.

      “Saving you of course!”

      “Let me go.” My shoulder screams from holding my body weight. “I know what I’m doing.”

      “If you knew what you were doing there’s no way you’d be getting into that boat.”

      “I have to. Let me go, Ry.”

      He hesitates and I let go of his arm. Sighing, my wrist slips through his stiff fingers. My legs crumple as I hit the bottom, but I’ve avoided the worst: missing the boat entirely and landing in the water.

      Ry’s shadowed face watches me over the side of the railing. I look away from him, knowing he’s watching will only make this harder. Adjusting my bag, I turn to the rope pulley and begin lowering the boat into the water. Every second I’m waiting for the tell-tale scream of someone noticing what I’m doing, but it never comes.

      Inches above the water, I’m working on untying the boat when a crash hits it so hard, I’m flung to the side and nearly over the edge. The ropes loosen from the impact and for the first time in my life I’m free floating. Glancing at what caused the crash, I nearly have a heart attack when I see Ry’s long figure sprawled on the bottom of the boat.

      “Ry? What the heck?” Shock has the hard edge I used on him earlier coming out again.

      He sits up, folding his legs so he fits better in the small space. With a grunt, he pulls out his flat-bladed trident from where it’s stuck into the bottom of the boat. “I don’t care where you’re going. I’m coming with you.”

      My shoulders slump, but he’s stuck with me now. I have no way of getting the boat back up to make him get out.

      “You have no idea what you just did.”

      “Maybe not, but I know you’re better off with me than you are alone,” he says. “Where to captain?” He pulls out the oars with a lazy grin.

      I bristle at his teasing. “This is serious. You could die.”

      “Then it sounds like it’s even better that I’m here. Why do you think I brought this?” He holds up his flat-bladed trident with a smile. “Seriously though, you need to tell me where to go before we’re noticed.”

      The longer we stay here, the more likely someone will look over the edge and see us. I can’t even imagine how mad Dad would be if he caught me like this. And with Ry here, I can only imagine what he would think we were doing. It wouldn’t matter that I’d never be that stupid.

      “Fine,” I say. I take out of the maps and glare at it, willing it to make sense even as my eyes refuse to focus. “That way.”

      I point out where the cloud of ships is gathered. Really, it’s the only way to go, but that doesn’t matter. I’ve made my first command.

      Ry hands me an oar and we row together. My shoulder is sore from where he stopped my fall, and I feel it with every stroke. Despite living on a ship, I’ve never had to really row like this before. I’ve gone wherever the wind decided to take us.

      We pass the other ships as silently as we can, barely avoiding a sailor puking over the side. He’s obviously enjoying the pause from work a little too much.

      Sweat beads along my brow and I blink it out of my eyes. Ry gives me a sidelong glance but doesn’t say anything as he splashes the oars into the water. I’m glad; I don’t really have answers for him, despite the fact that I know I’ll have to come clean about what we’re doing soon enough. Now that he’s here, I can’t keep the truth from him. Going on land will be his death sentence as much as mine. He can’t make that choice blindly.

      I sneak a glance at him as the boat shifts, watching his muscles strain as he rows, sweat beading along his temples. What will he say? Will he think this is stupid? That I’m taking a crazy risk for something that might not even be real? It’s all the same thoughts I’ve had, so it’s not like it would be new to hear. I just have no explanation that would appease those thoughts. The love of my brother is the only thing that got me on this boat. And I don’t regret my choice. At least I don’t think I do. If Zale needs me then this will all be worth it.

      But what if he doesn’t?

      Our little boat knocks against the side of one of the larger ships and I freeze. Ship, I think out of habit by now. I’d gotten distracted.

      Ry places a calming hand on my arm. Our boat is so small they probably won’t notice us hitting them. If anything, they’d probably just think we were one of the many sharks that inhabit this part of the ocean. They often knock against the boat as they look for their next meal.

      Counting my breaths, I take up the oar again. We only have a little farther to go until the ships are behind us and we’ll be in open water.

      The sun has completely set, leaving us in darkness that is only broken by the fire of the incinerator. The odds of getting caught now are minuscule.

      Has Dad noticed I’m gone yet? Did he come back to the ship to find both of us missing and assume the worst? Maybe I should be glad Ry came with me. He’ll at least know I’m not drowning or kidnapped or any of the many misfortunes that so often happen when humans get together. That’ll save us some time at least. He’ll wait for us to come back before assuming we’re really gone.

      What will he think when I’m still not back in the morning?

      I chew my lip, thinking of how heartbroken he’ll be. It had to be this way. He never would have let me go if he knew what I was doing. Living on the sea is as close to risking our lives as he’ll get.

      The chilly sea air freezes my sweat to my back as we leave the line of ships behind.

      “Are you going to tell me what we’re doing yet?” Ry asks.

      “I didn’t ask you to come.”

      “Does that mean you’re not going to share with me why you left the ship in this rinky-dink boat? I feel like I’m entitled to know. We’re in this together now.”

      “You should’ve stayed on the ship.” I keep my voice hard even though his presence makes me feel a little better.

      I wipe my hand against my forehead, studying the position of the stars as I plan where to go next. I know I need to tell him, but I can’t bear the shame.

      Ry sighs. “I wish you understood what I’ve been trying to tell you. Where you go, I’m going. We’re in this together.”

      The echoes of the promise I made Zale drift through my head before I shake them away.

      I know what he’s trying to say, but it’s not that way between us and it never will be. Now seems like a bad time to make him understand that as he’s risking his life for me. Then we’d be stuck in this boat together with no way out while he regretted his decision. It’s selfish, but that’s one emotion I can avoid right now, so I will.

      We row together, our arms moving in unison as the fire from the incinerator grows smaller and smaller. The emptiness of the ocean scares me in a way I’ve never been scared before. A calm sea never elicited this emotion from me before. I reserved my fear for storms, but I’ve also never been in a boat this small. There’d never been a reason for it. I kept to our decent ship and was happy with it.

      What were you thinking, Zale? We had everything this life could give us. What made him go after more? If everyone had just been content with their life, I wouldn’t be in the middle of nowhere rowing in the emergency boat with Ry.

      He made his choice, and I made mine. There’s no changing that now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      We row through the night using the stars and my memories of Zale’s map to guide us. Ry doesn’t ask me where we’re going again. I don’t know if I could have held onto my righteous indignation long enough not to tell him if he’d kept pestering me while my arms were aching and my mind was begging for sleep.

      The sun comes up as a burning line across the horizon. I blink against the sudden brightness. As my eyes adjust, I bite my lip to keep from crying. The incinerator is gone, and so are any ships. There’s nothing around us but sea.

      “It’s a little disorienting, isn’t it?” Ry cups his hands around his eyes to block out the glare as he looks around us.

      I let my oar go slack, peering over the edge of the boat into the water. I don’t know what I’m looking for. Some fish I recognize perhaps? But all I see is the scrawny reflection of my blonde hair, sun warmed skin, brown eyes, freckled nose, and wide mouth. Nothing remarkable. Sighing, I grab the oar and splash it into the water, disrupting the image.

      “What do we do now?” He says it with a smile, but lines of tension have been building in him all night. We’re exhausted and I know I never would have made it this far without him. He deserves some sort of answer, even if it’s not the complete answer.

      “We keep rowing.”

      “Any particular destination?” he pries.

      “Land.”

      Ry’s dark eyes go wide. For the first time he pulls his oars out of the water.  “Land? Are you serious?”

      I give him a curt nod, focusing my gaze on the spread of water before me.

      He takes a deep breath and blows it out, his rowing slower than it’s been all night.

      “Why?”

      Shrugging, I slow my rowing to match his to make sure we don’t start going in circles. I have a very faint idea of where we should go and I don’t want to get lost out here. Lost in the middle of the ocean sounds like a terrible way to die. Even land sounds better than that.

      “If there’s something going on, you should tell me. If this is out of idle curiosity, tell me that too.” He runs a hand through his hair. “I’m really putting my neck out for you.”

      “I didn’t ask you to do that.”

      “Is that going to be all you say this trip? I swear if I’m hanging by a noose as punishment for coming on land and you just say ‘you didn’t ask me to come,’ I’ll hurt someone.”

      “That’ll be productive.”

      He turns to me, eyes squinting. “We’re friends, right?”

      “Best friends.”

      “So why doesn’t it feel like it? You’ve been so evasive the last few weeks and now you won’t tell me this big secret that could possibly get us both killed. What happened?”

      “Nothing.” I shift in my seat, feeling defensive.

      “Then what changed?”

      “You did.”

      “Me?” Ry puts the oar down, motioning for me to follow suit. “What are you talking about?”

      I keep the oar in my hands, clenching it so tight that it bursts a blister formed during the night. “You’ve been…different.”

      His eyes grow darker as he stares into the bottom of the boat. “Okay.”

      He picks up the oar, rowing so hard my muscles scream as I attempt to keep up with him. Conversation over.

      I cast him a sidelong glance. Did he know what I was trying to say? We’re constantly dancing around the topic. Now would be the perfect time for him to actually try something.

      I’m glad he didn’t.

      We row for hours, the nautical miles feeling impossible to calculate. We could be at this for days, weeks, months. There’s no way to know how long it will take us to find land.

      My parched mouth wheezes as my dry lips crack under the unforgiving sun and Ry stops for a minute to take a drink. We only have the one bottle. The one he brought. Without him I know I wouldn’t have made it. I know that. So why does it still bug me that he came?

      The sun is tilting towards setting before the silence is broken again. Ry turns to look behind us, we’ve been taking turns doing that all day as we hope to see anything showing progress, and his body grows stiff.

      “Mariel.”

      “What?”

      His voice grows more impatient. “Mariel, turn around.”

      I have to bite my lip to keep from snapping at him. My body feels like a stiff reed, and forcing it to move so quickly is liable to make me snap. I shift slowly, the muscles almost too tight to move after hours of rowing. Ry’s eyes light up as he stares into the distance. I cup my hands around my eyes and look for what got him so excited.

      “Do you see it?”

      “I…” A small dot of something dark grows in the distance behind us. “I… think I do. Is that what I think it is?”

      “It’s land.” He turns to look with me, eyes bright. “You did it!”

      I don’t have the heart to tell him that I picked a direction that most likely would have land based on the map and hoped I was right. Still, could it really be land?

      “Are you sure?”

      “Completely. This is what it looks like before you get close. My dad took me close to the shore a few times growing up. He thought I should know where I came from.”

      I’m grateful he did, otherwise, I might not have been willing to trust what I’m seeing. That dark speck doesn’t look like it could hold whole civilizations. Whole generations of Fae responsible for banishing us to the sea.

      Just knowing we are headed toward land has us rowing faster. I face the front again, focusing on my breathing as my muscles cry at their abuse.

      I can do this. I’ll save Zale. I’ll bring him home. I can do this.
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        * * *

      

      We keep our focus on rowing, not allowing ourselves to peek behind and watch the land grow bigger, but I know it must be as the squawking of seagulls fills the air around us. A few of them even swoop down towards our tiny boat before moving on. We have nothing to offer them.

      My heart pounds and I can’t tell if it’s because I’m excited to see the land or because my body is wearing out. Probably both.

      “Any idea how you’re going to hide that we’re human?” Ry asks.

      The question is phrased casually, but I know we’re both on edge about the potential deaths waiting for us on the shore.

      I shift in my seat. “I don’t know. If someone asks us where we’re from, we just say ‘away’.”

      “Because no one could ever see through that ruse.”

      “You got anything better?” My sarcasm bites through his casual tone.

      He shrugs. “We could say we’re from the islands.”

      “The islands?”

      “My dad said there was a place full of thousands of tiny islands. The people that live there aren’t usually seen by the mainlander Fae. They stick to themselves mostly.”

      “Wouldn’t that make the mainlanders question why we came then?”

      “So we say we’re coming to trade.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “We didn’t bring anything to trade.”

      “The mainlanders don’t need to know that.”

      “But won’t they? Plus, we don’t even know if there really are islanders. That could just be another rumor.”

      “Are you planning on sticking around long enough for them to figure it out? You haven’t said why we’re here, but I’m assuming you have a good reason for it. You’re wouldn’t risk death on a whim. That’s more of something I could see Zale doing. Not you.” He breezes past my calling his father a tale-teller.

      At the mention of Zale my heart wrenches. “Did he ever ask you to come on land with him?”

      “Once.” Ry tilts his head to the side. “Right before we lost him in that storm.”

      “Did he say what he wanted to do on land?”

      Could Ry have had the answer to why Zale left this whole time?

      Ry shrugs. “Not really. I mean he said something about humans being able to advocate for themselves. That it wasn’t fair that generations of their children had to live out the punishment of their parents. But that was it. Then he was lost.”

      Of course. Of course, Zale left with some plan for advocating for us. He’d never been happy with our situation, so it would only make sense he’d try to change it. Still, he knew as well as the rest of us that it was impossible. The Fae created the death penalty to ensure it was impossible for things to change.

      Why did Zale think he could do anything? Why did I?

      I turn and face the approaching land. Palm trees wave in a warm gentle breeze. There doesn’t seem to be any signs of life around, no houses or people working. Good. We don’t need any witnesses to our unorthodox arrival.

      “This is it,” Ry whispers as he maneuvers the boat through lazy waves and we bump against the shore.

      My hands shake as I put the oar down. Even Ry looks paler than usual as he jumps from the boat and begins dragging it farther on shore. I follow his example, the land feeling strange and unsteady under my feet. Nausea builds in my throat as we drag the boat completely out of the water’s grip. Birds rustle in the high branches of the trees around us, and I try to swallow.

      “We should do something with the boat, just in case,” I say.

      It's the smart thing to do. We don’t know how high the tide comes up here and I'd hate for any Fae to find it and know right away that humans are wandering around. Bushes filled with waxy leaves grow just in front of the tree line, blocking the ocean from getting too close. My arms scream as we drag the boat forward and push the leaves around it. In the end, it isn’t even hidden well, but at least it’s not right out in the open.

      Grabbing the worn wide-brim hat I snagged from my dad before we left, I ram it down on my head to cover the not pointed enough edges of my ears. Ry watches me, rubbing his own ears before shrugging and grabbing his trident.

      “Where to now, Captain?”

      “I don’t know.” None of us do. We don’t have any maps of land. I don’t even know how close I could be to Zale. Will he die while I’m trying to work out how to find him?

      “Well, any way is better than just sitting here, right?”

      Ry tries to smile at me, but it ends up looking more like a grimace. He grabs my hand, and for once I don’t want to immediately pull it away. His grip on me is the only thing grounding me to reality.

      He starts forward and I follow him as best I can. I wonder if my legs are built for anything other than seafaring as I can’t keep my feet steady. My body follows nonexistent swells, legs rocking from side to side. Several times my shoulder knocks into Ry’s side, but he doesn’t complain.

      Glancing at him as I try not to throw up, I can see the muscles in his jaw tightening. Apparently, he’s not doing as well as he’s letting on, but that’s okay. One of us should be strong and it’s not going to be me.

      Sand fills the gaps in my shoes, mixing with the moisture left from the water on the boat and creating a grating paste between my toes. My feet itch and burn but I can’t stop walking. Not when Ry is making it look so easy to ignore the discomfort.

      We enter the grove of trees, their long line of trunks stretching toward forever. At least the ground is firmer where the trees are growing. I take a second to empty the sand from my shoes.

      “So, what are we here for, Mariel?”

      I wince. “Adventure?”

      “I know you’re not that stupid.”

      “I could have lost a few brain cells and you wouldn’t even notice.”

      “Nope. I’ve counted every one,” he says with a grin. “Someone needs to stay on top of your intelligence.”

      “Ha, ha, ha,” I say. My voice is dry but I’m grateful for any attempt at a joke. Every step we take makes me feel less sure of myself, and the guilt for bringing Ry along eats at me.

      “I do need to know why we’re here. I can’t help you if I don’t know what we’re doing.”

      I sigh. He’s right. I know he’s right; I just have to get it over with.

      Without a word, I slip my hand into my pocket and pull out the letter. I hand it to him with numb fingers. He unfolds it and stares for a minute before releasing a heavy exhale. I take it from him with a gentle hand. Not all humans are literate. It’s a skill our ancestors didn’t often find necessary for the work we were delegated to. Who needs to read when your only work is gathering trash to burn?

      I take a deep breath. “It’s about Zale.”

      “You’re kidding right? Zale is dead Mariel. He went overboard in the storm. No amount of trash will convince me he’s still alive. This paper could have been written on before Zale was even born.”

      Every word hits me like a rock as he just goes on and on. He’s not wrong. I know he’s not. And yet…

      “I know it’s about him. He’s not dead Ry. And he needs my help.”

      “Even if he’s not dead, how could you help him? We know nothing about being on land. You can’t even walk here.”

      I stop and stare into his dark eyes. “I don’t care what it takes. I have to try.”

      “Of course you do,” he says, rolling his eyes. “And that means I have to try too.”

      “Ry, I never meant to get you—”

      He holds up a hand to stop me. “Me being here isn’t your fault. I wanted to come and I wanted to be with you. It was my decision and mine alone. You made it abundantly clear you didn’t want me here.”

      I smile. “You’ve never been a particularly good listener.”

      “Not listening never meant losing my life before.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      He cocks his head and grins. “Maybe I was exaggerating. But I never thought not listening would lead to me walking on dry land, waiting for the Fae to discover me and make good on their extermination promises.”

      “I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      Placing his hand on the bark of a palm tree almost reverently, he stares up into its shifting leaves. Closing his eyes, he lifts his face to the sun, the warm wind ruffling his curls. He takes a few deep breaths of the green air, the tension running out of his body.

      “I never thought in a million years that I’d ever come here. I know I’ve seen it before, but to be here is…so much more than I could have ever imagined.” His eyes gleam with adventure. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He takes my hand in his again, and I find more balance than before. My movements feel less jerky and I develop a rhythm so different from what I had on the ship. We push ourselves to keep moving. Trees grow up around us in long rows, their trunks straight and smooth until there’s a burst of fan-like leaves at the top.

      Someone obviously planted these. There’s no way they would naturally grow in long straight rows, but aside from the placement of the trees, there’s nothing else to confirm human or Fae life around here.

      I chew my lower lip. Something doesn’t seem right. “Where do you think the Fae are?”

      Ry glances at me and around the trees. “Not here. Just like we wanted.”

      “Doesn’t that seem weird?”

      “Not really. I don’t imagine these trees need a babysitter.”

      Maybe he’s right; maybe this is normal. I just can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong here. Goosebumps prick along my arms and the back of my neck, but I ignore them.

      What would I know about how the Fae work anyway? I’m just a human, and by nature of my birth, banished. This could be completely normal. There could be whole abandoned forests on land that we would never know about.

      The idea seems so foreign. Dad taught me that when the Fae took over, they surged over the land like a wave, too many of them for humanity to even have a chance to fight back. Only the humans in their ships survived as they burned everything to remove all traces of us. From what Dad said, there shouldn’t even be room for forests with all the Fae living here. How much of the rest of my information on mainlanders is outdated?

      Ry whistles as we march through the trees, a cheerful tune we used to sing as we worked. A sharp stab of homesickness pierces my heart; Dad definitely knows I’m gone by now. There’s no way he could have missed my absence for so long. Did he search all the other ships for me? Or did he notice the emergency boat missing right away? If he didn’t then Alon definitely did. Heaven forbid something goes missing on the ship that will someday be his.

      Was it like losing Zale all over again?

      I hate myself for leaving him, but I had to. If he had been willing to talk with me at all he would have known that. Should I have told him about the letter despite the fact that he didn’t want to talk about Zale? Is that why I feel such a pit in my stomach? We’re here now, there’s no turning back.
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        * * *

      

      Hours pass, the sun lowering behind the trees before we come to the end of the line. After a sea of monotony, I’m grateful to be staring at anything else. Ry pats the last tree goodbye before we continue on into a field of amber-hued grass rustling in the ever-present ocean wind.

      The feeling of emptiness around us reminds me of being on the ocean, a feeling I generally like. But when I’m on the ocean, I’m on a boat. Standing amid the tall grass, I feel none of the comfort I do at home. Instead, I feel exposed and vulnerable under a too-small sky.

      “This isn’t so bad.” But the tight line of Ry’s mouth says something different.

      “What do you mean?”

      Every step we’ve taken from the beach adds new layers of lead to my stomach. Ry’s shoulders are tight, his back ramrod straight. This is every bit as bad as we thought it could be.

      “I thought we’d step on land and be arrested immediately. In comparison, this is pretty good.”

      I feel lightheaded. “We have no idea where we are, where Zale is, how long it’ll take to find him, or even if he’s already dead. How can you say this is good?”

      “You need to try being a little more positive,” Ry says, face softening into a smile. “We’re alive. We survived the trip over here and we’re not in jail. It kind of feels like a miracle.”

      “A miracle would have been finding Zale as we were stepping on land.”

      Ry chuckles. “You ask for too much.”

      I stop walking, bracing my hands against my knees as I bend over. “You’re too happy.”

      “I’m happy because I don’t expect as much as you.”

      “You can be happy because this trip isn’t your problem.”

      The grass crunches under Ry’s feet as he steps closer to me. “Don’t you think I’ll be in just as much trouble as you if we get caught? The Fae won’t care that you didn’t ask me to come. They’ll only care that I’m here.”

      “You won’t tell them, will you?” I ask. My vision swims and my breath catches in my throat. Why didn’t I think to bring water? “You won’t tell them about Zale, right?”

      I fall to my knees and grab at his loose pants. His face is half caught in the setting sun as he frowns at me but the stress of this experience has taken over and I can’t stop the tears from falling down my cheeks.

      “What the heck, Mariel?!”

      Ry swats at me, but I dig my fingers in tighter. “Promise me you won’t tell anyone about him. Promise!”

      “Fine! I promise!”

      My fingers let go and I fall back onto my butt in the grass. Taking gulping breaths, I try to calm myself down, but the floodgates are open now and I can’t stop.

      Ry sits next to me with a sigh, long legs extended in front of him. “I would never endanger your brother.”

      “You don’t know what we would do if we got caught.”

      He’s silent for a moment, mulling over my words. “I know if we got caught it would be bad and I’d be pretty scared. But I also know that nothing I could say would change my fate. I wouldn’t betray your brother. Plus, how scary can the Fae be? They’re basically the same as us right?”

      “What if betraying him would save your life?” I ask. Ry is crazy if he thinks the Fae aren’t a threat just because we look similar.

      He runs a hand through the stubble growing on his chin. “It would be tempting, but I don’t think I would trust the offer enough to risk it. We can’t trust the Fae. We humans have to stick together.”

      “You really think that?” I ask. I pluck a piece of grass and run it through my fingers.

      Ry reaches over and places his hand on mine, stilling my movements. “I do. I promise to never do anything that would hurt you.”

      His face is serene as I stare into his dark eyes. I believe him. I can’t help but believe him. He’s been my best friend for years, and despite everything that’s been happening between us lately, I really do believe he wouldn’t hurt me on purpose. Even if I don’t want the same things he does. He knows that hurting Zale would hurt me. We’ll be safe. All of us.

      The sun finishes its final descent, leaving us in the murky black of twilight. I wasn’t comfortable in this field in the daylight and the darkness of night is no different. My eyes scan the dark ground in front of me, waiting for the glassy gleam of eyes in the night. I’ve never seen anything like it before, but the old stories told around the incinerator were enough to keep me up at night as a kid. Those stories could become reality here on land.

      I grip Ry’s hand, fear of the unknown moving like a living thing through my veins. Ry’s eyes are narrow as he glances around us at all the near-black crevices.

      “We should probably stay here tonight. I don’t want to risk drawing too much attention to ourselves in the dark.”

      I nod before realizing he can’t see me. “That makes sense.”

      He lays down in the grass, crossing his hands over his chest. He seems so calm and I envy his ability to relax. My whole body is on edge, seconds away from lunging back to the boat and sleeping on the water. Without the rocking of the waves, I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep at all. Everything is different here, nothing feels safe.

      I settle into the grass beside him, pulling long strands through my fingers. The stars above us are just as bright as they are on the ship, and I recognize a few of the constellations.

      Why did Zale do it? How could he do it? Wasn’t he scared? I can’t imagine how it must have been to be out here all alone. It’s possible – even more likely— that he didn’t land in the same place as us. There was no evidence of any other ships here, but he has been gone a year. Would his boat have stayed in the same place, slowly rotting? Or did a high tide sweep it back to the ocean? Either way, I wouldn’t know where he started from when he got on land.

      It was stupid to hope he would be waiting for us when we got here, but there was a part of me that really believed that could happen. That I would barely have to set foot on shore at all and he would be there ready for me to save and take home.

      Ry is right, I expected too much. Still, I just want to go home. What would Ry say if I told him we should head back? Would he come with me? It would make sense that he’d allow us to leave, but there’s a part of me that would want him to insist on finishing what I started. My own feelings of guilt would never allow me to abandon Zale after coming this far.

      I roll closer to Ry, trying to ignore how still the earth is and how much the grass itches my back. Ry’s even breathing suggests he’s sleeping. I take a deep breath, looking for the reassuring salty smell of the sea. Instead, everything is different and my nose fills with the fresh green smell of the grass I picked.

      The farther we get from the ocean, the more different things will be. Will I see the land I’ve only heard about in stories? Where the rock rises to meet the sky? I always wondered what that would look like, if it would be similar to the high waves in a storm that stretch on forever. What would it be like to see something like that on a clear day?

      “Ry.” I nudge his shoulder with mine. “Are you asleep?”

      He groans. “Trying to be.”

      “Aren’t you scared?”

      “I’m too tired to be scared right now.”

      “You’re such a boy.”

      He leans up on an elbow, facing me. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Boys can only focus on one thing at a time.” I roll towards him. “If you’re hungry you can’t be tired, if you’re angry you can’t be hungry, if you’re tired you can’t be scared.”

      Ry frowns. “I don’t know if that’s true.”

      “Then how can you not be scared right now? We’re in the one place we’ve always been told not to go, trying to find my brother, who’s in big trouble with the law. Doesn’t that freak you out at all?”

      “Right now, there’s nothing I can do about any of that. There’s just you and me.”

      I settle onto my back and stare at the stars clustering in the night sky. “You’re not thinking about tomorrow at all?”

      “Why should I?”

      “How can you not?”

      He sighs. “Why would I lose sleep over something I have no control over right now? Enjoy what could be your last night like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “Alone, safe, unworried about discovery.”

      “You’re not worried about someone finding us?”

      “At this point, no.” He laces his fingers through mine and my breathing stills. “We didn’t see anyone all day, I doubt they’ll stumble across us tonight. Just breathe. We’ll tackle tomorrow when it comes. Together.”

      I ignore the emphasis he puts on together. I may not agree with its meaning, but he’s right. No matter what comes tomorrow, we will be together. I won’t have to worry about Zale alone. Ry will help me carry that burden.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?” Ry mumbles.

      “For being here with me, for helping me through this.”

      He chuckles. “There’s no way I was going to let you do this alone. You’d probably kill yourself in some stupid accident because you weren’t prepared.”

      “Hey!” I rip my hand out of his grip and he reaches over, gentler this time as cups the side of my face.

      “I would do anything for you, Mariel. I wanted to talk to you about this on the boat, but then I never got a chance. Mariel, I…”

      I want to run away, to be anywhere but here listening to what comes next. My body is frozen, trapped in place as he leans closer.

      “When all of this is over, I want to get a ship with you.”

      He waits, and the air around us is silent as I try and figure out the best way to tell him I don’t want to be together. Not the way he wants.

      “Ry, I—"

      “Don’t say anything. Just wait until we’re headed back and give me your answer then.”

      He rolls over, ready for sleep. I try to calm myself down, try to ignore what just happened. I have plenty of time to wait to answer him. Maybe he’ll forget all about this by the time we’re headed home.

      Closing my eyes, I take deep breaths to try and keep the panic at bay. I’ve been waiting for him to say something and now he has. It's all out in the open now, but I don’t know how I feel. Will it be weirder between us now that he’s said exactly how he feels and I haven’t returned the sentiments? I don’t want that. That's why I never wanted him to say it in the first place. At least now I don’t have to worry about when he’ll spring his feelings on me.

      He’s been my best friend since Zale left and I don’t want anything to change that. I can’t even begin to think of getting a ship with him right now while the ground is far too stable beneath us. Then again, he’s risked everything for me. He rowed all through the night. It takes a lot of strength to be able to do that. He stepped up and really became a man after Zale left. I could definitely do worse than Ry. He has been my best friend, which isn’t the worst way to start things. I grab Zale’s sunburst out of my bag and hold it to my chest for comfort.

      At least while we’re here he really won’t be expecting an answer. Being on this adventure doesn’t have to be all bad.
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      Ry nudges me, his hand rough on my shoulder as I’m slow to blink awake. Darkness permeates the land, the faint blush of dawn tickling the tips of the trees.

      “Mariel, wake up,” he hisses.

      “What’s the hurry?” I groan as I sit up and stretch, holding the carving to my chest. “This is my rescue mission. Don’t I get to decide when we leave?”

      Ry clamps a hand against my mouth, holding me against his strong chest. His body is strung out, every muscle tight, sending me into high alert. Electricity travels through us from where his hand touches me. In his other hand he holds out his flat bladed trident, ready to tackle whatever is waiting for us.

      Scanning the ground around us, I search for what got him so worked up. There’s nothing out there but the long grass shifting in the breeze. Then farther out from us something rustles and my body stills. The grass shifts and I stare harder until my eyes feel like they’re going to pop out of my head, waiting for the source of the noise to appear.

      “Did you see what it is?” he whispers.

      “No.”

      Ry must have been sleeping pretty light to even know something was out here with us. If not for his stress, I never would have known to even look.

      “I’ve heard stories. There are beasts that live on the land.”

      “Beasts?” My stomach sinks like a brick.

      “Like our sharks, but worse.”

      I almost want to laugh. Sharks can be bad, but as long as we stayed in the boat we were fine. “How much worse could it be?”

      A low growl rumbles through the air. The grass next to us shifts and my breathing becomes shallow.

      “Run!” Ry shouts.

      I move without thinking, springing to my feet and lunging into the grass. Ry tumbles after me, slower as he grabs our packs. Whatever it is thuds as it hits the earth, pursuing us faster than we can run. I glance back at Ry as he struggles to keep up.

      “Don’t wait for me! Run!”

      I pick up the pace, legs screaming. I’ve never had to move like this before. There was no space on the ship, let alone anywhere to run. Risking another look behind me, I see the tip of a long amber tail dotted with spikes moving through the grass. My heart beats so fast I’m afraid it will burst from my chest as I turn and keep running.

      Dry air whistles past my teeth as I count my breaths. I throw one foot in front of the other, not looking where I’m going. It doesn’t matter as long as I can get away from whatever that thing is.

      A heart-stopping scream erupts behind me. I turn, but can’t see anything through the grass. The scream continues and I recognize Ry’s voice. I stop running, feet moving stiffly backward to where the scream came from.

      “Ry? Where are you?”

      “Run, Mariel!” His shout comes through the grass before he screams again.

      I step closer to the sound. “Ry, tell me where you are! I’m coming.”

      “Don’t! Just run. Find Zale!”

      The anguish in his voice is unmistakable. He screams again and I know I can’t leave him. I hunch over as I walk closer and part the grass dividing us. Red streams of blood cover the ground, puddling over the hard-packed earth, and I still can’t see Ry. His trident lays forgotten, smears of red covering its three flat points.

      “Ry?” My soft voice catches and my knees go weak.

      “Get out of here! Go before it can get—"

      His voice cuts off and the air around us goes still.

      Choking on a sob, I grab his weapon and turn and do what he asked, running on trembling feet. I’m being a coward, but I can’t stay and see… I can’t see what is left. I can’t wait around for the creature to discover me hiding nearby.

      Tears run down my cheeks as I pick up the pace. The pain in my chest grows and I can’t tell if it’s physical or emotional.

      Ry’s gone.

      My Ry. He was only here because he wanted to protect me, and now he’s gone.

      Gone.

      Gone.

      Gone.

      The word echoes with every footstep I take. The loss bears down on me like a living thing, choking me until I can’t breathe.

      My foot catches in a hole in the ground and I stumble to my knees. Biting my lip to keep from screaming, I twist my foot out of the ground. My ankle burns like fire up my leg, but I have to keep going. If I don’t keep moving, the creature that killed Ry will get me too. Then his sacrifice will be for nothing.

      I force myself to my feet, resting a little weight on my ankle to see if it still hurts. I almost bite through my lip with the pain that flares up my leg. Hobbling along, I move much slower than before, but it can’t be helped. As long as I’m moving I’ll be okay. As long as I’m moving I won’t have to think. As long as I’m moving I’ll be safe.

      Ahead the grass peters out and new trees filled with fluttering leaves along their many branches fill the expanse above me. The twisting branches are so tight that the ground below is dark despite the sun coming up. The sight should terrify me, but with the recent loss, the pain screaming in my leg, and not knowing what comes next, it doesn’t. I have to make Ry’s sacrifice worth it. Whatever is in here can’t be half as scary as what I’m leaving behind.

      As I plunge deeper into the trees, I feel the weight of my fear ebbs away. It’s as if I’ve crossed a physical line. As I follow this new, overgrown path, low shrubs pull at my linen pants, wrenching holes in the worn material. Still, I move forward, gaze glued in front of me. I can’t stop.

      My movements are spastic, like a wounded animal, and I make far more noise than I should as I move through the woods. These trees are nothing like the ones Ry and I walked through yesterday. Instead of growing in neat rows, their trunks smooth until a burst of fan-like leaves at the very top, these trees grow in gnarled heaps, twisting this way and that, winding through each other, their branches colliding as they reach for the sky.

      I’ve never seen anything like this before. Never heard of anything like it in any of Zale’s stories. There’s so much about the mainland we don’t know.

      Pausing, I rest my hands against the bark of a tree and take deep breaths. The quiet settles on me like a blanket, making my sobs echo through the tight spaces between the trees. There’s a crack behind me and a bird startles out of the branches above, careening through the air as it flies through the tight spaces.

      Straightening my back, I turn in a slow circle, looking for the source of the sound. It felt like that creature couldn’t follow me, but what if it’s in here waiting for me to let my guard down?

      I start forward, using more caution this time to make less noise as I pass through and preserve the rest of my clothing. The farther in I go, the darker it gets until it might as well be midnight for all I can see.

      My stomach growls, the saliva in my mouth growing thick. Ry had both of our packs. I have nothing to keep me alive. No food, no water, no maps. Even if I turned around and headed back for the boat, I’d have no way to find my father. My small inventory consists of the clothes on my back, the hat on my head, Zale’s sunburst that I sling on my back like a shield, and Ry’s trident.

      Panic makes my chest grow tight, the drying tears on my cheeks making my face taut. The trees reach for me with knobby wooden fingers, doing their best to bar my way forward. My breath catches in my chest and I brush the branches away with shaking hands. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I don’t know what I thought our worst-case scenario would be, but this wasn’t it.

      Ry wasn’t supposed to die. At least not like this. If he were going to die, we would have been dying together, hanging from the end of a rope for setting foot on land.

      I hiccup a sob, my body too tired to make any more tears. A branch cracks behind me to the left. I spin around, hands shaking.

      There’s nothing there.

      A tingle travels down my spine. Something is in the woods with me, following me. How long before it makes its move?

      I lower myself to the ground in a smooth movement, holding Ry’s trident out while ignoring the quickly drying blood still on the end of it. My fingers wrap tightly around the handle, my knuckles turning white. Swallowing thickly, I take a few steps forward and pause, waiting for the sounds of the creature again.

      There’s silence all around and I’m about to move forward again when there’s a slight scuffle from behind me, closer this time. Screwing my eyes shut, I swing the trident behind me and it hits something that I swear wasn’t there just moments before.

      There’s an oof from the creature behind me and I turn, raising the trident to swing it again. I peek my eyes open and my gaze lands on dark hair. Hesitating, the trident goes slack in my hand.

      “Ry?”

      The man looks up, more beautiful than any other man I’ve ever seen, his pale face and blue eyes standing out in the dark woods. He gives me a grim smile before springing forward, knocking the trident out of my grip. He wraps an arm around my waist and throws me to the ground. The breath shoots out of my lungs as he pins me down. I struggle in his grasp as he drags my hands over my head, dead leaves grinding into my skin. His face is cool and calculating. He smells like leather and the summer sun.

      “I cannot say I have ever run into a woman out here before, even one who looks as unorthodox as you,” he says, not even breaking a sweat as I struggle against him. “And here I thought I had gotten the most unrewarding assignment.”

      There’s a gleam in his eyes that makes me panic.

      I wriggle more earnestly, looking for an opening to get free. He shifts to avoid my left knee, moving closer to my other side and it’s all I need. I throw my right knee up, hitting him in the groin. He groans, rolling off me with a red face.

      Blinded by the feeling of success, I attempt to sit up. Immediately, I’m thrown back to the earth. He may not be on top of me anymore, but his strong hands still cling to my wrists.

      He shifts back onto his knees, staying a careful distance from my reach. I swing out anyway, driving my knees, and my feet, into anything close to me. My leg swings forward, reaching toward his head. He backs out of the way, but he’s too late. My foot makes contact with his temple, knocking him to the ground. He lets go of me with one hand to massage his head, assuming the other will be enough to hold me down. With a burst of energy, I twist and lunge forward at the same time. My wrists slip free, and I clamber to my feet before he can process what just happened.

      My ankle burns as I press forward off the path and through the trees. I wedge myself through a tight crack, pulling my foot through as he crashes through the branches, wrapping his hands around my sore ankle with Fae strength. Screaming, my palms go clammy as I try to pry his fingers off.

      “I am not letting you get away,” he grunts. I notice a bruise already forming over his eye from my kick. “You will report what you are doing out here.”

      My breaths come quickly, and jam my hat tighter down on my head to hide my ears as I sit back against the tight weave of branches like a rabbit in a trap. I grab the sunburst off my back and hold it out in front of me like a shield. “I’m not doing anything wrong.”

      “No one is allowed in here. It is too dangerous, by the King’s orders,” he grunts.

      “I didn’t know.”

      He glances at me, brows drawn as he gets a tighter grip on me. “Everyone knows.”

      “If I knew that, do you really think I’d be here?” I snap.

      “I know not what you could be thinking.” He gives a mighty yank and I start slipping out of my hole and closer to his waiting face as black dots flood my vision. “Come out.”

      “No!”

      I hook an arm in the branches and try to pull myself back in while swinging the sunburst with my free hand.

      He sighs. “This is stupid. We both know you will eventually come with me, so save us both the trouble and come now.”

      “I don’t go anywhere with strange men.”

      “What?” He laughs. “I am not going to hurt you.”

      “You already did hurt me!”

      “You are right.” He releases me, bracing his hands against his thick thighs as he kneels in the dirt. “I am Captain Renault. What’s your name?”

      I hesitate, but what’s the harm? “Mariel.”

      “See, we are not strangers anymore,” he says with an easy grin that shows off white teeth.  His canines are slightly elongated. “Now, will you come with me?”

      I pout, feeling a little tricked. His logic makes sense even though I hate it. Knowing he’s a captain sends a sharp stab to my chest. Going with him is the last thing I should do, but what else can I do? Fight him until I lose my strength and he takes me with him anyway? If I go willingly, he might lose focus and give me a chance to escape. Plus, I have no idea where civilization is, and I bet he does. Civilization will lead me to clues to find Zale. I can use this to my advantage.

      Let him think he has captured me; I’m really coming of my own free will.

      If I keep thinking that then maybe it will allow my racing heart to slow enough to think up a better plan.

      Loosening my grip, I allow myself to slide free of the branches. Captain Renault lets go of my ankle and I try to stand on the tortured thing. It doesn’t take my weight well and I hiss through my teeth. Purple finger marks wrap around my leg, pushing into the taut mound of swelling. I grab the trunk of the tree next to me, letting the rough bark cut into my hands to distract me from the pain.

      “Come with me.”

      He heads off, ducking under branches and stepping through narrow spaces like he was born to walk these woods. I try to follow him, but my ankle refuses to play along. I hobble on one leg, using the branches to hold me upright until I can reach the trident again.

      “Are you coming?” Captain Renault turns, his gaze traveling to my leg as I hold it out of harm’s way. “Have you been injured?”

      I nod, blinking back the tears I thought I’d exhausted.

      He stomps back to me, cursing under his breath.

      “Are you able to walk at all on your own?”

      Shaking my head, my remaining strong leg goes weak and I slump to the ground. Captain Renault steps closer, assessing me as I blink harder.

      “Do you object to me touching you?”

      I stare at him incredulously. “Are you serious? You didn’t ask me that before you wrenched my ankle trying to pull me out.”

      “Can I touch you?” he asks again.

      “Fine.”

      Before I’ve even finished the word, he’s tucking his arm around my shoulders and the other under my knees. Without a second thought, he lifts me into the air and keeps walking, trident swinging loosely in my hand.

      I try not to be impressed, but I’ve never been lifted like this before. Like I’m nothing. I can feel his strong arms around me, his taut chest pressed into my side. I try to look anywhere else but at him, feeling my cheeks heat up until I’m sure I look like the pictures of tomatoes I’ve seen.

      Staring into the darkness, I try to make out a path. Captain Renault walks with a purpose that suggests he knows his way, but I can’t see anything. It’s just trees and darkness and the reaching claws of sinister branches everywhere I look.

      “What is this?” he finally asks, nodding his head toward the trident.

      My breath stills in my lungs. I didn’t think about what the trident would represent when I grabbed it. All I was thinking about was having some sort of protection and saving myself. Why didn’t I grab a large stick or something instead?

      “Something I found in the woods.” The words gurgle out of me, my mouth not wanting to let out the obvious lie.

      He turns his attention to the forest path ahead of us. “I have never seen anything even remotely like it before.”

      Fear threatens to close my throat altogether, but I swallow down the lump and press on, hoping to mildly distract him. “Do you spend a lot of time here?”

      “This is my post. I spend all my time here.”

      “That sucks.” I give him a sidelong glance, catching the wry smile playing across his lips.

      “It is not the most desired post.”

      “I can’t even think of anything that could possibly be worse at the moment.”

      He laughs and I feel it through my chest. “There are others, but you are right in assuming there are not many on this level.”

      “So why are you here?” I ask as he ducks us under a low-hanging branch.

      “I go where the King tells me.”

      Some answer.

      I wonder if he knows. If he saw my boat by the shore and tracked me here to take me in. But why lie about it? Finding me injured in woods so dangerous I could never escape is the same as death. Without his help, I’m sure I would have wandered around in circles, or worse yet deeper into the woods until I died. I didn’t have any supplies, it would have been inevitable.

      There’s no way he knows. I covered up the mess with the trident pretty well, there’s really no reason why he should question it. Plus, I’ve never heard of a human coming on land before Zale. There’s really no reason he should question it unless he’s seen my ears. I kept my hat down over them though, so there’s no way he saw only the barest hint of a point hiding at the end of my ears instead of the fully pointed ones that would keep me out of harm’s way. Maybe Zale was right all those years ago, and the fact that I have any point at all might save me out here.

      I repeat this to myself as he brings me to the edge of the woods. The bright light of day streams through the thinning branches. I can’t believe it. Surely more time had to have passed between this morning with Ry and now. The now-fading adrenaline makes his attack seem like it happened long ago. My chest twinges with guilt, but I have to hope that somehow he’s okay. Maybe he was able to make it back to the boat.

      When I find Zale, I’ll look for Ry too.

      We leave the trees, entering a green meadow dotted with flowers and butterflies. He sets me down on a pillow of soft grass, sinking to the earth beside me. Reaching into the leather bag on his back, he pulls out a cloth-wrapped bundle. Unfolding it, he reveals a loaf of brown bread. The yeasty smell fills the air between us and I start salivating. I can’t help it.

      Captain Renault breaks off a piece and pops it into his mouth, chewing it without any hesitation. I don’t think I’ve ever been this close to real fresh bread in my life. He pulls off more and offers me some. I grab it, feeling it squish between my fingers. It’s just so soft. Putting it in my mouth, I can’t believe the difference. There’s real flavor here and my eyes go wide with delight.

      He watches me, eyes missing nothing as I chew. “You like it?”

      “I’ve never had anything like it,” I admit then cover my mouth, horrified.

      “Did your mother not bake bread for you?”

      “My mother died when I was very young.”

      He looks away. “I am sorry.”

      I shrug. She died in childbirth not even two years after I was born. My baby brother died too. The idea of a mother has been something reserved for fairytales and Zale’s stories.

      “How did you get so far away from town?” he asks after a long silence.

      “I got lost.”

      He laughs. “I’m sure you did.”

      “Well, it’s not like I wanted to be out in those spooky woods.”

      It’s true, and I find myself genuinely grateful that he found me. Ry’s sacrifice would have meant nothing if I had died a few days later of dehydration.

      I close my eyes and tilt my face towards the sun, letting it wash over my face with bright warmth. The still ground beneath me feels weird, but it doesn’t make me feel sick like it did the first day. I guess I’m getting my land legs. Either that or Captain Renault has loaned me his as he’s carried me.

      The Captain folds the cloth back up and sticks it in his bag. He stands, holding out a hand for me. I guess we’re moving now. Putting my sunburst back on my back, I accept his hand and he pulls me into his arms, lifting me like he did before.

      In the light of day, I’m sure he can see the raging blush spreading across my cheeks. It feels even more inappropriate without the trees to hide what we’re doing. His fingers spread out over my knees, flexing as he adjusts his grip. My heart hammers in my chest, a sensation I tell myself is because of how close to being caught I am. It definitely has nothing to do with how attractive the Captain is.

      I watch him out of the corner of my eye, praying he doesn’t notice. The dark hair that I initially mistook for Ry’s is actually nothing like his. Instead of dense curls, the Captain’s is loose and a lighter, sun-kissed shade. A layer of stubble covers his strong jaw. A thin white scar travels from his jaw into his hairline. His straight nose would look severe on any other man but somehow fits him. I try to ignore the long point of his ears, an exaggerated version of my own. They remind me that I have to hate him. I have to fear him. He’s complicit in my banishment. Tugging the hat farther down my head, I continue to study him.

      Even if he hadn’t been Fae, he looks nothing like the men from the ships, his skin isn’t toughened by sun and sea and years of exposure. Butterflies flit around in my stomach until my insides match this meadow, and no matter how much I hate them or tell them to go away, they insist on staying. This is ridiculous. He’s the enemy and no amount of muscle will change that. It must just be some form of Fae magic, otherwise, how could I be so drawn into him? For heaven’s sake, he hurt me without thinking twice about it. That alone should be enough to get me to hate the thick muscles currently holding me up.

      The Captain carries me through the meadow and to a horse tied to a lonely apple tree with sad wrinkled fruit still hanging on a few branches. With a grunt, he throws me onto the saddle. I try to adjust myself, keeping my trident clenched in one hand, but I’ve never ridden a beast like this before, and only know they exist because of pictures in a book I once found in the garbage. He unties the animal before climbing up behind me. One arm wrapped around my waist and the other holding the reins, he leads us forward with a jolt that throws me back into his chest.

      We’re pressed close enough together that I can’t miss the deep chuckle that rumbles through his chest. Tingles spread down my body at the sound before I can tamp them down. He’s laughing at me and all I can do is think about how good it sounds. Good grief.

      I count my breaths as the Captain leads us through the meadow and onto a dirt path. I should be thinking about how I’m going to get away, but my thoughts won’t stay put. They skitter around and land on the warmth of his thighs pressed into mine. It should be enough to make me sick, but it doesn’t.

      I’m so busy trying to distract myself that I don’t notice the town coming into view until we’re almost in it. It looks just like I imagined it would. Wooden houses with thatched roofs sit in a line around a hard-packed dirt road. More horses sit tied up outside several of the houses, swishing their tails in the warm sun.  Several people move through the road in bright colors and long dresses as they move to and fro in their many tasks.

      “Is this not where you came from?” the Captain asks, not missing my slack jawed-mouth.

      I shake my head. “No, this isn’t familiar at all.”

      “Hmm.”

      His disbelief is a palpable thing, growing in the limited space between us.

      “Welcome back Captain Renault!” A gorgeous woman in a dress cut low enough to see the generous curve of her cleavage stands in the doorway of a building labeled ‘Inn’. She pushes her thick hair back behind her pointed ear as she gives the Captain a bright smile. “We did not think we would see you for another month at least.”

      “I found something in the woods that made staying impossible,” he says with a nod in my direction.

      “Will you be coming in then?” Her smile reveals a large gap between her front teeth and elongated canines.

      “Not today, Beatrice. I have official work to attend to.”

      He glances away before he can see her heavy pout, but I don’t miss it. She watches me, eyes dark, her gaze following the curve of his arm around my waist. I clamp my mouth shut, keeping my snubby canines hidden. I may be in a position she would like, but I’m also his prisoner.

      I should try harder to remember that.

      The Captain stops in front of a building set apart from the others. The hump of a root cellar is visible behind it and I find myself keeping an eye on it as he ties his horse up and helps me down.

      He opens the door and motions for me to walk through it. The lack of walking has only made my ankle stiffer and I can only take two steps before he sighs and lifts me again. Carrying me inside, he sets me down on a sturdy wooden chair. He lights a tallow candle, bringing sudden light to the dark room.

      There’s a desk between us as he slides into a chair of his own. He leans onto the wooden surface, watching me with calm eyes. His shoulders are relaxed as he pulls out a piece of paper and a quill.

      “Would you like to explain what you were doing in the woods now? Maybe where you came from? Now would be a good time to start confessing.”

      “I’m sorry, am I on trial here?” I clutch the handle of the trident tighter.

      He smiles. “If you do not answer correctly, then yes. I will have to take you to the capitol to stand trial.”

      The capitol? Could that be where Zale is? How would he have found his way there? Whatever he did when he got here, he definitely did better than me.

      “I already told you, I got lost. That’s how I ended up in the woods.”

      “Why would you enter them in the first place?” His eyes narrow. “It seems odd that you would ever feel the need to go inside.”

      “There was a creature chasing me.”

      I’m surprised how easily the truth pops out of me. I don’t see how that confession will hurt me, but shouldn’t there have been some level of filter that stopped the information from being so freely given?

      “A creature?” He frowns, pulling a piece of paper and a quill out of his drawer and making a note. “Would you care to describe it?”

      “I don’t know. Hairy? Long tail with spikes, sharp teeth, loud roar. I didn’t stop and get a good look at it. Knowing it was around was enough to get me running.”

      But that isn’t true. Ry is what got me running. Just thinking his name makes my chest tighten.

      “Sounds like a saber.” He sighs. “I thought we had eradicated all of those. At least all of the ones near our towns. I will have to send a note to the other villages in the area, and get everyone on alert.”

      “Of course.”

      I agree but I don’t understand what he’s saying. Villages? How many people are out here?

      “Joshua?”

      A small boy who looks to be around eight comes through a door in the back of the room. He glances at me with a frown, gaze lingering on my trident for a moment before he turns to Captain Renault. “Yes, Sir?”

      “I need you to deliver this to Pineshire. Tell the Captain there to continue passing it on. There is a danger lurking here again.”

      “Of course, Sir.” The boy grabs the paper and bows to the Captain. The tilt of his head reveals his pointed ears as he exits the front door and has me double-checking mine again.

      “That was incredible. How many more do you have back there?”

      “Excuse me?” He looks up from his notes.

      “That boy. Where did he come from?” I try to peer around him to get a better look at the room.

      “He has been manning the prison while I have been gone.”

      My blood runs cold. I knew there was a reason I was drawn to the root cellar. It’s an underground prison. What better way to keep people in than to bury them entirely?

      “He’s a little young to do something like that, isn’t he?” My voice stays calm despite the way my heartbeat has only increased the longer I’ve sat here.

      The Captain tilts his head. “He is of an average age to do the work he has been given. What is it like in your town that he should seem small? Do you not have the same problem we all face: not enough adults left after the plague?”

      “I guess not.”

      The plague? I guess being banished had its perks. And I guess he’s not that wrong about young people working. I’ve been helping on the boat for as long as I can remember. I just didn’t consider that to be ‘work’.

      He braces a fist against his chin, propping his head up as he watches me with narrowed eyes. “You are an odd woman.”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      “Will you tell me where you came from now?”

      “I don’t remember.” I fold my arms over my chest.

      “You don’t remember?”

      “We only just moved there,” I lie quickly.

      “You recently moved. That is interesting considering the latest law by the King ordered his people to stay in place. He does not want the plague to spread, you would understand that if you had ever heard of the plague before.”

      My throat burns. There’s no way out of this. He’s going to know I’m one of the banished in about five seconds if I keep giving him information.

      The Captain steeples his fingers together, his mouth a hard line. “Is there something you should tell me?”

      “No.” I don’t say a word.

      “Maybe like why your answers refuse to add up?”

      Cold sweat drips down my neck. “What do you mean?”

      “We both know you do not belong here.” His lips form a cruel smile.

      I don’t know what I was thinking. How could I have expected him not to notice how strange and out of place I am here. As if finding me in those woods wasn’t telling enough.

      “What will you do now?” I whisper.

      He crosses his arms over his chest and leans back against his seat. “That depends on how much you want to tell me.”

      I mimic his posture and clamp my mouth shut. I’m not going to add to whatever he thinks about me. He can continue guessing all he wants and I’m just going to hope he doesn’t guess I’m one of the banished.

      “You really are not going to say anything?” he sighs. “I am not going to force you, but it is in your best interest to tell me why you were in the woods.”

      We stare at each other in silence until he stands, kneading the lines out of his forehead. Silence is my friend. That’s what I’ll keep telling myself.

      He sighs. “Fine. Because you refuse to talk to me, I am going to have to take you to the capitol for a trial regarding your suspicious behavior. Are you sure there is nothing you want to say now?”

      I shake my head.

      “Come with me.”

      He opens the door Joshua came through, the air inside musty and earthy as it hits my nose. With the candle in his hand, he leads me through the dark hallway. We pass several doors until he opens the last one on the right. The heavy scent of urine explodes out of the room and the Captain gives me an apologetic glance.

      “You will have to stay here tonight. We will set out for the capitol first thing in the morning.”

      I step into the room, back ramrod straight. He doesn’t need to know how fast my heart is beating or the way my stomach is sinking. With another sigh, the Captain hands me the candle.

      “I will be back in the morning.”

      I nod and he closes the door behind me, the hinges scream mimicking the screaming in my heart. With the door closed, the only light I have left is the candle he gave me. It flickers, the yellow light doing little to illuminate the pressing darkness.

      Last night I slept under the stars. Last night I slept next to Ry. Now I’m trapped in a urine-infested hole with nothing but cold dirt walls for company.

      Tears prick at the corner of my eyes as I scold myself for being so stupid as to think there was even a chance that this ‘plan’ would work. I didn’t want things to end up like this. But can I really be surprised they have? I’ve only had fairytales to guide me. I’m so stupid.

      What did Zale do when he got here? Did he have a better idea of where to land? Maybe he was smarter than us and stayed in his boat longer, trailing the coast to find the best spot to come ashore. Could all his daydreaming have really put him in a better spot than us? It shouldn’t have. His access to information was the same as mine.

      That’s what I really don’t understand. What did he learn that he didn’t share with me? I don’t remember him acting any differently before he disappeared. There was no hint of anything brewing beneath the surface. Was I just blind to his struggle?

      Dad knew that Zale was struggling. How could he have shared with Dad and not with me?

      Sinking to the floor, I squat to avoid whatever mess the darkness hides. I tuck my pants back into my boots while making sure that the bottom of my tunic can’t touch the ground. I’ve been in some nasty places, I mean I lived with my brothers, but this is the worst.

      The air presses in on my chest, making it hard to breathe the stale fumes. How much longer until morning? I press my fist against my mouth and bite my fingers, forcing away the panic until I can sleep.
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      The door swings open. I slip and hit the ground. I guess I must have fallen asleep after all. The Captain stands above me, his face glowing in the light of the candle he holds up. My own sad candle turned into a melted stump less than an inch from where my knees came down.

      “Let’s go.”

      He doesn’t wait for me to get up, turning and stomping down the hallway. I scramble to my feet, ignoring the wet press of the earth floor into my palms. I’m sure I smell terrible, but the Captain’s face remains stoic as I step into his office.

      Pausing, he grabs his bag off the desk. I almost walk into his back, distracted by the aches in my body after sleeping on the floor. The Captain doesn’t seem to notice as he leaves the building and grabs the reins of his horse, still waiting patiently out front.

      I close the door behind me, stomach in a knot as I approach the animal. The Captain reaches a hand for me, and I have to work hard to not shove it away. Instead, I let him lift me onto the horse, tensing as he mounts behind me.

      The panic I felt last night subsides a little with the daylight. I have a plan now at least. It may not be a good one, but it’s all I have.

      There’s no way the Captain will be able to watch me all the time. He’ll have to sleep or pee or something. When we get close enough to the capitol that I can see it, I’ll make my move. I’ll slip away from him, enter the city on my own, and find Zale.

      What could go wrong?

      Other than everything. The Captain said the animal that attacked Ry was supposed to be eradicated, but what if he’s wrong? He was wrong for Ry.

      My chest grows tight, eyes burning as I push my emotions back down. Ry is going to be all right. I’m going to find him. I just can’t do that unless I can find Zale first.

      The Captain shifts behind me and I ignore the way his body presses into mine. Or at least I try to.

      “Was there no way to get a second horse?” I don’t know why I ask. There’s no way I could have ridden by myself. Horses have been nothing but stories, I have no idea what to do with this mountain of an animal.

      “We don’t usually provide mounts for prisoners,” he grunts.

      “Aren’t I innocent until proven guilty?”

      “That hasn’t been the case in at least a thousand years.”

      I can just imagine the quizzical look he must be giving me. What can I say? Humans aren’t given a proper education regarding how their government works. Why educate the scum?

      “So, I’m just guilty?”

      “That is the way this works,” he says.

      “What would I have to do to be proven innocent?”

      His hand around my waist presses me tighter against him. “You’d have to talk to me about what you were doing, of course.”

      Impossible. And I feel like he knows that. Why else would he tease me?

      I’m surprised he can stand to be this close to me. I’m sure I smell like an outhouse after weeks at sea with no washing and my night in prison. Even my eyes are watering. I wish I still had my bag. At least then I’d be able to change into clothes that didn’t stink, even if the smell seems to have permanently permeated my skin. I haven’t even seen him sweat, let alone smelled him. Fae must be built differently than us.

      “How long will we be traveling this way?” I ask.

      “At least a couple of days.”

      My heart sinks. “At least?”

      “Sometimes circumstances make the journey take longer.” His voice is gruff behind me.

      “Circumstances like what?”

      “Like running into that saber you were telling me about.”

      My body stiffens and my ideas of running away become more fragile. “You don’t really think that could happen, do you?”

      “I don’t know. Before you came I thought they’d shifted their territory far from here. Now, who knows where they could be hiding?” He shrugs.

      I stare into the forest of pines growing around us on either side. Could that creature really be here? Watching us even now? Maybe he’s wounded somewhere after Ry got away. That creature could even be dead depending on what Ry was able to do to it. I can’t think of it any other way without risking the pain in my chest pushing its way to the surface.

      A shiver runs down my back and the Captain breathes heavily into my hair. I shift to move away but his grip stops me.

      “I’m sure we’ll be fine,” he says, not assuaging enough of my anxiety.

      “Of course.”

      “And if not…” He releases his grip on me to pat the sword strapped to his waist. “I know how to take care of it.”

      There’s something about Captain Renault that makes me think he’s telling the truth. Either way, I’d rather have him and his sword with me than risk being caught alone with my trident. At least for now.

      The miles pass in silence. The Captain gives me an apple when the sun reaches its height. The flesh is firm and sweet in my mouth, nothing like the scraps we usually get during our trip to the incinerator. The fragrant juice almost makes me gasp in delight, but I clamp my jaw tight. The Captain doesn’t need any more ammunition. Especially if I’m already considered guilty.

      I eat the whole fruit, core and all. The Captain throws his core into the woods, and I catch him watching me as he leans forward.

      “What?” I snap.

      “I didn’t realize how much you liked apples.”

      “I didn’t realize you’d be making assumptions despite knowing nothing about me.”

      “There are some things I can figure out without you explicitly telling me.”

      “Like what?”

      “You’re from a place with a lot of sun.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      He runs a finger down the skin of my sunburned arm sticking out from under my armor before I can jerk it away. “The ladies in my town don’t get color like this.”

      “Is that bad?”

      “No.” He shrugs. “Just different. Enough to know you’re not from anywhere close to here.”

      “That’s not enough reason to arrest someone.” I pull my wrist guards further up my arm as though that will hide the sunburn mottling my pale skin.

      “It wouldn’t be if you could be honest about where you’re from.”

      I scowl.

      After so much time at sea, I wouldn’t have thought the sun could harm me like it has since I’ve been on land. Everything here is different. Even I’m different.

      I try not to think about the way my body responds to the Captain pressed up against me. That’s definitely not something that ever happened when I was on the ship.

      The trees loom over us, their branches twisting together to create a canopy over the dirt road. The heavy smell of pine permeates the air, so different from the salty sea I’m used to. If I was still making this journey with Ry, I’d be able to enjoy this. We’d have been able to experience all this newness together. We could have eaten the fresh food and felt the softness of new grass together. Now I’m alone.

      Actually, being alone would have been better than having my current companion. The one person I’ve run into who could lead to my death, who has insisted on this long trip together.

      There’s a part of me that acknowledges how grateful I should be that I have a guide now. I don’t have to worry about wandering through the wilderness until I die. The Captain will take me right where I need to go, and he won’t complain about the journey either.

      I take a few deep breaths. I need to accept the situation and keep planning for my escape. That’s all I need to think about right now. Nothing else.

      Especially not his warm breath in my hair.
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        * * *

      

      With the Captain as my companion, we don’t meet any trouble as we travel. A few Fae pass us on foot, giving the Captain nods from beneath their crisp hats while looking curiously at me with their far too beautiful faces. I don’t know why we draw so much attention. I don’t look that different, albeit I’m not as pretty as even the ugliest Fae we pass, and as far as I can tell I haven’t dressed any differently than the rest of them.

      We all wear tight linen pants, long tunics, and boots. The only thing different about me is my protective armor, and that’s common enough for anyone who leans towards being clumsy at their job.

      After the third time this happens, I feel myself bristle. Is it because I’m not as beautiful as them? No one ever told me the Fae were gorgeous. Maybe I could have been like that too if I’d been well-fed and kept out of the punishing sun on the sea. Then maybe I might have had their same perfect complexions and lithe movements as they walk through town.

      “What?” The Captain asks.

      I consider not saying anything, but the Captain can feel my agitation where our bodies are pressed up against each other.

      “What are they looking at?” I bite out.

      The Captain chuckles. “They’ve never seen a woman dressed like you before.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      He hesitates. “You are…well, you are just not dressed like any of the women in polite society.”

      His explanation doesn’t make me feel better. “Why don’t you say what you’re actually thinking?”

      “Women do not usually… well they do not often…” he stumbles on his words

      “Spit it out.”

      “You are dressed like a man.”

      I’m dressed like a man? What is he even talking about? This is how all the women of the banished dress. How else should I be dressing? I don’t know how I would even change that.

      “Honestly, the first time I saw you I thought you were a man,” he says.

      I screw my forehead up, trying to process what he’s saying. “So, because I’m wearing what people normally wear, you thought I was a man?”

      “You are wearing something I would associate with a man wearing, not a woman.”

      “Well, where I’m from, this is normal for everyone.” My cheeks burn even though I don’t fully understand why. “I don’t know why you’re all making such a big deal about it.”

      He shrugs. “You are the one that brought it up.”

      I wrap my hands in the horse’s mane, threading the hair through my fingers. Pinching my lips, I clench my jaw. What does he know? How dare he judge me on what I wear? He has no idea what’s normal. This is what everyone wears. This is the uniform of the banished. Of humanity.

      Glancing down at myself, I try not to notice the holes and stains spreading across my tunic. It’s not like there’s a whole lot of new clothing given to the banished. We get all of our supplies from the incinerator. Mainlander Fae drop off the food and water we survive on and some of the other essentials. Occasionally there will be a ship. The young couples gather as much as they can for the incinerator and hope they have enough to earn a place of their own.

      I guess that’s what Ry was hoping would eventually happen for us.

      My heart seizes, the pain of his sacrifice becoming too real. There’s so much of his life that will never be lived now. So many experiences he’ll never be able to have.

      My eyes get hot, the tears trying to burn their way out. I sniff and the Captain peers at me over my shoulder.

      “Are you ready to talk yet?”

      “No.” My voice is soft this time as I pull at my wrist guards.

      “I hope you understand that I would like to help you.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, it is my job.”

      I have the hardest time even pretending to believe him.

      The forest grows dark around us, a chill biting into my skin. Birds call to each other, their songs low and mournful. I shiver, pressing closer to the Captain. The horse shudders beneath us, its head whipping from side to side as though searching for a hidden enemy. The trees that seemed nothing like the forest I was lost in earlier now seem exactly the same.

      I want to ask if we’re going to be safe here, but I don’t want to disclose anything more to the Captain than I already have. Every word I say is like a confession.

      I wish Zale were here. He would know what to do. Did he travel this same road? I wish I knew more about his journey. The only thing I have to go on is the letter I found, and I wouldn’t call that super informative. I’m sure it’s killing Dad that I’m gone. Will he ever find out what happened to us? How will I ever tell him what happened to Ry?

      “We will be stopping for the night soon,” the Captain says, his voice a low rumble that vibrates off him and through my chest. “I hope you do not mind camping.”

      “Of course not,” I bluster. What’s camping?

      The horse brings us to a small clearing next to the road. The Captain climbs down, hitting the ground with a grunt before lifting his arms to help me follow. My feet hit the ground and the pain from my ankle and my legs stretching out to stay on the horse all day reverberates up to my spine. I want to sink onto my butt and just sit, but the Captain has other plans.

      A bag hits me in the face as I sink to the ground. “What the heck?”

      “Time to set up camp.”

      Set up? I don’t understand what he’s talking about. It would probably help if I knew what camping was in the first place.

      The Captain opens a bag of his own and pulls out a large swatch of fabric and some poles. With a magic I don’t understand, he manages to get it into a triangular shape with an opening in the front. I stare at it, unsure what it is he’s created.

      He watches me with narrowed eyes. “Have you never seen a tent before?”

      I pinch my lips together. He knows the answer. I’ve lived on a boat my whole life. There are going to be a lot of things that are new. How will I hide it from him?

      The Captain gets a fire going, grabbing the bags out of my hands with a scowl. What was I supposed to do? I doubt he would have liked it if I’d gone through his bags. I step closer to him, watching as he pulls out a pan and some food I don’t recognize. If he feels me behind him, he doesn’t say anything.

      He cracks a white oblong ball into the pan and holds it over the flames. It looks like clear snot with a yellow center. The longer he cooks it, the more the clear spots turn white.

      All of the fresh food is still so new, and this is unrecognizable. At least if I keep standing behind him, the Captain won’t be able to see my face. It’s so important that he doesn’t see my face right now. I’m sure it will completely give away how foreign this is.

      He flips the food onto two plates he’s pulled out of his bag. Handing one back to me, he doesn’t even look up. Good thing, or else I’m sure he’d see my tense shoulders despite my ‘manly’ clothes.

      The heat from the fire bleeds into the air as I tip the food towards my mouth. It’s rubbery and tasteless on my tongue, but not altogether unpleasant. I could get used to it I guess.

      “You have never had eggs before?” the Captain asks. His back is towards me as he takes a bite.

      I set the plate down. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Of course not.”

      Bracing a hand against my hip, I step in front of him, making him stare up at me. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You are secretive for no reason.” He stands, stern face looking down at me. “What is the big mystery?”

      “There’s no reason why I should share anything with you,” I snap.

      “You cannot even say if you have had eggs before. You wonder why I have to take you to the capitol for trial. It is because of things like that!”

      I frown into my plate. Why couldn’t any other person find me in those woods?

      The Captain sighs. “I cannot make you talk. Not without using unsavory methods.”

      “Why don’t you just use your ‘methods’?”

      “I want to trust you.”

      He turns to face me, bright eyes meeting mine. Blinking, I try to look away. But his gaze mesmerizes me, pulling me in and making me stare.

      “You have no reason to trust me,” I whisper.

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t want to.”

      Firelight plays across his face, dipping into the scar along his jaw. He leans closer, bright eyes staring into mine.

      “You don’t know who I am.” I try again to push him away with my words.

      “Will you let me?”

      “No.”

      The answer escapes before I have a chance to think about it and the effect is instant. The Captain’s face closes off and he turns around, shoulders tight.

      I wish I hadn’t spoken quickly. If the answer was still going to be no, I could have at least phrased it better. It probably isn’t the best idea to alienate my guide more than I already have.

      Without a word, he marches to the tent and climbs in through the flap. The fire crackles as its smoky scent fills the air. I’m alone.

      The night is still around me. Even the birds I heard before have moved on. I thought I would like being without the Captain much more than I actually do. Alone, I only have my thoughts, leaving me to replay our last conversation over and over again.

      He had so much hope in me. He really thought I would trust him. I still don’t understand how he thought he could trust me. With all that he already knows, it makes me doubt his intelligence. How could he hope to trust someone he knows so little about, and what he does know doesn’t paint me in a favorable light? I could never do something like that. Not that I ever really got the choice. The world of the banished is small, we all know too much about each other’s families. And usually, we know too much about their ancestors too.

      I glance towards the tent flap, almost hoping the Captain will come back. At the very least I’d like him to come and tell me what I should be doing. Am I going to sleep in there too? Or will I sleep curled next to the dying flames, rolling into the embers?

      When he doesn’t reappear, I follow my second option. The ground is cold under my cheek, feeling like frozen tears against my face. I curl my knees into my chest, staring at the burning red flames of the fire.
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        * * *

      

      Heavy breathing brings me to consciousness. The ground under my head feels much softer than it did last night, my body so much warmer. Peeking an eye open, I immediately shut it tight again.

      The sky above me has been replaced with the heavy cloth of the Captain’s tent. Reaching with inching fingers, I touch the soft blankets beneath me and the thick blanket on top of me. He must have moved me. There’s no way I could have sleepwalked into his tent and not bothered him.

      As I try to control my rapid breaths, I can once again hear the breathing that woke me initially. Rolling to the side, I open one eye just enough to see the world through my eyelashes.

      The Captain lies next to me, his body covered by the same blanket keeping me warm. His face is soft in sleep, his mouth partially open and hair swept over his forehead.

      I kind of want to brush the hair back, to reveal all of his face. It’s a stupid thing to want to do, and I’ve never in my life felt tempted to do anything like it before. Yet, I find myself wondering how soft his hair would be in my hand.

      He groans, eyes blinking open. I shut mine again, but not before I catch the small smile playing at the side of his mouth as he catches me watching him. My cheeks burn, and all the blood in my body seems to congregate in my face.

      “Good morning.”

      I burrow further into the blanket, covering my face. “Morning.”

      “I figured you would not want to sleep outside all night. It can be fun, but not when the nights are getting so cold. Plus, I did not want you so exposed for any animals that might have passed by.”

      I peek my face out. “Animals? You mean like that monster from the woods?”

      “The very same,” he says with a grin. I pull the rest of my face out of its layer of protection. “It would not do for my captive to be eaten on our way to her trial.”

      I pout. “Maybe you would have looked tastier.”

      “I would not have been as convenient as you, sitting out and getting cooked by the fire.”

      He’s probably right, I would have been the easiest to get to. I should be more grateful, and after what I said last night he might actually need to hear my gratitude.

      “Thank you.”

      The Captain looks up at me, blinking in surprise. “You are welcome.”

      He sits up, glancing down at his hands in his lap then back to me. My only hope is that my cheeks aren’t as red as they were before.

      “We should probably get moving.”

      I get up to follow him out of the tent, blonde hair falling around my face, and freeze. Glancing to the side, I find my hat sitting beside my bedroll. When he picked me up to move me inside it must have fallen off. My fingers tremble as they follow the curves of my face and around the small points of my ears. Exposed. I’ve been exposed this whole time. Does he know? Does he know now that I’m human?

      Crawling out of the tent, I find a safe distance away to relieve myself while he packs up our camp. When I make my way back, everything is back in his bulging bags and he’s kicking dirt into what’s left of our fire. I guess we’re not getting a hot breakfast.

      He looks up at me with a small grin as he loads everything back onto the horse. It’s breath comes out in clouds of white from its nostrils.

      “Ready to go?”

      My hat hides in my clenched fingers, my ears still exposed to the weak morning light. I can’t find the words to speak and I don’t know why he hasn’t started this conversation for both of us.

      His smile turns to a frown as I continue to stand frozen in front of him. “Mariel?”

      “I-I-” The words still won’t come out.

      “Did you need help?”

      Why is he being so kind to me? Not only am I a prisoner, but now he knows I’m a human too. One of the banished. He should be furious and forcing me to meet my fate.

      “Do you need me to take that?” He gestures at my hat. “If you’re worried it won’t stay on while we ride, I’d be glad to put it in one of the bags.”

      “I…how…” I reach a hesitant hand to touch my ear.

      He watches the movement and looks away. He reaches up to pat the horse. “I’ve never seen ears like that before.”

      Could he really not know what a human’s ear looks like? I want to tell him they’re perfectly normal where I come from, but that isn’t even true. How many times did Zale make fun of me and call me a Fae-lover because of my ears?

      “Sorry.” The side of his face is red as he keeps looking at the horse. “I didn’t mean to be rude.”

      “No, it’s just…” My body finally thaws and the words start coming to me. “My brother used to make fun of my ears all the time.” I don’t tell the Captain that he sometimes called me ‘the half-breed’.

      He turns to face me, stepping closer as he looks at my ears. “They are not that different I suppose. I have just never seen them so small.”

      I resist the urge to cover my ears again. My fingers twitch at my side obey. “Yeah, that’s why he would make fun of me.”

      Not exactly the reason, but close enough. It’s enough that it doesn’t feel like a complete lie in my mouth.

      “Family can be cruel.” The Captain’s face grows dark as his gaze grows distant. “But you do not need to linger on his words. Your ears are fine. Forgive me for saying anything.”

      A smile tugs at the side of my mouth. I’m glad he brought it up. Apparently, that’s one less thing I have to worry about now. It’s awful, but my mind can’t help but linger on just how nice he’s being to me. He didn’t have to be and he was anyway. I’m no one to him, only a prisoner.

      He motions for me to get on the horse and I follow his lead. I feel heat rush to my waist where he touches me and lifts me onto the saddle. It’s impossible to not feel the sparks between us as he mounts just behind me. Every touch feels like a shock.

      One more day. I only have to deal with all the strange thoughts I’m having for one of them for one more day, and maybe not even that if we see signs of the city today. I’ll have to find a way to lose him.

      As we start off into the trees again, I can’t get my thoughts to stay on my task. Instead, they follow the lines of his jaw in the firelight, how his eyes looked as he asked me to trust him, how he looked when I told him no. His kind words about my ears.

      Miles pass silently between us, the Captain’s hand a constant weight against my waist that I can’t ignore.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks.

      I nod and he chuckles, releasing me to reach into his bags and pull out two apples.

      “I hope this is good enough.”

      My mouth waters as I grab an apple from him. “It’s amazing.”

      His arm clenches me tighter as I eat the fruit and I know I’ve given too much away again. I doubt anyone around here would describe an apple as amazing. I’m sure it’s something they eat all the time. A total normal part of their life like hard biscuits are to mine. I can’t take it back now, so it doesn’t matter.

      “You are easy to please.”

      “A good trait I’ve been told,” I say with a smile.

      He laughs. “There are definitely much worse traits to have.”

      We’re quiet for a moment, and the silence eats at me.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He’s quiet for even longer. “I know.”

      Without having to outright say it, I know he knows I’m talking about not being able to trust him or tell him anything about my life.

      My throat burns. I hate that somehow he’s managed to get this hold on me.

      “I do not know for sure what they will do with you when I bring you in. I have never come across someone like you before,” he says.

      “How do you not know? Surely it’s happened somewhere else if not with you.”

      I give him a sidelong glance as he grimaces.

      “I am not exactly on the best of terms with the rest of the army,” he says.

      “What, are you a black sheep or something?” It’s a phrase from some of the trash I’ve gathered and it makes me smile to finally be able to use it.

      “Something like that.”

      I can tell I’ve touched a nerve as his face grows darker, any hint of amusement gone.

      “What do you think they’ll do with me first?” I ask.

      “Probably ascertain how much of a threat you are.”

      “That’s not very specific.”

      He shrugs. “I told you before that I did not know what they would do. It is not like my lack of knowledge should be surprising.”

      “Will they put me back in jail?”

      “Definitely. They have to figure out who you are, and time is the only way for that,” he says.

      “I’m sure time isn’t the only way.”

      “No, but it’s the most reliable.”

      I purse my lips together. I’m sure there’s more he’s not telling me. I don’t believe they would lock me up and wait for me to confess. Would days of endless boredom make me go crazy enough to feel like telling the truth?

      It doesn’t matter. I won’t be here for that anyway. I have to remember my plan, and it does not involve waiting around for my inevitable demise.
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        * * *

      

      The trees thin around us, revealing farmland for miles. The ground lays out before us like a patchwork quilt. Each square a different pattern and a different color. I press my teeth together to keep my jaw from dropping. Seeing so much of the world at once feels a little like being back on the sea. There’s even a ripple to the ground like a wave.

      I lean forward, my heart fluttering. There’s a feeling in the air here that makes me feel more at home than I have yet to feel anywhere else on land. I stare across the distance, seeing a large expanse of dark buildings growing across the horizon with every step we take.

      The Captain’s hand tightens around my waist, abruptly reminding me I’m not alone. Not only that, but within the next few hours I’m going to need to find a way to sneak off. How am I going to do that when the only scenery around us is fields? I’d never get any distance on him, he’d see me right away. I ignore the knot in my stomach forming from the idea of ditching the Captain. I don’t owe him my loyalty. I don’t owe him anything. I owe Ry and with my debt, I will rescue Zale.

      We continue forward in silence, despite the fact that I know the Captain has felt my tension. I can only hope he doesn’t know what I’m tense about. So far, I’ve been pretty accommodating. Surely he wouldn’t guess that I’m thinking about running.

      The fields around us are empty of people, despite the fact that they look well-tended. Where is everyone? Save for the travelers we’ve passed along the way, the amount of people I’ve seen has been scant, something that doesn’t feel right considering all my father taught me.

      If what the Captain said about the plague is true and the land isn’t overcrowded, then why were we banished?

      Has a kingdom that once only thought of us with contempt been happy to forget about us, leaving us to the same watery graves as our ancestors? The thought makes me feel sick to my stomach. I’m sure these same thoughts are why Zale left. I just wish he’d felt like he could share them with me.

      “What are you thinking about?” The Captain’s voice is soft in my ear as he leans closer to me.

      “Nothing.”

      He laughs. “Doubtful.”

      I shrug. He shouldn’t expect any different answer from me at this point. My body feels colder as the Captain leans back.

      “How often do you come to the capitol?” Why am I talking to him? I try to convince myself that it has nothing to do with the ache that comes from disappointing him. Nothing.

      “I have not been home in years.”

      “The capitol is your home?”

      He starts, not realizing until now that he’s given something away. “It used to be.”

      “Your life must be very different now. I can’t imagine that shack you took me to compares to anything in this city.”

      “No.” He chuckles, but the sound is dark. “My life is much quieter now than it used to be when I was still in Angoumar.”

      “Do you miss it?”

      “There are times when I do, but I have learned how to accept the changes that come in my life. Not everything needs to be mourned, least of all a change in scenery.”

      It feels like something much more than a change of scenery caused his distance from the capitol. Behind me his whole body is tense, something I haven’t felt from him since we met two days ago.

      “I’m a little familiar with how it feels to change scenery.” I think carefully about my words, careful not to give him too much while offering my comfort. “It can make you feel pretty lonely sometimes.”

      “Yes,” he whispers.

      I pat his hand where it rests against me. There’s nothing more I can say, but I don’t think there’s much left anyway. He holds me tighter, pressing me close against him. It makes me smile as butterflies flutter haphazardly until I feel like they’re going to burst from my stomach.

      Ducking my head down, I try to hide my reaction. He doesn’t need to know the effect he has on me. If that’s even what’s happening. Maybe I’m just getting sick. Doesn’t sickness make you feel like you’re about to burst out of your skin and make you tingly all over?

      “Have you been to the capitol, to Angoumar before?”

      “No.”

      “Are you ready to tell me where you are from yet? You had to come from somewhere. It is not like you could have just materialized in the middle of that wood for me to find you.”

      I keep my gaze focused on the rocks lining the road in front of us. The Captain sighs as my jaw clamps closed.

      “I hope you realize I am trying to help you. If you told me the truth, I would not turn you in, I promise.”

      “You can’t make a promise like that when you don’t know what I’ll say,” I point out.

      “I’m positive your answer can’t be worse than anything I’ve been thinking you’ll say.”

      You’d be surprised.

      The response lies on the tip of my tongue but I catch it before I can say it. No matter what he’s thinking, there’s no way he’s considered something as crazy as me being one of the banished.

      “Will we reach Angoumar tonight?” The name of the capitol is foreign on my tongue.

      Despite the fact that we’re constantly moving, the buildings in the distance haven’t even started to become close to life-size. They’re still smaller than my thumbnail.

      “We’ll get close, but I’m not sure I want to go inside in the middle of the night. We’ll probably camp tonight and make our way to the military offices in the morning.”

      I’ll have a whole night to be close to the city to slip away. I’m sure it won’t be too difficult once he’s asleep.

      “Why do you want to wait for morning? Not that I mind,” I hurry to add.

      The Captain shrugs. “Angoumar can be a dangerous place when the sun goes down, and the men who run the prison at night aren’t known for their civility.”

      A chill travels down my spine at the words left unsaid. He doesn’t need to say them for me to understand, and I wish I hadn’t asked the question in the first place. Will running away tonight really be the best thing for me? Or will I find more trouble without the Captain to protect me? I’ve never actually used the trident before, so if I run into that creature on my own I’m not sure what I’ll do.

      “Tensions are high in the capitol lately; at least from the reports I have been getting. However, that is to be expected when insurgents rise to overthrow all that is good about our land,” he explains.

      I can feel him watching me as he brings up the rebels and I harden my face into stone. Is that what he thinks I am? If that’s the case, I can’t imagine he would have been so kind to me. I doubt Zale has been shown any of the government’s kindness.

      “That’s too bad,” I tell him, face still.

      “More than you know,” he admits. “Instead of having decent citizens living around our country, it has become teeming with criminals. Petty crime has gone up and people no longer feel safe.”

      “Is that why there’s no one out here?”

      “Most likely. I’m aware of a contingent of men who stand guard over the farmers as they work, and none of them are here today. So, it would stand to reason that the farmers wouldn’t risk being out here alone.”

      I want to trust him, but something about his story doesn’t add up. I can’t see the king wasting his soldiers to watch farmers. Criminals don’t go after farmers. What would farmers have to steal? Something else is going on here. Maybe the Captain doesn’t know because he’s been away too long. It’s hard to get a clear story if you haven’t been responsible for gathering it yourself.

      If he’s right, leaving tonight would put my life in danger. If he’s wrong, then I’ll be safe and staying would be stupid. I shake my head. No matter what the outcome, staying would be stupid. I know this is my best chance to get away. I can’t chicken out now.

      The Captain hands me another apple as the sun reaches its peak height in the sky. I bite into its sweet flesh. This is probably our last meal together, and definitely the last time I will know for sure where my next meal is coming from. The fruit sits in my stomach like a rock, its sweet juices becoming a sticky mess on my fingers.

      When we load up to leave, I do my best to ignore his body at my back. I can’t rely on him to keep me safe anymore. I never really should have in the first place, it just happened.

      My body winds itself tighter and tighter as we ride, the sun sinking lower in the sky with each and every mile. I scan the countryside, hoping to find a better option for escaping, but there’s nothing. Only fields of even green rows. Night will be my only protection.

      The Captain shifts behind me, the air tense between us. “There is still time to change your mind.”

      “To change my mind?”

      “To tell me what is really going on,” he elaborates.

      I close my eyes with a sigh. “I can’t do that.”

      “Cannot or will not?”

      “It’s the same thing at this point.”

      The Captain’s arm around my waist pulls me tighter. “I would protect you if I could.”

      My chest grows tight. “You wouldn’t have a choice.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It’s better this way.”

      Even as I say it, my heart twists. Is it really better? Can I trust him when he says he wants to help me? The fact that I’m considering trusting him is more evidence that the last few days have really gotten to me than anything else. I have to wake up and get my act together. The Captain can’t help me. No one can.

      If I want to save my brother and find Ry, it will be on my own.
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      The Captain keeps me in his view when we stop for camp. I’m sure it doesn’t take much to guess I’m going to try and run. Maybe he’s just surprised I haven’t tried to run yet. I could have last night or during any of our breaks but I’ve stayed loyally by his side. Too bad it doesn’t mean anything to him now. It would be sweet if he could let his guard down tonight.

      We sit beside the fire and I let the warmth sink into my bones. His eyes glimmer in the firelight as he watches me.

      “Is there nothing you can tell me?” He’s grasping for anything, his hands becoming tight fists in his lap. “Surely you must trust me a little.”

      If I tell him something, will that calm him down so I can leave? That seems like a fair trade.

      “I told you before, my name is Mariel. Isn’t that something?”

      “Mariel,” he swishes my name through his mouth, sending tingles down my spine. He pauses before replying. “Mine is Tristan.”

      “The mighty captain has a name?” I tease with a grin.

      “I have yet to meet one that does not.”

      Tristan. I won’t say his name out loud. I don’t trust myself to try it. Instead, I study his face, matching his name to the strong lines of his jaw. It fits.

      “I know you are hiding something, something big. But please believe me when I tell you that if you share it with me, I will help you. I will make sure you do not end up in prison for it.”

      Of course not, they’d kill me before they jailed me.

      “I will not tell anyone your secret.”

      “Isn’t that your job?”

      He shrugs. “I only have to share things I consider a threat to the security of the kingdom. From our time together, I feel certain that you do not fall into that category.”

      “You obviously don’t know me very well.”

      “I would if you would let me. Share this with me.”

      I don’t know whether he’s wearing me down, or I’m tired, or if I’m just tired of carrying this secret on my own, but his words are tempting.

      “You really wouldn’t tell anyone? You’d keep my secret no matter what?” My pulse quickens, heart pounding against my chest as my head feels light.

      “As long as you are not some secret assassin for the King,” he says with a laugh.

      Is that what Zale is supposed to do? Tristan’s attempt at levity leaves me cold.

      “I’m not trying to do anything like that. I’m only here because I want to save my brother.” The words come out faster than I can consider their weight.

      “That does not seem like some big malicious secret.”

      “Why I’m here isn’t the problem. It’s the fact that I’m here at all.” I slam my hands over my mouth in shock as my deeper secrets are so carelessly uncovered.

      Tristan leans forward on his knee, mouth pulled into a tight frown. “What does that mean?”

      I shake my head.

      His forehead wrinkles as his frown grows. “Why can you not tell me?”

      “If I told you then you would know, but I can’t.”

      Tristan sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “Are we always going to talk in circles like this?”

      I shrug.

      He stands with a groan of frustration. “Do you not realize what I am doing for you? I have never made a promise like that before. Heck, I have never made this journey with any other prisoner. I have always sent them on with one of my men. I am risking a lot for you.”

      “I didn’t ask you to do that.” My voice is quiet.

      The quick response so completely mirrors what I said to Ry that I’m shocked into silence. Heat burns behind my eyes and I blink away heavy tears.

      “I understand that you did not ask for special treatment, but I wish you would see it and understand how serious I am about helping you.”

      This is all easy for him to say. It’s easy for him to commit to helping me without knowing the facts. He wouldn’t have a choice if I told him the truth.

      “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, but please understand that I’ve told you everything I can.”

      He shakes his head at me and crawls into his tent. I don’t follow. If I’m lucky he’ll fall asleep and I’ll be able to make a clean exit from our journey together.

      The log crackles as fire travels across it. The heavy smell of smoke keeps me grounded. It’s one of the only things on land that is almost the same as being on the ship. The only difference is that, if I were home, I wouldn’t be sitting in the dirt.

      Brushing away my sweat-sticky hair from my face with the back of my hand, I clear away the confusion of the last few days. Zale is all that matters. Not Tristan, or me, or any of the experiences I’ve been through in the last few days. Zale. I need to keep my thoughts focused on him. I’ve been too caught up in everything else since I got here. If I’d stayed focused I’d never have had to deal with the confusion of leaving Tristan behind.

      How could I have been so stupid to let him in like that? Will telling him that I’m trying to save my brother end up hurting Zale? Will he be able to figure out who I am based on that? I can’t even call it a slip. I told him on purpose. I’m an idiot.

      Everything is silent in the tent behind me. Whether Tristan is sleeping or not, he wouldn’t know if I left. I should go now before it gets later and I get more conflicted and worn out.

      My knees pop as I stand, protesting leaving the same way that the tightness in my chest does. I can’t listen to my body, and I can’t trust my heart anymore. I have to listen to my head, the only part telling me to continue towards Zale.

      Before I leave, I have a twinge of weakness. Grabbing one of the sticks from the fire, I pull it out and on the ground by the fire pit draw waves and a small ship with the burnt end of the stick. I don’t know if he’ll find it. I don’t know if he’ll know what I meant, but I’ve left something. I’ve given him an answer. Maybe not the one he’s looking for, or even one I should share, but I did it.

      I start walking, knowing if I stay around too much longer that I’ll wimp out and wipe away the evidence that even now I know is a bad idea. The earth is cold under my feet, the chill seeping in through the many holes in my shoes. Tristan said I didn’t dress like the women here, but maybe if they don’t notice how worn down my clothing is, I can pass for being a man and it will be all right.

      My body feels cold in a way that has nothing to do with moving away from the fire. I don’t remember it feeling like this before, but I also haven’t been alone much before either. I’ve always had the comfort of family close by. It’s not like I’d been lost for long in the woods before Tristan found me either. A few hours is nothing compared to what I can expect now.

      The buildings forming the city in front of us cast a bright aura into the night air. Good. I have a clear destination now. At least I won’t have to worry about Tristan finding me in the morning because I’ve gotten lost and am wandering through the fields.

      My legs burn as I run. All the riding caused aches I didn’t even know could exist, making every movement hurt differently than it ever would have otherwise. I count to distract myself, using Zale’s name every time I get to ten.

      I only glance back once, and I swear I see Tristan’s figure outlined in the dying flames. Turning quickly, my heart flutters against my chest. If he was watching, he doesn’t try to stop me.

      My feet plod silently as I make it to a hard earth path, my pace matching my heartbeat. The capitol didn’t look that far, but after a full day of riding already, after the first ten minutes of running, I just want to give up. I repeat Zale’s name again, using his memory to propel me forward, tapping my pocket where I keep the letter mentioning his name. I have to get to the Angoumar, I have to get there and I have to find someone who will help me find him. Find him and convince him to come home with me.

      Easy.

      I wasn’t sure when I left what I would do once I found him, but I know now that I’m ready to go home. The constant fear of being caught has frayed my nerves almost past the point of repair. Certainly, Zale must feel the same way, wherever he is. We’ll go home and continue our lives, forgetting our ridiculous trip on land. No amount of social injustice is worth our lives.

      The night grows colder the farther I go, but the buildings finally become life-size so I know I’ve made progress. Thank goodness for that. I don’t know if my legs could have taken any more.

      When I get close enough to the buildings that the ground under my feet has been replaced with a cobbled road, my palms grow clammy. What do I do now? I know nothing about this city and Tristan isn’t here to protect me anymore.

      The buildings around me are faintly lit by the light of fires and candles within, showing off their stone and wood walls. Some lean into the road, revealing their wood-shingled roofs. Others hover above the rest with their stately stone holding them up high. All around me, the air is filled with the smells of cooking meat and porridge. The streets are empty but the sounds of people talking and laughing echo into the street through the walls. It’s like I’ve stepped into an old fairy tale. Zale had said society had reverted back to its old and almost lost ways, but based on the garbage we’re still toting to be incinerated, I never thought it would look like this. If anything, I expected dilapidated steel frames to twist into weird shapes before sinking into the earth.

      Streetlamps lit with burning torches light my way into the city and I pick up my pace to get far enough into it for Tristan not to find me.

      Thoroughly lost in the maze of almost identical buildings, I find a corner where two houses meet and huddle up there, hoping for a few minutes of sleep. The cold stone presses against my cheek, but I welcome it. It means I’m farther on my journey and closer to home.
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        * * *

      

      The sun is already proclaiming mid-morning when I wake up to the sounds of feet shuffling along cobblestones and the rustling of clothes as people move past me. Opening my eyes, I press farther into the crevice I crawled into last night as I catch sight of more people than I’ve ever seen in my life. There are more Fae on this one street than all the people I’ve seen during our largest incinerator gatherings, and at least then we have the press of ships to keep us from getting too close to each other.

      People press against each other, passing tightly through the road I walked last night. The sounds of their loud talking, laughing, and yelling, combined with the smell of so many people overwhelm me instantly and I have to close my eyes and count to ten before opening them again.

      My breath comes in short gasps as I watch them continue to pass, throngs of people moving like a current through the road. They’re dressed in bright colors and the women look completely different than the men. I find myself tempted to reach out and touch the long swathes of fabric they wear instead of pants. It’s beautiful, if impractical. How would they climb the rigging in something like that?

      Watching them though, I understand how Tristan knew I was an imposter so quickly. How could he not have? The women’s clothes and their hair tied in elaborate knots as they march proudly are so completely different from me. I don’t even stack up to the smallest boys I’ve seen in the crowd. My clothing is more worn than anything these people would deign to wear. I hold a piece of my tunic up to my face, examining it for a hint of any color other than blue. The women walk by in so many bright colors, but there’s nothing left in mine besides blue. Maybe there was more once, but by the time it made it to the humans, blue was all that was left.

      A tantalizing smell drifts towards me on an errant wind. Salivating, I scramble to my feet, looking for the source of the smell. Not seeing anyone eating, I step into the crowd, ignoring the way my stomach drops as people press up close to me, touching me as they try to get past me. My vision grows into a tunnel, searching for food before the crowd makes me pass out.

      Almost by accident, I come across a cart with a small tarp over the top as a makeshift roof. Meat twists on a rod over a fire that sizzles as greasy drops fall into it from the meat.

      I stand in front of it, watching the meat until a woman in a red and purple dress stands up from behind the counter.

      “Can I get you anything?”

      I point at the meat, my voice completely gone.

      “That will be twelve shingles.”

      “Sh-shingles?” I rasp.

      “Yeah. No money, no meat.”

      Money? We’ve never had anything like that on the ship. We trade our garbage for provisions. We’ve never been offered anything better than that before. Where would I get money? Is it like a trade?

      I open my mouth to offer something else, I have no idea what, when a small hand reaches into mine.

      “Come with me,” a small voice insists.

      Looking down, I meet the brown eyes of a child who couldn’t be more than eight. Her hand grips mine tighter, pulling me through the crowd and away from the food that drew me out.

      We twist through the throngs of people, the girl holding my hand not at all fazed by the sheer number of people filling the square we’re in. She takes me into an alley that twists into what looks like a dead end before she pushes aside a wooden crate to reveal a small hole in the side of the stone house. She pushes me forward and I balk, pressing myself against the wall opposite the hole.

      “Go,” she says, reaching a grimy hand toward me.

      I back away as my sense of self-preservation kicks in. She reaches for me again and I shake my head.

      “Get in.” She wipes her hand off in the blue material wrapping around her legs and grabs me, pulling me towards the hole. “There’s someone you need to meet.”

      “There’s no one I know here,” I protest.

      “Well, someone knows you. Get in.”

      How could someone know me? The only person I know on land is Zale and I doubt he would have seen me. If he had then I sincerely doubt he would have gotten this girl to bring me to him. He would have come after me himself. Right?

      There’s so much I don’t know about my brother, but I’d like to believe he values me enough to come to me personally. Even if he didn’t value me enough to tell me he was leaving.

      “I’m not getting in there unless you tell me what’s going on.” I cross my arms over my chest. I can’t believe I’m arguing with a child. How pathetic.

      The girl scowls, dirty blonde hair falling over her eyes as she taps her hard-soled shoe against the stone floor. “I’m not supposed to tell you anything.”

      “Then you can kiss the idea of me following you goodbye.”

      Her bottom lip pulls out further in a pout. “Just come with me.”

      “No way.”

      “Please?”

      “Isn’t it enough that I followed you here? How crazy do you think I am?”

      “Crazy enough to follow a stranger into a dark alley by yourself. If I’d wanted to hurt you, I would have already.”

      “How could you hurt me? You’re just a little girl.”

      With a sly grin, she pulls a long dagger out of the brown folds of material gathered around her waist. Its blade gleams in the rays of morning light.

      “Having a knife doesn’t mean you know how to use one.”

      “Are you really willing to risk finding that out?” she asks with a demonic smile. “Get in there.”

      She directs me towards the hole with the flick of her blade. I press farther against the stone wall, the irregular edges of rock digging into my spine.

      “I won’t repeat it again.” She jabs her knife toward me.

      “I won’t go until you tell me who’s in there.”

      She sighs and stamps her foot, dust shooting up between the cobbled stones. “We have the one you’re looking for.”

      The one I’m looking for? Does she mean Zale? We don’t look enough alike for anyone to immediately guess our relationship. Especially when we’re not standing close enough for people to see the way our noses could be similar or the way our freckles match up like a mirror image.

      No. There’s no way this little girl could know about Zale.

      “If you want to see him, you’ll have to get in there,” she says.

      Him? I chew my bottom lip, trying to find a way around it. There doesn’t seem to be one. There’s only one him I’m looking for and it can’t be a coincidence that she knew I was looking for one.

      My knees shake as I sink to the ground, the ridges of the ground digging into my palms as I crawl forward. It’s too dark to see much through the hole, but I close my eyes anyway. I don’t want to know if I’m crawling into a trap. The scuffle of shoes against the ground indicates the girl is following me. At least I won’t be alone if this leads to a pit.

      The ground becomes damp and cold as we reach far enough in that the sun can’t reach. I try not to think where she could be leading me, or if this could be the end of my very unsuccessful rescue attempt. I must believe this girl knew what she was talking about and didn’t just guess the right words to say.

      Worrying causes me to hesitate, and the girl crawls into my back.

      “Get moving,” she barks, shoving against me until my knees unfreeze and propel me forward again.

      Ahead, a light blooms in the darkness of the tunnel, illuminating the earth walls surrounding us. The tunnel angles upward, leading us out. I crawl faster, the anticipation of getting out of the narrow space overriding my fear of what could be waiting for me on the other side. My palms scrape along the ground, loose rocks digging into what little tender skin I have left after almost two decades on the ship.

      As I get close to the exit, pale muscled arms reach out and grip me by the forearms, dragging me the rest of the way out of the tunnel. The girl scrambles out behind me as I’m heaved to my feet. A thin current of blood trickles from my injured hands down my long fingers. A small crowd stands in front of us, and I scan their faces for Zale.

      Four men and a woman stand braced before us, their faces dark in the pale light coming in from a dirty window. The men wear tall boots, dirty pants, and tunics not much brighter than mine, their pointed ears a prominent feature against their close-shaved faces. The woman’s hair hangs in braids over her ears, trailing over the top of the swathes of dark blue fabric straining across her chest. We stare at each other, the silence growing as one of the men steps closer to me. His hand shoots out, gripping me by the jaw and twisting my face from side to side.

      His eyes narrow, staring at my freckles with an intensity that makes me squirm. He glances at one of the larger men, and the man grabs me by the arm to hold me still.

      “Good eye, Dominick,” the smaller man says, releasing my chin as my eyes go wide.

      From such a gruff face comes the voice of a woman. I glance over the figure again, picking up the feminine hints I ignored based on what they were wearing. The curve of her chest and the narrowness of her waist would have given her away if I were really paying attention.

      “What do you want to do with her, boss?”

      She taps long fingers against her jaw, still staring at me. “How did you get here?”

      I glance at Dominick, waiting for him to answer before realizing everyone is looking at me. “Oh, me?”

      “You’re the only one here not a part of my crew…”

      “Who are you?” I ask.

      She taps her hand against her waist. “I’ll be the one asking the questions.”

      “And I won’t give any answers until I know who I’m talking to.”

      The woman grins and removes her wide-brim cap, long auburn hair falling in soft waves down her shoulders. “You’re more like him than I would have expected.”

      “More like who?”

      “I think we should stop playing dumb, don’t you?” She braces a fist against her hip. “We both know why you’re here; my only question is how you got here. He said it was near impossible and there was no way anyone would follow him.”

      “Sounds like he doesn’t know as much as you’d like to think,” I spit. “Are you going to give me some answers or not? Because I’m too tired to stand here and banter with you.”

      She laughs. “I’m Azalea. This is my crew.”

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      “You reminded me of someone.”

      “And who is that?” I demand.

      Azalea grins. “I don’t trust you to tell you.”

      “Then it looks like we’re at an impasse.”

      “I guess so.” She looks around at her crew with a wide smile. “Load her up. She’s coming with us.”

      “What? Wait a minute, I—”

      A heavy knock hits my skull, and everything goes dark.
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        * * *

      

      My head feels like it’s about to split open as I blink awake in another dark room. Cold stone walls press against me from all sides with a small door set into the one opposite me. The chittering of a rat comes from a black corner, and I skitter away from it and fold my body into a ball.

      I miss Tristan.

      The thought comes unbidden, but I can’t help it. Nothing’s gone right since I’ve been on land, but at least when we were together, I was safe. Maybe not as safe as I was on my father’s boat, but safer than I am currently. I know nothing about this group. My conversation with their leader, Azalea, got me nowhere. They’ll only continue to lead me in circles if I’m not willing to give them some information. Would they torture me for information I don’t know anything about? I should have just told them about Zale. It seemed like they knew him anyway, and if they didn’t, what harm would saying his name aloud have done me? I didn’t let Tristan help me when he wanted to, now is the time to do better.

      Footsteps pound across the floor outside my cell and my chest grows tight. Keys jangle as one is inserted into the lock and turned with agonizing slowness.

      So it begins.

      Dominick stands highlighted by the torch on the wall, his face grim as he takes in my fetal position.

      “Stand up.”

      I start moving, but it isn’t near fast enough. I still can’t get my mind and my body to agree on working together.

      He sighs and steps forward, grabbing my shoulder. Without any perceivable effort, he lifts me from the ground and carries me out the door as my body unfolds and my toes trail along the floor.

      Tramping down the narrow stone hallway, he takes several different turns until I’m so turned around, I wouldn’t be able to even find my cell, let alone a way out. Dominick releases his hold on me just enough that I can walk on my own. I’m practically running to keep up with his long gait.

      “Could you slow down a little?”

      He shakes his head. “Can’t. Azalea wants to see you right away.”

      “I’m sure she won’t mind waiting a few more minutes,” I wheeze.

      “Your comfort isn’t high on her list of priorities.”

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      He leads us up a wooden staircase, each step protesting our weight. The light is brighter up here, the walls a warm wood instead of stone. A navy rug lines the floor, leading us towards a large room where a fire burns in a stone fireplace. A long table sits in the center and several people cluster around it, Azalea sitting at the head.

      Dominick deposits me at the end of the table, thrusting me into the hard seat and keeping his hand firmly clamped on my shoulder. I squirm around, adjusting my position and trying to remember to keep my back straight. Just because I have no power here doesn’t mean I have to look it.

      “Sorry about that,” Azalea says, her eyes laughing at me. “We didn’t want to take any risks until we know you a little better.”

      “I don’t see how knocking me out helped you get to know me better,” I snap.

      “It kept you with us, didn’t it?”

      “But it certainly didn’t endear you to me.”

      Azalea laughs. “This is definitely the right girl.”

      She takes a long sip out of a metal cup, the men around us watching me with undisguised curiosity. The little girl who led me here places a cup in front of me and I sneer at her as she fills it with water from a sweating metal pitcher.

      “So,” Azalea leans forward on her elbows. “Now that we’re in a more secure location, we can talk.”

      I wrap my fingers around the cup. “Talk away.”

      “How did you get here?”

      “Is that really what you want to ask me? It seems pretty boring if you already know who I’m looking for.” I try to sound lazy, as though that will give me some power over this conversation.

      “I’m curious. He said no one else would be coming.”

      We both avoid his name despite Azalea’s promise of talking.

      I sigh. “Apparently he doesn’t know everything.”

      “Apparently not.”

      “Do you have any other questions or am I free to leave?” I move to stand. Dominick’s hand pushes me back into my seat.

      “I’m afraid you won’t be free to leave until we have a little honesty between us,” Azalea says with a mocking smile.

      “Then tell me why you want me.”

      Azalea’s pink lips push together. “We’re looking for the same man.”

      “I disagree.”

      “And yet here we are.” She gestures at the room.

      “Zale.” My breath stops in my chest, and my stomach drops.

      “Exactly. Your brother. We’re looking for him.”

      I fold my arms over my chest. “How do you know he’s my brother?”

      “I know what to look for.” She smiles and her gaze lingers on the freckles across my cheeks. “Now, can we trust you to work with us or not?”

      “Depends on why you want to find him. If Zale doesn’t want you to find him, then I’m not going to help you.”

      Azalea laughs. “Very admirable. But I’m not planning on hurting your brother. I’m quite…close with him.”

      “Close?”

      She twists a slim silver band on her finger. “Yes. Close.”

      “I don’t believe you.” But I can’t look away from her finger. This can’t be real. My Zale wouldn’t be engaged to some ruthless girl like this. It has to be the wrong Zale.

      Or maybe it’s true, and I really didn’t know my brother at all.

      “Well, it’s not like I’ve given you much to believe yet. Is it so hard to think your brother might have joined our company?” She smiles at me.

      “He wouldn’t have known enough to want to join you.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      I grind my teeth. To tell her he wouldn’t have known because he was one of the banished would be to admit my secret as well. There’s no way I trust this girl enough to tell her something that could immediately end my life. Instead, we stare at each other, a sly smile curving across the side of her face.

      “You know nothing about what we do to even know if your brother would have agreed with us.”

      “It’s not like you’ve been very forthcoming.” I’m the one who said his name after all.

      Azalea tilts her head. “You’re right. And we haven’t been very hospitable either, have we.”

      “No,” I say.  I press myself into the back of my chair, shoving Dominick’s hand off of me.

      “Maybe we should do something about that.” She waves a hand and a boy scurries forward. He places a plate loaded with the same kind of eggs Tristan made for me yesterday and a few pieces of bread on the table in front of me. “Is that better? Do you think we can talk now?”

      My mouth waters as I stare at the steaming plate. They wouldn’t poison me, would they? Zale trusted Azalea, no matter what an annoyance she is. Am I willing to take that same chance? My stomach rumbles, deciding for me. I grab a fork and dig in. food a constant stream from plate to mouth.

      “What exactly do you guys do then?” I ask around a mouthful of bread.

      Azalea brushes blonde hair back from her forehead. “We’re in the business of revolution.”

      I choke on my food.

      “Revolution. Something your brother knew a lot about,” she says. Her eyes narrow as she watches me drain my water cup. “We’re not content with the laws our King has made and chooses to follow. We want more for our people, including the banished humans.”

      My eyes go wide, but I don’t trust myself to speak.

      “As you can imagine, this was an idea your brother could really get behind. He’s been a member of our group for about eighteen months now.”

      Almost long as he’s been missing. He didn’t take long to find a purpose here. I guess it shouldn’t surprise me, this was exactly what he wanted. Didn’t he tell me a million stories about the injustices he felt as being one of the banished? I rub my temples, trying to work out the brewing headache.

      “Why do you say ‘was’ when talking about him?” I ask, heart in my throat as I glance up to catch the grimace that flitters across her face before she can smooth it back into calm superiority.

      “He’s missing. That’s why we want to work with you.”

      “How long has he been missing?” I don’t care about their revolution, only Zale and getting him off the mainland.

      “About a month.”

      “A month?” My jaw drops. That must mean I found out not long after he’d gotten in trouble. I brush that thought to the back of my mind, regardless of how little it makes sense.

      “A month ago, he left on a mission and never came back—"

      “He never came back and you guys are just sitting here eating?” My chair scrapes along the floor as I stand. “And kidnapping me off the streets instead of finding him?”

      “If you’d let me finish,” she snarls, clasping her hands in front of her. “We’ve been searching for him and have reason to believe he’s still alive.”

      I clench my hands into fists to keep them from straying to the letter in my pocket.

      “Unfortunately for us, we’ve become a little too recognizable to access him. That’s why we need you. If not for that, you wouldn’t even be getting this offer.”

      “Wouldn’t I be recognized, too? I mean you were able to scoop me off the streets because you saw right away that I resembled Zale,” I point out.

      “I don’t think just anyone would have noticed how much you look like him. It’s not very apparent. Only someone intimately close to Zale would notice.”

      I hate the way her voice lingers on his name. Intimately close. My light meal threatens to come back up.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      Azalea shrugs. I know she knows I’m talking about their relationship, whatever it might have been. I do believe he’s still alive. At least I want to. If he disappeared a month ago and they already knew what he was up to… I shift uneasily in my seat.

      “I don’t need you to believe me. But I do need you to help me for Zale. Can you do that? Can I count on you?”

      “I don’t want to help you,” I mumble, falling back into my seat.

      “But are you willing to abandon your brother?” She smiles as I close my eyes. She has me. She knows she does. The whole reason I’m here is for him. I wouldn’t abandon him now.

      “I’m not going to be a part of your group.”

      “Of course.”

      “And we’re not sticking around after I get him.”

      “I don’t think you get to decide that for your brother. He’s been very happy working with us.” She gives me a wide smile.

      “I don’t care if you think I should get to decide or not. I want us to agree that you won’t get to decide if he stays or not.”

      Her smile is feline as she watches me across the table. “I promise to not hold him to any of his past commitments when you rescue him as long as you promise the same.”

      “Agreed.”

      I’ll find a way to get him to agree to come back with me, no matter what life he’s created for himself here. He’ll have to, for me.

      “Any other conditions for me?”

      I know I should think this over more and have something real to say to her, but my mind goes blank and all I can think of is getting Zale out of here before something bad happens to him.

      “No.”

      She claps her hands together. “Good. Let’s get her prepped.”

      “Prepped?”

      Dominick replaces his grip on my shoulder to haul me out of the chair and back into the hallway. The rumble of conversation resumes behind me. My chest feels tight as I’m led down the stairs and into the dark twisting tunnels where my prison cell waits.

      “Hold on, I thought we made a deal! Where are you taking me?” Panic laces my voice, but Dominick doesn’t so much as glance at me.

      Pounding footsteps echo down the stairs after us and I try to glance behind Dominick’s massive girth.

      “Do you have the necessary materials?” another male asks Dominick.

      “I can manage.”

      “I’ve been sent to observe.”

      “Of course you have,” he sighs.

      As the extra set of footsteps continues behind us, I almost feel relief that I’m not alone with Dominick anymore. He hasn’t hurt me, but I don’t put it past him to try. Especially if I don’t like whatever the ‘necessary materials’ are. At least having another witness might make him think twice about whatever violent tendencies he might have lurking in his massive muscles.

      He opens a door on the left and pushes me through. I take a deep breath, fully expecting to be thrust into my cell from last night. Instead, I’m in a much larger room with a wooden table covered with fabric. A small woman with several long pins sticking out of her mouth and blonde hair pulled into a messy nest on the top of her head hums to herself as she rustles through the material.

      “Dominick,” she says with a smile as she notices us. “What can I do for you today?”

      “We need a dress, one with plenty of pockets.”

      “Gotcha.” She winks at him, digging further into her pile.

      The other man squeezes into the room behind us, despite Dominick blocking the doorway almost completely. He sidles next to me, watching the woman with warm eyes. He’s definitely not as thick as Dominick, but there’s something nice about his softer edges, his hair falling over his ears.

      The woman glances up, sees our companion, and goes bright red.

      “Hey, Camila,” he breathes.

      I guess he didn’t come down to keep us company after all. I watch his hands as he clenches and unclenches his fists, his palms looking clammy. How sweet, romance in the rebellion. Is that how my brother became swept up with Azalea? There has to be a reason outside her sparkling personality.

      Camila thrusts a bundle of clothes at me. “These should work for you.”

      The material sits heavy in my arms as I pick through it, unsure of what I’m supposed to do. My cheeks heat as everyone watches me. I open my mouth, but the confession doesn’t come. I can’t tell them I don’t know what to do with their women’s clothing.

      The man beside me sighs. “You’re one of the banished, too, right?”

      I just stare at him.

      “She won’t know what to do with this stuff. Did you guys forget everything Zale told us? I mean just look at what she’s wearing! Does that outfit look like something a girl would put on because she wanted to?” He asks Camila as she wrinkles her nose while looking at my pants.

      “Hey!” Before it was ruined with endless wear and tears in the woods, this was my favorite outfit.

      “I don’t mean to offend you, I’m only trying to point out that you need a little more help than what my companions are giving you,” he says, nodding at Camila.

      I guess he’s not wrong, but I don’t need him making my shortcomings so publicly known. I miss the safety of our ship.

      “Of course,” Camila says, stepping toward me. “You’re right. I should have remembered; I get so distracted sometimes.” Her eyes linger on my defender.

      She lays the clothes out on the table and barks for everyone to leave. I shift from side to side, oddly vulnerable without the men around. She measures me with her eyes, missing nothing in her assessment.

      “I think these will fit fine. If you’d undress, I’ll assist you into your new clothing.”

      I wait for her to turn around, and when she doesn’t I fight against an unusual desire for modesty. Ship life doesn’t usually lend itself to modesty. There’s no space or time to be alone. But as the only girl on our ship, I was given an unusual amount. I keep my eyes on the floor as I peel off the fraying remnants of my pants and sling my tunic onto the floor next to them.

      Camila steps forward, slipping on a soft white material that reaches all the way to my knees. “Ordinarily, I’d like to get you in a bath before we started you on a journey and gave you something new like this, but we all have our orders, don’t we?”

      The fabric shifts around my legs, reminding me of water. She lifts another piece over my head with a sigh. This one is dark blue with long sleeves, a scoop neck, and a deep  V-seam down my hips with smooth pleating. It looks like the sea in the middle of a storm. Running my hands over it, the fabric moves, rippling like water. Despite everything, it brings a smile to my face.

      “Like it? This is one of my favorite dresses. We don’t often have a chance to use things like this though.”

      “Why not?”

      “Not many of our members are sent into the castle.”

      I almost choke. “Th—the castle?”

      “Didn’t you know?” She steps aside, a long wooden comb in her hand. “Didn’t they brief you on the mission?”

      Shaking my head, I try to calm my racing pulse. My mouth goes dry.

      Camila throws her hands in the air. “Good grief. How do they expect to get anything done without telling you what you should be doing?”

      “I’m looking for my brother.”

      “Oh.” She presses a hand against her plump chest. “I guess that makes sense. You’re the one they’ve been looking for.”

      “They’ve been looking for me?”

      “For about two weeks now they’ve been looking for a girl to go after Zale.” She adjusts the hem of my skirt as my stomach drops to my knees.

      “But…”

      How would they know I was coming? The thought flits across my mind like a banner. There’s no way they should have known I would be here. Two weeks ago, I didn’t have any idea what happened to Zale. I wouldn’t have come to the mainland for any other reason.

      My gaze travels to my discarded tunic. I grab the letter out of my pocket and slip it into my dress. Would they have known about the letter before I did? That really shouldn’t be possible. It was in the trash.

      Camila glances away when I try to catch her eye. My being here isn’t a mistake. This was an orchestrated meeting, and everyone knew that but me. I press a hand against my forehead.

      How could I have been such an idiot?

      “Zale’s a great guy. I’m glad you’re here to help us find him.”

      “I’m not finding him for you,” I bark out. “I’m going to find him and take him home with me.”

      Camila gives me a sad smile but doesn’t comment on my plan. She doesn’t have to. None of this has been a mistake. Especially choosing not to tell me anything about what they’ve been up to, or their involvement in bringing me here.

      As pain blooms in my chest, I find myself wishing Ry were with me. He wouldn’t have gotten sucked up in the amazement of finding people who knew Zale. He would have remained calm and asked the right questions. Ones I never would’ve considered. My fingers curl into fists.

      “Will you be telling me anything else before shoving me into the castle? It seems like a terrible rescue plan to send in someone who doesn’t know anything.”

      Camila shrugs. “I don’t know. I handle clothing. I don’t do any of the big planning.”

      Great, now she’s just not going to say anything to me. I’ve played my hand already without realizing it. Why couldn’t I keep the shock off my face or just not say anything?

      “Neither do I apparently,” I say with an attempt at a laugh.

      Camila hands me a new pair of boots. The leather is bright and smooth in my hands. The small thrill I felt at the new clothes is dimming, but the smell of leather feels like home and helps me calm myself down. I slip them on over my old socks and do up the laces.

      Standing up, I spread my arms wide. “Ta-da.”

      She smiles. “I’ll have to adjust your hair before you go out again.”

      “My hair?”

      Gesturing me towards a chair, she takes off my hat and works the long comb through the mass of wind-tossed knots. The first few passes bring tears to my eyes. She holds out the comb with a frown, broken strands filling its teeth. Camila does her best to be gentle but brushing my hair has never been high on my list of priorities. It’s not like I’ve had another woman to show me how to take care of such things. Being surrounded by men probably hasn’t been the best for my hygiene.

      She sets the comb down, allowing my hair to fall over my shoulders in shiny strands. I don’t think I’ve ever seen it looking so smooth before. Reaching out to touch it, Camila smacks my hand away and gathers my hair back, twisting and pulling pieces into tiny braids until my scalp feels raw.

      “Who would’ve guessed there was a pretty girl under all that get-up?” she comments with a laugh.

      I try not to bristle; comments about my appearance are becoming a sore spot. It’s not like Azalea walks around in dresses and elaborate hairdos, anyway. Why is it okay for her but not for me?

      Biting my lip, I nod and ignore the hot tears pricking at the back of my eyes. Soon it’ll be over. I’ll have Zale back and we’ll be safe on the ship, away from all these people and all their dumb opinions.

      “One last thing.”

      Her warm hands cover the small point of my ear and I groan. Now she knows. She knows without a doubt that I’m human, and the only one here by the looks of it. Panic builds in my chest. Did they know Zale was a human? Was he better able to hide it than me? If they know he’s human now, will they still help him?

      “Hold still,” she says with a smile, and I still my nervous shifting.

      Humming to herself, my ear begins to burn under her hand. I resist the urge to jerk away even as the pain builds and becomes almost unbearable. Whatever she’s doing, she hasn’t commented on my being a human yet, so that’s something.

      “That should do it.”

      She turns to me with a smile, holding a silver-handled mirror out. My hands shake as I take it from her. I don’t know how she’s done it, but the face staring back at me is much more Fae than human. My features have become delicate, and my sunburned skin is pale once more. My freckles are still there, something I appreciate. As I turn my head though, I see where she’s done the real magic: my ears. Where I expect to see the normal little point of my ear is now an elongated Fae point. I touch the tip with a gentle hand and Camila smiles.

      “Careful with that. It’s not permanent and could fall off if you’re too rough with it.”

      She grabs the mirror back and I resist the urge to grab for it again. I just can’t believe what she’s done. I could stare at myself all day if she’d let me. She fixed it. My ears that have always danced in the middle are now full-blown Fae.

      Camila opens the wooden door back up and Dominick marches in. His friend isn’t with him anymore. No matter how hard Camila is trying to hide it, I can read the disappointment in her face.

      “She’s all yours,” Camila tells Dominick, diving back into her pile of fabric.

      Dominick turns to me, his eyebrows hitting his hairline in surprise. “You look different.”

      “Apparently,” I say with a frown.

      “I wasn’t sure how this would work before, but now I think you might actually have a chance.”

      Nothing quite like hearing no one thought you had a chance of success.

      Dominick waves me forward, and I hesitate.

      “What about my things?” My sad pile of clothes is one thing, but I’m not ready to leave the sunburst or the trident behind.

      Dominick shakes his head. “You can’t take those with you.”

      I reach out and grab the trident and the sunburst. “I only need these.”

      I can live without my old clothes and the letter if I have to, but I’m not ready to let go of my last tangible connections to Zale and Ry. My shoulders shake as Dominick reaches out for them.

      “I’ll take care of them for you, I promise.”

      Do I trust him? If I want to find Zale, I’ll have to. Trusting Dominick feels much safer than trusting Azalea and I’ve already managed to find a way to work with her.

      I loosen my grip and Dominick takes the trident and the sunburst, giving me a sad smile.

      “You’ll get these when you come back, I promise.”

      It will be fine; I know it will. I don’t need those things to remember Ry and Zale. Plus, the sunburst is our family’s sign. It’s as much in my heart as it was in Zale’s carving,

      Walking out, I wait for him to resume his tight grip on my arm. Instead, he follows behind me pointing out where I should go next.

      “Aren’t you still going to treat me like your prisoner?” I ask.

      His eyes are soft when I glance back at him. “Only if you’re going to act like one. We’re all working toward the same goal.”

      Maybe it’s because I have no choice in what goal it is we’re working towards, but I couldn’t care less about their revolution. That’s not a sentiment I feel comfortable sharing with him, though. I’m all in for Zale, that’s it.

      “If we’re all working together then why haven’t I been told what’s expected of me? Why not tell me I’m going to the castle?”

      “The less you know about us, the better your mission will go,” he explains.

      “Or I could be caught immediately and killed.”

      I glance back at him in the darkness, not missing the surprise in his eyes.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your organization is working towards something highly illegal.” It’s better to focus on what they’re doing than my own crimes. Mine are crimes of birth; theirs are of choice.

      “I’m sure you wouldn’t be killed,” he says, but it’s not very convincing.

      “Is there anything I should know about the castle? Anyone I should avoid while I’m there?”

      “I wouldn’t try to make friends with the King if I were you.”

      He surprises a laugh out of me. “Was that a joke? I didn’t think you were capable.”

      “It’s a good piece of advice.”

      He leads me back upstairs and I have to lift my dress to keep from tripping. The fabric moves around my legs, distracting me with its subtle swish. I don’t know why any woman would choose to wear this contraption, even if it does look nice.

      Dominick leads me into the same room as before where Azalea still holds court at the wooden table. Her gaze drifts over me and she gives Dominick a curt nod.

      “Good. Much better. This will work well.”

      “Work well how exactly? What is it I’m supposed to do?” I ask with a frown. “I’d rather not draw unnecessary attention to myself by stepping out of line, something I’m sure to do if no one gives me any direction.”

      She grins. “We have a position prepared for you.”

      I wave for her to continue and she arches an eyebrow at me. “What kind of position?”

      “We’re going to be putting you in the court.”

      Dominick stiffens behind me.

      “Is that supposed to mean something to me?” I ask.

      A few people scattered through the room laugh, drawing color to my cheeks as I straighten my shoulders.

      Azalea taps a finger against her cheek as she studies me. “Perhaps you’re not as much like your brother as I initially thought.”

      “Because he would know what ‘the court’ is?” I scoff.

      “Precisely.”

      Her opinion is grating. How would Zale have learned something like that? How many things did he learn that he never told me? A hole burns in my chest where the memory of my brother has been buried. We’ve spent a million different moments together but now I have to wonder: were any of them even real?

      I stiffen my back. “Tell me what I need to know.”
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      As though all she needed to see was my broken spirit, Azalea wastes no time getting me prepared for my mission. She walks me through what the court is and I understand the laugher better. It should be obvious that the court is the privileged elite chosen to live around the royal family. She lays out who I’ll be working with—Lady Anneliese, a closet rebellion sympathizer. She can’t help me get Zale out or offer any further information on what to do, but she will give me the barest hint of protection by her position. At least I’ll have something, I guess.

      Being a member of the court will give me the freedom to explore the castle without having to actually ‘work’ in it. As long as I can be discreet. If not, Anneliese will have no choice but to get rid of me. Her position is too valuable to risk on a nobody like me. I don’t care though, I’m that much closer to reaching Zale and getting out of here. That’s all that matters.

      Azalea goes over the rules of court, and I do my best to make it stick in my mind, but so much of it is like learning another language. I know it’s important to be able to navigate through mainlander customs. I know not being able to blend in will alert those in power that I’m not a mainlander. This is far more dangerous than traveling with Tristan, but I know this is the only way that I’ll be able to save my brother and avoid going to prison. Yet, some of the finer details still slip through my fingers like sand.

      Dominick watches me with a furrowed brow. I know he’s aware of how little I’m getting from my debriefing, but he says nothing to Azalea. I doubt she’d care anyway. I’ve agreed to do what she needed me to, what else would she care about? I’m expendable and not a member of their cause. Our only binding tie is Zale. Honestly, I prefer it that way. I don’t want to be indebted to her.

      I don’t get what Zale could have possibly seen in her.

      “I think she’s ready,” Azalea announces, breaking my train of thought.

      “Are you sure—"

      “We don’t have any more time. Either she’s ready or she’s not going.”

      I steel my jaw. “I’m ready.”

      “Good girl,” she says, the words curdling in my stomach.

      She waves her hand to Dominick who guides me out of the room with a gentle touch.

      He leads me to an area of the building I’ve never seen before, the bright sunlight of midday filtering into the room.

      “Are you sure you’re ready?” he asks, turning to face me. “Are you sure you understand everything?”

      “I’m sure I’ll figure it out.” I have to.

      He exhales a long breath, staring at me with his bright blue eyes. “Fine.”

      I don’t know what he wanted me to say. It’s not like anyone can help me. I’m going to be alone, just like before, but this time I’ll have more attention on myself. But that’s okay as long as I continue getting clues to find Zale.

      Dominick shakes his head; I’ve disappointed him. I didn’t expect it to bother me. He doesn’t even know me. We’ve only spent a few hours together. Still, my stomach gets tight, and I can’t shake the feeling that I’m doing something wrong.

      “Azalea wants you blindfolded.” He holds out a dirty piece of cloth. “In case things go south.”

      “I wasn’t blindfolded when I was brought here.”

      “No, you were unconscious.”

      I bite my lip. He’s right, and I’d much rather be conscious than the alternative. Sighing, I turn around, waiting for him to tie the blindfold on. His hands are surprisingly deft as they move over my face, smoothing the blindfold and making sure my hair isn’t caught in his knot.

      “What do I do if I need help?” My breath catches in my throat as he guides me forward in complete darkness.

      I hadn’t considered that I’d have no way to back out if things got dangerous. This is worse than traveling with Tristan. At least with him, I felt like I had options. What will I do now?

      “Azalea wants this to be a mission of complete stealth, meaning we won’t have any contact with you. If it becomes necessary, Lady Anneliese knows how to get in touch with us.”

      Wonderful. My only chance at saving my skin if it comes to it is a woman I’ve never met. Not that the people I’ve met here have been so trustworthy, but at least they know a bit of my story, if only through Zale.

      A door clicks open, swinging on rusty hinges. Dominick takes my arm and helps me down a small flight of stairs. The sounds of birds and people moving echo through my ears. I’m on my way.
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      Despite being blindfolded, no one in the crowd I can hear around us seems to care. Dominick moves with ease, even as we brush against people. Claustrophobia makes my throat feel like it’s closing. Despite not being able to see, I can tell by the noise and press of bodies that we’re pretty much surrounded.

      Dominick says nothing to me, or to anyone else. We move like ghosts while the whispers of the lives we pass press against my ears.

      “We’re close now,” he finally says, lips almost pressed to my ear. “Just a little bit further.”

      “Can you remove the blindfold yet? I’m sure we’re far enough away from your secret headquarters that I’d never find it.” I don’t know how much longer I can take being in this darkness.

      His hand on my arm tightens. I can only imagine his panicked face as I reveal that tiny bit about the group to whoever is around.

      “I’ll take it off if you don’t talk anymore.”

      I nod with a grin, and he loosens the knot. The blindfold slips away from my eyes, revealing lines of tension running across his square jaw. Opening my mouth to apologize, he claps it closed with his hand. I didn’t realize how seriously he’d take my moment of jest.

      Dominick doesn’t look at me and doesn’t touch me again as he dives back into the tight press of the crowd. I follow him with much less grace. Stumbling on a few people, I twist through the crowd of brightly dressed Fae.

      Panic swells in my lungs, I can’t see anything, not even a hint of where he went. The dull gray of the sky becomes obscured as I try to stay upright, people continuing to move all around me.

      Pressing the heels of my hands into my eyes, I try to remember to breathe. It’s going to be okay. With or without Dominick. I’m sure I can find the way there on my own and then all I have to do is ask for Anneliese, right? It’s not that difficult. Maybe I never needed his help in the first place. All I needed was for someone to open the front door and let me out.

      No matter how much I try to talk myself up, my body doesn’t change its position. It curls tighter into itself until I’m hunched over on the road.

      “There you are.”

      A hard hand grabs me by the back of my dress, lifting me up. I unroll my body, uncovering my eyes to see Dominick staring at me with a look of worry.

      “Just follow me. It’s not that difficult.”

      No doubt it wouldn’t be for him. He’s used to this. I’ve never seen so many people in one place before. My eyes can’t even begin to process what’s in front of me. Everything is just a swirl of color and noise.

      Before he can get too far away, I grab onto the back of his tunic, using the connection to pull me through the press of people. If it bothers him, he doesn’t show it. He doesn’t even turn around to make sure I’m still with him. If he’s punishing me, then I get it. Never joke with him about the rebellion again. Keep my mouth closed. If he’d let me talk, that’s what I’d say. But I won’t risk making him any more upset than he currently is. I feel like he’d just leave me here and be done with it. Instead, I focus on his back and keep putting one foot in front of the other.

      Ahead a large stone building almost seems to grow in size. People filter in and out of the front gate, its metal teeth gleaming in the sunlight. Dominick leads me through, and I flinch, waiting to be rejected and have the gate come slamming down through my skin.

      He approaches the front set of double doors where two men in shining armor stand, swords holstered at their waist. I hesitate and Dominick walks into my back. He sighs in frustration, pushing me forward. The guard on the left turns his attention to us and I resist the urge to cower.

      “I’m bringing Lady Mary to meet with Lady Anneliese. She’ll be expecting us.”

      I clamp my mouth shut before it can drop in shock at Dominick’s easy manner. His shoulders roll back as he smiles at the guard, matching his level of authority. The guard frowns but doesn’t object as Dominick strolls past him and opens the heavy wooden doors.

      Slinking past, I can feel their stern gaze resting on me. I try not to shudder at the blast of cold air coming from inside the castle as I keep moving. It’s darker inside than I thought it would be, with light coming from the open door and a few narrow windows set high in the wall. A long red rug runs through the room, covering the cold stone floor. Torches set in the wall crackle and flicker as we walk.

      Dominick moves with purpose like the castle is nothing new to him. I can’t imagine how that would be as a member of the rebellion. Shouldn’t he be worried someone will recognize him? Isn’t that why they were sending me in the first place? Goosebumps break out across my skin, and not just from the cold.

      “Lady Mary?” I whisper to him in the nearly empty room. “Is that necessary? It’s not like anyone would know my name here anyway.”

      “It doesn’t matter. We didn’t even bother to learn your name,” he says with a sad smile.

      I stop short. He’s right. The whole time I’ve been with them, no one has once asked for my name. I’m expendable to them.

      Dominick glances back at me and I move quickly to catch up, wringing my hands together. A sick feeling grows in my stomach, and I don’t think it has anything to do with the layers of stone between me and freedom or the musty smell coming from the castle. If I’m not careful, these walls will become my coffin.

      I follow Dominick on numb feet as he takes us left then right and up a staircase. My heart pounds in my ears, keeping time with my fast breathing. Dominick looks more comfortable than ever, his feet light as he bounces up the steps.

      He strides through the landing and up to a door on the right. His knuckles rap smartly against the door and the light female voices inside stop immediately.

      The door cracks open and a woman with brown hair pulled so severely back that her eyebrows remain in a suspended surprise position in the middle of her forehead peeks out.

      “Yes?”

      “I’ve brought the Lady Mary to Lady Anneliese as requested. She’s ready to be of service.”

      The woman’s grey eyes flicker over to me and then back to Dominick, immediately dismissing me. “Lady Anneliese has changed her mind. She doesn’t need any new ladies.”

      She moves to close the door and Dominick sticks a hand out to stop it as my face heats up. “This isn’t a negotiation.”

      “You can’t bully my Lady into taking on another one of your projects. You’re going to get all of us in trouble.”

      Dominick leans closer to her. “Then next time your Lady can choose not to agree with our plan. As it is, she has agreed to our terms and Lady Mary is already here.”

      The woman huffs but allows Dominick to swing the door farther open to reveal a warm sitting area where several women are arranged on plush seats. With a small shove, he pushes me into the room. I stumble, tripping on my skirt.

      A sneer dances across the red lips of the woman directly in front of me. She wears a dress in a style similar to mine but hers is a delicate pink. Pointed ears peek out behind tight blonde curls that spill down her shoulders and across her chest as she shifts to get a better look at me.

      “Nice to see you again Anneliese,” Dominick says as he stomps up behind me.

      She sniffs. “I wish I could say the same.”

      “Don’t be so bitter. It never would have worked between us.”

      Her lips curl in a snarl. “How dare you? You are a fool reaching above his station. I have never wanted anything from you.”

      “That’s not what you were saying two months ago.” He gives her a side smile and the air around Anneliese seems to vibrate.

      “Get. Out.”

      “I just want to make sure my friend Mary here is taken care of.”

      “The ‘friend’ you have forced on me? What is it that you expect me to do for this creature?”

      “First of all, you should try not to call her a creature. She’s a girl and she’s right in front of you for heaven’s sake.”

      “Everyone who works with you is the same. They are not people, they are snakes waiting to strike and steal.”

      Dominick sighs. “This is something you already agreed to. You can’t back out of it now.”

      “As you have already told me.”

      “I trust you can take care of her.”

      She looks down her nose at him. “She may stay with the rest of my ladies.”

      “That’s not what I asked,” he presses.

      “I will not put her in any additional danger than what you have already.”

      “Fine.”

      “And do not expect me to help you with a project like this again.”

      “With any luck, we won’t need you anyway.”

      She stiffens, straightening her shoulders. “You may leave now.”

      “Until next time ladies,” he says with an easy smile. “Be careful, Mary.”

      I nod and he backs out of the room, closing the door behind him. As it clicks closed, my stomach drops. This is it. I’m truly on my own now.

      The women around me are silent, with no hint of the easy afternoon they were having before Dominick brought me up.

      Anneliese watches me with pursed lips as though waiting for me to do something. But I have no idea what to do. I need to find Zale, but where?

      “So.” She crosses her legs, leaning closer to me. “What are we supposed to do with you?”

      “I-I don’t know.”

      “Wonderful. Dominick has given me a lost puppy to take care of.”

      I brace my hands on my hips, straightening my spine. “I’m not a puppy.”

      “Then what are you?”

      “I…” I don’t know. Nothing is happening the way I thought it would. And now I’m being sequestered in the most dangerous place in the world for me. What could go wrong?

      Anneliese sighs. “Just stay out of my way.”

      As if I’d want to stick around her. She’s not going to be any of the help Dominick insinuated she would be. I glance around the room, finding an empty chair in the corner. I half-stumble, half-fall as I run to it. With my back to the wall, I have a good view of the women without being in their line of sight too much. For the first time since being in the castle, I can breathe.

      “I cannot believe the liberties he thinks he can take with you,” the woman who answered the door says as she settles in by Anneliese’s feet.

      “This is the danger of giving a man your attention, he always thinks he deserves more. Learn from me, ladies.”

      Their laughter titters around the room like birds.

      “How will you get rid of him?”

      Anneliese turns her eyes on me. “Are you his spy ‘Mary’? Is that why he has sent you here?”

      “No.” I lean away from her accusation.

      “Then why are you here?”

      “I’m looking for someone.”

      She glances at each woman in the room. “Well? Do you see who you are looking for?”

      I shake my head.

      “No? Then why are you still here?”

      Standing on shaking legs, her gaze follows me with a small smile as I run from the room. Closing the door behind me, I lean against the wood frame. My breath bursts in and out of my chest as I jam my hands into my armpits. Laughter echoes through the room behind me and hot tears prick behind my eyes.

      This is stupid. I shouldn’t have agreed to what they wanted. I should have done this on my own like I thought I would. I’d rather fail on my own than fail because of someone else’s plan, especially when they never explained themselves. What am I supposed to do once I find Zale? No one ever said anything about that and Anneliese isn’t going to be any help. Great. Wonderful.

      I take a deep breath and push off the door. Crying about my situation won’t change what’s happening. Before I can worry about anything else, I have to find Zale. It won’t matter that there isn’t a plan if I never find my brother.

      Standing in the hallway, I wring my hands together. Where should I go? We passed several larger rooms where groups could gather. Do I risk running into a lot of people? I wouldn’t know what to say if anyone spoke to me.

      So that rules out downstairs. Stepping lightly through the hall, I listen for voices behind the many doors I pass. Aside from Lady Anneliese’s room, I don’t pick up on any other people on this floor. I’m a little confused by the lack of life as I pass through the hallway that stretches on and on and on. I pass at least twenty doors, each one heavy and dark with an intricate carving of a tree spreading from top to bottom. This is not where prisoners would be kept. It’s pretty safe to assume my brother isn’t a guest here.

      Huffing a sigh, I make my way back to the beginning. The laughter outside Lady Anneliese’s door picks up and I try not to feel like they’re laughing at me. But what other funny thing happened to them today outside of my strange appearance? I can’t imagine anything else exciting typically happens to them in their private corner of the castle. My cheeks burn as I brush my sweaty hands off on my skirts.

      The staircase looms in front of me. Each stone step shines in the torchlight. The sound of people echoes up the foyer. I’d never make it through without running into someone. But I’ll never learn anything about my brother if I don’t. Indecision wars within me. I don’t want to die, but I also don’t want Zale to die.

      Closing my eyes, I count to three before opening them, each number marking a thought:

      
        	I’m here because I want to save my brother.

        	I’ve already risked my life to be here.

        	Hiding now would make no sense.

      

      If I’m not willing to try, then I shouldn’t have ever gotten on the boat.

      Resting my hand on the cool stone banister, I start making my way down. My body shakes as I try to keep from looking like I’m sneaking around. If I can just look normal, everything will be okay. If I look like I belong, fewer people will question me.

      Back in the dusky darkness of the main floor, my heart thunders against my ribs. Walking across a red rug, the sound of my passing is swallowed up. A large room with a gaping entryway stands empty to my left, but heavy, worn wood furniture scattered through the room proclaims it’s a used room. Goosebumps prick along my skin.

      As I keep walking, the smell of roasting meat drifts through the air. My mouth waters as I realize how long it’s been since I last ate with Tristan. I pick up my pace, following my nose down the long wide hallway.

      Stopping short on the edge of another big room, the sounds of people talking penetrates the hall. The smell of food is even stronger here. Whatever is being served is happening in that room. And it would be the only one with people in it. The voices are low and distinctly male. Maybe they wouldn’t even notice if I came in and grabbed a little something. It wouldn’t take much to satisfy me at this point.

      With careful steps, I come around the corner and hide in the doorway. A long, worn table spreads out through the space with several metal dishes of food laid out on it. The many seats are empty except for the last two. At the very head of the table sits a man with long ears sitting under a small circlet of silver resting on his head and over his brow. His shoulders sag in a dark purple robe as he leans towards the man to his left. This must be the King.

      I hesitate outside the room, still deciding what to do as I deal with the realization that the king is so close to me. Will he care that I’m here? Is this a private meal that I’m interrupting? There’s enough food to feed all the banished sitting on the table, so I highly doubt it. At least I hope they wouldn’t serve that much food for only two people but what do I know of mainlander waste?

      Frozen with indecision, I almost have a heart attack as the King’s companion speaks.

      “I’m sorry it’s been so long since I last visited, the assignment by the coast has been keeping me busy.”

      I freeze. I know that voice. Why do I know that voice? I peek around the door to get a glimpse of him.

      “Your absence has been noticed every day. I hope you’ll stay a while with us before journeying back.”

      “It’s lucky I’m here at all. There was something pressing that drove me here initially. Although that task quickly took care of itself.”

      The King’s guest turns as though feeling my stare on the back of his brown hair. My gaze meets ice-blue eyes, and my knees feel like they’re going to give out.

      Tristan.

      I clap a hand to my mouth to hold in my shock. He notices the movement and stares at me without recognition for a moment before his eyes widen almost imperceptibly. My heart hammers as I wait for him to announce to the King who I am. Instead, he turns his back on me and continues talking. I sink gratefully back behind into the hallway and keep listening. Every second I stay I risk discovery but running now wouldn’t help me learn anything. I have to do what I came for and get out.

      “Have you reconsidered my offer to come here? I’m sure I could arrange a position for you,” the King asks.

      “I don’t think that would be the best idea.”

      “I’m offering the power of my position to help you and you refuse?”

      “I’m only trying to do what I feel is right,” Tristan says, his voice hard.

      “You mean you’re trying to do what will keep you out of trouble in court.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      The King sighs. “Yes and no. Hiding does nothing to help you.”

      “Being out in the open has never helped me either.”

      “Just think about my offer. Stay a few days and consider it.”

      “If I must.”

      “I insist upon it.”

      “Fine.”

      The King stands and strides from the room and I keep my eyes down as he passes me in the hallway. Lunging into the room, I grab a roll from the table. Ripping it into pieces, I jam it into my mouth, the food tasting like heaven after smelling it for so long.

      Tristan finds me at the back of the room. “So, you ditched me for better accommodations?”

      I take a sip of water from my metal cup before answering. “That’s not exactly what happened.”

      “Care to explain then?”

      “Not particularly?”

      “You left my protection in the middle of the night, and now two days later I find you in the castle looking like…like that?” His gaze travels over me, missing nothing.

      I fold my arms over my chest. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Looking like that won’t change what I know about you.”

      “But it might change who believes you.”

      Tristan clamps his jaw closed for a moment before barking out a laugh. “You’re probably right.”

      The breath I’ve been holding releases. If he thinks I’m right then that makes me safe. Or at least safer than I was before. Maybe I owe the rebellion my thanks after all.

      “I’d appreciate if you kept what you heard to yourself,” he says after a long pause, his jaw tight as he looks down at his half-empty plate.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Not many people know about…know about what you heard.”

      “I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Then just… just do not repeat anything you heard.”

      “That’s assuming I have anyone to talk to.”

      “You must know someone or you would not be here, eating from the King’s table.”

      “Maybe you were just wrong about me.”

      He laughs. “I don’t think so. I’m an expert in discovering subterfuge.”

      “Discovering what?”

      “Subter—you know what, never mind. I’ll be here a few days to keep an eye on you.”

      My stomach drops. The King is making him stay. And I have to be here. He will be around to watch me. How will I find my brother now? Will I have to wait until Tristan leaves to begin my search? Will Anneliese tolerate my presence for that long? Already I have no idea what I’ll do when night comes. Something tells me she won’t be preparing a bed for me.

      Great. Just great.

      Tristan watches my crestfallen expression. “Have I foiled some plan?”

      “No.”

      As if I’d tell him if he had. We’re not friends. He’s made that very clear. Still, I can’t help the heat rising in my face and the tears wanting to come out. This mission is impossible. Ry will have died for nothing.

      “What are your plans for the rest of the day?” he asks, using a crisp white napkin to wipe away nonexistent crumbs.

      My shoulders slump. I wouldn’t have told him I was looking for my brother, but now that he’s here I have literally nothing to do.

      “Would you like to take a walk with me?” he asks.

      My back hits the chair hard as I jerk up in surprise. “You want to walk with me?”

      “It’s not like I have much to do either,” he says with a smile as he stands with a hand extended towards me.

      I chew my lip. Taking his hand won’t end well. I know it. There’s no possible way it could. And yet…I can’t do this on my own. I already know I can’t. Would it really hurt me to let him lead me around until I find Zale? If I stay smart about it, won’t I be the manipulative one and Tristan the one in danger? Maybe.

      Using that maybe to guide me, I stand and take his hand, his rough callouses catching on mine. He grins at me, more relaxed in the castle than he was on the road. Leading me from the dining room, he greets a few men standing in the hallway.

      “So you’re from here?” I ask as he takes me through a double set of glass doors and into an immaculate garden lined with rose bushes as tall as our ships.

      “Something like that.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      He gives me a sidelong glance, his smile straining. “I suppose so.”

      I go back to chewing my lip. Tristan obviously doesn’t want to share anything about his life here. But why? I don’t want to share about my life because it could get me killed. That’s not something he has to worry about. At least I wouldn’t think he would. What could a Fae favored by the King have to fear?

      We walk along a white pebble path, my new boots handling the slight unevenness of the terrain with no problems. The air smells fresh and clean with a hint of roses. Tristan moves my hand, placing it in the crook of his arm as we walk. To either side of us rise large green hedges and as the path twists, they completely obscure our view of the castle.

      “This is incredible,” I breathe.

      “It is called ‘the maze,’ and is a more interactive part of the garden.”

      “Interactive?”

      He chuckles. “Well, it is a maze.”

      Resisting the urge to look stupid, I don’t ask him what a maze is. His blue eyes watch me though, missing nothing. His gaze lingers on my ears a moment too long.

      “A maze, you know? You go in and have to figure out how to get back out.”

      “This doesn’t just lead out?”

      He waves ahead of us with his free hand where our path splits into three options. “Nope.”

      “What are we going to do?” My heart hammers in my chest. Being alone with Tristan in here should really freak me out, but that’s not what’s gotten me freaked out. I can’t spend time trapped in here when I should be looking for Zale. This is not what I signed up for.

      “Find our way out, of course.” Tristan gives me an easy grin and gestures for me to pick a path.

      “Don’t you want to choose?”

      “I could find my way out of here with my eyes closed. I thought it would be more fun to see what you decide to do in here.”

      My breathing calms and I resist the urge to smack him for making me worried. At least I know we won’t be trapped in here forever. I pick the path to the right and Tristan strides forward.

      “Why did you leave me?” he asks. His expression remains carefully neutral as we encounter a few more splits and work our way deeper into the maze.

      “I didn’t.”

      “Are you kidding? We both know that is not true.”

      I nod my head to the side.

      “I genuinely want to know. I’m not trying to trap you.”

      “This maze feels like a pretty elaborate trap.”

      “It is the only place I know where we would be alone. No one really comes in here anymore.”

      “Why would you want to be alone with me?”

      “So, you could tell me the truth.”

      “And how did that turn out for you last time?”

      Tristan sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “I will not turn you in. I just want to finally know what is going on.”

      I guess leaving my drawing behind didn’t help him at all. Oh well, I tried. “Did you not mean your earlier threats?

      “I had to do that before. It was my job, but I am off duty now. Can you not let me be your friend?”

      “I’m not here to make friends.” I do my best to keep the wall up around me, even though there’s a part of him that’s already made it inside.

      “So, what are you here for?”

      I shake my head. “It’s none of your business.”

      Tristan glances ahead as the hedges get bigger, blocking out a lot of the afternoon sun until the light around us feels more like twilight. “What if I decided not to let you out of here until you tell me?”

      “Are you threatening me now? That doesn’t sound very friendly.”

      I stop walking and pull my hand out of his arm, bracing it against my hip. He crosses his arms over his chest as he turns to face me.

      “You are not exactly making this easy.”

      “I didn’t ask you to get involved in my life.” My chest grows tight with the words I feel I have to tell everyone I meet. They have no idea what getting involved with me will mean.

      “But I am now.”

      “Then stop. Get out. You don’t have to be, and I’m not going to help you get any more tangled in any of this.”

      Tristan scratches the stubble lining his chin. “Fine. Let us just walk together. Can you do that?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      He grabs my hand, placing it back on his arm despite my squawk of protest. There doesn’t seem to be any reason for us to touch each other, not like before. Humming to himself, he continues walking forward into the dim light. His muscles shift under my hand and I turn my head to study the hedges to distract myself.

      Small white flowers peek through shiny green leaves and I lean forward to get a better look. Tristan notices my shift in attention, stopping so I can run my hands over the soft petals.

      “They are roses,” he says when we start moving again. “All the hedges are. It was grown at a considerable expense as you can imagine. I believe it was my great-grandfather who planted it. He wanted something that said, ‘our struggles are over.’ I am not sure if I agree that a rose bush maze is the best way to do that, but I cannot argue with him that things have been better than they once were.”

      I bite my cheek to keep from arguing with him. He’s not talking about the fate of my own people, which has stayed constant since our banishment, and bringing them up will only give him more questions. Still, I run my hand along another rose and press its buttery petals between my fingers. It’s good to know that the mainlanders have struggled too.

      Not that we all need to struggle, but with the lives the banished live, it’s nice that we’re not the only ones. Right?

      Tristan tilts his head as he watches me. “What are you thinking about?”

      “How we prove we’re okay.” The lie comes almost too easily as he leads me into the maze.

      “I am assuming you do not feel like planting a million rose bushes right now.”

      “Not exactly, no.”

      “Me neither.”

      I narrow my eyes, glancing up at him quizzically.

      “It is true. I do not know what you think about me, but my life is probably not at all what you are thinking.”

      “I don’t know about that. Being so close to the King must have its benefits.” I raise a brow at him.

      He grimaces. “I do not know if I would call them benefits.”

      “Then what would you call them?”

      “Unfortunate obligations.”

      I laugh. “You can’t really mean that.”

      “I completely do.”

      Shaking my head, I move to take the path on the right when our road forks again, but Tristan guides me gently toward the left.

      Watching him out of the corner of my eye, I ignore the way my stomach flutters. Being with him is becoming too comfortable. As soon as we get out of here, I need to get away. Even if it means hiding in Lady Anneliese’s quarters. A shudder runs down my spine.

      The movement doesn’t go unnoticed.

      “Something bothering you?” he asks carefully.

      “Of course not.”

      Tristan blows out an exasperated sigh. “Will you share anything with me? Do you dislike me that much?”

      Not even close. “Maybe you’re not asking the right questions.”

      He pauses, thinking. “I see.”

      I nod, trying to ignore the small thrill building in my stomach.

      “If you will not tell me why you are here, will you tell me who you are with?” he asks. The gravel path crunches under our feet as we keep pace with each other.

      “Lady Anneliese.”

      That question seemed innocent enough. He’d be able to find that out anyway. I doubt my arrangements are being kept a secret.

      His head jerks as he turns to look closer at me. “Lady Anneliese?”

      “Yes, why? Is that a problem?” I ask, eyes wide.

      Alarm bells ring in the back of my mind at his reaction. Why should he care who I’m staying with?

      “I—I can’t believe you’re one of her ladies.”

      “Why not? Is something wrong with her?”

      “Not wrong exactly…” he wheedles.

      I tilt my head to the side, a small smile growing. “Then what? Anything you want to share?”

      “I do not think so.”

      “Oh, so now you’re the one keeping secrets?”

      He grimaces. “It is not exactly a secret…”

      “Then what is it?”

      “An embarrassment,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Oh, now you have to tell me!” I step forward with a wide grin. “What happened between you two?”

      He looks away. “Nothing of consequence.”

      “But something?”

      “Yes, something,” he says between gritted teeth.

      “If you tell me, then I’ll tell you something.”

      “Really?” His discomfort turns into curiosity. “Anything?”

      “Within reason.”

      He rubs at his jaw. “Anything within reason. I think I can offer a small confession for that.”

      “It didn’t seem that small just a few seconds ago.”

      “Anything would seem small when compared to an actual answer from you.” He grins.

      “You’re so funny,” I draw out the ‘so’, trying to keep my face stern.

      Tristan steps back from me, uncrossing his arms as he leans lightly against the hedge. “We may have been involved once.”

      “Involved?”

      “Our families were interested in a union between us.” He keeps his voice light, but I can feel a darkness underneath.

      “Could you have said you dated any stuffier?”

      “I am not sure it could have been described as dating.”

      “Then what was it?” I push.

      “Uh, uh.” He shakes his head at me. “I gave you an answer, now it is your turn to give me one.”

      I cross my arms. “You haven’t asked a question yet.”

      “Why are you here?”

      I take a deep breath, keeping my gaze on the glossy rose leaves. “I’m looking for my brother.”

      That doesn’t make me a criminal, right? Anyone could lose their brother, not just the banished.

      “And you did not think telling me might help you find him?” he asks.

      “It’s something I have to do on my own.”

      He shakes his head. “Then maybe you just don’t want to find him.”

      His statement gives me an uncomfortable twinge in my chest. If he knew, he would understand. But if he knew, I’d be dead. So, it’s really not an option, no matter how he manipulates it to sound like it is.

      Tristan sighs, directing us further into the maze. The interest I initially had in it has waned now that we’ve been wandering through it for so long, and the threat of him using it to find out my secrets has definitely put a damper on the experience.

      “I am not trying to get you in any trouble.” He gives me a sidelong glance. “Why is that so hard for you to accept?”

      “Nobody gives something for nothing.”

      I try to ignore the ringing confirmation that goes through my mind thinking of the rebellion placing me in the castle. I want to believe that they just want to get my brother out, too. Why can’t it just be that?

      Tristan watches me, arms loose at his side. “Maybe the something I will ask you for in return is something you will want to give.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, right.”

      A smile twitches on the side of his lips. He glances down and catches me watching him and my cheeks get hot.

      “We’ll just have to see,” I mumble.

      “I am sure we will.”

      We take a few turns through the maze’s twisting paths in silence. My mind travels back to the castle. Where could Zale be hidden? How am I going to get to him without alerting suspicion? This rescue mission is going to take a lot longer than I thought it would. I can’t believe I really thought it would be as simple as getting to land and picking him up. With everything he told me, I don’t know how I could have been so stupid. Would knowing what I would have to do have changed my decision to come? I’d like to think it wouldn’t, but Ry’s loss alone might have kept my feet firmly planted on the deck of the ship.

      Breathing becomes harder as I imagine what life would have been like for Ry if I’d never let my promise to Zale drag me from our ship.

      “So, how long do you think you will be here?” Tristan keeps his face neutral, but tension runs down his shoulders.

      “I’m not sure yet. As long as it takes.”

      “Would you consider coming back with me when I am dismissed?”

      My body grows tight. “I thought you wanted me here. Isn’t that why you dragged me all the way to the capitol for justice?”

      “I do not know if ‘for justice’ is the right reason.”

      “I know. I never thought it was a good reason.” I give him a small smile.

      He sighs. “I had my reasons. But that is not what I asked you.”

      “I can’t leave until I find my brother.” I keep my voice hard to show him my determination.

      “And you really will not let me help you find him?”

      Is there anything I can tell him that won’t get us in trouble? It would be nice to have someone on the inside to help me, but only if it doesn’t hurt Zale. I think over the letter I found. Is there anything on it I can use? It was written by a Captain Wimark. Could I ask about him? I bet Tristan would know who he is, and he knows where Zale is.

      “Do you know who Captain Wimark is?”

      Tristan stiffens as he starts walking again. “Captain Wimark?”

      I resist the immediate urge to pull back. “Yeah. Talking to him might help me find my brother.”

      “Why would you think that?” He keeps his gaze carefully away from me.

      I shrug, keeping my body loose. “I heard he might know something.”

      “If Captain Wimark knows where your brother is, I would be very worried about his safety.”

      “I am worried about him. That’s why I’m here.”

      He stops, grabbing me by the shoulders. “If he is with Captain Wimark, there is nothing we can do for him. I do not know what he did to get tangled up with a man like that, but Captain Wimark is bad news. I would stay as far away from him as you can.”

      “I can’t just leave him.” I pull out of his grip and stomp forward.

      “That’s understandable.” Tristan reaches out and grabs my hand, pulling me back. “But I need you to rethink what you are here to do.”

      “I thought you said you could help me, and now you, ‘friend of the King’, are telling me to forget my own brother?”

      He runs a hand through his hair. “You do not understand. That is not what my relationship with the King is like.”

      “Then enlighten me.”

      “I already asked you to forget whatever truths you heard at the table, to elaborate on them would put all of us in danger.”

      “Then just tell me, could you help me find Captain Wimark if you wanted to? Could you find my brother if he was with him?” I ask, brow furrowed.

      Tristan’s arms go slack. “Yes.”

      “Then I need your help.”

      He stalks ahead, shoulders tight. “I will see what I can do.”
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      Tristan is silent as he leads me through the grounds and back to the castle. The tension between us has only grown and I almost regret pressing him to help me. Almost. I can’t waste time worrying about whatever it is about Captain Wimark that’s gotten Tristan into a tizzy.

      The rocks are hard under my feet, shifting like water as we pass over them. I try to focus on all the individual stones instead of the frustration rising within me.

      Why should Captain Wimark freak him out? Isn’t Tristan a Captain, too? Wouldn’t that put them on the same level? I’ve never been intimidated by the other ship’s children. We’re all the same.

      Tristan opens the door to the castle for me, not meeting my questioning gaze as he ushers me inside. Every part of him is tense. His jaw looks sharp as a razor as he grinds his teeth.

      I expect him to lead me into the parts of the castle I’ve already walked past, but instead he opens a door to my left and grabs a torch to light the stone stairs twirling down into darkness.

      “After you,” he says with a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes.

      My breath hitches in my chest and I wipe my clammy hands on my dress before starting down the stairs. Tristan follows a step behind me, torchlight flickering on the walls.

      The farther down we go, the harder I find it to breathe. My chest refuses to expand, as if my brain has forgotten how to force it. The only sounds are the crackling of the fire and our soft footsteps.

      The stairs twist around in a tight circle as we descend and I run my hand along the cool stones to keep from falling. As the staircase straightens out, I can make out a dim light. Someone else is down here.

      “Let me do all the talking,” Tristan whispers as he brushes past me into the hallway.

      The light comes from under another door and Tristan gives it a sharp rap before swinging it open on rusty hinges.

      A man with a body like a boulder sits behind a desk, a single candle lit on his table as the source of his light. In contrast, Tristan’s torch is bright enough to make the other man blink.

      “Have you seen Captain Wimark?” Tristan asks.

      The man gives him a lewd grin. “Who should I say is asking for him?”

      “How about you just tell me where he is?”

      “No can do. His locations are a secret to all except the necessary few.”

      “Consider me the necessary few,” Tristan says with a hard smile.

      “How can I do that if I do not even know who you are?”

      Tristan rolls his shoulders. “Tell me where he is now and I will forgive this encounter.”

      “You’ll forgive this encounter?” The man stands, his body filling the whole back wall. “Are you threatening me?”

      “Only if I have to.”

      Tristan’s hands stray towards his sword which hangs from his scabbard. His body loosens up as he prepares for a fight.

      “Captain Wimark’s location is a secret of the King. I will tell you again, sir, if you want to know where he is, I will need a name and clearance order.”

      Tristan sighs, hand drifting away from his sword. “I will be back then.”

      “I am sure you will.”

      The man settles back behind the desk, the wooden floor lurching with his weight. Tristan nods towards the door for me to scuttle out as he slams it behind him. Dust blows out from under the crack. I shudder as Tristan takes my hand and leads me down the dark hallway.

      “I thought we had to talk to the King.”

      Tristan shakes his head. “I would rather keep him out of it if at all possible.”

      “Sounds like we’ll just have to do a little snooping ourselves.” I use our connected hands to pull him further into the dark. We’ve come this far and I’m not going to sit around just because there’s a protocol to follow that Tristan isn’t going to do.

      He follows me without much resistance, his mouth a grim line when I glance back at him. I’m glad he didn’t fight it; I’d hate to know how that big guy could do in a fight and the sounds of us arguing would definitely draw him out.

      Layers of dust grow in piles along the side of the wall. The whole area has the feel of abandonment to it, and I doubt anyone’s been down here recently enough. The darkness presses against me like a living thing. Tristan moves ahead of me with the easy confidence of someone who’s been here before and I try not to think about why he would have needed to be here enough times to gain that.

      Stumbling after him, I keep my eyes on his feet instead of the many doors we pass. The smell of human sweat and fear permeates the air around us. I feel like choking on the pressure of my current circumstances. How could Zale survive in a place like this?

      Tristan mumbles under his breath, counting the doors. He stops and I almost walk into him. Rapping on the door next to him, his body is tight and ready for action. A shuffling sound comes from the other side, and I fight against the desire to back away as my legs shake.

      “Who’s there?” a raspy voice asks from under the door.

      “Captain Renault.”

      There’s a pause and I lean closer to Tristan. The door swings open and my heart jumps into my throat as a hunched-over man covered in a thin moth-eaten blanket is revealed.

      “Haven’t seen you around here in a long time,” he says with a mouth of missing teeth.

      “I have been away on assignment.”

      He humphs. “Always the same excuse.”

      “And yet it’s always the truth.”

      The man glances up, one eye bulging out farther than the other as he studies me. “Who’s this?”

      Tristan turns to watch me, waiting for my answer. I’ve given him my name but what name do I give him now? My own? Or the fake one Dominick gave me? Which will get me in the least amount of trouble later?

      “Mariel.”

      My heart hammers in my chest as they both watch me. The old man swirls my name around in his mouth.

      “Mariel. That’s not a name heard often in these parts anymore. Means something, doesn’t it?”

      I nod, not realizing just how much I was giving away when I offered up this truth.

      He thinks some more, mouth gaping. “Something about the sea? Right?”

      The rotting flesh smell of his breath sits between us, heavy in the air as Tristan watches me with drawn brows.

      “Yes.”

      “See, I haven’t lost it yet,” he says to Tristan with a grin. “Now, what brings the two of you fine people down to my parts?”

      “I am hoping to get some information. Do you know of any other prisoners being kept down here?”

      He scratches his chin with long, broken fingernails. “Now why would you want to know something like that?”

      “We are looking for someone.”

      I turn to Tristan in surprise. “Are you saying my brother is a prisoner?” I hiss to him under my breath.

      How would he have known that? I never said I was looking for him because he had broken the law. I had kept all the information I gave him to a minimum on purpose.

      Tristan gives me an apologetic glance. “If he is with Captain Wimark, he has to be a pretty big security risk,” he whispers back.

      “Or maybe they’re just working together.”

      “Maybe.”

      I silently seethe, not caring that he’s right. I care that he saw through me so easily. What must he think of me now? Resisting the urge to massage out the tension growing between my eyes, I curse my brother. What was so important that he had to leave us and get into trouble? Why couldn’t he have accepted his fate like the rest of us? Now I have to search dungeons for him and have prison be my best-case scenario.

      “Well, now.” His eye bugs out further as he thinks. “The good captain was down here about a week ago. I think he had someone with him. Young fella by the sounds of him.”

      My breath catches in my throat.

      “You never got a look at him?” Tristan asks.

      “Nope. Never came this close. And I was grateful for it. A lot of screaming he did.”

      My body slumps towards the floor as it feels like the bottom has fallen out of me. Tristan notices and grabs me around the waist, hoisting me back up as he thanks the man and leads us back down the hall.

      What were they doing with him down here? My brother is a strong man, he wouldn’t scream for just anything. My heart hammers hard against my chest. I have to find him. To know he was so close… he could be anywhere now.

      My mind stays too caught up in my brother to notice anything around me until Tristan is dropping me into a cushioned chair. Blinking out of my stupor, I glance around the room. It’s a small space, but homey. Plush rugs line the floor, a mahogany four poster bed filling the majority of the room while a fire burns in the fireplace across from me. Tristan sinks into the chair next to mine, his gaze glued to the dancing flames.

      “How long did you know he was in trouble?” I ask.

      Tristan shrugs. “It did not take any massive powers of deduction that it would have been trouble that would draw a young girl to travel across the country on her own.”

      If only it was just country that I’d had to travel across.

      “What do I do now?”

      “I hate to say it, but if he’s not here, the odds aren’t great that we’re going to find him alive.”

      I struggle in the plush seat to sit forward. “What do you mean?”

      “If he is not here, he is probably been moved somewhere for the final stages of questioning.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad.” How could it be worse than what he went through here?

      Tristan doesn’t meet my gaze. “The questioning is not the bad part, it is what Captain Wimark does when he is done.”

      I refuse to believe him. “Why are you so afraid of the Captain? Aren’t you equals?”

      Tristan laughs. “Equals? Heavens no. Where are you from that you haven’t heard of Captain Wimark? His reputation has become legendary.”

      “I’m sorry I’m not as knowledgeable as you.” I pout to hide the growing fear that he’ll peel back the last layers of my wall and reveal the vulnerability hiding beneath that goes by one name: human.

      Tristan leans closer to me, the thickly upholstered arms of our chairs the only thing keeping us apart. “I’m not saying that, and I think you know that. What are you hiding, Mariel?”

      “N-nothing.” I bite my lip.

      “We both know that isn’t true. We’ve known that from the moment we met. Have I not proven my trustworthiness yet?” His breath caresses my cheek as he hovers above me.

      I press myself into the back of my seat. “Your trustworthiness is not on trial. I just have nothing to share.”

      “Stop lying!” He smacks the arm of his chair. “I cannot keep helping you if you are going to be like this.”

      “With your help, I would have found myself in a cell next to that man! Stop pretending like you want to help me when I know you’re just waiting for me to let my guard down, so you find some reason to finish your mission!” I stand up to face him, my hands clenched into tight fists.

      “Please sit down,” Tristan says in a too-quiet voice, running a hand through his hair. “I did not mean to lose control like that. I only want you to trust me.”

      “I do.”

      I hate that there’s a part of that confession that’s true. Somewhere along the line, I have learned how to trust him. But could I trust him with my biggest secrets? I don’t think so.

      “Is Mariel your real name?” He doesn’t look at me as he asks, his gaze going back to the fire.

      My cheeks warm and I’m glad he isn’t looking at me. “Yes.”

      “It is beautiful.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself in check even as warmth floods my body. “Thank you.”

      “Would you tell me what it means?” he asks.

      “No.”

      Tristan twists to look at me again. “What are you so afraid of? Is it embarrassing?”

      “Yes, super embarrassing.” I jump on his excuse.

      “I will figure it out.”

      I’m sure he will. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Tristan, it’s that none of my secrets are safe. His interest in me will be my downfall. He may not know it yet, but I can feel it like a monster breathing down my neck, waiting for the opportunity to strike. I can’t trust myself around him. I already tried to tell him my greatest secret once. Thank goodness he didn’t understand what my drawing in the dirt meant.

      “What is this place?” I ask.

      I must distract him somehow, and this is the first nice place I’ve seen since being brought here. A desk sits against the wall with a worn wooden chair pulled out like someone left in a hurry and a four-poster bed takes up the rest of the floor. On the stone wall behind us hangs a tapestry of a silver knight kneeling before a woman in a gauzy dress that for some reason makes me want to blush.

      “These are my quarters.”

      I jerk back. “This is your room?”

      “It is what has been allotted to me when I stay at the castle,” he elaborates.

      I glance around the small room, thinking of Anneliese’s suite of rooms. “It’s so small.”

      Tristan frowns and I clap a hand to my mouth. Do I have to find a way to be rude to him every chance I get?

      He looks at the space as though seeing it for the first time. “It is what I asked for. I have had this room for a very long time.”

      “Is this home then?”

      He tilts his head to the side. “I guess you could call it that.”

      “More than that little town you took me to?”

      “Definitely more than that,” he says with a laugh. “It would not take much for any place to feel more like home than that one.”

      “So why were you there? It’s obvious the King could keep you here if you wanted.”

      Tristan’s face grows dark. “Being here is very dangerous for me. And the King, not that he realizes or accepts that.”

      “That’s too bad.” I run my fingers along the smooth wood or the doorframe. “He really seems to care about you.”

      “Yes.” Tristan sighs. “That is one of the reasons why it is so dangerous.”

      A log pops in the fireplace, sending up sparks.

      “I can’t imagine you being in a place where you couldn’t take care of yourself.”

      He gives me a small smile. “I think that is the most flattering thing you have ever said to me.”

      I glance away from him, cheeks burning. “We haven’t exactly had a relationship conducive to compliments.”

      “If I had known you had such pretty things to say, I would have tried to remedy that sooner.”

      I shift in my seat. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      I’ve given him no reason to trust me,  or to want to help me at all. I turn back to his face, my gaze going immediately to the pointed curve of his ear. What am I doing here? I can’t hide that I’m human forever. Getting close to Tristan will only make it easier for him to find out who I am. If I had any interest in self-preservation at all, I’d get as far away from him as possible.

      But I want to be close to him.

      Tristan shrugs. “You seem like you could use the help, and I have nothing else to do.”

      “But you don’t want to be close to Captain Wimark and that’s what helping me will force you to do.”

      “That is true.”

      “You don’t have to do this.”

      Tristan’s head swivels to look at me. His gaze travels across my face, lingering on my parted lips. “I know.”

      “I just don’t understand how you can be willing to turn me in, proclaiming me guilty until proven innocent, and now you’ve had ample time to turn me in and are instead sticking your neck out for me.”

      I could kick myself. Why did I remind him that he wanted to turn me in? I’m sure he already knows that, he doesn’t need me to practically beg him to take me to the authorities.

      He doesn’t look like he’s even heard me. His face leans closer to mine, bridging the gap between our two seats. Aside from his scar, his face is flawless, a further reminder that he isn’t human. But there’s something about it that draws me in closer. I mimic his action, breath caught in my chest.

      This is wrong.

      I know it’s wrong, but I can’t stop myself from leaning in. His warm breath brushes across my face and his bright eyes flick up to stare into mine.

      “You are beautiful.” His statement breaks the spell and I fling myself back into my chair with a laugh.

      “Is that what you tell all the girls you bring up here?”

      He frowns. “I do not know what you are talking about.”

      “Sure.” I stand and smooth out the wrinkles in my skirt. “Could you take me back to Lady Anneliese now?”

      “Take you back?” Tristan’s eyes are a little unfocused as he stares at me.

      “To Lady Anneliese’s rooms? She might have need of me and I’ll need to get a bed for the night.”

      Tristan glances at his bed with a roguish grin before standing next to me. “Are you sure you have to go so soon?”

      “I’m definitely sure.” I raise my brows to make sure he gets my meaning. There’s no way I’m staying here. “And if that’s why you’ve been interested in helping me, I’ll take care of things myself.”

      Tristan grabs my hand as I turn to leave. “No, that is not what I thought at all.”

      “No?” I gesture to the room around us. “Then what was all of this?”

      “I was trying to help you, to be nice. What did I do?”

      I shake my head. Maybe I’m overreacting, I don’t know. But this is not okay. He can’t look at me like that and tell me I’m beautiful and… whatever. I don’t have to explain myself to anyone, not even myself.

      “I…” He clenches and unclenches his free hand. “I apologize. I do not know what I was thinking.”

      He releases me and I lunge for the door before I can change my mind. Tristan doesn’t stop me, and I fling it open, slamming it behind me in a rapid breath. Leaning my back against the door, I take a few deep breaths to cleanse Tristan from my system.

      It doesn’t work.

      I can still feel his stare, the heat of his body. Could I get any stupider? What if I overreacted and alienated my only ally?

      “Mariel?” Tristan’s voice pushes through the thick wood door.

      I close my eyes, shutting them tight as though that will change the way my heart pounds faster just hearing his voice.

      “I know you are still there… I really am sorry. I should not have done that. I lost myself for a moment… will you please come back in so we can talk?”

      Do I dare trust myself to be around him like that again? Is it some kind of Fae magic that makes mortals forget who they are and climb into the arms of any Fae man who glances at them? I can’t risk being caught up in him again.

      Shoving off the door, I move rapidly down the hallway, my boots barely making a sound against the stone floor. The door clicks open behind me, but I don’t look back. If I look back, I’ll stop. I know I will. I’m too weak to be with him right now.

      We must have been holed up together for a long time because only darkness comes in through the windows set high on the wall. Torches sit at long intervals, lighting the hallway just enough for me to make my way to the stairs. If I can get to the second floor, I’ll be fine. I can find Anneliese’s room from there.

      The banister is cold under my hand, but I barely feel it. I have to get back to her room. Tension picks at the back of my neck, so I swing around to see if anyone else is here.

      The hall around me is empty, with nothing but stone walls and warm rugs. Then why are the hairs sticking up on the back of my neck?

      “Hello?”

      The only sound is the crackling of the burning torch. I wait on the stairs, but I can’t hear anything else. So why don’t I feel safe?

      My limbs are jerky as I race up the stairs, my stomach a hard knot. I keep thinking I hear someone coming up the stairs after me but every time I turn around, no one is there. When my hand closes around Anneliese’s doorknob, I have to take a deep breath to keep from flinging it open. The last thing I need is Anneliese any crankier than when I left this morning.

      Opening the door, my breath catches in my throat. Inside there aren’t any torches, instead, hundreds of small lights dot the ceiling. I step inside, jaw-dropping as I close the door. The lights flit around the ceiling, moving like birds in the sky. My hand drifts up to cover my gaping mouth.

      I knew the Fae were different. I shouldn’t be surprised to see evidence of their differences outside of their ears and teeth, but this…this is something else.

      “They are fireflies.”

      I jump, almost falling over as a woman stands from a chair in the middle of the room, a midnight black dress obscuring her body. She points to the fireflies, and they leave the ceiling to float around her fingers.

      “Have you never seen fireflies before?”

      The fireflies move closer to her, illuminating Anneliese’s face. I shrink back, a fear I can’t explain building in my stomach.

      “Were you waiting up for me?” I ask.

      Anneliese laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “If I hadn’t waited for you, then where would you sleep?”

      “I appreciate your sacrifice.”

      “It was nothing,” she says with a small smile, moving closer to me with the grace of a spider. “I am always happy to help a friend of Dominick’s.”

      Warning bells ring in the back of my mind. This is nothing like what she was saying earlier. What is she playing at?

      “So, where can I sleep then?”

      I resist the urge to take a step back, holding my ground even as my knees shake. At least the many folds of my dress do wonders to hide my nerves.

      “Come.” She curls her finger at me as she glides further into the room, fireflies trailing behind her.

      My palms are clammy as I follow her into the next room, feeling like prey being taken into a predator’s den. She waves to a cot set up on the floor before drifting away. I sit down, watching as she moves towards a large bed made of twisting birch branches reaching all the way to the ceiling. Without so much as glancing at me, she flings the dress from her body. Standing in only her small clothes, she waves at the fireflies, and they travel back to the ceiling as she climbs into bed.

      I try to lie down and relax but knowing that she’s so close makes me tense. Why would she put me in the same room as her? I know she doesn’t like me, no matter the display she just gave. Where have all her other ladies gone? I would have felt a lot more comfortable bunking with one of them.

      I twist and turn in bed, thinking only briefly of how much my dress will wrinkle and the fact that they only sent me here with one. Did they really think I would accomplish finding Zale and getting him out in one day?

      My brain refuses to shut off, but at some point, the thoughts trickling across it grow slower and I finally sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I’m running across the same plain where I lost Ry when a sharp jab pokes me in the stomach and wakes me from my nightmare. The severe-looking woman who opened the door for Dominick stands over me, this angle making her look more like a hawk than a Fae.

      “Wake. You’re disturbing everyone.”

      Moving into a seated position on the bed, I try not to notice that the other room is once again full of Anneliese’s ladies. The blankets are all over the place and wrapped tightly around my torso. No wonder I disturbed everyone.

      The trauma of the last week finds me in my sleep, even when I’ve tamped it down during the day. I didn’t ask for Anneliese to keep me in the main room with her though. Perhaps my nightmares will garner me more privacy tonight.

      Pulling the blankets off, I do my best to smooth out my dress and hair. Anneliese watches me from her place on the couch, the same small smile painted on her face.

      I try not to stumble into the other room, finding the chair I sat in briefly yesterday. The ladies are clustered together, their voices twittering as they discuss the gossip of the castle.

      “Did you hear Captain Renault is back?”

      “I heard he is on a failed mission—”

      “—The King himself asked him to stay—”

      “—favored above the others—”

      “—it has been so long since he’s been back—”

      “—he was one of Lady Anneliese’s favorites if you remember—”

      Anneliese holds her hand up, the gossip immediately stopping. It’s like watching a king on his throne.

      “What is this you are all talking about?” she asks, her careful voice tinkling like bells.

      “Captain Renault is in the castle, my Lady,” the hawk woman says.

      “Captain Renault is here?” Her eyes go wide. “In the castle?”

      “Yes, my Lady.”

      “But he hasn’t been back since…”

      “Since he spurned you?” I offer with a grin.

      Anneliese’s eyes snap towards me. “And what would you know of any of this? This was long before you were even born.”

      I jerk away from her open accusation of my humanity. “It’s just something I heard yesterday.”

      I clean the dirt out from under my fingernails, the week of travel has not been kind to my body. What I wouldn’t give for an opportunity to swim, or even just a bath. Living on the ocean, I never thought about life without water constantly around me. Sure, a swim would leave a fine layer of salt on my skin, but it definitely felt cleaner than the dust caking to my body now.

      Anneliese turns away from me, but her shoulders are stiff, none of the ease she carried herself with before peeking through.

      “His name will not be spoken in this room again,” she says, slumping down to look every bit the scorned woman.

      Something is off about it. Despite the tilt of her mouth and the weight resting on her body, there’s a gleam in her eyes she can’t hide. What is she planning?

      Conversation picks up around the room, the topics keeping safely away from Tristan, but I could care less what they say. I only have eyes for Anneliese. Something isn’t right here and I’m not letting her get to Tristan. I don’t know much about what happened between them, but I know Tristan, wouldn’t be interested in any relationship having to do with her.

      She stands, moving into her bedroom. The ladies glance up, but no one follows her. Perhaps they think they’re giving her space for her reopened wound, but I doubt it. I haven’t noticed very much compassion among the Fae since I’ve been here.

      Moving on quiet feet as I try not to draw any attention to myself, I creep towards the other room. Standing behind a long cream curtain, I peek around it to get a view of Anneliese as she leans over a chest at the end of her bed. She opens it with long delicate fingers, pulling out an oval locket with spiraling etching across its face. Clutching it to her chest, she takes a deep breath before holding it out again. Her hands shake as she opens the locket. Even I stop breathing as I watch her. Inside, resting in a little bed of feathers rests a tiny, stoppered vial filled with red liquid.

      A grin grows across her face as she takes out the vial, watching the thick fluid move slowly from side to side. A crazed gleam grows in her eyes, and I take a step back, heart beating quickly. My foot lands on something soft and I stumble, falling over the feet of another Fae lady.

      She glares at me with narrowed eyes as Anneliese comes around the corner, locket now in place around her neck. Is the vial still inside it?

      “Feeling clumsy today?” Anneliese asks. A grin spreads across her cheeks, none of the sorrow she was trying to portray earlier left on her face.

      “Apparently,” the woman I tripped over sniffs.

      The door opens, and I’m grateful for the distraction as a smaller creature, closer to the size of a child, floats in on delicate purple butterfly wings. She sets a tray down on a round table before flitting back out. I try to keep my surprise at bay. None one else looks shocked to have seen her fly in and out. Showing my shock will only reveal the differences Tristan was able to find in me without even trying.

      My mouth waters as I stare at the tray, hoping for a chance to have breakfast. The last time I ate feels like an eternity ago. My stomach rumbles and Anneliese glances at me as though she can hear me from across the room and through her ladies’ talking.

      “Hungry, Mary?” Anneliese draws my name out like she knows its fake.

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

      “Help yourself.”

      I step towards the tray, trying not to think about the sly grin on Anneliese’s face. It shouldn’t make her so happy to see me eat.

      The tray is covered in large green leaves with slices of fruit and nuts on top. A little odd, but nothing crazy. I grab a piece of fruit and take a huge bite, juice running down my chin. Anneliese leans forward with her hand bracing her chin. The gleam is back in her eye; I pop the rest of the fruit in my mouth and step away. I don’t know what it is about the tray that makes her so excited, but I don’t want to feed into it.

      But Anneliese continues to watch me. Tingles spread up my body, lengthening through my limbs as they shoot through my fingers and toes. I twitch, rolling my shoulders to get rid of the sensation. But it doesn’t leave. If anything, it grows. The tingling builds until I’m ready to jump out of my skin. Anneliese’s smile grows until I can see the curve of her elongated canine.

      “Something wrong, Mary?”

      I shake my head.

      “Are you sure? You seem…uncomfortable.”

      “I-I’m fine,” I manage to choke out.

      Anneliese tilts her head to the side. I mimic her position even as my body feels like small explosions are crashing over my skin. Other women start to notice my discomfort despite my efforts, and I stand, practically sprinting towards the door.

      “Come back soon,” Anneliese calls with a wide grin while the ladies around her giggle.

      Standing in the hallway, I feel like maniacally dancing as though a million ants were racing over my body. Twitching, I rub my back along the wall, using the stone to take some of the edge off my craziness. I’m sure if anyone were to see me, I’d look ridiculous. Good thing no one is here to see.

      When the wall isn’t doing it enough, I get the floor, rolling around like I’m on fire. The cool floor tempers it a little bit, but it still isn’t enough. I feel like I’m going to die from over-stimulation.

      Footsteps pound against the ground, growing louder as they come toward me, but I can’t get up, I can’t calm this down enough to pass for normal anymore. Turning to the side, I come face to face with brown worn leather boots. Gasping, I still can’t stop wiggling.

      “Mariel?” Tristan gets down on the ground beside me, scanning my face for signs of what’s bothering me.

      I try to talk, but it comes out as a gurgle. What was in that fruit? It feels like death, slow and weirdly agonizing death.

      “Mariel, can you hear me?”

      I try to nod but I’m not sure if he can tell, not with all the other spastic movements I’m making. Tristan doesn’t say anything, only reinforcing that belief. Then I’m being lifted through the air. Tristan’s arms shift around me, holding me tight enough to him that I can’t wiggle anymore. My surroundings blur as he moves faster than I would have thought possible, my body jiggling up and down with each step.

      The need to move increases and Tristan’s arms are more like a vice than the comfort they’ve been in the past. I try to lash out, wrenching one of my arms free to claw at his exposed face. He avoids me without trouble and re-pins me to him. With my body tucked under one of his arms, he thrusts open a door. I’m flung from his grip and gather my senses enough to realize I’m flying through the air right before I’m submerged under a mountain of water.

      Flailing, I kick my legs until I crash through the surface and take gasping breaths. Tristan sits at the edge of the water, watching me with a contemplative face. I brush wet hair out of my face, long lines of water running over my nose.

      “What was that for?” I gasp.

      Tristan rubs his temples. “You needed to be consumed by the well of truth to get the curse off you.”

      “Curse?”

      “I am assuming that is what it was unless there is something else you would like to tell me.”

      He watches my face, glancing towards my ears. Resisting the urge to double-check that my ears are in place, I feign confidence.

      “There’s nothing more that I would have to say.”

      “Are you sure? Because your reaction was quite similar to how a human reacts if one consumes Fae fruit.” He gives me a sly grin.

      I shouldn’t be surprised that Anneliese was out to get me, but what an odd way to pick. How could she have really known that I was human? What did I do to make her suspect? Just because I didn’t know what was happening with that firefly trick? I’m sure there are other Fae who haven’t seen something like that before.

      “So this is the well of truth?” I ask. I pull my sodden body out of the deep blue water, my fingers digging into the smooth tiles lining the perfectly round hole.

      He nods.

      “Right in the middle of the castle?”

      “The castle was built here because of the well,” he says.

      “Isn’t that bad for the structure of the building?”

      Tristan laughs. “We do not have to worry about such things when our finest crafters are working on the construction, infusing their magic into every stone.”

      I’m sure they loved me rubbing my body on it then. Would the Fae that built this place know about that? Do they feel it through their magic? There’s so much about them that I don’t know.

      This was a mistake.

      Coming here will kill me. There’s no way to hide among them when I know nothing about them. How could I when humanity has been ostracized for hundreds of years? And even before that, we didn’t coexist. The Fae waited, living in deep underground civilizations until the last moment the earth could recover from our treatment of it before pushing us off into the ocean and reviving it back to its former glory.

      Tristan watches my thoughts play across my face in silence. I can’t even look at him. How could he not know about me at this point? I’m sure he must. He knows and he’s playing me for a fool.

      “Well, that’s convenient.” I sit down next to him and gesture at the well. “And now you have an excellent swimming pool right in the middle of your castle.”

      “I would not call it that. We are not actually supposed to get into it.” He grins.

      I yank my feet out of the water. “Why wasn’t that the first thing you told me?!”

      “It was necessary.”

      “Was there really no way to cure me without dunking me in this sacred well?”

      He shrugs. “This was the quickest way and would solve whatever happened to you. I could not be sure it was the curse I thought it was and I did not want to waste time when you were in such obvious agony.”

      “That was…” I turn away to hide my blush. “Kind of you.”

      He nods. “I was trying to help you, regardless of whatever you’re trying to convince yourself right now.”

      I jerk my head towards him, ignoring his smile. “What do you know about what I’m thinking?”

      “I know a lot about you, despite your attempts to hide it.” His gaze bores into me, forcing me to face him.

      “If you’re trying to put me at ease, you’re doing a terrible job of it.”

      “That has never been my goal.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “What is the point of all this?”

      “I do not think you should stay with Anneliese anymore,” he says, his voice soft.

      “And where is it that I should stay then?”

      “With me.”

      The words hang between us as I stare at him in stunned silence. “What did you just say?”

      “You should stay with me.” He ducks his head a little as though actually embarrassed. I doubt it.

      Everything inside me stills. “We don’t have a relationship like that.”

      “I’m not saying we do. I’m trying to save you from yourself.”

      “And how does taking me from Anneliese accomplish that?”

      “Did you particularly like being cursed?”

      He’s got me there. I stare out over the well, the earthen walls carved into a smooth dome around the small body of water. Not sleeping by Anneliese would save me some stress. I wouldn’t have to see any more of that maniac but on the other hand, I also wouldn’t discover what exactly she wants to do with that locket. Just thinking of it sends a shiver down my spine.

      “Why are you trying so hard to help me?” I ask, voice quiet.

      He leans closer to me. “You mean despite the fact that you share nothing with me, not even when I ask nicely?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      He shrugs. “You intrigue me.”

      “I intrigue you?”

      His eyes are like still arctic water when they meet mine. Leaning closer, he takes a piece of my loose hair and wraps it around his finger. I can’t even breathe as his body touches mine.

      “There’s not many people that I can’t figure out, and you’re one of them.”

      I lean back. “I thought you just said you know more about me than what I say.”

      “That does not mean I know everything.”

      Touché.

      “So, what do you know then?”

      He shrugs. “Enough.”

      “I should be getting back.”

      Staring up at the domed tile ceiling, it’s hard to believe anything bad could be waiting for me outside this room. It’s almost hard to believe anything bad could be happening to my brother right now.

      Tristan clears his throat as I climb to standing. He scratches at the back of his neck while I wait for him to explain himself.

      “I do not know if you can really go anywhere right now.”

      I brace my hand against my hip. “And why is that?”

      He points to his ear, fingering the long point.

      Horror sinking in my gut, I reach up to touch my own ear. The ear that should be covered in Camilla’s magic creation to make me look like one of them. My fingers pass through a clump of something soggy that feels like a mass of decomposing paper before resting against my all too-small ear point. I hiccup a breath, not daring to look at Tristan.

      “I always knew,” he whispers, the sound carrying in the cave-like room. “Especially after that first night on the road.”

      How could I have been so stupid? Of course he saw my ears then. My face flames bright red at the farce he knows I’ve been living.

      “So why didn’t you say anything then? Was this all so funny to you? Let me follow the human girl around and see how long it takes for her to mess up? Let me give her a million opportunities to come clean when I could just admit I know and save all of us this aguish because this way is more fun.” Fury colors my voice as I try to hide the tears brimming in my eyes. My arms shake as my hands form fists. I can’t believe I was so stupid. I only saw what I wanted to see. I didn’t want him to know, so I ignored all the signs he did know.

      He raises his hands. “It was not like that—”

      “Then what? What game are you playing?”

      Tristan rises slowly to his feet, approaching me with his hands out like I’m an animal that could be easily spooked. With how fast my heart is beating, he might not be wrong.

      “I am not playing any games. I am just trying to figure out who you are.”

      “So you can lock me up?”

      I back up against the bright blue tiled wall as he keeps getting closer.

      “No. If I had wanted to do that, I could have done it at any time, and I never would have let you go.” His voice is quiet.

      “Let me go?”

      He crosses his arms over his chest. “I watched you go that night.”

      “But you let me leave. Why not stop me and complete your mission like you said you would?” My chest feels way too tight and I can feel my face warming even more.

      “I did not want to hurt you.”

      “You were the one who decided to take me to trial in the first place. What did you think would happen when we got here?”

      He shrugs, running a hand through his hair. “I do not know, but I was not going to turn you in.”

      I touch the small points of my ears again. If I leave here, I won’t have to worry about whether he wanted to turn me in or not. Anyone who sees me will know my secret. Pressure builds in my chest. I’m trapped.

      “What am I supposed to do now?”

      He steps back, giving me room to breathe, not that it even feels possible at the moment. My breath comes in short gasps, panic almost completely taking over.

      He reaches a hand out. “Come with me.”

      I put my hand in his. His palm is warm and just as calloused as mine. I’m in so much trouble.
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      My heart beats so loud as we exit the well that I’m positive any of the Fae can hear me without even trying. Tristan doesn’t comment on it, keeping his hand in mine as he leads me down the hall. His long ears twitch, searching for any sign of incoming Fae. My body is so stiff, one wrong step will take me down.

      I look up to say something to Tristan but he gives me a curt shake of his head. I don’t know how far his room is from the well. I honestly don’t know where either of the rooms are and nothing around us looks familiar. Not that it really would after only two days in the castle.

      Tristan’s hand tightens in mine as he hears something around the corner. I resist the urge to pull away from him as his grip crunches into my bones. Something about the tenseness in his body tells me the best thing I can do right now is stay completely still.

      He swears under his breath as they get close enough that even I can hear the soft footfall of one of the Fae. My heart is about to burst from my chest from beating so fast and my fingers are numb under Tristan’s grip. He swivels in front of me, pinning me to the stone wall, narrowly avoiding a burning torch. His eyes have a crazed gleam as he stares at me.

      The footsteps get closer and before I can ask what his plan is, Tristan’s face crashes towards mine. Our lips meet and his hands work their way into my hair. His mouth is warm against mine, and my mind blanks as I realize I’m having my first real kiss.

      Heat blooms through my body, pooling in my chest as he moves closer, never breaking away. The footsteps hesitate beside us, and I almost don’t remember why we’re doing this. Then his hands cover my ears and I’m jolted painfully back to the present.

      The footsteps recede and he backs away, not meeting my eyes as he takes my hand and leads me down the hall again. He walks like nothing has happened, but my body feels like it will never be the same.

      Ship.

      After a few more turns, he flings open a door and reveals his room. I step inside, collapsing on the couch I inhabited last night. He closes the door after us, sliding a deadbolt home before sitting in the chair opposite me. A fire crackles in the fireplace, and for all intents and purposes it could be last night if not for the insistent tingling of my lips.

      Tristan rubs his hands together. “Is this your biggest secret? Is there anything else I should know?”

      I bite my bottom lip to force the memories away while I try not to look at him. If he thinks hard enough, he’ll be able to figure it all out for himself. I’ve given him all the pieces now. Do I wait? Or do I tell him? He turns his icy blue eyes on me and my stomach drops. I don’t think there’s anything I wouldn’t tell him now.

      “I’m only here to find my brother. I didn’t come looking for trouble, or even hoping to stay. I want to find my brother and get back on the sea.”

      He raises his brows. “You are from the sea?”

      “That’s the only place humans are allowed…”

      “That is not true.” Tristan crosses his arms over his chest as he surveys me. “There was a portion of humans sent to the sea, but with the right petition they would be welcomed on land.”

      It’s hard not to laugh. “Well, that is a load of crap. There’s no way back on land for us.”

      He leans forward, bracing an arm against his thigh. “Is that why you have been so afraid?”

      “Wouldn’t you be afraid if the penalty for finding your brother was death?”

      “I cannot say I would have ever tried to track him down in the first place,” he says with a smirk.

      “Well, whatever your weird family issues are, that’s not the case with mine. I just need to find him and get home before either of us can get into any more trouble.”

      “And that is why you were looking for Captain Wimark.”

      I take a deep breath, pulling the wet letter from my dress with a shaky hand. “He’s the only one who might know where my brother is.”

      Tristan reads over the letter, brows drawn together before he hands it back to me. “I am not sure this is as helpful as you think it is.”

      “What do you mean? He was going to capture my brother. That means he knows where my brother is.”

      Tristan kneads his forehead with his fingers. “It only states that he had the intent, not that he was actually able to carry it through.”

      “But that man heard someone like my brother in the prison—”

      “Who could have been any young man.”

      I sink into the back of my chair. “Why are you being like this?”

      “I just want to make sure you know the risks of what you are doing because there is a good chance he was never here.”

      “I have other sources that have said differently.”

      He tilts his head. “And what sources are those exactly?”

      I hide my hands in my dress. “It shouldn’t matter.”

      He’s silent but I know of all the things to tell him, I can’t open up about the rebellion. He’s way too close to the King for that one to not make a huge difference. Letting him know there’s a rebellion could distract him into other problems that are far away from helping rescue my brother. If he can help me get Zale, then I’ll tell him about the rebellion… as we’re on a boat floating home.

      “It’s not my secret to tell,” I confess, wishing there was more I could say as the memory of his kiss lingers on my lips.

      Tristan nods. “Okay, so you know Captain Wimark had your brother. What was your plan once you found him?”

      “I figured I’d make something up at that point.” Or the rebellion would come find me.

      Tristan winces. “It is a good thing you have me.”

      “I’m sure I would have found a way. Maybe.” I wince. It’s this kind of planning that hurt Ry and led to me getting captured right away. Maybe he’s right; I wouldn’t have lasted a few more days on my own.

      “Don’t worry about it, Mariel. We’ll work on this together and get you and your brother back to the sea if that’s what you still want.” He shifts to look at me and I have to look away before he can make me change my mind.

      “It is.”

      “That could change.”

      “It won’t.” It feels like a lie, but I don’t know who I’m lying to more, him or me.
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      I wake swathed in blankets, spread out on Tristan’s couch. It wasn’t hard for him to convince me that going back to Anneliese was only asking for trouble and that I should stay with him. Without my ear magic, there’s no way I would make it and I don’t want to give her another chance to take me down. He offered me the bed, but something about that felt too weird, so I opted for the couch.

      From the mattress behind me, I can hear his heavy breathing, lost to the stupor of sleep. I struggle to fight against the temptation to look at him, to see him completely relaxed.

      It’s a stupid desire and I know it.

      The kiss didn’t mean anything. I know it didn’t mean anything. And yet I can’t stop myself from thinking about it. The way his lips pressed against mine, his fingers tangled in my hair. It’s too delicious of a memory to leave alone.

      Blankets wrapped around my shoulders, I lean over the side of the couch. Tristan lays sprawled in the bed, arms flung wide. His mouth is closed, and his jaw is less tense than I’ve ever seen it. With the lines in his face smoothed out by sleep, he seems so much younger. My fingers itch to run them along his jaw, to feel the smooth lines of his face.

      He groans, turning on his side as he wakes up. I duck down, praying he didn’t see me watching him. My breathing won’t slow, and my heart is beating like crazy. With his good hearing, I’m sure it won’t be hard for him to know I’ve been awake and doing something, but at least he didn’t see me watching him.

      His feet hit the floor and I scrunch my eyes closed as his footsteps come closer.

      “Mariel?”

      Stretching my arms out like I’m just waking up, I blink up at him. “Oh, did I sleep in?”

      Tristan smiles and I know my act hasn’t fooled him for a second.

      “I had an idea of where we could find your brother.”

      I sit up straight, all pretense of sleepiness gone. “You do?”

      “You will want to change though. We do not usually wear the same outfit day after day and I do not want you looking any more suspicious.” I blush as he continues. “Then we will get out of here and closer to your brother.”

      I try to ignore his use of ‘closer’ and focus on an actual problem I can fix.

      “I…I don’t have anything else.”

      His brows raise. “So your secret people sent you here with no help and expected you to fulfill your quest in a day?”

      I don’t know what to say. I’ve had the same incredulous thoughts myself. He sighs and opens a chest set against the wall. My breath catches as he pulls an icy blue gown out of it, the blue overlaid with a sheer layer of white that gives it the appearance of frost. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my life.

      He hands it to me, his gaze on my feet. “If you can get this on, I’ll grab us something to eat.”

      Without waiting for me to answer, he sprints for the door, slamming it shut behind him. The dress is lighter than a feather, the material practically floating off my open hand. I can’t see any zippers or buttons on it. He might be expecting a lot for me to get this on myself.

      I slip out of the rebellion’s dress, its elegance looking shabby next to Tristan’s. I wish I could have a bath or something. Being next to all this opulence makes me feel filthy despite the fact that I did take a dip in their ‘magic well.’

      There’s a pitcher of water on a stand next to Tristan’s bed. I take a swallow of it before using the rest to wipe off the grime left behind from the well with a small cloth. I wet my hair, finger-combing it in front of the fire. This will have to do. Not that Tristan complained about it, but I doubt my disheveled appearance went unnoticed.

      Dry and clean, I hold the dress out in front of me. I have no idea how I’m supposed to put this on. It seems too perfectly fitted to go over my head, but that must be how it goes on. If I don’t at least try it then Tristan will walk in on me standing in the middle of his room in my undergarments. Not exactly the way I want him to see me. Or an idea I want him to get.

      All the more reason to get this dress on and get out of here.

      Slipping it on over my head, I struggle and wiggle as the waist gets caught over my shoulders. My breath feels hot on my face as I try not to panic about being trapped half-dressed in the beautiful garment. My face gets red and my chest feels tight as I try to get this dress on. Just when it feels like there’s no way I’m going to be able to get this on and I’ll be stuck forever half-dressed, it finally budges, and I pull it down in quick yanks to free my face.

      The door squeaks as Tristan comes in, not a second too soon. I’m facing away from him, so all he can see is my back, but I hear his inhalation of breath and a small grin grows across my face. Apparently, I’m not doing too badly.

      “Did you figure out a way to cover your ears again?” he asks with a cough as I turn around.

      “I thought I could do some braids or something. Would that work? I don’t know what’s considered normal.”

      He nods, keeping his gaze on my feet. “That would work. I do not think you need to worry too much about what is normal. You are going to stand out in that dress no matter what you do.”

      I finger the soft material. “Should I change?”

      He shakes his head. “There is nothing else to wear, and how you look in this cannot be helped. We will just have to hope you do not catch the wrong attention.”

      “And what would constitute the wrong attention?” I ask with a frown.

      “Captain Wimark.”

      My stomach turns into a knot. “Is he known for taking up with attractive women?”

      Tristan shrugs, face closed off enough for me to know he isn’t interested in continuing down this vein. I drop it but tuck away the information for later. It could come in handy.

      “I brought breakfast,” he says, holding out a small basket. He flips open the top and the smell of meat has me drooling. “Bacon, some fresh bread, butter, and honey.”

      Half his words mean nothing, but as he pulls the items out, I can hardly control my excited tastebuds. He hands me a piece of bacon while he puts the butter and honey on the bread.

      “This is incredible,” I sigh through a mouthful.

      He glances up while he continues preparing our food. “What do you eat on the sea?”

      “Nothing like this.” I make a face. “Hard biscuits, maybe some fruit the first day we’re at the incinerator. Jerky? Some of the women were able to make softer bread, but it was nothing like this.”

      “You are still working at the incinerator?” he asks, mouth open in his shock. “I thought that work would have been done a long time ago.”

      I shrug. “It’s seemed like we’ll run out a few times, but the ocean always provides.”

      “Provides?” His forehead wrinkles. “You want the trash?”

      “How else will we bring in enough for our rations?”

      Tristan hands me the slathered bread, his hand hesitating for a few seconds after I take his offering as he processes what I’ve said. The explosion of flavor across my tongue, sweeter than anything I’ve ever tasted makes me want to groan, but I hold it in. Barely.

      “I had no idea it was like that for you.” His voice is soft.

      I look away. “It’s all I’d ever known before coming here. I didn’t know I was missing much. Going back will be harder than coming, that’s for sure.”

      “Now that you know how we live?”

      I nod, not taking the time to swallow before grabbing another piece. Tristan is quiet as I eat, watching me with new eyes. I don’t bother asking what he’s thinking. If he never knew about our life, I can hardly begrudge him his shock. How they live on land has been shocking for me as well.

      “I am sorry your life has been like that.”

      I shrug. “What can you do? It is what it is.”

      He shakes his head but doesn’t say anything. I wonder if that’s something the rebellion wants to change. I’d hope so, otherwise what’s the point of Zale joining them? Unless he got a taste of how they live on land and never wanted to go back and had to find a cause to hide in. I guess I couldn’t really fault him for that. Still, he belongs home. And so do I.

      I lick my fingers to get the last remnants of bacon grease and sticky honey off as Tristan closes the basket.

      “Let’s go.”

      He grabs my hand, the rough callouses of his palm rubbing against mine. I do my best to keep a silly grin off my face. He leads me through the hallways, my thoughts consumed by his nearness and the fear of someone discovering only half-Fae-looking ears. Opening a door, he leads me down a narrow stairway that I first mistake for the one we took earlier, but instead of the closed doors of cells at the bottom, there’s an open space filled with what appears to be old knickknacks and discarded furniture. It seems impossible that the castle could be big enough for two basements, especially of the size that these are.

      Tristan dodges between desks, dragging me along behind him. The room is dimly lit, the dust covering everything the only thing truly illuminated down here.

      “Where are we?” I ask, knocking my hip against a desk.

      “Storage,” he says with a grunt as he shoves through a narrow space between two dressers.

      “Why do they bother keeping this stuff?”

      Living on the sea doesn’t give us many options for storing the things we’re not using anymore. If not for Ry moving in, we’d probably have thrown out Zale’s stuff and transformed his room into something else. These people have more room than sense it seems as we move past an obviously broken carving of a rearing horse.

      “Sometimes they decide they still need it, or it is not currently being displayed. The decor around the castle tends to change seasonally. At least it did when I lived here.”

      We get to the back wall and Tristan lets go of my hand to run his fingers along the wall. It looks like an ordinary earthen wall until Tristan’s hand vanishes into nothingness.

      He grins. “Oh good. I was a little worried they had removed this passage. It is a risk to keep it, especially unguarded.”

      “Then why not guard it?”

      Tristan gives me an impish smile. “Not many people even know it is here.”

      I refrain from asking him how he knows it’s here. I doubt he’d tell me anyway. Instead, I watch wide-eyed as Tristan moves forward into the wall and disappears. I blink a couple of times, not quite believing what I’m seeing, but he’s really gone. Then his hand reappears, gesturing me forward. With a deep breath and my eyes closed, I walk into the wall.

      I fully expect to hit my face on the earth, but instead, I’m surprised to open my eyes on the other side. Well, not even the other side. I glance behind me and there’s no evidence of the castle at all. We’re in a meadow, not unlike the one we first talked to each other in. Bright yellow butterflies flit through the tall grass and pale purple wildflowers.

      “Where are we?” I breathe.

      “Gone.”

      I peer around for the door back. “Gone?”

      “At least for now. I don’t think we’ll get many answers staying in the castle.”

      “So what are we going to do now?”

      Tristan grins. “We walk.”

      Sighing, I follow him, tromping through the field. What was the point of putting on such a pretty dress if I was just going to be in the wilderness anyway? He better have a plan because right now he seems more than a little crazy.

      We enter the tree line around the meadow, and I lift my skirts to avoid damaging them and tripping myself. Tristan moves with all the ease of someone born to be in the woods. His feet don’t even seem to touch the ground as he walks, the forest floor completely unaware of his passing. I try not to be jealous, but when my boot snags on a root for the fourth time, it’s impossible not to be.

      Tristan takes my hand again, helping me through the last bit of trees with a smile. The next time I look up, we’re in a town. Built right next to the trees, it blends in with its use of wood and bark and straw. Tristan drags me forward as he waves at the Fae already outside.

      We pass several buildings before he enters one with writing above the door I don’t recognize. A man sits behind a desk in a small room in front, his long blonde hair braided into several long strands.

      “Tristan! What are you doing here? We have not seen you in forever!” The man stands and gives Tristan a hug while Tristan grins.

      “It has been far too long, and I wish I could say I was here to visit, but unfortunately I am on official business.”

      “Always business with this one,” the man says to me with a grin that shows he doesn’t believe Tristan. “What can I help you with?”

      “What do you know about what Captain Wimark has been up to?”

      The smile immediately fades from the man’s face. “That is not something any sane person should be wondering.”

      “I would not be asking if it was not important. Please tell me you know something.”

      The man fidgets with his hands. “I will not risk my safety.”

      Tristan leans closer to him and lowers his voice. “I promise no one will ever know you are the one that told me. I just need to know.”

      “Why do I not believe you?” he sighs. “I do know something.”

      I shift forward. I don’t know how this man in the middle of nowhere could know anything, but I’m not going to question it if it gets me closer to my brother.

      “I knew you would,” Tristan says with a smile.

      The man shrugs. “I can’t help the information that trickles through my door. But you know my price: information for information. What can you give me?”

      “Humans were never actually given the opportunity to leave the sea. It’s a lie told to the Fae to placate us to their fate,” Tristan says without even the barest inflection of emotion.

      The man raises his eyebrows and my heart beats fast. Tristan had no right to barter away my information. What if I need it later?

      “That’s an interesting story. You know which one I like better? That humans enjoy being on the sea instead of deigning to share the land with us,” the man says.

      I snort and Tristan moves in front of me as the man glances over. “Now your information.”

      “Captain Wimark has been kept remarkably busy of late. It is said he has found information to take down the rebellion.”

      My heart threatens to stop. He must be talking about Zale.

      The man shrugs. “He’s been milking a prisoner.”

      “So he’s getting all his information from one man? That doesn’t seem wise.” Tristan shakes his head.

      “This one man is pretty high up from what I understand. Within the leadership circle.”

      How could that even be possible? What was Zale thinking? My palms grow clammy, and I wipe them against the beautiful gauze of my skirt.

      “Any idea where Captain Wimark and his prisoner are now?” Tristan says.

      The man shifts, sitting back behind his desk. “Why are you looking for him?”

      “We have interest in his prisoner.”

      The man raises a blonde eyebrow. “It would not be smart to take a prisoner from Captain Wimark, especially one he has found so useful.”

      “I am well aware. Where is he?”

      “His usual stomping grounds. That cabin he has in the King’s Wood.”

      My jaw drops as Tristan thanks the man and leads us back outside. Is he seriously saying that before Tristan captured me I was closer to finding Zale than I am now? My body shakes and I clamp my hands into tight fists until my nails bite into my palms.

      Tristan grabs me by the shoulders, forcing me to look at him. “Mariel? We are going to find him. I promise you. Just breathe.”

      I try to breathe with his promise still echoing through my ears. “You really think we’ll find him?”

      “I am familiar with the cabin he was talking about.”

      “So we have to go back?”

      Tristan laughs. “Is that what is freaking you out? No, heavens no. The part of the King’s Wood I found you in is the southern tip, it is by no means the whole forest.”

      I shudder; that place was spooky. I can’t imagine any part of it being different than the part I saw. Why would anyone build a home there? Wouldn’t it be illegal like my being there was?

      “If we can get back and get my horse, it should be pretty easy to get to him. The question is whether we should take anyone with us. The Captain is a dangerous man to mess with, and taking him one-on-one does not fill me with much confidence.”

      “You wouldn’t be alone; I’ll be with you.”

      Tristan gives me a sad smile. “That will not change the numbers in our fight. Plus, we do not know what kind of condition your brother will be in. With your permission, I would like to take some men with us.”

      I hadn’t even thought about what Zale would be like when we found him. Has Captain Wimark been torturing him? Zale is such a strong man; I can’t imagine much would break him if he didn’t want to be broken. My heart twists and I know Tristan is right. I won’t be able to help him get Zale out of there once we find him.

      “How do I know the men you bring in won’t tell anyone about me?” And Zale.

      Tristan shrugs. “You are just going to have to trust me.”

      I glance into his eyes, their icy blue matching my borrowed gown. He could have turned me over at any point. According to him, he could have kept me from running away and turned me over immediately. He doesn’t have to help me. He never had to help me. And yet that’s all he’s done since we met.

      “Okay,” I nod. “Let’s get my brother.”
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      Tristan takes me back to the meadow but doesn’t immediately go through his secret magical portal to the castle. He hesitates, watching me with narrowed eyes.

      “I do not know how hard it will be for us to get out of the castle. The King has asked that I stay, and there is no way you can leave on your own.”

      I tap my fingers against my arm. “Why are we going back then?”

      “The castle is much closer to Captain Wimark’s cabin than where we are now. We will lose a lot of time if we do not go back, especially without my horse.”

      I guess that makes sense. The horse moves us a lot faster than our feet alone.

      “What would we do if you couldn’t get out? How much time would we lose from that?”

      He shrugs, hands open apologetically. “I do not know.”

      Of course, he wouldn’t, but I can’t help the way my stomach sinks like a rock. Every hour lost feels like too much, and I can’t shake the image of my brother’s broken, bloodied body curled in the corner of a dark room. The thought is colored red by the memory of Ry’s blood. I already know what it means to move too late.

      Shifting from foot to foot, I glance up at Tristan, the man on whom all of my hopes rest. His eyes are sad as he watches me.

      “We have to risk going back. If we do not, we will not get to him in time.”

      Tears burn behind my eyes as he uses my worst fear against me.

      Tristan reaches for my hand, and I take it, letting him lead me through the portal. As we pause on the other side and standing in the crowded, dusty basement, I can’t help but feel defeated. I just want to get moving. I want to run to Zale right now and bring him home. I want to be safe on our father’s ship, laying on the deck looking at the stars, and laughing at this moment when it’s safely tucked away as a bad memory. I want Ry with us.

      My shoulders slump as he leads me back through the basement and towards his room. The hallways are blissfully empty as hot tears burn down my cheeks. Tristan ushers me inside, the sound of the door clicking shut echoing the feeling of failure in my heart.

      I shouldn’t take this one change so hard. It’s not like I got to see him and touch him only to have him taken away. I only know more now than I did before. Nothing else. So why am I such a mess?

      “Mariel… I…”

      “What?” I snap, trying to force the emotions away.

      Tristan shrinks away, his back hitting the edge of the couch. “I know this is hard for you, I just think this is the best way to move forward. We have to be cautious; Captain Wimark is a dangerous man—”

      “You don’t have to justify yourself to me.”

      “I know I do not have to.” Tristan sighs. “But I want to. I cannot handle you looking like a beaten puppy standing by the door.”

      “I don’t look like a puppy,” I growl, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “You are doing a very good impersonation of one and ruining the effect of that beautiful dress.”

      I try to relax my arms, noticing the harsh wrinkles I’m creating. “Whose dress is this anyway?”

      “My mother’s.”

      I lower my gaze to the floor so he can’t see my eyes widen. I don’t know why it should shock me that he has a family, and maybe that’s not it that’s gotten to me. Maybe it’s just that he would share it with me.

      I swallow the lump growing in my throat. “You could have let me stay in my own dress. I didn’t need something this nice.”

      “I disagree.” He looks at me with dark eyes. “I very much wanted to see you put on something that matched how lovely you are.”

      My cheeks flame, despite my effort to ignore his obvious flattery. He’s only distracting me. It’s much easier to deal with me this way than through my weeping.

      “Where is your mother?”

      Now it’s his turn to look away. “She died. A long time ago,” he adds when he sees my immediate shift to apologize.

      “My mother died, too.”

      “That’s an odd thing to have in common.”

      His response startles a laugh out of me. The answering smile on his face is smaller now than before, much less of an obnoxious grin.

      He’s a beautiful man, probably something he can’t help and is the simple nature of being Fae. But when he looks like this, though, he could almost knock me over with his looks alone. This is my favorite way to see him. Not that I’d ever admit it.

      “How did your mother die?” he asks as my shoulders relax.

      “Childbirth.”

      There’s no twinge of lingering pain over her death. It happens all the time at sea. It’s not like we have doctors to come and help. Both she and my baby brother died in the process. I was so young when it happened that it didn’t linger with me, but Dad was never quite the same afterward. I don’t blame him.

      “What about yours?”

      He grimaces, although my question can’t be that surprising. “She was stabbed.”

      “Stabbed?!” He says it so casually, but I’ve never heard of a death like that.

      “It happens to a lot of people who are close to the King.”

      “Is that why the King favors your presence so much?”

      Tristan shifts on his feet.

      “I see you get to keep all your secrets.” I squeeze his hand.

      “Mine will not kill anyone.”

      I give him a sly smile. “But because I don’t know your secrets, I can’t feel quite as confident in your assessment.”

      Tristan waves me off, but he’s smiling too. I collapse into the couch, allowing myself to relax. If I can’t get quality rest, I won’t be of any use to Zale once we find him. Which I’ll need to be because we’ll have to get to the sea as fast as possible once he’s in our possession.

      The scratch of a quill against paper fills the room and I lean over to watch Tristan write something down at his desk.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Getting my men together.”

      I had almost forgotten about that. I felt much better when I’d forgotten that.

      He finishes the note and folds it up. “I am going to make sure this is delivered. Will you be okay here on your own?”

      I nod, panic moving like a river through my chest, but not for being alone. I don’t care about that. I wish Ry were here to help me get to Zale so I wouldn’t have to be so reliant on Tristan. As grateful as I am for what he’s doing.

      Tristan gets up and after one last lingering look at me sprawled on the couch, leaves. I leap across the room and shove the deadbolt closed behind him. The last thing I need is for anyone to come in here looking for Tristan and find me instead. I don’t think that would help my cover much.

      I turn back around, my gaze traveling across Tristan’s desk. Much like the rest of his room, the desk is tidy with all the papers on it organized in neat piles.

      After so many years of combing through trash, I almost don’t think twice before picking up some of his correspondence. Most of the notes are boring, talking about trade or hunts. Tristan seems like a fairly popular guy despite how much he doesn’t like being here.

      Opening the bottom drawer of his desk, I dig past the layers of discarded pens and old ink-blotted papers. As I write off the drawer as nothing but junk, an envelope at the bottom captures my attention. I have to move aside a purple geode paper weight before I can grab it, but as I lift it out, I can’t help but notice how old it is. Maybe not as old as what I find on the sea, but far older than the papers that were on top of it in the drawer.

      The red wax seal has already been broken, and the insignia on it deteriorated over time. Not that it would have mattered. It’s not like I know which seal goes to which house.

      With shaking hands, I open the envelope and pull out the folded piece of paper inside. The creases are worn like it’s been opened and closed a hundred times.

      A creak outside the bedroom door gets my heart beating in overdrive, but the handle doesn’t move. I’m so glad I locked it. At least now Tristan can’t walk in on me going through his things.

      My attention moves back to the letter, the looping cursive making it hard for me to read. It’s not like there’s much reason to learn cursive if there isn’t even much of a reason to learn how to read at all at sea. I can pick out a few words, but they don’t do much to help me figure out the contents. Son, sorry, leave, and love stand out on the page. My head hurts as I concentrate harder, trying to read more of the words. It doesn’t help and instead, I can feel my pulse in my forehead.

      I look over the letter without trying to read it, looking for any other clues of its origin. It’s probably just an old letter from his mom that he saved. If I’d had anything of my mom’s I would have saved it too.

      Still, there has to be a reason why he hid it underneath so much garbage. A memento from his deceased mother should get a better place than that. Something about it just doesn’t seem right.

      I turn over the envelope, staring at the ruined seal. Only the outer edges have retained their form, the top of the seal showing three points. What they were connected to though, I’ll probably never know.

      There’s a shuffle of footsteps in the hallway, and I shove the letter back into the envelope and shove it under the mess in his drawer, slamming it closed just as the doorknob starts turning.

      “Mariel?”

      A sigh pushes past my lips as I open the deadbolt and Tristan floods into the room.

      “You locked me out?”

      My smile feels weak. “Not you specifically.”

      A muscle twitches in his jaw as his eyes scan the room. “Then who?”

      “Anyone who wasn’t you.”

      My heart pounds in my chest. All he’d have to do is open that drawer and he’d know I’d been in there. I should have taken more time to put things back the way they’d been. I guess I won’t count espionage as one of my talents.

      “Did anyone come while I was gone?” he asks.

      “No.”

      “Good.” He sits down and rubs his temples. “I delivered my message, so in theory, the men will be here within the next couple of days.”

      “And what are we supposed to do until then?”

      “Wait. I know how hard that is for you, but it is the only thing we can do. If we dig around too much, it is possible someone will tell Captain Wimark we are looking for him.”

      I huff a sigh. I know he’s right, but it doesn’t change how I feel. Every second wasted makes it feel like we’ll never get to him.

      Tristan leans over and takes my hand. I try to ignore the feeling of lightning running up my arm from where we touch. I’m not very successful.

      “I am doing everything I can. But I need you to trust me. Can you do that?”

      It’s always about trust with him. How burned must he have been in another life to keep pushing for my trust despite the fact that we don’t even really know each other? I mean, we don’t know each other. A week or so of being together is not the same as actually knowing each other. I can just feel it, Zale doesn’t have the kind of time he wants to take.

      “I don’t know.”

      My honesty makes him droop in his chair and drop my hand. “Well, at least try to for now.”

      “But what will we do while we wait? As charming as your room is, I don’t really want to rot away in here waiting for word of what we can do to find my brother.”

      Tristan’s gaze flicks up to me. “You are not my prisoner, you do not have to stay here.”

      I’m not his prisoner anymore is what I would like to say, but I keep it bottled in. I don’t have to attack him just because I’m frustrated.

      I clench my fists in my skirts. “Then I think I’ll take a walk.”

      Tristan clenches his hand into a fist, but doesn’t protest as I leave. I don’t know why I expected him to. He already told me I could go.

      It’s only after I’m standing alone in the hallway that I realize how stupid it is for me to walk around by myself. I won’t have Tristan here to protect me if someone finds me or catches a glimpse of my suspicious ears.

      I can’t go back in now. I refuse to show him that I’m afraid, even though I obviously am. I’m a big enough girl that I can walk around by myself if I want.

      I wander through the hallway, trailing my hand along the stone wall. The rug under my feet is softer than anything I’ve ever walked on before, like I’m floating on a cloud. The whole effect makes me feel more like a Fae as I drift along in my impossibly beautiful dress.

      The area around me becomes more recognizable the farther I go. Tristan’s room is on the main floor. Interesting. The dining room looms to my right. At the table, the King sits slumped over and alone. His circlet has shifted so that it is almost falling off the side of his head and his arms are spread out on the table.

      Something about him makes my heart feel like it’s breaking, and I hesitate in the doorway despite knowing I should get as far from him as possible.

      He glances up, adjusting his circlet as we make eye contact. “Can I help you?”

      I shake my head, spell broken. My feet shuffle in an attempt to leave.

      “Come closer.”

      With his simple command, I’m drawn to him like a moth to a flame.

      “I saw you around yesterday, am I right?”

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      His face doesn’t change as he studies me and I’m glad I didn’t commit some grievous faux pas with how I addressed him. I’ve never had a reason to learn how to address the king. No human before me has ever gotten the opportunity.

      “Are you one of Tristan’s friends?” he asks, voice deep.

      My eyes start to go wide in shock before I reign them back in. The King saw Tristan address me. There’s no reason to freak out. Yet.

      “Yes.”

      The King smiles, lines creasing his skin and revealing his age to be much older than I originally thought. “That’s good. Tristan needs more good friends. He’s a good man.”

      My shoulders relax. “Yes, he is.”

      I don’t know why I agree with him. I don’t know if I actually agree or not, but the words come anyway, and I find I can’t refute them.

      The King watches me, bright blue eyes hidden in eye sockets sunk in with age. “Take care of him. He needs all the help he can get.”

      That’s pretty much the last way I would describe Tristan, but I nod my head anyway.

      “I know he does not want to be here. There was a time when I also did not want him here. For his own safety of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “But I find myself more tired of late, and more desirous to have him with me. Will you encourage him to stay?” He looks at me with red eyes.

      “I—I don’t know… I know there are some things he wants to take care of…” Some things like finding my brother, not that I could tell the King that. Somehow I don’t think he would understand.

      The King nods. “You are very kind to listen to the ramblings of an old man. Just let Tristan know I am here for him. In whatever capacity he will accept me.”

      “Okay.”

      The King’s focus goes back to his plate and I find myself released. I scuttle out of the room, calming my breath. That was close. Whatever prompted me to stick around? I should have run as soon as I saw who was in that room.

      I’m leaning against the wall when the swish of skirts behind me makes me straighten up.

      “Ah, Mary. I wondered if we would ever see you again.” Anneliese comes up behind me, her fingers trailing over my shoulder. “We were so worried about you after the other night and then no one could find you.”

      She smiles at me like a spider perched in her web and my blood runs cold.

      “I had no idea eating that fruit would make you so ill.”

      “That’s an understatement.” I grind my jaw.

      There’s a twinkle in her eyes as she comes closer to me. “I want you to attend me tonight.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Attend me, that is what ladies do when they are here.”

      “I don’t really— I have some other things I’m in the middle of—”

      “You will attend me. Or I will tell the King where you came from.”

      The bottom drops out of my stomach. “Fine.”

      “Good.”

      Anneliese continues past me, her laugh like the high tinkling of bells. I shudder.

      Should I tell Tristan? I bet he could find a way to get me out of it. But would she still tell the King where I came from? That woman is straight-up poison, there’s no way she wouldn’t.

      I’m stuck.

      I stand in the hall for a while longer, limbs frozen in indecision. My eyes burn and I have to will myself not to cry. I just want to go home. I want to go back to where life makes sense again. Where there aren’t snakes waiting to attack the weak.

      If I can keep reminding myself that we will be home safe, then maybe it will make a difference to my rapidly beating heart.

      My legs shake as I make my way to Anneliese’s rooms. What will she do to me this time? Will I be punished for getting away before she could finish me off? It’s not like I’m really one of her ladies. She knows that. I’ve been placed here, something that was her first irritant with me.

      My head hurts as I let myself into her room. The women clustered around her glance up, some with genuine sneers across their faces. My stomach sinks as I move farther into the room. I take up residence in my usual chair and the soft tittering of their gossip picks up. A few look over at me with curious glances before continuing to wag their serpent tongues.

      Anneliese ignores me completely. It should make me more nervous, but instead the rock in my gut loosens up. If she’s not paying attention to me, then she’s probably not plotting against me. Most likely. Maybe. There are no guarantees, but it seems like a logical conclusion.

      I wonder if Tristan has started to worry about me yet. Has he noticed I’ve taken a long time or does he think I need this much time away? Not that it matters. I don’t think he’ll come looking for me here.

      My back is stick-straight as I sit, watching them. Do they even know how awful they are? How do they dither away their life on gossip that doesn’t matter?

      “I heard the prince is coming back to town,” one of them comments.

      “Really? He is done courting that princess?”

      “And not coming back successful either.”

      I didn’t realize the King had a son. It wouldn’t make sense that he wouldn’t have one, I just never spared much time to worry about his family. Only my own.

      “It is not surprising he was not able to woo her. He does not have enough sense to know what a woman would want.”

      “And he is the one that will soon be our king.”

      “Oh, ladies.” Anneliese smiles. “I doubt our King would make such a grievous error in handing over the kingdom. I have it on good authority that the King has been interested in handing the crown to another.”

      One of the women on the floor rests her hand on Anneliese’s leg. “Who, my lady?”

      “You will find out soon enough.”

      It’s the first interesting thing I think she’s ever said, far more interesting than who the prince is dating. Who would the King give his crown to? How will it affect the banished? Could I convince him to change things for us?

      For the first time since I’ve been here, I realize how much good I could do if I stayed. If no one was able to find out I was human, of course. Is this what the rebellion is after? Maybe if they’d shared more of their plans with me, I would have felt like joining.

      The thought sends a hot spike through my chest. I don’t know why I care what the rebellion thought of me. I need to put them out of my mind altogether, I’m not here to change the world, just my brother’s fate. But if I decide to do more, it will be on my own terms. Not theirs.

      My chin jerks up. I can have pride in myself. Just because I’m a human doesn’t mean I can’t do things.

      A knock pounds on the door and everyone’s heads jerk toward it. Apparently, Anneliese wasn’t expecting anyone.

      The same shrew that opened the door for Dominick takes door duty again. A large man with broad shoulders stands in the doorway, a self-assured smile is pasted on his face.

      “Captain Wimark here to see Lady Anneliese,” he says with a jaw so thick it could crush bones.

      My blood runs cold and everything in my body freezes.

      The shrew hesitates but Annelise calls out from around her. “Come in.”

      He strides gracefully across the room, falling to his knee to kiss her outstretched hand. “My Lady.”

      “What news do you have for me?”

      “The issue you were concerned about has been resolved, and I have remained vigilant as I searched for further threats.”

      “How lucky I am to have you,” she says, mouth curling into a wicked smile.

      At the mention of threats, I have to fight to spring from my chair. Is he talking about my brother?

      “I knew you’d want to know of my success immediately,” he says with a voice like gravel.

      “You were correct. Did you gain any further knowledge?”

      Captain Wimark shakes his head, his shoulder-length brown hair so stiff that it doesn’t budge. “Unfortunately, no, my Lady.”

      Anneliese sits up straighter, her expression turning stone as she taps a slender finger against her cheek. “Then how could you consider yourself successful?”

      The Captain seems to realize his mistake, his jaw going lax. “He is no longer a threat, no longer able to consort with the—”

      “Enough.” She waves a delicate hand for him to stop. “You expect me to be proud of you for eliminating a man because of the knowledge he possessed? Should I pat you on the head and give you a treat like a dog? You were supposed to get information out of him. Information I could take to the King.”

      He jerks back like she’s slapped him. From everything I’ve been told about Captain Wimark, I’m shocked to see him cowed by this woman who looks incapable of doing anything more than lounge on her embroidered cushions. Why would she want information from him for the King?

      “I will continue to work to obtain the information you’re looking for,” Captain Wimark says as he rises, keeping his gaze carefully away from Anneliese’s face.

      She doesn’t comment as he strides back for the door, but as he walks, his gaze rests for a moment on my face and a shiver travels down my spine. Then the moment passes, and he’s gone.

      There’s no way he knew. He never could have guessed that I’m human. But my traitorous heart says the opposite as it thunders in my chest.

      I look too much like my brother for him not to recognize me, but that’s only if he really looked at me and with how much attention he was giving Anneliese and her desires.

      I’ll be okay.

      Anneliese is still in her chair, her small hands clenched into fists. The rest of the evening is not going to go as well as she hoped. As long as her attention doesn’t turn to me, I don’t care. I just have to hold myself together until I’m alone. I have to not think at all about what Captain Wimark said and what it might mean for Zale.

      Closing my eyes, I count to five before opening them again. But the momentary calm I gain evaporates as I notice Anneliese staring at me.

      “You,” she says, waving me closer. “Brush my hair.”

      Brush her hair? That’s her nefarious scheme for me?

      The task itself seems stupid, but as I get closer and one of the other ladies hands me the brush, my hands begin shaking. This is dumb. She just needs to make someone else feel low after hearing the bad news. That’s all.

      Her pale hair shines like gold as I run the brush through it. I never had a sister or anyone to do this with, so I try not to be jerky. I doubt she’d refrain from punishment if I inadvertently hurt her.

      “Well,” Anneliese says to her ladies as she loosens her shoulders. “There goes that plan.”

      “What will you do now my Lady?”

      “I have other ideas. I know better than to trust a man with all my chances.”

      Chances at what?

      “It’s a good thing,” Anneliese continues. “That the object of my favorite plan has come back to the castle. He will bend to my will.”

      One of the women at her feet makes a face. “Why do you spend so much time on that Captain? He’s far below you, my Lady.”

      Anneliese titters at her. “Not so. There is much about Captain Renault that will be revealed.”

      I jerk at the mention of Tristan’s name and pull on a small tangle. Anneliese turns toward me, eyes narrowed.

      “Clumsy girl. Are you good for anything?” she snaps.

      I bite my lip in an attempt to keep from reminding her I wasn’t actually brought here to be her lady. There are many things I’m good at, but being a lady isn’t one of them apparently.

      Anneliese watches me with a sneer as she speaks to another of her ladies. “Send for Captain Renault.”

      I keep my face still, refusing even a twitch to acknowledge any distress at her desire. It doesn’t matter though. Somehow, she knows.

      Anneliese wiggles her shoulders as she settles deeper into her seat, her lady already out the door and on her way to bring Tristan back. Would he actually come though? He said what was between them was dissolved, so what would bring him back? Surely not a desire to see Anneliese again.

      Despite all of my logic, after a few minutes, Tristan comes through the door, and I suck in a quick breath. From the side of Anneliese’s face, I can see her poisonous smile and I know my surprise hasn’t gone unnoticed.

      “Lady Anneliese?” His voice holds a question as he gives her a curt bow, stopping short as he sees me standing behind her. His head tilts to the side and I watch him try to figure out what’s going on and what my involvement in it might be.

      “It is so good to see you again, Captain Renault. You cannot imagine my surprise at learning you were here in the castle and had not paid me a visit.” Her voice is as sticky as honey.

      Tristan’s spine is straight as he gives her his attention. “I did not expect to be here long and am in the castle at the King’s behest.”

      She tucks a strand of gold hair behind a pointed ear and gives him a small pout. “Did you not want to see me?”

      “I am here on official business.”

      Oh, he’s good.

      “I would have hoped you would try and make me part of your business.”

      He keeps his gaze just over her shoulder. “The business between us is dissolved.”

      She shifts. This must not be going the way she thought it would. Good.

      “I thought I was worth more to you than a mere business.”

      Tristan opens his mouth to refute her, but she cuts him off, waving one of her ladies forward with a tray. “Will you not sit and drink with me?”

      He hesitates then nods. It must be some kind of Fae etiquette otherwise I can’t imagine what would convince him to stay with her any longer than he had to. Then his eyes flick up to me and a shock goes through my chest.

      It’s for me.

      He’s sticking around to find out what’s happening to me. My mouth goes dry, and I bite my lip to keep from smiling.

      Tristan settles into a chair brought in to sit opposite Anneliese by one of her ladies. “I see you have added to your entourage.”

      “One can never have too many ladies,” she says with a laugh like the tinkling of crystal.

      “I would not know.”

      “Are you still living alone?” She asks. He nods and she reaches over to run her hand down his leg. “I cannot imagine what kind of terrible fate would lead to such lonely living conditions. You know I would be more than willing to remedy that.”

      Tristan takes the offered cup and takes a deep gulp. Anneliese continues working her hand up his thigh.

      “I have always regretted what happened between us,” she says.

      His grip around the cup grows tighter. “I believe what happened between us was due to your own choice.”

      “Perhaps, but does that make it any less possible for me to regret what happened?”

      He watches her with narrowed eyes and takes another drink before he answers. “I suppose not.”

      “Will you not come and visit me more while you are here?”

      Something is happening to him, he shakes a little, eyes cloudy. Anneliese leans forward, her eyes gleaming as she watches him. The shaking stops and his jaw goes slack.

      “Will you not come and visit me more?”

      “Yes.” His voice is flat, his eyes unseeing as he looks forward.

      “Good.” She pats his knee. “You may go now.”

      Tristan’s body is stiff as he leaves the room and the women turn to Anneliese with looks ranging from grins to puzzled brows.

      She smiles. “Worry not ladies. I have a plan.”
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      As soon as Anneliese turns her back, I flee from the room. I could care less about the consequences at this point. I have to find out what’s going on with Tristan.

      Rooms, people, and hallways pass in a blur as I make my way to his room. He has to be there. And I need him to be normal. Please be normal. I have too much to tell him for him to be the same as he was when he left Anneliese’s room.

      I half expect to run into him as I run, I mean he didn’t leave that much before I did. But I make it all the way to his bedroom door without even a hint of him.

      Letting myself in, I pan around the small room. There’s no one here. A fire crackles in the grate and papers on the desk rustle as I walk past, but I still don’t see him.

      “Tristan?”

      Where could he have gone? Did Anneliese find him? She couldn’t be worried about what I would say to him. If she was she’d never have let me stay while Captain Wimark was there. Unless that was part of her plan. But how could she have known about my relationship with Tristan?

      The door creaks open behind me and my knees go weak with relief as Tristan comes in.

      “Where were you?” I demand.

      He shrugs, his eyes looking half-drugged but clearer than when he left Anneliese’s room.

      “Why did you go to her?”

      He drags his gaze over to me, pupils dilated. “Why were you with her? Is that not a better question? What were you doing with the castle’s dragon?”

      “I—”

      “Is she your connection? I wasn’t good enough to help you, but she is?” He paces in front of me, hands fisted by his side.

      “I don’t know what—”

      “Oh, I think you know. I think you know exactly what you’ve been doing. Did it feel good to play me? All I wanted to do was help you and you were laughing at me the whole time.” He drags a hand through his hair.

      “I swear to you, that’s not what happened-”

      “I bet you have no brother. You have been leading me on a goose chase this whole time for a man who does not exist!”

      “He does!”

      “Are you not really human either? Has this all been an enchantment?”

      “I am human! I’m irrevocably human.” My voice shakes.

      His body shakes as he stares at me, and I feel the flush of fear spreading through my gut. I should leave. It’s not safe to be with him right now, but I can’t leave like this. I don’t know what she did to him, but this isn’t how he is. He never would’ve talked to me like this before.

      Tears run down my cheeks, and my shoulders slump. “Please…”

      He shakes his head at me in disgust and turns to leave. I grab his hand, pulling him back.

      “Please, don’t go. We can work this out.”

      “There is nothing you can say to me that would change your lies,” he says without looking at me.

      “I didn’t do anything!” I sob. “I told you everything!”

      He shakes his head, pulling out of my grip. Gasping, I grab for him again, but he evades me. In a last desperate effort, I reach for his face. He doesn’t expect it, and honestly neither do I, so he doesn’t move quick enough before I’ve grasped his face between my hands.

      Anger has made his face hot, his eyes darting between mine. I don’t know what I thought this would do, but before I can think better of it, I lean forward on tiptoes and press my lips against his. He doesn’t move and neither do I. Our faces stay pressed against each other, his eyes searching mine. His body softens against mine. With a groan, he pulls me hard against him, mouth rough against mine.

      My face grows hot, absorbing his heat as his anger ebbs away. The lingering cloudiness in his eyes clears as he pauses for breath, and I release my hold on him.

      Tristan’s chest heaves as he watches me. My lips feel tender, but I don’t dare touch them and disturb whatever change has come over him.

      “Thank you,” his voice is gruff as he leans against the back of the bed.

      “What happened?”

      He shrugs. “Nothing you need to worry about. Just Anneliese back to her old tricks.”

      “But why is she bothering with you?” I ask. My lips throb from his rough attention.

      “The same reason she has always kept an eye on me.”

      I don’t agree with his assessment, but whatever. It isn’t important right now.

      “I saw Captain Wimark.”

      Tristan’s eyes go wide. “He is here? In the castle?”

      “He came to Anneliese’s room.”

      “She has decided to take a more active part in all this after all.” He runs a hand through his hair. “What did he say?”

      “He said—” I choke down a rising sob. “He said he took care of the issue.”

      Tristan’s eyes are sad as he watches me. I wave my arms to the side helplessly.

      “I don’t know what else to do.”

      “At the very least, we have to find out what happened to him. You have to go home with something,” he says.

      I try not to think about everything I’m not taking home with me, starting with Ry. Death is inevitable on the sea, but it seems to find us so much sooner on land. Maybe coming after Zale was a mistake. Not that any of my regrets matter, I’m here now. I have to make their sacrifices worth something.

      The light coming from the fire is dim, making it hard to see anything other than Tristan’s face as he leans closer to me. The memory of our kiss hangs in the air, a tangible participant in the silence. I shouldn’t be thinking about this. Not now when so much is riding on me. And yet, his eyes seem to glow as we watch each other, drawing me in.

      A log settles in the grate, sending up a spray of crackling sparks and dissolving some of the tension between us. I cough to hide my dry mouth.

      “Have you heard anything from your men yet?” I ask, my voice a whisper.

      “They will be here tomorrow.”

      If Captain Wimark has already killed my brother though…. what use will his men be? My breath catches and I’m half-grateful for the touch of seriousness to put Tristan out of my mind.

      Tristan leans back. “I think we should head out as soon as it is light. They have the coordinates to meet us there.”

      I don’t ask what we’ll do if they don’t show up. I don’t want him to have any reason to delay our journey. We’ve stayed here long enough.

      Tristan gets up and I settle onto the couch for the night. I can feel his nearness as he moves around, making it impossible to sleep. Finally, he gets into bed and the only sound in the room is our breathing.

      I can’t tell how much time passes in the darkness. Hours or minutes, it all feels the same. Still, I can’t sleep, and I can tell by Tristan’s breathing that he isn’t either.

      “Tristan?” I whisper into the dark.

      “Hmm?”

      “What made you want to help me, back when we were in the forest?”

      The blankets rustle as he shifts. “You looked so lost, coming out of the trees like a forest nymph. How could I not want to help you?”

      My cheeks burn and I don’t believe him. “You said you thought I was a man when you first saw me.”

      “I may have thought that in the first instant, but I could never mistake you for a man after seeing your face.”

      I’m grateful he can’t see my face as I grin. Ry’s the only person who’d ever said anything remotely close to this before but for some reason it’s different coming out of Tristan’s mouth. Maybe because I didn’t grow up with him. Or maybe because I genuinely worry about what he thinks about me.

      “So that’s it then? Do you spend all your time on quests to help pretty girls?” I deflect.

      “This is my first one.”

      “There has to be something more, something different that would make you leave everything behind to help some human you just met.”

      “It was the look in your eyes,” he says, voice soft.

      I don’t say anything. Maybe if I don’t break the silence, he’ll continue.

      “You looked up at me and I could tell you needed me. There was no way I would leave you alone after that.”

      I frown. “Then why say you were going to take me to the capitol for having secrets? Surely there was a better way to help me than to threaten me.”

      “Just because I knew that you needed help did not mean you knew. I needed to give you a little incentive to let me in.”

      “Aren’t incentives usually positive?”

      “I am sorry I was out of tarts that day.”

      I laugh, the sound so free of the cares that have been pressing down on me since I found that letter. I didn’t realize how burdened I’d been until now. But Tristan knew. It should probably creep me out that he could read me so well, but instead I’m flattered. As long as no one else can read me that easily, I don’t mind if he continues to do so.

      “We’ll find him,” Tristan whispers. “I promise you we will.”

      And with his promise to comfort me, I find that sleep isn’t an issue anymore.
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        * * *

      

      With no windows in Tristan’s room, it’s hard to tell when morning comes, but when he starts crashing around the room I get up.

      Biting back a whine, I watch him throw things into a bag, a thick white candle flickering in his hand for light. His movements are quick and fluid, so much faster than when he knows I’m watching him. I hope he isn’t slowing down for my sake, although with how fast he moves around the room I’d get a cramp just trying to keep up and never come close.

      “You ready?” he asks without looking at me.

      “I’m up if that’s what you mean.”

      “I could tell by the lack of trumpeting going on over there.”

      “You sure know how to flatter a girl.” I groan as I sit up. Comments on snoring are nothing new, heaven knows Alon gave me a hard enough time about it. The embarrassment should have worn off by now, and yet… “Good to know you used up all your nice words last night.”

      “I do not know what you’re talking about.”

      I pretend I don’t either, even when my body threatens to remind me.

      “Here.” He tosses me a canvas bag.

      Catching it, I peer inside and see the dress the rebellion gave me.

      “It is clean. I thought you might want the option of wearing something else.”

      “Thanks.”

      I don’t know when he’d have had the time to do this, or why he would have even thought to, but I appreciate it all the same.

      “We are going to be doing a lot of riding today, so I hope you are up for it.”

      “Riding? Again?” I sigh.

      He glances at me with a grin. “That is part of the reason we came back, if you remember.”

      “I don’t know if I can do it.” Especially not if he expects me to be able to ride on my own. I glance at my feet. Of course our rescue attempt would be foiled because of one of my shortcomings.

      “Is it the dress? I can give you something else if you’d like, although I’d prefer if you waited to change until we were out of the castle.”

      “What else would you give me?” Is it too much to ask for that I might get my pants back?

      He shrugs and doesn’t meet my eyes. “A tunic, pants, nothing fancy of course, and probably nothing that would even fit. Just some of my old things.”

      “Sounds perfect.” Everything feels more manageable in pants.

      I grin as he tosses me more clothes. I shove them into the bag and sling it over my shoulder while following him out the door.

      He takes me down the same corridor I’ve gone down the most, one I know will take us past the dining room. Will the King still be there? Contemplating a future where his idiot son has taken over maybe? I don’t think I could bear another encounter with the man. He wouldn’t be near as kind if he knew who I really was.

      I make it past the doorway without comment, but the King sees Tristan and calls out to him before we can get away.

      “Tristan! Where are you going in such a hurry? Come, eat with me. And bring that pretty girl with you.” He waves us forward.

      Just like that, I can see time fading away as Tristan turns around and brings us in. He pulls out the chair for me to the left of the King, seating himself on the right. My plate is filled by servants lining the walls with food I don’t recognize but makes me salivate all the same.

      “Where were you off to so early this morning?” he asks.

      “I am showing my friend the grounds. She has never been to the castle before.”

      “That sounds like fun. You will show her the maze?”

      Tristan gives him a small nod. “Of course.”

      I shovel food in my mouth so he can’t turn his attention towards me. The last thing I need is to inadvertently ruin Tristan’s story.

      “I am so glad to have you here, my boy.” The King rests his hand on Tristan’s stopping him from buttering a piece of bread. “Please consider staying. You have no idea how much it would mean to me.”

      He stares down at his hands. “You know why that would not be possible.”

      The King pulls his hand away. “Is it because William is coming home?”

      “No, but it doesn’t help.”

      William? Is this the prince Anneliese’s ladies were talking about?

      “I cannot send him away,” the King says.

      “I would not ask you to.” Tristan keeps his gaze on the table in front of him.

      “And that is what makes you a better man than him.”

      “You really should not talk like that.”

      The King shifts in his seat. “It’s not like everyone doesn’t know already. I know how they talk about him. My talking about it doesn’t change anything.”

      “If everyone is already uneasy, you admitting his flaws isn’t going to help.”

      I grab a muffin and tear into it, trying to focus on the flavor instead of the drama unfolding. If the King feels this way about his son, there’s no way he can put him on the throne. If he is that stupid… sticking around to manipulate him might not be so hard. Getting the banished onto land could be easier than I thought.

      But that’s not why I’m here.

      Putting my food down, I push my chair away from the table with a loud scrape. Tristan looks up at the sound and I give him a pointed look. We have to go. Tristan shakes his head at me, giving his attention back to the King.

      “There is something I have been thinking about—”

      “Do not, please stop.”

      The King leans forward, ringed fingers knocking against the table. “I have to. You have left me no other choice—”

      “It is not that there is no another—”

      “Yes, it is! You have forced my hand. If you stay, I will offer you a position,” the King says.

      Tristan sighs. “You do not know what you are saying.”

      “Yes, I do.” The King pauses, forcing Tristan to look at him “I will even give you his.”

      Tristan glances up at him, face tight and tortured. “It would not be right.”

      “That is for me to decide.” The King leans back in his chair, steepling his fingers. “And the offer has been made. It is up to you now.”

      Tristan shakes his head. “It does not change anything.”

      “We will see. You may go now, enjoy your time with your friend.”

      Tristan almost knocks his chair over as he stands, brows drawn and jaw tight. He doesn’t say anything to the King, just grabs my hand and pulls me from the room. He marches us towards the stables, not even pretending like he’s going anywhere different. If the King asks anyone where we went, it will be clear it wasn’t to explore the grounds.

      There’s an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach despite our large breakfast. I stumble after him and my feet tangle in my long skirts. Gripping me tighter, Tristan picks up the pace until I’m running into the stables. He throws me onto his horse and I barely have time to scoot out of the way before he pulls himself up behind me. He grabs the reigns and we’re flying down the road, away from the castle and the capitol and finally towards my brother.
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        * * *

      

      Tristan doesn’t say a word, his arm like a clamp around my waist. Breath hot in my hair, he only starts to loosen once we’re far enough away that the capital is a small memory behind us.

      When he stops to give the horse a break, I slip into the clothes he provided me. It takes some maneuvering to get them on while maintaining my modesty inside the dress I’ve been wearing, but Tristan doesn’t look my way or even comment on my occasional grunt.

      Swathed in my new get up, I shove Tristan’s dress into my bag and extend my legs out. It feels good to finally be free after so many days of conforming to the Fae’s version of normality. Don’t the women there ever want to run or climb or even just lay on the ground? A dress doesn’t lend itself to that kind of freedom. They don’t know what they’re missing.

      Tristan’s hands are softer as he lifts me onto the horse. I’m especially grateful to not have to struggle with my dress on top of the animal as I throw my leg over the side. No one should have to ride in a dress.

      “Want to talk about it?” I ask as he climbs on behind me.

      “No.”

      “It might make you feel better,” I try again.

      “I would feel better if everyone would stop talking altogether.”

      “I’m sure you don’t mean that.”

      “I very much do.” His grip on me tightens, almost as a warning to back off. I’ve never been good at taking hints.

      I shift so I can see the side of his face. “I don’t think he wants to hurt you.”

      “He does not think about how his actions will do that anyway.”

      “Why do you dislike him so much? It seems like he genuinely cares about you.”

      Tristan sighs, tight jaw loosening. “I do not dislike him. I care for him very much. That is part of the problem.”

      “Whatever he wants from you can’t be that bad then if you both care about each other.”

      “He wants me to be king,” Tristan spits out.

      My blood runs cold. “King?”

      “You see why that can never be?”

      My brow furrows. “Because you’re not his son?”

      Tristan is silent and I’m reminded of the letter I found in his room, the one with the three points. Were they three points for a crown, long since destroyed by time?

      My body goes numb and the words drip out of my mouth. “Because you are his son.”

      “I am the bastard son of the King. It is not a great position to be in.”

      Ship.

      “But it can’t be that bad if the King cares about you.”

      “It’s a place with no protection. Being in the castle reminds the people that know of my birth and tells the ones who don’t already know,” he says, voice hard.

      “Does Anneliese know?”

      He shrugs, but I think she does. Why else would she pay so much attention to him? Why else would she be interested in a mere Captain?

      “If you’re the son of the King, even a bastard one, why don’t you have a title or something?” I may not know much about life on land, but I at least know that’s common.

      “My mother refused them at my birth and when I came of age, I did the same.”

      I struggle to understand. “Why do you want to throw away the benefits of being a king’s son? Surely it can’t be all bad.”

      Tristan scowls. “I can make my own way.”

      “I never said you couldn’t.”

      He lapses into silence, and I let him. Anneliese’s spies are better than she knows. The King really does want to put someone else on the throne. Why won’t Tristan take it? Just because his mother wasn’t married to the King doesn’t make him any less the King’s son. There’s so much he could do if he were king.

      Ahead, the dark tree line of the forest grows. I shudder, remembering what it was like to be lost in those woods before. At least I won’t be alone this time. I’ll be with Tristan. But how far into the woods is the cabin? How much longer until I see my brother?

      Tristan offers to stop, but I encourage him to keep going. I’m too close now. I won’t stop until I see Zale with my own eyes.

      “Forgive me for snapping at you before,” Tristan whispers into my hair. “I am not used to having someone to talk to about him.”

      “I’m sorry I pushed you so hard about it.”

      He shrugs. “It is okay. We have spent too much time together for you to not know there is something different with me.”

      I smile. “I would have thought that even if you hadn’t turned out to be the King’s son.”

      Tristan laughs and my heart flutters in my chest. “I know it is crazy, but I am glad you are here.”

      “Well, you wouldn’t even be in this mess if it wasn’t for me.”

      “True, but I would not want to be in it with anyone else.”

      My cheeks heat up and I turn my head so he can’t see me. “You’re a flatterer.”

      “Only for you.”

      I glance up and the warmth spreading through my limbs goes cold. The forest is so much closer than it should have possibly been. It took forever to get to the capitol when it had looked that small on our way here, how has the forest caught me by surprise? I twist to look at Tristan, but he doesn’t seem surprised. His mouth is curled into a thin line, all the levity from a few minutes ago completely squelched.

      “That was quick.”

      “The forest has a mind of its own,” he says, like that explains everything.

      Goosebumps prickle along my arm, trailing up through the oversized sleeves of Tristan’s tunic. The crisp leaves clinging to black branches rustle in a nonexistent wind. I don’t think I can go back in there. Tristan urges the horse forward, taking the choice from me. His arm tightens around me, but with a different kind of stress than earlier. This time, I lean into his chest, searching for comfort as we enter the tree line and light ebbs away.
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        * * *

      

      A few yards into the forest, a narrow path appears. Just a small dirt trail winding between the twisting trees. Tristan moves us along, his face tight in the shadows.

      “At least we know Captain Wimark isn’t there,” I say to help myself feel better.

      “I would not put it past him.” His voice is dark.

      “How could he have gotten there before us?”

      Tristan grinds his jaw. “He could find a way.”

      My skin tingles. “How ominous.”

      “Fits our location, I think.”

      A bird caws, high up enough in the trees that I can only see its faint shadowy outline. It does fit our location, unfortunately.

      “How much farther do we have to go?”

      “I know not,” Tristan lets go of me for a moment to smooth his hair back. “I have never come here before.”

      “But you just knew where to go?”

      He shrugs. “I have an innate sense of direction.”

      “That can’t be it,” I laugh.

      “I looked at maps. It was not hard.”

      “Fine. Don’t share your secrets,” I tease.

      Tristan chuckles, pulling me closer to his chest. I’m grateful for the momentary reprieve from the fear of being back in the forest. I have bigger things to worry about than what lurks in the darkness.

      The path twists and a small, hunched hut comes into view. Its thatched roof is half straw, half curving sticks that look harvested from the forest itself, the round walls made of stones and mud. This has to be it.

      There are no signs of life around it, no horses or footprints announcing Tristan’s friends. We’re the first ones here but I’m not going to wait around.

      “Are you ready?” Tristan whispers as his horse leads us into the small clearing.

      Slipping off the horse, I don’t answer him. He scrambles behind me, grabbing my arm before I can get too close to the house.

      “What are you doing?” he hisses.

      I wrench my arm out of his grip. “Saving my brother.”

      “Not charging in like. At least let me check around the area first. Please let me give us some semblance of safety as we do this.”

      “I don’t think your friends are here, if that’s what you’re looking for.”

      Lines of tension run down Tristan’s neck. “I am well aware.”

      “Did you really think they’d be here?”

      “I hoped.” He turns towards the hut, eyes stern as he gives me a final glance. “Wait right here for me.”

      Not waiting for my answer, he crouches low, moving with the same speed I saw in his room. So much for following after him. I stand for a moment, leather boot toeing the layers of dead leaves filling the empty space. Tristan disappears around the side of the house and for the first time in a while, I’m really alone.

      The forest around me is near silent aside from the shifting of leaves and a bird’s low caw somewhere above me. But even in the silence, I feel anything but alone. The slow prickles of fear dance along my skin.

      A branch snaps behind me and I spin around, but no one is there. Cold sweat drips down my spine. The sound of breathing fills the clearing and still I can’t see anything. Shadows move in the darkness outside our circle. My chest is heaving as I turn again, hoping to see anyone, even Captain Wimark at this point.

      I sink to the ground, clasping my hands around my knees. Burying my face in my arms, I block out the forest around me.

      “Mariel? Mariel, what happened?” Tristan comes around the side of the house and all I can do is reach out for him. He takes my outstretched hands and lifts me, clasping me to his firm chest. “Are you okay? What did you see?”

      I shake my head, licking my lips before I can speak. “N-nothing. There was nothing.”

      Tristan frowns. “Then what reduced you to a blubbering mess?”

      “I am not!” I push out of his grip and stand on my own, arms crossed over my still shaking chest.

      “The forest can play tricks on your mind. Maybe it’s best if we stick together until we are ready to leave.”

      “I wasn’t the one who suggested splitting up,” I grumble as he takes my sweat-slick hand.

      He doesn’t comment on it and I’m grateful. I already feel crazy enough that just being left alone in the woods could elicit such an overreaction from me. Especially when he wasn’t gone that long. My own frailties frustrate me and are highlighted even more as the only human around. Hopefully, the next few minutes will change all that.

      Tristan’s hand is tight around mine as he approaches the door. “There is no sign of anyone around here, friend or foe.”

      So, no backup, but probably no need for it either. A mixed bag of blessings.

      The rounded wooden door creaks as he swings it open. It’s too dark to see anything. The coppery scent of blood explodes across my face, and I stumble back, gagging. Tristan can see better than me and urges me forward.

      He peers into the dark. “There is someone in there.”

      My heart beats fast. He didn’t say there was a body, just that there was someone. My mouth is dry, hands shaking as he pulls me inside.

      Our boots stick to the hardwood floor, making squelching noises as we walk forward, and I don’t dare look down to see why. There’s movement in the far side of the hut, behind the shadowed heaps of broken furniture and ripped-up blankets. I freeze but Tristan pushes us along. A groan comes from the same direction and relief floods my body. I know that voice.

      Releasing Tristan’s hand, my eyes are adjusted enough in the darkness for me to see on my own and I run through the room. Avoiding the mess of broken table legs, I throw myself at the darker spot on the floor that has to be my brother.

      Eyes flash in the darkness from the little light streaming in through the front door. “Mariel?”

      Tears stream down my face and the pressure in my chest is so tight I have to press a hand against it. “It’s me.”

      His voice is weak. “Is it really you?”

      “Yes, I’m here. I made it,” I say through a sob.

      He coughs out a laugh. “I didn’t think you could do it without me. Guess that teaches me.”

      There’s something off about his voice and I take a step back. My hands go clammy as I look back at Tristan. It’s not Zale.

      “What is it?” he asks, coming up behind me.

      The shape in the bundle of rags on the floor twists smaller. “Is that one of them? Did you bring one of them with you?”

      “What do you see?” I whisper to Tristan, eyes glued to the flash of eyes.

      “It is a man.”

      My shoulders sag. “But which one?”

      “Whi-which one?” he asks.

      “We’re not going to hurt you.” I step closer to the mass. There’s no way this voice belongs to Zale, but it might be… do I dare hope it could be?

      “You can’t speak for one of them Mariel. They twist the truth to suit them. They may not lie, but they might as well with how good they are at maneuvering the situation,” he says, voice growing achingly familiar.

      “You can’t lie?” I ask Tristan before shaking my head and turning back to the man on the floor. That doesn’t matter right now. “I promise, neither of us will hurt you. We came to save you.”

      He huffs a laugh. “Then you’re too late.”

      “Too late? What do you mean? We’re right here.”

      Flint clicks behind me, and I turn to see Tristan lighting a makeshift torch out of one of the table legs with a bit of fabric wrapped around the top.

      The light does little to alleviate my fear. It’s worse. So much worse. The stain of red is everywhere. Blood coats the walls like paint. Pools in the deep scratches on the floor. Bile builds in my throat. Are they… fingernail marks?

      Tristan frowns, glancing past me at the man we came for. My breath stills as I slowly do the same.

      Dark hair obscures his face, but his eyes are unforgettable.

      “Ry?”

      “Surprised?” he asks, several teeth missing in his misshapen mouth.

      My body goes cold, and I lose all feeling in my legs. Ry. It’s really Ry. I can’t believe it.

      I don’t move closer to him, my body rooted to the ground. Blood coats the bottom of my boots. I want to scream. With relief? With anger? I want to yell and rage.

      I’m stopped by how small Ry has become in the weeks since he went missing. Any bit of dark skin that I can see is mottled, covered in jagged cuts. Did all this blood come from him?

      I fall to my knees, taking his shoulders in my hands to stare into his eyes. They’re the same brown they’ve always been, but everything else about them is different. Where’s my Ry? Where’s the man that wanted to get a boat with me? Ry’s been returned to me, but there’s a hollowness in his eyes that says he’s never really coming back. Tears fall in heavy streams down my cheeks.

      I should have done more for him. I should have gone back for him.

      “Turns out being caught by that monster wasn’t the worst thing that could happen to me here,” he says with a laugh that sprays flecks of blood across his blanket.

      “How long have you been here?” Tristan asks. My mouth opens and closes but no sound comes out. My fingers dig into his shoulders, looking for a connection.

      Ry shrugs me off, causing his face to twist in a grimace. “No idea. I wandered around a little after that creature finished playing with me and then I was captured and brought here. There’s not much to track the days in this place.”

      He’s right. There aren’t even windows in the walls. What kind of sick freak built this place?

      “Do you know where her brother is?” Tristan asks, voice even. It’s like we’re not seeing the same thing. It’s like he doesn’t see my friend broken inside and out. I don’t tell him to stop. I need to know the answer. I need to know if Zale looks like him, or even worse.

      “Zale? He was here when I was first brought in. Should’ve seen how his face fell when he saw me.” He laughs again, but it’s dark. Nothing like the Ry on the ship. My Ry really is gone.

      “Where is he now?” I gasp. I have to get them both back. I have to keep this from happening to Zale.

      “Don’t know. I took a hit to the head and when I came to, he wasn’t here anymore.”

      “Was the man who brought you here still in the room?” Tristan asks.

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      I glance at Tristan. Someone else was involved with this and removed my brother. How many people know of his existence now? How many people have I passed that knew where he was but didn’t tell me?

      “Who is this?” Tristan asks, placing a hand on my arm. Ry’s eyes follow the movement, narrowing under his moldering blankets.

      “This is Ry. He…I—I thought—”

      “She thought I was dead,” Ry says, watching my face.

      As he says the words, the dam holding me together breaks and the emotion of the last month rushes over me in a flood. Tears drip from my face to the floor. My whole body shakes as blood seeps into the knees of my pants.

      A wail builds up in my throat. “I never should have left you. I—”

      “I wanted you to, of course you should have left.” Ry takes my hand, several fingers curling at crooked angles as he tries to comfort me.

      “You… you came here together?” Tristan asks, trying to put the pieces together.

      Ry glances at Tristan. “We came all the way out on a boat together. And when we got on land we were attacked by a creature and were separated.”

      “I found her after she had been attacked…”

      Tristan’s gaze finds mine and I watch the pieces fall into place as he realizes he found me right after what I thought was Ry’s death. Do my crazy antics make more sense now? His shoulders droop a little, barely enough so that only I would know something’s going on.

      “Are you implying that you’re the reason she was able to find me?” Ry pulls his back straighter with a wince.

      “He isn’t.” I move closer to him, watching the fire flicker in his dark eyes. “But I’ll say it. I never would have made it here without him.”

      Ry and Tristan exchange a glance, one I can’t follow.

      “He wants to help us, Ry. He’s going to make sure we get home. I promise you, you’re safe.” I try to suck my sobs back in. I don’t need to mourn him now. I need to do better by him.

      “Safe is a relative term. I won’t feel safe until I’m back on the sea.”

      I chuckle and his eyes go wide. “I feel the same way.”

      “We should get moving, I don’t know when Captain Wimark is coming back,” Tristan says, voice hard.

      The floor creaks behind Tristan and Ry’s mouth forms a dark hole as he glances behind us. Tristan follows his gaze and turns, but he isn’t fast enough. A quick glimmer is our only warning as something swings through the air, knocking against the side of his head. Tristan crumples. His torch hits the floor with a thud. I stare at Tristan’s face as a thin dribble of blood flows over his temple.

      “Looks like he’s back,” Captain Wimark says, He steps over Tristan with a wide grin that exposes all his teeth.

      Ry shudders under me, his body curling tighter into itself. I stand, posturing myself over his prone body. I grab Tristan’s torch from the ground and hold it in front of me, missing Ry’s trident. Captain Wimark watches my antics with a smile, his eyes gleaming.

      “I know you,” Captain Wimark whispers, ignoring Ry completely as he starts sobbing. “You were with Lady Anneliese.”

      I straighten my shoulders. “And you’re a monster.”

      “Now that we have gotten through our introductions,” he says with a laugh. “Ready for business.”

      He raises his sword and I stand tall, waiting for the blow. He watches me, a muscle in his neck twitching. Feinting to the right, he gives the sword a shallow swing. I don’t move. No matter what happens, I won’t be a coward now. I won’t leave Ry to face this threat alone.

      Captain Wimark paces back and forth in front of me, watching my face. I risk a glance at Tristan, hoping he’s still breathing. The Captain notices and gives Tristan a kick to the stomach. His body twitches, but he doesn’t wake up.

      “This is who is been hiding you? I knew there had to be more of your kind. You are a scourge to this earth. One we cannot risk coming back. And yet here you are, trying to infest our land once again.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh, do I not?” he asks with a grin. “Like I was not here when your kind was running rampant over the land like a disease?”

      “But that’s impossible, it’s been—”

      “1500 years,” Captain Wimark finishes for me. “And the earth is still only just recovering from the blight of humanity.”

      “But you’re- how could you be—”

      “Alive? We Fae have long life spans, and mine has been made longer still. Something I consider to be a blessing from our kind. We may have kept long records, but my memories are real. I will do everything in my power to make sure what you did to the earth can never be done again.”

      I take a step back, Captain Wimark’s grin growing. It spreads across his face until he doesn’t look Fae at all. “You’ll make sure we are constantly punished for the actions of our ancestors?”

      “It is not a punishment, it is just what needs to be done.”

      I shake my head, holding the torch out in front of me. “Leave us alone. We just want to go home.”

      “You just want to find a new hole to hide in and breed until you can overpower us.”

      He’s insane. He’s going to kill us. I swing the torch around in an attempt to push him back, but he steps closer, drawing a sword with his free hand. It glimmers in the short distance between us. Adrenaline pumps through me, making my hand holding the torch sweat.

      “Put that down and come with me. If you don’t, I’ll give you the same treatment I gave your friend,” Captain Wimark snarls with a gesture at Ry.

      Ry cries out as Captain Wimark acknowledges him and the smell of urine fills the air. I want to close my eyes. I want a moment to breathe and figure out what to do. But I have to keep watching Captain Wimark.

      I move closer to Ry. “Tristan has friends coming. You won’t be able to get away with this.”

      “Friends? How else do you think I knew to come back here so fast? I was going to let your friend stew here for a week or two more before I came back to finish him but when I heard Captain Renault was coming, I knew I couldn’t leave any loose ends behind.”

      I back up, stepping on Ry’s blankets as I shake my head. No, no. There’s no way Tristan reaching out to his friends is what caused this. Why would they talk to Captain Wimark? Who could trust this madman?

      Captain Wimark steps closer. “Now, put that down.”

      I wave the torch, arms shaking as my muscles protest holding it before me for so long. Captain Wimark swings his sword, slicing through the burning end of my torch. It hits the ground, rolling towards the abandoned furniture and sending sparks flying. A trailing piece of a curtain sparks from an errant ember, spreading a growing flame like a flickering blanket over the jagged remains of tables and chairs.

      The heat in the room picks up. Sweat coats my back. Captain Wimark doesn’t seem to notice the blaze, his gaze still glued to me. I watch his sword as he waves it back and forth, missing.

      Pain flares across my head as the hilt knocks against my temple and my neck snaps to the side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      My head throbs as I blink awake in groggy darkness. Back pressed against cold stone, my hands are numb where they lay on the ground. I try to sit up, but dark patches spread through my vision and my stomach jolts. Settling back on the ground, I try to see through the darkness, spreading my arms wide around me.

      A chain jangles as I move and touching my wrists, I find cold metal encircling them. My heartbeat picks up as fear claws up my chest. The last thing I remember was being attacked by Captain Wimark. What happened to Tristan? Where’s Ry?

      A door squeaks open, sending a triangle of light across the small stone room. I’m in a prison. Captain Wimark comes in, his clothes fresh and clean. I can’t have been out that long.

      “Good. You are up.”

      I grind my teeth, the coppery taste of blood filling my mouth. “What do you want with me?” I ask.

      “The same thing I want of all your kind. Information. You are going to tell me where the rest of them are.”

      “There aren’t any more of us. Ry and I came over alone.”

      “Oh no.” He smiles. “Not just the humans. The rebels. I know you could not make it here all by yourselves. You would need help. Who has been helping you?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lie.

      “I think you do.”

      Captain Wimark takes a short leather strap out of his pants pocket. I watch it, head throbbing. With a wide grin, he swings it back and catches me across the face. Black splotches fill my vision and a startled pain-ridden scream bursts from my throat before I can lay back against the cold floor.

      “Now tell me.” He smiles as he stands over me. “Who has been helping you?”

      “No one, no one, I swear!” Tears run down my face. I may not care for Azalea, but she cares about my brother. If I turn on her, I’ll only hurt Zale. Without the rebellion who will find him? Who will help us get home?

      There’s a slight wiggle in one of my back teeth that wasn’t there before where the strap caught me. I hold my manacled hands above my head, the metal cutting into my wrists. “No one is helping us. I just wanted to see what land was like.”

      “Liar. Although I admire your spirit. You have more of it than your friend at least.”

      “Where is he?” I don’t know which ‘he’ I want to know the most about.

      Captain Wimark chuckles. “You have much bigger problems of your own to worry about.”

      His smile fades as he strikes me across the face again, sending stars shooting across my vision. I fall forward. My palms hit the cold floor while I try to relearn how to breathe.

      “You will soon learn that an attitude like that will get you nowhere—”

      “What else is new?” I gasp.

      Captain Wimark’s nostrils flare as he stares down at me and delivers a well-placed kick to my abdomen. Collapsing to the floor, I clench my eyes tight.

      “I will enjoy breaking you. If you won’t talk, I’m more than willing to drag it out of you, inch by painful inch. It’s no inconvenience to spend a little more time on you.”

      “Tell me…what…happened to him,” I gasp, hands wrapped around my aching belly.

      “We both know I will not. You have not earned that kind of information.” He grabs my loose hair, yanking it until his face fills my vision. He grins. “I think you and I are going to have a lot of fun together.”

      My lower lip trembles but I’m grateful that the building whimper in my chest doesn’t make it all the way out. He thrusts my head away, the force knocking me against the wall. With a final sneer, he marches from the room throwing the door closed behind him with a bang.

      The sound of the door closing is both a blessing and a curse as my vision turns dark and the taste of blood fills my mouth.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know how much time passes since Captain Wimark’s visit, but I know it’s been a while based on the level of bruising building up on my stomach and face. My left eye is so swollen that I can only see through a small slit. If he were to come back right now, I think I’d lie about my involvement just to keep him from hitting me again.

      I don’t think I have the strength to make it through another beating session.

      Is this what Ry’s been going through? While I’ve been pampered in beautiful dresses in the castle, has he been suffering? The guilt of not waiting to see what happened to him has been building in my gut since we found him.

      I swallow down my own sense of self-loathing. It won’t help any of us now. And I refuse to make the same mistakes I made before. I won’t wait around in this hole for someone to find me.

      I pull at the chains around my wrists until they go taut. The cuffs around my wrists dig into the flesh made tender from pulling at them a hundred times already. My hands are just barely too wide to slip through. I contemplate breaking my hand to make it smaller before realizing I’ll have to do it to both hands. How could I possibly save anyone, even myself, with two broken hands?

      Dragging myself to my feet, I stare around the small room. There’s nothing in here but me and the stone walls. The line of my chains ends in a loop bolted into the stone. I pull at them, but there’s no give. My salvation won’t come from the end of the chains coming free.

      Pressure builds in my chest as I search over the walls hoping to find something new to help me escape. I can’t even see a hole for rats to get in. There’s nothing here that will help me break free.

      If I’m still here when Captain Wimark comes back, will he finally get me to talk? Will he drag information about the rebellion from me? I doubt they would have suffered any torture to protect me. Maybe they’re the ones that gave me away in the first place. They did leave me with Anneliese, someone who obviously didn’t want anything to do with the rebellion, or me, and ended up being in league with Captain Wimark. That’s not exactly a ringing endorsement for the rebellion’s decisions. Did they do something stupid with my brother too? Is that how he ended up in so much trouble? Azalea said they were close. That ring she was wearing… I can’t give up on them yet.

      Footsteps pass by my door, making my heart freeze up in my chest. They keep going, but it takes a few minutes before I can breathe normally again. My gut reaction makes me angry. He shouldn’t be able to do that to me. No man should have so much power over me. What has being on land done to me?

      I pull on the chains again, breathing out my frustration as I yank again even harder. The manacle cuts into my wrists and dots of blood splatter on the floor.

      Ship.

      Giving up again, I step closer to the wall, leaning my head against its cold surface. The only sound in the room is my own scattered breathing and the dripping of blood as it trails down my fingers.

      I shift, loosening my tight shoulders, and feel the manacles slip further down my wrists. They slide up and down my wrist much smoother with my blood acting as a lubricant.

      I use my right hand to work on my left manacle, sliding it through the blood until it gleams red in the faint light. Biting my lip to keep from screaming, I work the manacle over my ruined flesh. It hits the resistance of my hand, but the blood keeps my skin from providing enough friction to keep it in place.

      With a gasp, I tug the manacle down and it slips over my hand. Staring at my freedom, I can’t get it to compute. I’m free. At least partly.

      I use my left hand to smear more blood over my right. When it’s adequately slippery and the room has filled with the metallic scent of blood, I close my eyes and pull the manacle free. It catches in the cuts twisting deeper into my wrists before coming off, creating another tear through my delicate skin.

      Tears stream down my face, both from pain and relief as I stare at my red-stained, freed hands. I want to sob and scream and run away back to the sea. I want to pretend none of this ever happened and wake up safe at home. But I know can’t.

      Moving carefully, I make my way to the door and turn the cold handle. I don’t expect it to move, but it swings open on smooth hinges. I shake my head. Did Captain Wimark really expect his chains to be the thing necessary to keep me in there? His laziness will pave the way to my freedom.

      The corridor outside my cell is quiet and dark. There are torches but they’re set far enough apart to leave great expanses of blackness. Could he be waiting in one of those? I wouldn’t see him until he’d already sprung his trap. My mouth goes dry at the thought, but I can’t keep standing in the doorway forever. If I do then it won’t matter what traps he’s created, I’ll be a sitting duck when he gets back.

      My heart pounds so loud that I’m sure anyone within a mile radius can hear it. It won’t be hard for Captain Wimark to find me if I can’t calm down. I have to focus on one problem at a time. Leaving my fear to manifest in loud breaths and a crazy heartbeat, I force my legs forward. I go to the left, the same direction I heard the footsteps come from earlier. They had to be coming from somewhere, and hopefully not another cell.

      I can’t help but hesitate by every sturdy wood cell door I pass. Any one of them could be holding my brother, Ry, or Tristan, but so far everything is quiet. If they are here, they’re doing a great job of pretending they’re not. Not that I would blame them. It’s the same strategy I would have used.

      The hallway turns, and I panic for a second. I can’t see anything around the corner; anyone could be standing there. Covering my mouth with a hand, I stifle the sound of my breathing to see if I can hear anyone coming.

      After a couple of tense minutes of silence, I ease myself around the corner.

      All the breath wheezes out of my lungs as I stare down another dark, empty hallway. I continue my pattern of lingering outside of doors, half-praying to hear someone. After this, I don’t know what I’ll do, or how I’ll find anyone. Leaving this area will be a fight all by itself, not a surprise chance to look for anyone else.

      “Come on.” My voice is hushed but no less aggravated as I pass another quiet door. “If you’re here, you’ll have to say something. Just cough if you can’t talk!”

      The continuing silence mocks me.

      It’s ironic really since for so much of my time with Tristan I’ve wished to be alone and now I am. Unbearably so. And Ry is out here somewhere, very much alive. How could I have left him like that? Why did I never try to go back? I shouldn’t have left finding him until after I’d found my brother. I should have cared more.

      I didn’t go back and find him, which is how I’ve been lead here: skulking through the prison of the first man I’ve ever wanted to kill. A least I still have all my limbs and teeth, even if one is considering abandoning ship. I just can’t imagine going on if things got any worse.

      I inch farther down the hall until a wooden door with a tarnished handle appears. There are only a few more doors between me and the end and it feels impossible that anyone could be waiting in them. If they weren’t in any of the other rooms, why would they be in these ones?

      Without bothering to wait and listen, I march to the door. My hand turns the cold doorknob when a cough shatters the silence around me. I freeze, waiting for another sound, anything to prove my ears aren’t playing tricks on me.

      The silence weighs heavy like I’m underwater. Even my movements are slowed.

      After a pause that feels like an eternity, I turn to open the door again. A shuffling sound comes from under the door closest to me. Rats? Still, that’s two different times I’ve heard something.

      Releasing the doorknob, I move closer to the door.

      “Is someone there?” At least I know the rats can’t answer me.

      There’s a pause and then someone unmistakably coughs.

      “I know you’re in there. Will you tell me who you are?”

      The shuffling comes closer to the door. “M-Mariel?”

      “Tristan?” My heart hammers in my chest. “Is that you?”

      The door shakes with a thump as his body presses against it. “Mariel, you should not be here! Just leave. Get as far away as you can. Go back to the sea. Forget all about me.”

      I press my hand against the wood of the door, tracing my fingers along the deep grain. “I’m not going anywhere. We’re going to get you out of here.”

      The door shifts as he leans against it on the other side. “There is no reason why you should wait for me, get out of here Mariel. This is your chance and you need to take it.”

      “I won’t make it without you,” I whisper.

      Even now, my mind drifts to the way his lips felt on mine. There are feelings there I’m not ready to deal with, but I know I can’t leave him. After what happened to Ry, I don’t think I can ever leave anyone again.

      “You are strong,” Tristan whispers. “You can do it. I know you can.”

      Leaning back, I turn the doorknob. It doesn’t budge. Apparently, Captain Wimark thinks more of Tristan than he does of me. I yank harder on the door, ignoring how it pulls at my wrists and the fresh, hot wave of blood washing over my hands.

      “Leave me, Mariel. You can do it. You are strong enough to go.”

      “It takes a stronger person to stay,” I whisper as I peer through the keyhole.

      It’s not a complicated lock. I could do it if I had the right materials.

      Staring at the door, I search it for weak spots. I can’t see anything glaring, and the lack of a nearby torch doesn’t help. With a frustrated sigh, I kick at the bottom of the door. Tristan scuttles back the thunk of my hit turns into a cracking sound.

      With a wild grin, I kick at the door again. Nothing happens. I try again, putting more force behind it until my toes tingle with the impact.

      “This is not going to work.” His voice is muffled by the door.

      “I’m not asking your opinion.”

      I switch to the other foot, kicking harder. The door snaps and a little section along the bottom breaks away. Perfect.

      Picking up the long, thin splinter of wood, I snap it into an even thinner piece with my hands and maneuver it into the keyhole. I chew the inside of my cheek as I press against the sides of the lock, looking for the metal release. I’ve done this before, breaking into rooms on the ship, but it feels so much different in the dark hallway of a dungeon.

      “What are you doing?” Tristan’s voice is close, breath blowing through the keyhole.

      “Breaking you out. Just like I promised.”

      He sighs, but my makeshift lock pick hits the release with a small click. Feeling lighter than I have since finding Ry, I swing the door open and smile at Tristan’s hunched form.

      He blinks back at me, eyes wide in disbelief. “I cannot believe you. Where did you learn to do something like that?”

      “You’d be amazed what skills you pick up on a ship with very little to do.” I spare a quick smile and grab his hand. “Now let’s get out of here. Have you seen Ry?”

      He shakes his head. “I woke up in this cell. I did not even know you were down here.”

      “Do you know where we are then?”

      He hesitates. “I might.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I ignore his obvious feeling that it does. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I head back to the door, but he pulls me back. His wide eyes travel over the edges of the door. There’s nothing there to see, we’re just going to have to try it and hope for the best. I reach for the handle again and again he pulls me back.

      “What?”

      “I do not think we should go this way.”

      “You don’t think we should go this way?” I repeat, incredulous.

      He shakes his head. “Try the other way.”

      “But that’s the way I came, I don’t think—”

      “I would rather try it than regret it.”

      “You might not get a chance to regret it if someone finds us down here.”

      He stalks ahead of me. “That is a chance we are going to have to take.”

      “Are you not going to tell me why you’re acting crazy?” I ask, stumbling after him with our linked hands dragging me along.

      The fear he shared with me before is gone, the lines of his face now tight with tension. He moves with the grace and skill that befits his position as a military captain. When he looks like that, it’s hard to believe he could ever be wrong. Still, there’s a part of me that still wonders about the door I almost went through. Is there something weird about the building that he recognizes?

      Tristan moves quickly, not worried about the corner or who could be lurking behind the closed doors. He passes my open cell door, his eyes lingering on the shallow pools of blood before closing the door. He doesn’t ask me about what happened in there, but I notice he moves a little slower than before, giving me time to catch up.

      This end of the hallway feels much longer than the side with Tristan’s cell. My head feels light, black spots dancing across my vision as I run.

      “C-could…do you think Ry could be in one of these?” I ask as we pass what feels like hundreds of doors.

      Tristan shakes his head. “I doubt it. As far as Captain Wimark is concerned, he has outlived his usefulness. He has gotten everything out of him he could ever want. Including us.”

      I try not to think about what that means. But I can’t help it. I know what he’s implying. That Ry never made it out of the hut with us. Why would Captain Wimark take the time and energy to move him if he didn’t need to? But after everything that’s happened, I refuse to believe he’s gone. I won’t believe it until I see his body myself.

      At the other end of the hall is another door, this one with a gold bead of light coming from the gaps in the door frame. I hate the look of this one much more than I did the other. Lights mean people. Doesn’t Tristan know that? He must. So why is he leading us toward them?

      He throws open the door before I can say anything, my hand tightening in his as we’re bathed in daylight. The door rests at the bottom of a flight of stairs, light reaching us only because the lack of ceiling has left it open to the sky. He drags me out of the hole and up the stairs, collapsing into the grass growing at the top and breathing deeply. I fall to my knees beside him as he releases my hand.

      “I could kiss the ground. I could not handle being in that hole.”

      “I wouldn’t recommend it, especially not so close to the door. Do you have any idea how many people have probably walked through here?”

      He shrugs.  “I didn’t think I’d ever make it out of there.”

      “And yet you told me to leave you when I came to help.”

      He sits up. “I would not risk your capture with my life.”

      “Pretty serious words for someone who wants to kiss the dirt.”

      Tristan laughs, brushing dust from the prison off his pants.

      Glancing around, we appear to be in the middle of the forest. Tall trees reach towards the sky around the clearing where the stairs ended. There’s light here, filtering down through the leaves and touching the birds and small animals dancing through the trees.

      “Where are we?”

      Tristan looks around as though seeing it for the first time. “Not the King’s Forest.”

      “It’s not nearly sinister enough for that place…so you don’t know where we are?”

      He sighs. “I guess not.”

      My heart sinks as I watch the chances of finding my brother slip away. Tristan stands and offers me a hand. I let him pull me to my feet, the fight nearly gone out of me.

      All of my purpose is gone. Do I keep looking for Ry and Zale and hope that somehow they’ve beaten the odds and are alive somewhere waiting for me to find them? I’m not sure how long I would last before someone finds me again, and this time it won’t be someone as generous as Tristan

      A layer of pine needles and decaying leaves cushions my feet as Tristan leads me through the woods. For someone who hasn’t been here before, he moves with a lot of confidence. I meander around, slowing him down as my heart sinks into my feet.

      Finally, he can’t take it anymore. “What is wrong with you? We have to get moving or we are going to get caught and dragged back to that prison.”

      I know he’s right, but I can’t focus on anything other than the pain. I don’t know which hurts worse, losing Ry again or the beating Captain Wimark so gleefully delivered. I want to curl into a ball and never move again. Lay there until time and death take me. Logically I can tell that it doesn’t make sense, but my emotions are in control right now and I don’t see them relinquishing control any time soon.

      Tristan sighs and walks over to me, watching as I toe a fallen branch. He stoops over to look me in the eye and sees something that makes him back away. I wait for him to leave me, to keep moving and save his own skin. He should.

      Instead, he reaches down and puts his arms around me. I rest my head against his chest and let the tears fall. His heart beats in my ear, soothing my nerves as he lifts me off the ground. Cradled in his arms, he continues forward slower than before, but much faster than I was moving on my own.

      His body shifts with every footstep, lulling me into comfort I shouldn’t feel in the middle of our escape attempt. There’s a lot I shouldn’t be feeling in the middle of an escape attempt and that hasn’t stopped any of those emotions from popping up anyway.

      “You promised,” I mumble into his chest as all the adrenaline from our escape trickles out of my system.

      “I promised what?”

      “You promised we’d find him.”

      “Well, we are not dead yet.” His tone is serious.

      Safe in the knowledge that he’s going to keep his promise, I let his warmth and movements push me into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      A fire crackles in the distance as I wake up, heaving my worn-out body into a sitting position. White wrappings cover my wrists, a pink tinge bleeding through underneath them. I’ve been left in the middle of a bed of pine needles, the sensation against my exposed skin softer than it should be.

      Tristan sits by the fire, his legs spread out and his arms crossed over his chest. His back is to me, the lines of tension softened on his neck. I wish I could pause this moment for him and let him live in it forever. Let him always be in a place where he doesn’t have to worry. I shift on the needles, and they rustle underneath me. Tristan turns around and gives me a smile.

      “Feeling any better?” he asks.

      “Thank you,” I say.  I gingerly touch the bandages on my wrists, and it sends sparks of pain shooting up my arm.

      “Someone had to make sure you were taking care of yourself. I could not believe you would even made it as far as you did after so much blood loss.”

      My face warms. “I didn’t have much of a choice. We had to get out of there.”

      “Next time you half-kill yourself in an attempt to save us, could you at least tell me? If I had known you were bleeding out, I would have made sure to stop and wrap you up a lot sooner.”

      I shrug. “I don’t plan on doing anything similar any time soon.”

      “A small relief.”

      The forest around us is different than it was by the prison, with more pine trees than deciduous growth, and the light is much paler. Tristan must have really moved to get us so far from the prison.

      “How long was I out?”

      “Two days.”

      “T-two days?!” I push myself to stand, black spots shooting through my vision. “You let me sleep for two days? Ship!”

      “There was no ‘letting’ you. I could not have woken you if my life depended on it. You needed the rest after what you have been through, and your body was going to make you take it one way or another.”

      Great. Just great! Who knows what could have happened in the last few days? I seem to be losing time every time I turn around. What next? A month? This isn’t going to help me find Ry or Zale any faster.

      “What now?” I cross my arms over my chest with a frown.

      “What now? You are going to continue getting rest and I am going to keep stoking this fire.”

      “I don’t mean that. I mean, what’s the plan? What are we going to do?”

      “We are going to keep moving. I did my best while you were out, but we did not get as far as I wanted to. I do not know that there is much else we can do. We will be marked as fugitives now.”

      Edging closer to the fire, I stare into its flames. “There must be something. What about your relationship with the King? Couldn’t he help you?”

      Tristan winces. “I do not think there’s anything he could do. I have technically broken the law.”

      “How so?”

      “By escaping custody.”

      My jaw goes slack. “You mean the custody you shouldn’t have even been in in the first place?”

      “It matters not if I should or should not have been there, I still escaped.”

      “Your legal system sucks. You’re telling me that you can be tortured in that prison for who knows how long, and it wouldn’t matter why you were there, only that you escaped?”

      “I guess so. Plus, I am now aiding humans. There is no way the King can see around that.”

      I wrap my arms around my knees. “Maybe being on the sea is the safer option.”

      Tristan glances over at me. “Are things so different there?”

      “Well, we have an actual legal system for one, you can’t just kidnap anyone you want without consequence.”

      “That is not what I said—”

      “But it’s what you mean. We’d have a trial before anyone received a punishment.”

      He gives me a half smile. “It is possible there was a trial, I just was not present for it.”

      “Doesn’t sound very effective.”

      Tristan rubs his eyes. “It is the way things have always been.”

      “I still think there’s something the King could do for you if he wanted.”

      “Possibly.”

      I stare up into the light trickling through the branches of the trees around us. “Do you think he could do anything for Zale?”

      Tristan’s mouth turns down. “If I thought there was anything he could do, I would have asked him already.”

      “Would you really have though? Would you have told him about a human wandering around on land on the off chance he knew anything about the random and wouldn’t put him in jail?”

      “Obviously it would have been a bad plan. Hence, why I did not do it.”

      I laugh at the idea of him approaching the King and supplicating him to let my brother go with no consequences. I don’t think even he has enough favor with the King to do that. But he probably has enough to save himself and that’s something.

      “I think you should go back and ask the King to help you.”

      He turns to me, brows lowered. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t think you should help me anymore.” I lower my voice. “You have a chance to get out of this, and I think you should take it.”

      “You mean like you did when you chose to break me out of prison?”

      I press my palms against my temples, fighting against a rising headache. “That was different.”

      “Different how? Because you were able to decide it? Not everything can be done to your specifications.”

      “And what exactly has been to my specifications?” I twist to face him better. “Having my brother leave? Having my friend almost killed? Losing him again? Having to find you locked in a cell? Nothing here is in my control.”

      “That is okay though, Mariel. There is not much in this life that we have control over. We do our best and hope it is enough. And right now, my best is staying here with you. We are going to get out of this together or not at all.”

      “Big words to give a girl you don’t even know.”

      However, despite how little time we’ve known each other, I do feel like he knows me. He may not know what my life was like on the ship, but he knows how I think and how I respond. In that small way, he’s been able to break into the truth of me.

      “That doesn’t mean you should die for me,” I whisper.

      “Well, I am not dead yet, and I do not plan on dying anytime soon. I hope that is okay with you.”

      Despite myself, I smile. “Our plans sound similar then.”

      “Good.”

      We turn towards the fire, letting ourselves sit in companionable silence for a while. He hands me an apple and I take it gratefully, not caring where it came from. My stomach rumbles as I bite into the fruit. I didn’t realize how long it’d been since we’d eaten, but apparently my body was keeping track. As the sweet juice slips down my throat, I examine my bandages.

      “Thanks again… for doing this,” I say around a mouthful.

      His gaze travels to my hands. “Of course. You would not have made it this far without being wrapped up. I am honestly surprised you survived that amount of blood loss at all.”

      “Probably because of my refusal to die.”

      “That is one way to overcome life-threatening situations, I guess.”

      I hold my palms up. “It might not be one of my best qualities, but it comes in handy sometimes.”

      The sun sinks behind the trees, flooding our little campsite with darkness. Tristan throws more wood on the fire and fluffs up my pine needle bed. He flops down next to me, sending a spray of needles up around him. I scoot until I’m resting on the edges, still close enough to the fire to keep warm.

      His body is only inches from mine, a presence I can feel across my skin no matter my injuries. He breathes evenly but without the heaviness of sleep.

      “Thanks for getting me out of there,” Tristan whispers.

      “I won’t leave anyone behind.”

      He’s silent as he absorbs my words. “Sometimes you will not have the option to save everyone. I hope you know that. I hope if you ever have to make that decision that you are able to make the right one. The one that will keep you the safest. Your life is worth saving too, Mariel.”

      I keep my gaze on the ground in front of me. “It’s not worth keeping if I can’t do what I came here for.”

      Tristan rolls to face me, using a hand to lightly brush my hair away from my face. “I think we both know that your brother would not want you to put yourself at risk in the way you’ve been.”

      “He probably doesn’t even know I’m looking for him.” My face burns and I close my eyes.

      “And how would he react to knowing you are here?”

      I frown. “It doesn’t really matter how he’d react. He left without telling me, without telling anyone. He let us think he was dead for the last year when he really wasn’t. He was selfish. I won’t be like him.”

      “So you told your family where you were going when you left?”

      “No.” My cheeks heat. “But this is different. I’ve always planned on going back. Zale left without saying a word, with no intentions of ever coming home.”

      At the mention of my brother’s name, Tristan goes still. “Your brother is Zale?”

      “You’ve heard of him?” I hate the way my pulse picks up before Tristan can even say anything.

      “I think we have all heard of him.” He rolls onto his back. “His name quickly became infamous. I wish you had told me who he was before.”

      “I didn’t think you would help me if you knew.”

      I couldn’t have said anything. I’m constantly looking for a way to protect myself and my family. Tristan should understand that, especially with everything that’s happened.

      “I…I do not think I can help you find him, Mariel,” he confesses.

      “Why?” I sit up, sending dark spots across my vision and pine needles flying.

      “He is… he is not a good man. He has been responsible for a lot of deaths since he has been here.”

      “What do you mean?” I press my hand against my chest for support as my breathing stills.

      “He has been the rebellion’s hand. He had a skill they liked and they exploited him for it. The fact that he has been caught is a good thing.” He flexes his fist, keeping his gaze on his hand and away from me.

      “What do you mean their ‘hand’? What has he been doing for them?”

      “He is the rebellion’s hitman, Mariel.”

      “And you knew this? You knew the whole time?”

      I don’t know when I stood up, but I find myself backing away from him, from the truth he represents. My head shakes back and forth as I try to shake out what he’s telling me. There’s no way…my brother wouldn’t do that. Not Zale. Not Zale, with his easy smile and his warm hands. Not Zale who was always willing to help me out when Alon would only give me crap. Not Zale, the only one I could ever rely on. There’s no way he left me to come and kill for a rebellion that has nothing to do with us.

      How could he do this to me? To us? The forest floor absorbs the sound of my feet as I run. I’ve given up everything for him. I made a promise to save him, and I don’t even know who he is. All this time we’ve been worried about him and he’s been an assassin? I dragged Ry with me to save him. Ry could be dead, and it’s all his fault.

      How could he have been so selfish?

      “Mariel, come back. Let us talk about this. We will figure out what is happening together.” Tristan offers his hand but doesn’t come any closer to me. “Just come and sit.”

      I stumble back. I can’t hear what he has to say. I can’t hear anything else my brother has been doing.  My head keeps shaking back and forth, hiding the shaking of my hands and shoulders.

      I run deeper into the dark woods. I can hear Tristan shifting behind me and I’m sure he’s coming after me, but I don’t care. I just have to get away. Away from the truth.

      The ground is uneven under my feet, and I can’t see very well. I stumble and get back up, running harder even though I can feel the weakness in my body growing. Taking a wrong step, I fall, hitting the ground hard and rolling down and down and down. The world spins around me as I hit sharp rocks and fallen branches but none of them do anything to slow me down.

      The slope evens out and I finally slow down. Tristan’s breathing is heavy as he comes up behind me, dried leaves flowing down the hill after him.

      “I don’t even know him,” I whisper, staring into the blinking stars through the pine boughs.
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      Tristan heaves me to my feet, and I cling to him as my ankle gives out and my breath comes in sporadic bursts. “You’re going to kill yourself before anyone else gets the chance.”

      My mind is numb, and I don’t know what to do or think anymore. Tristan climbs the hill with me, staring blankly at the path of destruction my blind tumble created.

      He tucks me back into the pine needle bed and I stare straight ahead, seeing nothing. Tristan climbs in beside me but doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t need to.

      Zale is a killer now and apparently worthy of being locked up. That’s all there is to it. My coming here was fruitless. I should have stayed on the ship. It would have been better for everyone. I should have mourned my brother in peace like my dad. Why did I think I knew better than everyone else? Why did I think I could go after him? Everything that happened to Ry is because of him.

      I lay there staring until light bleeds into the sky, Tristan awake beside me. He gets up, kicking dirt over the red embers of our fire. I can’t find the will to stand or even watch him. I bury my head in the pine needles, breathing in their clean scent.

      “We need to get going. Can you walk or do I need to carry you?”

      The feelings of irritation that should have risen from the idea that he would have to carry me are tamped down, muted by the weight of death. Tristan sighs. He stomps to my side and lifts me in his arms. His breathing remains slow, no hint that carrying me is a struggle for him. It wouldn’t matter if it was. I can’t do this anymore.

      “Are you not curious where we are going?” he asks.

      No, I can’t say that I am. But I can’t physically say it at all. My voice is caught in my throat, trapped by my grieving.

      “Maybe I will tell you anyway, even if you do not care. Although how you cannot care after all your stress about where we are going the whole time I have known you is a mystery.”

      Because it doesn’t matter anymore. Everyone I love is gone, there’s no reason to go anywhere. I can’t even go home. I doubt Dad would want to see me again after the additional pain I put him through.

      “What if I were to tell you that I’m headed for the sea right now, ready to put you on a boat and push you out towards home? Would you have something to say then?”

      No. I’d languish in the bottom of the boat, rocking on the waves, and never make it home.

      “Please answer me,” he says, voice soft in my ear as he marches through the woods. “I need to know you are okay. Did you hurt anything besides your ankle when you fell?”

      I wish it were that easy. Some bruise or break that could be bandaged and forgotten about. This ache reaches deep into my chest, beating against my heart and leaving a gangrenous hole behind. There is no coming back from this.

      Tristan sets me down, gaze peering into my lifeless eyes. He looks away, his firm hands pressing against my skin, working their way up my calf. When he touches my twisted ankle, my body shudders, the only response during his examination.

      “If you are not hurt, I need you to talk to me.” He looks into my eyes. “This is not normal.”

      There is no normal for me anymore.

      He tries to meet my gaze again and I jerk my head away. I don’t need his attention right now. I don’t want his attention. I want him to leave me here under the trees and keep walking until I sink into the woods.

      “I…I don’t know what to do.” My voice cracks. “What am I supposed to do?”

      I wait for him to keep walking, but he doesn’t move. He sits next to me under the trees. I have nothing to give him. There’s nothing left of me to give.

      Tristan sighs, the sound more sad than aggravated. “Is this because of what I said? About your friend and your brother? Forgive me, I should not have said that.”

      “But you said it because it’s true.” My voice is soft and Tristan jerks slightly as I talk, not prepared for me to break my silence and answer him.

      “I was assuming. My assumptions do not make it a fact or true or anything like that. It is very possible Captain Wimark has them both, somewhere else.”

      “Where else could they be if not in his secret underground prison in the middle of the woods?” How could there possibly be a better place than that?

      “I do not know. Captain Wimark has many secrets, none of which he wants me to be a part of.”

      I don’t want to listen to him. I don’t want to believe in false hope so that I can fall apart again when he’s proven wrong. This is my reality now. I’m alone. And I can never go home and face my father after all this.

      “I told you I would help you find your brother, and I will. We will find out what has happened to him, no matter who he is or what he has done. I mean that, Mariel.”

      “Why?” I turn to him, my face numb. “I’m nothing to you, and you’re risking everything to help me. Why?”

      Tristan shifts, the tips of his ears turning red. “You mean something to me. No matter how much you try to push me away or keep me from knowing you, I have. You are a part of my life now. I want to make you happy. I want to protect you from everything, even heartbreak. If I could shelter you from the truth of your brother, I would.”

      “But why?”

      He reaches over, his large, warm hand engulfing mine. “Because I care about you.”

      I frown. “That’s not possible.”

      “That is what you have decided?” Tristan says with a smile. “And because you have decided it, it must be so?”

      “It just doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Since when do matters of the heart make sense?”

      I glance back at my feet. “Now your interest in me is a matter of the heart?”

      I’ve never had someone talk to me like this, so open about how they feel. If we were back in the castle I think my knees would have turned to jelly and my stomach would have flooded with butterflies. But now… now it barely registers that he’s said anything important.

      “I think my interest in you has always been a matter of the heart.”

      “Tristan, I-”

      He presses a finger against my lips to stop me. “You do not need to answer right now. You are going through something, I get that. I only want you to know how I am feeling so that someday… when all of this is over… you will be able to reflect on it. If you want, that is.”

      I can’t imagine a day when I won’t feel like this, like my insides have been ripped out and fed on by wild animals. Doesn’t he understand that?

      “You know.” He leans against the trunk of the tree. “I have lost people myself. I know what it is like.”

      “Who?”

      He glances down at his hand where it rests over mine. “My mother.”

      “You’ve mentioned that before.”

      “Does that change the hurt that it causes? I have lost others though, too, men under my command.”

      “How?”

      “We were on an assignment.” His eyes get a far-off haze as he talks. “Searching out wild beasts like the one that got your friend. Our people were too vulnerable to attack, so it was decided we needed to go on the offensive.

      “There was a whole pack of them, but we did not know it. There was a lot we did not know then. We thought we had cornered one in its den, but as we moved closer to strike, four more pulled themselves from the trees. It was a blood bath.” He pauses and takes a deep breath. “Men I had known my whole life lay dismembered on the ground, bleeding out with nothing I could do for them. I will never forget the sound of their screaming… Sometimes at night, I can still hear them.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I had to save as many of us as could be saved. We went in with twenty men, we left with five.”

      “And you were one of the five?”

      He nods. “Something I have had to work hard to learn how to not hate myself for.”

      “Your men wouldn’t want you to hate yourself. It sounds like an honest mistake.”

      “An honest mistake made by an immature captain. I have never taken such risks again.” He pauses and squeezes my hand, staring into my eyes. “Your brother would not want you to hate yourself either or fall apart because he is gone. We all have to make our own choices in life and be held accountable for them. You cannot pay the price of his sins. His or your friend.”

      “But I should have known. I should’ve done something-”

      “People have secrets, Mariel. It is not your job to find them all out so you can protect people from themselves. If you want to continue to try and find them, I understand, and I will help you, but you cannot continue this way. You will be no good to anyone, most of all yourself. If you cannot care about yourself right now, I will do my best to help you. I will not leave you like this.”

      I shake my head, not ready to give in to him yet.

      “Now, you can walk with me, or I will carry you. Those are your options.” I don’t move as he stands, and he doesn’t hesitate as he lifts me. “Carry it is.”

      Dappled sunlight filters through the trees. We move from dark to light as Tristan keeps moving, to where I still don’t know. The deep hole inside of me is still there, but Tristan’s words have started building a bridge over it. It will take a lot to get through this, someday I’ll be able to slowly fill the hole back in, but for right now there’s a bridge to allow me to function. It still hurts, but I might be able to finish what I set out to do now.

      It doesn’t matter what he’s done, I need to bring Zale home if I can. And I’ll bring him back to the sea and tell my father his story. That’s what matters right now.

      When Tristan stops to rest for a minute, I climb out of his embrace and stand on my own. He lets me go without asking me if I can do it, and I’m glad. Talking about it out loud could destroy the fragile strength I’ve found.

      We walk together under the trees. Tristan moves with strength and confidence, something I don’t have as I concentrate just to keep myself from swaying. It’s a feat I’m pretty proud of as dark spots continue to dance in my vision. My blood loss is still a problem, but Tristan lets me walk without pointing it out.

      “Curious about where we are going now?” he asks with a smile.

      “I don’t know if I need to know. If you think it’s somewhere that will help me find Ry or Zale, then I’m okay with it. Lead on.”

      Tristan smiles. “That is a lot of trust in someone you keep professing not to know.”

      “I’m learning. It’s a good thing I have such a good teacher.”

      I give him a sidelong glance as his smile pulls wider. It makes me want to smile too to know that I’ve made him so happy. I shouldn’t care if he’s happy but despite everything… I do. Even here, in this place of danger and sorrow, being with him lifts my soul a little.

      “Well, I am going to tell you what we are up to anyway. There has to be a little bit of you that is curious even if you will not admit it.” He glances at me and catches my small smile. “We are going to meet up with my men. I think they will have a better idea of what to do next, where Captain Wimark would have taken them.”

      “Maybe we don’t do that.”

      “Why?” His forehead wrinkles as he frowns at me.

      “Captain Wimark said he knew we were at that cabin because of your men. He said he never would have rushed back if he hadn’t been told where we were going. You were betrayed,” I point out. How has he not put this together already?

      “I do not think that is the case.”

      “Well, not believing it doesn’t change how it is. Someone betrayed us, and despite my lack of desire to trust anything Captain Wimark said, it doesn’t change that only your men knew where we were going and they never actually came to your aid, only Captain Wimark came.”

      “That does not mean they willingly shared their information,” he says, still frowning.

      “So now you think we need to plan another rescue trip? I don’t think I have it in me to go after any more men.”

      He raises a brow at me. “So you would leave them to their fate while looking for your brother?”

      “I guess so.”

      Tristan runs a hand through his hair. “I do not think I can do that.”

      I try to ignore the tight feeling growing across my chest. “Does this mean we’ll be parting ways then?”

      “I do not want to. But you have to admit that it would be easier to find your brother and your friend if we had more men to take on Captain Wimark.”

      “But then what happens to you, what would happen to all of you when I left? How could you pick up the pieces of your lives if you’re all considered to have committed crimes now? I can’t be responsible for adding more people into this mess.”

      Tristan smiles. “You have not met my men. They would consider it an honor to get messed up in some action and have an actual dilemma to deal with. It has been too quiet for them since we stopped fighting.”

      “Only men would think a quiet life was something bad,” I say with a sigh. “If you really trust them and really believe they had nothing to do with Captain Wimark finding us, then I guess that’s your call.”

      “Thank you. I am a Captain you know. I know a little of what I am doing.”

      Which is probably the only reason why we’re both still alive.

      I’m glad we’re sticking together, but the pressure in my chest remains at the thought of so many more people joining us. It’s their decision, and Tristan’s, so why does it still feel a little like it’s mine? Like I’m letting everyone down with my presence alone. My presence and my problems. Without Tristan, I have no hope of ever finding Zale and Ry. That’s my only priority right now. I can’t let worrying about these other men I haven’t even met yet distract me from that.

      I should be grateful they’re willing to help me. I should be grateful Tristan is willing to stick his neck out so far on my behalf. I shouldn’t be stressed because people want to help me, but I guess that’s a part of who I am now, no matter what Tristan’s said.

      The forest thins around us, but if Tristan expects us to walk back to the castle to find his friends, we still have a long way to go. We exit the tree line and Tristan starts whistling, a long low tune.

      “I never figured out how to whistle,” I comment, mostly to myself.

      Tristan grins but doesn’t respond, continuing his light, happy tune. He stops walking and I lean on my knees, breathing heavily. Old blood coats so much of my borrowed clothes from Tristan that it’s made the material hard under my hands. How much of it is from me and how much came from others? I feel like there’s no way it could all be from me. I look like I’ve rolled around in a blood bath. One person couldn’t lose that much and survive, could they?

      A field stretches out before us, nothing but a thick layer of green until it meets the sky. Are these the same fields we crossed so long ago?

      “As much as I love the break, shouldn’t we keep going?” I ask him, twisting my head and scrunching my eyes in the bright light.

      “Just wait.”

      Tristan grins like he’s got some great surprise planned, which couldn’t be possible out here. Why grin and pretend to have something grand? We both know we’re about to have to cross that great expanse of field on our already aching feet.

      “Can I sit or…?”

      Tristan waves my question away, his gaze watching the landscape around us. I look around too, is there something I should be noticing?

      “There she is,” Tristan says, body relaxing.

      “Who?”

      And then I don’t have to ask, because from out of the trees comes his horse. She runs towards us, nuzzling Tristan with her long face as she comes to a stop at his feet.

      My jaw drops. “How did you do that?”

      “I taught her a few tricks. Something Captain Wimark would not have anticipated.”

      My jaw drops as I watch his horse dance around us. It shouldn’t be possible. How could she have known where we were? And at the same time, why do I care? Having a horse is huge and I shouldn’t complain about how we happened to obtain one.

      I reach out to touch her. “That’s the best trick I think I’ve ever seen.”

      Tristan rubs his face into hers. “We have been together a long time.”

      He gives her a gentle pat and turns, lifting me onto her back. He climbs up behind me, holding me pressed against his chest. With a nudge from his heels, she runs through the field. I cling to her mane, not trusting myself to stay on as my body bounces with every step. Tristan sits erect, not phased in the least by the uneven ride.

      The ground moves fast under her feet, taking us farther and farther from the trees. Flowers bloom in the long grass around us, sending up bursts of perfumed air as we go by. If not for the Fae living here, the land would be a beautiful place to live. Thinking about my dad being here, his face full of wonder as he touches the soft petals of flowers makes me smile, even though it’s an image that will never come true.

      The horse slows down, moving at a quick pace still, but slow enough that the wind isn’t whipping past my face anymore. The trees are a distant dot behind us with only a sea of green before us.

      “What happened?” Tristan shifts as I address him. “What happened between us? Between our people?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We must have shared the earth together for a time. What changed? Why were we sent away?”

      I glance back at his face, his jaw tight as he looks for an answer. “I am not sure. It was a long time ago.”

      “Surely you must know something,” I press.

      “I…” He stretches his fingers against my waist. “I believe our Elders at the time felt that humanity had had its chance and had fouled it. By removing them, the Elders thought the earth and the rest of us who lived on it would be better for it.”

      “But what about the rest of us? Didn’t we deserve more?”

      “I do not think they cared.”

      My shoulders slump. How could a few people decide for so many of us that there was no hope we could ever be different? I love the sea and have loved living on the ship with my family, but what could we have been with the option to come on land? What would have happened to Zale if he hadn’t felt punished by a system that didn’t even deign to know him? Would we still be together? Would he have felt like he could confide in me?

      I wish he had felt that way before he left. I wouldn’t have told Dad, but I would have told him he was being stupid. I hate how right I would have been.

      “It does not have to stay this way,” Tristan breathes into my ear. “When the prince becomes king, he could make a change, utilize our kingdom into a refuge for humans looking to come onto land.”

      My mouth twists. “From what I’ve heard of the prince, he doesn’t seem like the kind of monarch who would care.”

      “You might be right,” Tristan admits with a shrug.

      “So why give me that kind of hope when you know it’s not realistic?”

      He looks down. “I do not want to see you suffer.”

      I turn back in my seat. “Lies won’t make me suffer any less. Only action will.”

      “Of course.”

      “And I’ve heard the prince is not a man of action.”

      “Not any action that will not benefit himself.” He laughs but there’s no humor in it.

      “So, what will we do? Will humanity continue to wait for a monarch who will take pity on them and admit they had nothing to do with the sins of their ancestors? Someone who will decide we’ve done enough to pay back past debts?”

      Tristan sighs. “I do not know.”

      “Isn’t there anyone else? Anyone else who could be a better leader than him?”

      “There are many people who could be a better king than him. That does not mean they can be it though.”

      “What about the King’s offer?”

      He clenches his hand into a fist.

      “What would we have to do to get you on the throne?” I press.

      “I do not want it.”

      I weave the horse’s mane through my fingers. “That doesn’t matter if you want to be king. Sometimes we have to sacrifice what we want for the benefit of the majority.”

      “So, I do not deserve to have any hopes and dreams of my own?”

      “I didn’t say that, but you’ll need to modify your dreams to incorporate the job you need to take.”

      Tristan shakes his head. “You do not understand. You have not been around long enough to realize the magnitude of what you’re asking of me. Not only do I not want the job, but the majority of my potential subjects do not want me to have it either.”

      “Why not?”

      “I am not a legitimate heir.”

      “What does that matter?”

      “In my society it matters.”

      “But wouldn’t that be a small problem? One people wouldn’t care about if you did a good job?” I’ve seen how the King looks at him. If the King believes in him, why can’t he believe in himself?

      “I suppose, but it is a risk. I could go through the whole fight of becoming king and still not have my people accept me. That would be a recipe for a kingdom to fall.”

      “So is having a king who doesn’t understand his responsibilities.”

      “I suppose.”

      I shake my head, blood boiling as I watch patches of purple flowers flow past us. Tristan’s an idiot if he thinks having a bad king who’s more entitled to the job is better than having a good king who’s a little less qualified. At least that’s one thing we don’t have to worry about on the sea. No one’s ever cared about my origins. I can be whoever I want to be, regardless of who my parents are. I never realized how liberating that was before.

      “Are we heading to the castle?” I ask when I’m able to calm down my irritation.

      “No, I do not think that would be the best idea.”

      “How will we find your friends then?”

      I shift enough to see him smile. “We have a system.”

      “Does it always involve traveling back and forth across your whole kingdom before seeing each other?”

      “The last few weeks have been…unusual. I would not take how things have been as a representation of how well we work together. I promise you, we are an excellent team.”

      “I’ll wait to draw my conclusions until I see you together in person. So far, I’ve been less than impressed.”

      I still don’t trust them. I don’t care what Tristan says, someone betrayed us, and I believe Captain Wimark when he said it was one of Tristan’s friends. It’s what makes the most sense. We could be running into a trap right now. If that happens, we’ll have no one to blame but ourselves. Well, maybe not both of us, more Tristan than me. Not that that will be any great comfort when we’re both dead.
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        * * *

      

      In the distance, the shadow of buildings begins taking shape. “Are you sure we’re not headed right back to the castle?” I ask.

      “We are headed to the capitol, not the castle. There is a whole city around it, you know.”

      “And that doesn’t seem too close to you?”

      He shrugs. “It is closer than I would like, but there is a tavern there that my men know to meet at. They will be there waiting for us. It is worth a little risk.”

      I bite my lip. I don’t think I believe him. Risk means the possibility of not being able to find Ry and Zale. I’m all the hope they have left. I can’t make foolish decisions and hope everything works out just because I want it to. I’m not stupid enough to believe that’s how things work. I know Tristan isn’t stupid either, so how can he feel the risk is worth it?

      “Can’t we send a message in for them instead? Do we have to physically go in ourselves?” I ask when my feet refuse to move.

      “Sending a message in could make my men uneasy.”

      “Going in ourselves makes me uneasy.”

      “I think I will take my chances with you over the men I am trying to draw in, if you do not mind.”

      I scowl. “I very much mind, not that it matters to you.”

      “It matters, I just know you will not run away from me while I figure this out. Sending in a message might make them scatter and then we will have to wait longer to regroup and find your brother.”

      I chew my bottom lip and cross my arms over my chest. He knows using the threat of taking longer to find Zale will get me to do almost anything he wants, so how do I know he’s actually telling the truth? He could say, ‘this will help Zale’ and I’d jump at the chance to do what he says. He could tell me dying my hair purple would help Ry and I’d ask him which shade. My way of sending in someone with a note could be just as good as his way but he throws my brother’s safety around and I cave.

      He’s made this choice for us, and we’ll have to see if the consequences line up with what I  think will happen.

      Tristan slips off his horse and secures her to a post outside the city wall. He lifts me down after him and grabs me by the arm, dragging me into the capitol with him.

      The press of people is every bit as suffocating as it was the first time I was here. At least this time I have a guide. I pull my hair over my ears, hoping the small tip that pokes through will be enough of a disguise as Tristan leads me deftly through the crowds. Bright colors and strong smells, both good and bad, assault me from all sides as we press down the road. Closing my eyes, I let Tristan pull me forward as I try to ignore the panic building in my chest. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to so many people. That’s a part of life on the sea that will stay with me no matter where I go.

      “It is not too much farther,” Tristan says. My legs cramp up from a full day of riding as I fight the urge to groan.

      The sun has completed its course, dipping behind the stone walls of the castle. All I can think of is the comfortable couch sitting in Tristan’s room, lying empty and waiting for me. Not that we can go there, but exhaustion would push me into choosing the castle if I could. It’s not like Captain Wimark would be there. I don’t agree with Tristan that the King would stand idly by and watch him spiral into trouble. Regardless of who Tristan’s mother is, the King obviously cares about him.

      Tristan hesitates and I peek my eyes open. A squat stone building sits in front of us, a wooden placard with a carving of a cup on it swinging above the door. The sounds of men inside grow louder as he opens the door. I wait for the silence, for them to see us, and immediately stop talking. Instead, the revelry continues, and Tristan and I are able to slip into a dark booth in the back.

      We sit across from each other. My back is to the crowd, and though it makes the hair on the back of my neck prickle, I trust Tristan completely from this position. He’ll be the only one to see any threats coming our way and I’m not sure I want to put my safety into his hands so completely.

      “Can I get you anything?” a woman asks. Long dark hair falls over a dress cut so low her it leaves nothing to the imagination.

      Tristan shakes his head. “We are still waiting for the rest of our group.”

      “Well, you just let me know,” she says with a wink before disappearing into the crowd. She never acknowledged me at all and the feeling of it makes my skin itch.

      “Is it normal for the waitstaff to ignore other potential customers?” I ask, mouth pulled into a grumpy line.

      “Who says she was a member of the waitstaff?” Tristan grins as my cheeks grow red.

      I don’t know if he’s trying to make me feel better or if she’s actually what he’s implied, but it does loosen the tension in my shoulders. My gaze travels over Tristan’s face, watching him look for his friends. His face is all jagged planes with his scar breaking them up. He shouldn’t be handsome, but there’s something about him that’s undeniably beautiful. What could we have been in another life? What if he’d been someone on another boat that I happened to meet during incineration?

      Waving the dreams away, I twist my body to see half the room for myself. It doesn’t matter what could have been or what would have been convenient for me. This is where we are now, and no amount of dreaming will change it.

      The wide room is filled with large men. They range from beautiful to gruff, all of them looking like they’ve been on the road for a while. None of them look like anyone I’d like to work with. I can’t imagine Tristan’s friends will look any different from this crowd though. If they fit in with this lot, they won’t fit in with me. Although, I give Tristan a sidelong glance, maybe he fits in here better than I would have thought. The weeks have been hard on both of us.

      The heavy door opens, and Tristan’s face shifts to attention like a dog as he peers around me to see who’s come in. I pull my head back in as he grins. He waves a large hand and I shrink further into the booth as a man twice as large as him stomps over and collapses onto the bench next to me.

      “Tristan!” he roars. “We wondered what had happened to you. What is going on?”

      Tristan’s eyes grow dark. “What do you mean, Joel? I never revoked my orders. We were waiting for you and you never showed up. A situation that put us in a bit of trouble, as I am sure you could guess.”

      Joel’s gaze travels over me, as though noticing my presence for the first time. “Yes, I am sure. But the letter revoking your orders was in your own hand. Are you going to tell me who this is?”

      “Mariel,” Tristan answers for me, his voice flippant. I grind my teeth as his attention travels back to Joel. “Who received the second missive?”

      “Carrion, I think.”

      “Carrion?”

      Tristan glances towards me. “It is a long story.” He sighs, running his fingers through his hair. “Carrion? Did he receive the first one as well?”

      “No.” Joel’s chest puffs up. “I received that one and gathered all the group together within the same day on your behalf.”

      Within the same day? That should have meant that we had backup and wouldn’t have had to wait at all.

      Tristan’s hands form fists, and his shoulders start to shake. “I sent no other letter, as I already said. I waited for you for as long as we could, and then set off on our own. There was an altercation with Captain Wimark, which delayed us quite a bit.”

      “Is that why I saw your ugly face posted in the barracks?” Joel asks with a laugh.

      “It’s not funny. We’re in real trouble and we need help. Are you going to be that or not?” I snap, half-rising out of my seat as Tristan frowns at me.

      “Well, of course, I am, I mean,” Joel blunders, eyes wide as he watches me like I’m about to attack. “I am one of Tristan’s men. That means I will follow wherever he orders.”

      “Good.” I settle back into my seat.

      “I apologize for her,” Tristan says, rubbing his temples. “She is a little high-strung.”

      Joel eyes me and scoots toward the end of the bench. I resist telling him I won’t bite. Somehow, I don’t think he’ll believe me. I must look pretty feral right now. Tristan and Joel continue talking about where the others are while I stare at the mess I’ve become. I didn’t even think about changing before coming here. Covered in the remains of old blood, hair hanging in a tangled mess, and wrists wrapped in browning bandages, I’m surprised Joel was willing to sit with me in the first place. Zale wouldn’t even recognize me if he were to see me now.

      “Will that work for you, Mariel?” Tristan asks.

      I glance up to see both men staring at me, expectant looks on their faces. “Wh-will what work?”

      Tristan rolls his eyes. “We are going to follow Joel to the others, confront Carrion, and continue towards your brother. Is that a good enough plan for you?”

      “Sure.”

      I don’t even bother thinking about it. It has to be fine.

      I’ve run out of options.
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      For being such a big man, Joel moves on quick feet. This must be a Fae trait. There’s no other explanation for how soft his footsteps can be despite him looking like he weighs close to three hundred pounds of pure muscle.

      Struggling to keep up, I follow both men as they take the twists and turns through the dark alleys of the capitol. The castle looms over us wherever we turn, a bright beacon in the night with its many torches burning. The men don’t give it a glance at all, something I find curious in Tristan. How can he not care about his first home? Could I ever ignore the sea that way? Absolutely not.

      Joel brings us to the edge of the city, where the buildings are spread farther apart and the streets are eerily empty. Goosebumps prickle along my arm at the stillness. A warning voice begs me to turn around, to run back to the tavern, but Tristan is right. We need his men. We can’t keep doing this on our own.

      They slow down outside a small barn, Tristan glancing back, jaw tight, to make sure I’ve followed. At least I’m not the only one who’s nervous.

      “I have been coming to the tavern every night, hoping to find you there,” Joel whispers to Tristan.

      At least Carrion won’t be expecting us to show up then. Maybe this won’t be an ambush after all.

      Joel swings the door open into inky blackness. With no light inside, there’s no way to tell how many people are waiting, and my blood roars in my ears. Joel waves us inside and Tristan motions for him to go first. He tucks his chin and heads in, immediately becoming swallowed up by the dark.

      Tristan looks at me, then back at the empty doorway, and I can read the struggle in his face. Should he go in first in case it’s a trap? Or would leaving me behind make me vulnerable to an attack? It’s almost impossible to know which one of us Captain Wimark would want more.

      Finally, Tristan gives me a nod and we step in together. As soon as we enter the barn, my legs feel like they’re wading through jelly. Beside me, Tristan suffers a similar fate. He reaches out for me, to pull me back or to give me the comfort I’ll never know because, with one last step, I pull free of the dark mess.

      Gasping, I fall to my knees on the straw-covered ground, Tristan standing stoically beside me as he counts the large men before us gathered around a small fire set in a deep hole in the cave they’ve taken over.

      “Was that really necessary?” Tristan asks, looking up at him with a wide grin.

      “Cannot be too careful lately,” a man with his long red hair tied in a knot at his neck says from his place on the floor.

      Tristan gives him a light kick and he mocks falling over. “If they were trying to be careful then they would not have let in riffraff like you.”

      “That kind of talk after I have been waiting here for days for your sorry butt to get here.” He glances behind Tristan to where I’m still kneeling. “You meet a friend out there in the wide world?”

      “Very funny, Gavin.” He turns to the group. “This is Mariel, and she is the reason I have gathered you all together.”

      “Well, not me exactly,” I correct as I attempt to stand gracefully despite the stiffness in my legs. “My brother.”

      “That is right. How could I forget? We are not here for Mariel but for her brother, who is been missing. We have attempted to find him ourselves, but our efforts have only angered our good friend Captain Wimark. As all of you know, he is not a fun man to get entangled with—”

      “Some of us know better than others,” Gavin says with a smirk.

      “That is why we need all of you. You may choose whether to come with us; I would never make any of you risk your lives or reputations with me, but I have come hoping you will all join us.”

      “And why should we want to risk our lives to help her brother? Who is he to Captain Wimark?” a dark man sitting across from us asks, his forearms resting on his quads.

      “Well, Carrion, I made a promise to Mariel that I would help her find him and get him home and I intend to do just that.”

      “I fail to see what that has to do with the rest of us,” he says, twirling a small knife in his hands.

      “It is your decision to make whether or not you come with us. But your attitude is not invited.”

      “Not my attitude, just my arm? Is that how this works?”

      Tristan frowns. “That is never how this has worked, and you know that. I know you have a problem with me, why do you not talk about that instead of picking pointless fights that you cannot follow through on?”

      Carrion stands. “I could beat you and you know it. All of us know it. You are fooling yourself if you think otherwise.”

      The seven men still seated glance anywhere but at Tristan, the ground suddenly becoming very interesting.

      “If that is how you feel, I am more than willing to prove my prowess.” He draws his sword from its scabbard, fire glinting off its clean lines.

      Carrion comes closer, stepping in a half circle around the fire and the men, his gaze never wavering from Tristan. His own sword is held tightly in his right hand. They step towards each other, within lunging distance.

      “This is not necessary.” Joel comes forward, a large hand extending between the two men. “We know Tristan can fight, that has never been in question. If you have another issue with him, this is your time to say it.”

      “I know what you did,” Tristan says with a small smile. “I know you forged a message from me.”

      Carrion lunges; Tristan blocks without so much as a flinch. “What makes you think I did anything like that? I cannot help it that you cannot make up your mind.”

      “Stop being a coward.”

      Carrion swings again. “The only coward here is you.”

      “That is why you have to hide behind your sword instead of talking to me like a man?” Tristan says with barely a grunt as he blocks it.

      “Only a man who could not use a sword would insist on using words.”

      “Why did you do it? Why did you tell Captain Wimark where we were going? How much did he pay you?”

      Carrion’s face grows dark. “I cannot be bought.”

      “What did he offer you?” The room goes even quieter, not even the fire daring to crackle. “What did he offer that would make you give me up? I would not sell out a dog that bit me to that man. What does he have over you?”

      Carrion’s grip on his sword loosens. He shifts his gaze from Tristan to the floor and back again. Taking advantage of his distraction, Tristan moves closer, flicking his wrist to knock the sword from Carrion’s hand. He shifts, hands folding into fists, but Tristan moves too fast, swirling around him and drawing a knife against Carrion’s throat.

      Carrion’s dark eyes go wild as Tristan applies more pressure, a thin red line growing on Carrion’s throat. “Tell me what is going on now. You have five seconds before I slit your throat.”

      He gasps, several beads of blood escaping the wound on his throat. “I have nothing to tell you-”

      “That is two.” Tristan applies more pressure with his knife.

      “I did not sell you out to Wimark.”

      “That is four.”

      Tristan pushes harder, a thick line of blood dripping down his neck. Sweat beads around his temples, and for all his talk about being a better swordsman than Tristan, he doesn’t even try to fight him.

      “Okay, I will tell you!”

      The men shift around the fire, leaning closer to Tristan and Carrion. Before they looked like a happy family, perhaps there have been more issues than Carrion’s distrust of Tristan than just what I’m hearing today.

      “Make it quick,” Tristan breathes, voice low. His body is steady, with no hint of hesitation. One wrong move could mean the end of Carrion and he knows it.

      “I told him where you were going. I sent him a missive as soon as your letter came.”

      “We already know that,” Joel says.

      Tristan gives him a sharp shake of the head. Carrion will have the opportunity to say whatever he wants, regardless of what we already know.

      “He promised me I would make Captain if I helped him. He told me this months ago, to let him know if I ever knew you were in town or what you were up to. That is all he said I would have to do. Tell him where you were and that would be it. How could I say no to that? I have been under your thumb for years, I was ready for something of my own, not that you ever recommended me for promotion.” He takes a shallow breath, his gaze on Tristan’s arm.

      Muscles stand out in Tristan’s throat, but he doesn’t interrupt Carrion.

      “Then he told me to tell the men not to come. I did not know what he was planning on doing, but I figured it made sense he wouldn’t want anyone there to protect you. So, I forged that too. It seemed fairly harmless. Two letters and I would be a captain.”

      “And did he make you a captain?”

      Carrion scowls, the knife sliding further into his neck as he moves. “I am still here, am I not?”

      “Was your betrayal worth it then?” Tristan’s voice is deathly quiet.

      “That remains to be seen.”

      The rest of Tristan’s men have moved to stand. Their muscles are tight as they inch closer to Carrion. He leans close to Tristan, but he makes no move to protect Carrion.

      “By betraying Captain Renault, you have betrayed us all,” the redhead breathes, a narrow blade in his hands.

      Carrion tries to step away but Tristan holds him in place, his hand wrapped around Tristan’s arm, muscles straining as he tries to pull the blade away. Tristan stands firm, holding him to face the wrath of his peers.

      “Did you ever think that maybe the reason Captain Renault had not recommended you for a promotion was that you did not have enough loyalty to lead men of your own?” a dark-haired man asks.

      “He has never wondered that because he cannot see past his own interests.”

      “Maybe we should help him with his eyesight.”

      The grins around the room become animalistic, curling up at the edges, and I cover my face, backing towards the wall. I hit the corner and slink down, loose dirt raining down on me. My arms shake as Carrion begins screaming. It’s a thin reedy noise with none of the confidence he carried only minutes before. I press my hands harder against my face as the sound of pounding flesh carries through the room.

      A hand touches my shoulder and I flinch, throwing myself further into the corner.

      “Mariel, let’s get you out of here,” Tristan whispers.

      Eyes screwed tight; I lunge into his arms. Lifting me up, he takes us through the dark press of the barrier protecting us from prying eyes.

      On the silent street, I breathe hard, weeping for violence to a man that I shouldn’t care about.

      Tristan’s voice is quiet. “I should have taken you out sooner. I am sorry.”

      “H-how could you let them do that?”

      “They need to bring about their own justice. I cannot dictate to them the punishment for his betrayal.”

      I stare into the flickering flames of a torch set in the wall of the building opposite us. I count to five, trying to calm my racing heart.

      “What will they do to him?”

      Tristan folds his arms over his chest. “What they feel they need to. If we are lucky, they will be able to get more information from him. I have a suspicion that he knows more than he is already let on.”

      “Why would he keep anything a secret now? Doesn’t he realize how much trouble he’s in? Why wouldn’t he tell them everything?”

      “I suspect he does not want to make them any angrier at him. I highly doubt he has only betrayed us those few times. He has always been a snake,” he hisses.

      “Why did you count him as one of your men then?”

      “He kind of came with the package and he was a good fighter. It seemed like a waste to try and get rid of him just because he annoyed me.”

      “But it’s that sentiment that allowed him to betray you,” I point out.

      He runs a hand through his hair. “That was a risk I had to take. It probably makes no sense to you, but that is okay. It was my call as his Captain to keep him and hope improved by association with the rest of us.”

      “Sometimes putting good fruit with the bad only leads to more spoiled fruit.”

      “Then it is a good thing I am not a farmer and I deal with people. They have an amazing capacity for change.”

      I shake my head. I never thought Tristan was naive, but everything out of his mouth is too simple. People are complicated. Being around someone good doesn’t change who they personally are. Just like being around Zale couldn’t change who he was, or who I am. Or maybe it did, considering I am currently on land, risking my life, just like he wanted to do. Does that make me spoiled fruit? Would I have spoiled living on that ship day after day with no future? I’ll never know now.

      Joel steps out of the barn behind us. “It is over if you are ready to come in.”

      Tristan brushes dirt off his pants and offers me a hand. “It will get worse before it gets better. You just have to know that eventually, it will get better.”

      I place my hand in his, finding comfort in the harshness of his callouses as he pulls me back in.
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        * * *

      

      Carrion is a bloody heap on the floor when we come through the darkness. I try not to focus on the pulpy mass of his face, keeping my gaze on the fire’s dancing flames.

      “He had some interesting things to say,” the redhead says, his blade nowhere to be found.

      “Anything important to our mission?” Tristan asks.

      “He knew of a man who’d been taken prisoner a few months ago. Captain Wimark’s been slowly bleeding him for information.”

      I try not to flinch at the mental image his words create, especially with so much blood spilled on the straw floor and splattered on the earthen walls.

      Tristan tightens his grip on my hand. “Did he say who this man was?”

      The redhead leers. “A human.”

      I close my eyes, slowly opening them while I make sure to keep my hands from drifting toward my ears. It must be Zale. There’s no way it could be anyone else. We’re finally going to find him this time.

      Tristan kneads his forehead with his long fingers. “Did he say where this human is currently?”

      “He is being kept in the castle.”

      Tristan frowns. “But I already checked the castle.”

      “There is another prison, one kept for prisoners we would be better off forgetting. That is where he is keeping the human.”

      Another prison? How many people do they anticipate having to lock up? The one we went to wasn’t even full. Why couldn’t my brother have been there?

      Tristan scratches his chin. “Could it be possible then that the King is not even aware of the human’s presence?”

      “I think it is more than possible,” Joel agrees. “Captain Wimark has been taking the law into his own hands, not that it surprises any of us to hear that.”

      Tristan nods. “That is good news.”

      “Why?” I interrupt, the uncanny eyes of the Fae landing on me. “Why would that be good news?”

      Tristan grins. “If the King does not know about him, then he will not know if we take him. It is a crime without consequences unless Captain Wimark catches us.”

      “And what are the odds that he’ll do that?”

      “The same as they always tend to be. Does that change your mind about what we need to do?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t care how dangerous it is. I want my brother.”

      The men shift, paying me more attention than they have the entire time we’ve been in the room together. I realize my mistake but don’t regret it. They knew I was looking for my brother, all they’d have to do was think a little harder to connect the dots between searching for my brother and rescuing this human.

      I feel their eyes shift toward my ears, toward the small points sticking out from my hair that allowed them to let their guard down with me. More than one of them reach for their weapons and I keep my gaze on Tristan to keep from lingering on the blood already oozing across the floor.

      The redhead turns to Tristan, his face hard. “You run with humans now?”

      Tristan braces his hands against his side. “If by ‘running’ with them you mean helping this one, then yes.”

      They stare at each other, Tristan squaring his shoulders and refusing to back down as the men prowl closer. My shoulders won’t stop shaking, my teeth chattering as I try to stay out of the way.

      “You realize having them here is against the law,” the redhead states.

      “Something I do not agree with.”

      “We have not asked what your feelings on it are. The law is the law, and we are required to follow it as men of the King.”

      Tristan folds his arms over his chest. “If I can correct something I feel is wrong without getting caught, does that not make it an okay thing?”

      “If you happen to be a criminal,” Joel grumbles.

      “Are you with me or not then? Because I will free that man and see he gets home. That is all I want. That is the promise I made.”

      The redhead shakes his head, but Joel claps Tristan on the shoulder. “I am with you. I may not understand you, but I will help you with this.”

      “Thank you.” Tristan clasps Joel’s shoulder and they nod to each other before he turns to the others. They each nod to him, even the redhead, though his face remains stony. “Good. Let’s get moving then.”

      The men file out of the room and the layer of inky darkness around the cave dissolves. Tristan ushers me through the door and I can’t help shuddering at the obvious display of magic. Tristan’s never done anything like that before. Is it because he isn’t capable or because he was trying not to freak me out? Either way, the reminder that these men are a species of their own makes me feel more vulnerable than I’d like to admit. I feel like a child next to these men.

      Tristan takes us back outside the wall to grab his horse. He settles me in close to him and I’m grateful for the contact. The anxious shaking that’s been traveling through my body diminishes slightly as I lean into his chest. I know that no matter what happens next, Tristan will protect me if I need it. I wish I could be that useful for him too.

      All these men are risking their lives and reputations for me; a concept I don’t think I’ll ever be comfortable with. At least Tristan thinks it’s a good cause, one worthy of his attention. No matter what my brother has done, he’s doing this for me and for that I’m grateful.

      The buildings go by in a blur as we speed towards the castle. Everything around us is still, disturbed only by the heavy footsteps of our horses. Night presses heavily upon the land; I hope it’s dark cover will protect us when it’s time to leave.

      Tristan leads us right to the castle stables. I want to encourage him to leave the horses elsewhere, but this is his mission, his area of expertise. I just don’t like the idea of having the horses easily removed from us at the King’s will. It makes us more vulnerable than we have to be, but Tristan believes the King doesn’t know about anything that’s been happening between us and Captain Wimark, something that will protect us as we venture into the castle. If only that could protect our mounts as well.

      We enter the castle through the kitchens. The air is dusty with flour as meat turns on a spit over a large fire. The warmth of the room seeps into my bones, and my body sags, longing to lean against the side of the counter and take a long nap.

      Squaring my shoulders, I follow the others out of the kitchen and into the servant’s stairwell. Tristan leads us down the twisting stairs. The air is stale and cold the farther we go. I look up, counting the spiraling stairs ascending forever. This must be the central staircase for the castle servants. I can’t see Anneliese using it.

      Our feet shuffle along the stone steps, the large group making much less noise than me. Maybe when this is all over, I can learn to move as quietly as they do. Maybe Zale and I can learn together.

      The staircase ends and we cluster onto the smooth stone floor. Another hallway of cells trails off into the darkness, but this time there’s no soldier waiting to tell us where to go.

      Tristan takes a torch off the wall, holding it over his head as he peers into the barred doors of the cells closest to us. “You are sure this is where he is?”

      Joel nods. “That is what Carrion said.”

      “And it’s not a trap?” I whisper, hands clasped close to my body.

      “Captain Wimark does not know we have discovered Carrion. There is no way this could be a trap.”

      That kind of confidence is exactly what allows people to fall into traps. I hope Joel is right, even if every time I’ve hoped it’s ended up being a mistake.

      The men make a formation around me as we follow Tristan down the hall.

      “You are a human then?” the redhead asks, gazing ahead of us.

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. As if this little fact is important right now. “That’s been the verdict, yes.”

      “Why are you here?”

      The muscles of the men around me are tight and I can’t tell if it’s because of my presence or because of where we are.

      “I only want to find my brother and go home.”

      He shakes his head. “I am not sure I believe you.”

      “I’m not asking you to believe me. I know my purpose; whether you believe it doesn’t change it.”

      Our short conversation puts renewed vigor in my veins. I do know what I’m here for. It doesn’t matter what they say. It doesn’t even matter what Captain Wimark says. I grin, the motion stretching my cheek and sending a pang of pain through my face. The bruise from his hit comes in at full force. I press my fingers against the tender flesh and wince.

      The redhead opens his mouth to say something else, but Tristan waves at him to be silent as he peers into the next cell. There’s a shuffling inside and my breath catches in my throat. Tristan jerks his head at me, and I push through his men, pressing my hands against the cold wood door as I stand on tiptoes to see through the bars.

      A mass of blankets rests against the farthest corner from the door. It feels too much like when we found Ry for this scene to give me any comfort. My chest is tense as I lift myself higher to get a better look.

      “Zale?” The blankets rustle and dark eyes are reflected in Tristan’s torchlight. “Is that you?”

      He moves again, the blankets dropping away. I stop breathing altogether as he unfolds himself, standing to his full height in the stooped room. It’s been over a year since I’ve seen his face, but it’s him. He is skinnier than I remember, his face sallow in the light, but it’s him.

      “Well?” Tristan asks, coming closer to look over my head.

      I swallow hard before I can find the breath I need. “It’s him. It’s Zale.”

      Tristan waves his men closer and the redhead pulls out a few slender silver picks from his pocket. He grabs the heavy iron lock and slides his picks into it with finesse. I grab my fist in my opposite hand, squeezing it tighter and tighter as the lock makes a small metallic click. With one last echoing click, the lock springs open, and the redhead lifts it off the door. He chucks it down the hallway.

      “Was that really necessary?” Tristan asks with a raised brow. “We might have wanted to close it back up again. You know, to make it look like we were never here.”

      The redhead shrugs. “What does it matter? Captain Wimark will find out soon enough and then we are all screwed. What is a few minutes either way?”

      I’m not sure I agree with him, but I also can’t concentrate on their argument. My body trembles as the door is pulled open, revealing my brother to our gathering.

      I don’t even wait for him to come out on his own. I rush inside the cell, throwing my arms around his chest and pulling him close to me. He smells like sour hay and dirt, but I don’t care. He’s here. He’s really here.

      I did it. After over a year of wondering, I finally did it. Now I’ll be able to bring him home. Tears splash down my cheeks, but I don’t bother wiping them away. I don’t care what anyone else thinks.

      I’ve finally found him.

      Zale places his hands on my shoulders, pushing me away just enough to see my face. “Mariel?”

      “I knew you didn’t die in that storm. I knew it. It didn’t matter what anyone else said, I knew you were alive.”

      Zale frowns. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “Neither should you,” my voice comes out rough. I didn’t expect him to be upset to see me. I thought he’d be excited.

      He shoves me away. “This is no place for you. What were you thinking? They’ll kill you.”

      “I couldn’t just wait around for you to get yourself killed either. I did this for you!”

      “Well, you shouldn’t have.”

      Zale walks around me, leaving me in the cell as he faces Tristan’s men. They watch him with tight faces, Tristan’s brows lowered. I’m sure they’ve all heard what he said to me, and under my bruises, I must be turning red.

      This is not what I was expecting. Never in my wildest dreams did I think he would respond to my efforts like this.

      “Who’s in charge here?” Zale asks, hands braced against his too-narrow hips.

      “I am.” Tristan steps forward, his face the stern captain’s face he’s never shown me.

      “I need you to get her out of here.” Zale gestures to me like I’m a piece of furniture. “And I’d appreciate it if you could take me outside the capital walls.”

      “And why should I do any of that?” Tristan asks, eyes narrowed.

      “My sister shouldn’t be involved in any of this and I assumed you freed me for a reason.”

      “Your sister is the only reason you are not currently rotting in that cell,” Tristan barks. Zale’s eyes go wide but he keeps his shoulders up tight and defiant.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that your sister found me and got all of us to come find you. We have been searching for weeks, and now you’re going to toss her aside like so much garbage? I find that to be unacceptable.”

      Zale glances at me with sad eyes before turning back to Tristan. “I don’t understand.”

      “Your sister has been trying to save your life at great risk to her own. I think you owe her an apology.”

      “Mariel, I…” He can’t even say it.

      I leave the cell on shaking feet, letting Tristan put his arm around my shoulder. “You what, Zale?”

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      I don’t know if he means the way he’s been talking to me right now or the way he left me over a year ago. I don’t know if it matters. He did hurt me, and he’s continued to hurt me. How can I believe him now?

      I steel my jaw closed. There’s nothing more for me to say to him.

      “We are here to get you on a boat,” Tristan fills in for me.

      Zale shakes his head. “I can’t do that. There’s too much for me to do here.”

      “This is not a discussion. That is what we are going to do. You are going to get on a boat and get back to your family. You are going to leave the land behind and pretend you were never here. Your journey with the Fae is over.”

      Zale’s hand forms a fist. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not leaving.”

      “You can leave in peace the way your sister wants, or we can force you, but you will not be staying.”

      “And neither are you.”

      The cool crystalline voice has no place in this dark dungeon and stabs into my chest with enough force that I gasp. Tristan turns, his eyes wide as Anneliese comes into the room, her skirts held up to show dainty pink shoes as she avoids the dirt.

      “What are you doing here?” His voice is so full of shock that he’s left behind all semblance of respect and order.

      She gives him a small smile. “Did you really think I would not figure out what you have been up to? As if I only had one scheme? How little you must think of me.”

      “I hardly thought one errant human would be something you would concern yourself with.” His voice is cool, but his ears twitch and I know he must be listening to make sure she’s alone. “How did you get past my men?”

      “Your men are of no concern to me. I have had them under control for months now. It really was not hard when you were not even here to pretend to care about what happened to them.” Anneliese examines her fingernails with a small smile.

      “That is not true,” Tristan’s voice breaks. “I never abandoned them.”

      “Whether you did or didn’t really isn’t my place to say. However, you should know that Captain Wimark is on his way here right now and unless we can work something out, I am afraid you shall be taking up the empty space next to your…friend.”

      Tristan’s mouth curves into a snarl. “And what is it that you want?”

      “I want to be queen.” Her eyes sparkle in the firelight. “And you are going to give it to me. If you will take your rightful place as crown prince, with me as your bride, I will let your little friends leave and we can forget this whole thing ever happened.”

      “That’s not possible. You know it’s not.” Tristan takes a step back, covering me with his body.

      Anneliese frowns, the first crack in her charade. “I know that you are a lying coward.” She pauses to regain her composure. “But none of that matters now. What will you choose? Life as a king? Or a short life in prison?”

      I look around the room for a weapon, for anything that could give us the upper hand, but there’s nothing. Tristan’s men fill the hallway behind her, their eyes glazed like Tristan’s had been after his last encounter with Anneliese. She’s right. These are the only options we have left.

      Tristan’s mouth forms a hard line and I know he’s going to refuse her offer, but I can’t let him. I can’t let him destroy one more thing in his life for me.

      “We’ll take it,” I jump in, ignoring the look of venom Tristan shoots me. “We’ll do what you say. Just…just let Tristan be the one to see us off.”

      It’s one little thing. One little selfish thing I can ask for. One tiny thing that might make it so he can escape with us.

      Anneliese smiles. “That sounds perfect. I knew one of you had to have some sense.” She waves Tristan’s men forward to free Zale.

      Tristan is shaking as he holds in his anger. His men shift, getting ready to force him out. Instead, he comes forward on his own. “Lead the way.”

      We file down the hallway, the space feeling even darker than before. I can’t believe this is happening. All that worrying about Zale and whether he was alive and he hasn’t wanted anything to do with me. Now I’ve come after him anyway and look what good it’s gotten me! I’ve ruined the life of the only person I care about here and we still don’t know what’s happened to Ry. Now we may never know.

      Zale’s hands are clenched into fists as he stalks through the hallway next to me. He doesn’t so much as glance in my direction. Doesn’t he realize he would have died if I hadn’t come?

      I want to hurry ahead to keep pace next to Tristan, but his shoulders are so tight that I’m afraid of what he’ll say to me. But I had to do what I did. I had to save him from himself. I had to save his life. I owe him that after everything he’s done for me.

      We follow each other single file up the twisting stairs, the sounds of our movements almost nonexistent. From higher up the stairs, a door creaks open. Everyone pauses, the tension in the air rising until I feel like I’m choking on it. The muscles of Tristan’s neck stand out in tight lines. I try not to even breathe.

      The door swings closed, clicking into place. No one moves. Whoever opened the door could be in the stairwell with us right now. I keep an eye on Zale, willing him to stay quiet and not move. If that’s Captain Wimark then we’re so screwed, but that doesn’t mean he has to catch us right away.

      The brother I grew up with would know being quiet would be in his best interest, but the brother I found doesn’t seem to have a good sense of self-preservation. He inches forward, moving to the next step. Tristan gives him a sharp glance that he completely ignores.

      After a few more minutes of silence, Tristan gestures for us to move again. Zale stays ahead of me now, his body way too loose for the circumstances. Warning bells go off through my mind, but I silence them. He’s my brother, he’d never do anything like what my brain is threatening to tell me.

      Tristan opens the door we came in through, leading us back through the empty kitchens and toward the stables. Being in the sunshine instantly makes my heart feel lighter. A smile threatens to creep across my face as I stumble into the stable.

      After over a year of wondering and searching, I found him. And now we’re going home. If only I hadn’t traded everything I’ve come to love for that one unwanted goal.

      The redhead closes the stable door behind our group, all of us taking a collective breath of relief. Everyone but Zale, the only person who should be incredibly relieved to be out of that prison. Tristan keeps his gaze trained on Zale as the men move around us to get the horses ready to go.

      “It must feel pretty good to get out of that prison,” Tristan says, his voice as neutral as his face, he doesn’t even look at me.

      Zale shrugs. “Whether now or later, I knew it wasn’t my fate to stay there.”

      “It must be nice to be so confident,” Joel says, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “I’ve seen my fate in the stars,” Zale says, patting the face of the horse closest to him. “I am meant for big changes, not to waste away in a cell.”

      “Or on a boat?” I ask.

      Zale turns wide eyes at me, confused by my sharp tone. Let him be confused. His confidence makes me want to wrap my hands around his neck and give him a tight squeeze. Does he understand none of what we had to go through for him? What we had to sacrifice? Does he not know about Ry?

      “Or on a boat, I guess,” Zale says, his gaze on the horse in front of him. “I was intended for more and I fully intend to fulfill my purpose.”

      “Well, there are some whose purpose was taken from them because they gave their lives trying to find you.”

      Zale frowns. “What do you mean?”

      “Ry. He didn’t let me come to the mainland alone. You’ll note that he’s not here now.” I gesture to the empty space next to me.

      “Ry? Why would Ry come here? He belonged on the boats.”

      “A lot of things changed when you disappeared. Did you think you could leave, and no one would notice? That you could disappear, and no one would care? You did your best to destroy our family and when there was a chance that we could get you back, we took it.”

      He looks at the ground. “You shouldn’t have done that. You didn’t need to do that. I was just fine. I’ve had everything figured out.”

      “And how were we supposed to know that? Are you so selfish that you really can’t see how your actions could have affected everyone who loved you?”

      I can’t believe the argument we’re having. It’s so oddly reminiscent of the one I had with Ry before all of this started. I thought I had everything figured out then too. I thought I didn’t need to worry about anyone else either. I had my promise to keep, and I was going to do it, no matter what.

      Ship. What an idiot I was.

      “I had to leave,” Zale says, voice firm.

      I blow out an exasperated breath, shaking my head from side to side. I open my mouth to say more as Tristan grabs my arm.

      “As fun as all this is, this is not the best place for this kind of argument,” he says. “Once we’re well and clear of the castle you guys can continue this discussion.”

      I clamp my mouth shut, following Tristan to his horse and letting him lift me up. I don’t bother to look behind me and make sure Zale has a ride. These men wouldn’t go through the effort to get him out of prison and not make sure he gets out of the castle. So what if I want to knock him off his horse and leave him here now that I’ve been able to talk to him?

      My whole body is seething, my back too stiff to enjoy my last chance at being close to Tristan. All the small pleasures I’ve found on land are all tainted by Zale’s nonchalant attitude.

      What will happen to Tristan if I’m not able to get him on the boat with us?

      How could Zale not think we would care? He should have known I would have tried to come after him. Did he not realize how much he meant to us? To me?

      Sunlight is barely kissing the city as we exit the castle. The air smells fresh and new, like it might rain. There’s the occasional scuffle on the street of leather boots as people start their morning chores. Life is moving on. I wonder if any of the people we pass are part of the rebellion. Does Azalea already know of Zale’s fate?

      Hot tears burn my eyes and I hate myself for it. I can’t help how much his betrayal is completely undoing me, as much as I wish I could. It doesn’t matter that everyone I met on l and who knew him told me their Zale was different from mine. No matter how mad I was with him about all his lies and all his stupid choices, I really thought that when I found him he would still be my brother Zale. I still thought he would come home with me the same man he was when he left. It may have been stupid to think that, but it’s the only thing that’s kept me going in my mission to get him back. To keep my promise.

      How could he throw us away like that? How can he look at me now and act like I mean nothing to him? I thought of him every day he was missing. Did he really never think of me? It seems so likely but such a terrible thought that I don’t want to give it any credence.

      I gave up everything for him. Tristan is giving up everything for him. Doesn’t he understand that?

      Tristan leads us through the maze of the city towards the outer gate. I still can’t believe we’ve made it. After everything, I’m really going to go home with this stranger posing as my brother. He’s alive and he’s here beside me. I did what I set out to do.

      I don’t think about what might happen to Tristan if he isn’t able to escape with us. If he chooses not to get on the boat with us. I’m sure Anneliese has thought up a few plans to force him into already. Captain Wimark is definitely ready to be the muscle to force Tristan into action. But why didn’t Captain Wimark come when Anneliese told him to in the prison? Could he have been too distracted by another prisoner…

      I’ve tried not to think about it, to tell myself there’s no way Ry could have survived, but I know all too well how wrong I’ve been before. Am I abandoning him again? Wasn’t it enough that I didn’t go back for him the first time? Why can’t I ever learn?

      It doesn’t matter now. Even if I wanted to turn around and look for him, it wouldn’t be possible. Tristan’s men wouldn’t let me.

      Anneliese wouldn’t let me.

      Tristan wouldn’t let me.

      We’re going to the sea now, the only thing I ever wanted. That’s all I wanted, right? Watching Tristan’s strong hands wrapped in the hard leather reins, now I’m not so sure.

      Our trip to the capitol took seemingly forever. I have no doubt that it won’t be the case to get home. Tristan’s proven he can move fast when he wants to, even if he didn’t before. A heavy blush paints my cheeks just thinking about that.

      The countryside whips past us, colors blurring together as the horses run, leaving the city behind. I lean into Tristan’s firm chest and soak up what little time we have left. What will it be like to go back to the way things were? Will the land become a distant dream, easily forgotten in the press of my everyday life? I can’t believe that’s true.

      I refuse to believe it.

      I wait for the dark shadow of the forest to build in front of us, but it never happens. Tristan and his men take a sharp left, and we travel for a few miles before I smell it. The salty tang of the sea. Was it really so close all along? I could have escaped at any time. My shoulders grow tight as I glower, but Tristan wraps an arm around my waist, and I immediately soften.

      The sea calls out for us, the sound of blue waves crashing against a rocky shore. A single boat bobs in the water, this one I can already tell is in much better condition than my father’s emergency boat. The wood composing its sides is still a warm brown with oars resting on its seats. It sits tied to a large rock that sits low enough in the water that high tide could risk taking the boat far away.

      We’ve reached the beach first, our horse the only one here. Tristan helps me down, his hands gentle on my skin. I square my shoulders as he climbs down after me.

      “Tristan, if we’re quick, we can grab Zale and get out of here.” I gesture at the boat where it knocks against the rocks. “You don’t have to stay here with them. You don’t have to marry Anneliese. Come with me and we’ll figure this out.”

      Tristan’s face crinkles as he gives me a sad smile. “Mariel, there is no way I...”

      The other horses come around the bend and congregate by the water. Our time is up. Zale jumps off his with a scowl. The trip back with him is going to be so much fun.

      Joel follows after him, his face a giant frown as he steps toward us.

      I can’t believe this is it.

      “In the boat,” Joel barks at Zale.

      He practically hisses in return, but pulls the boat in and climbs aboard anyway. I nod to Tristan and he shakes his head. My chest squeezes tight. That’s his answer then. At least I can leave knowing I tried. I didn’t want to leave him to the fate I set up. I wanted to save him from i.

      I move to follow Zale and Tristan grabs my arm. His face is soft and lined with what I want to believe is forgiveness. He knows why I had to say what I did, and he hopes I can forgive him for not coming with me.

      “I will not forget you,” he whispers.

      “I won’t forget you either.”

      My breath catches. “You promise?”

      “Of course.”

      “I…” he hesitates and the men around him shift closer, ready to drag him back. “It has been incredible to know you. I will find a way to change this. We will see each other again.”

      “Promise?” I ask, just like I did with Zale so long ago.

      “Promise.”

      He pulls me in closer, pressing his lips to mine in one last furtive effort to memorize me. I melt in his arms, letting his warmth make me forget what comes next.

      When I pull away, he doesn’t stop me. I climb into the boat and Zale gives me a sound of disgust.

      “So that’s how you got them to help us.”

      “I didn’t have to.” I keep my gaze on him as he stands on the rocks just out of reach, his face solemn as he watches us. “Tristan would have helped me even if he didn’t like me like that.”

      “Sure,” Zale scoffs.

      Tristan unties the boat and gives us a little shove. Zale picks up the oars and paddles us out, Tristan remaining by the shore to watch us go, with Joel just behind him in case he makes a sudden move. I raise my hand in farewell and he mimics the motion. My heart twinges, but I don’t look away.

      “This isn’t over you know,” Zale says. “You may be getting me to leave now. But I’ll be back.”

      I smile. “I guarantee it.”
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