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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Alys!” I grasped my best friend’s shoulder to shake her out of her reverie. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    We were stretched out on a boulder on the shore of the Camford, the river dancing before us as it continued its inexorable journey toward the distant ocean. Alys’s straight red hair, already dried by the sun, hung to her waist while my thick dark locks were still damp with river water.  
 
    But it was the expression on Alys’s face that kept my gaze locked on her. Furrows creased her normally smooth skin, and dark circles lined her eyes. 
 
    A current of worry churned in my stomach. “Alys, I’m serious. You haven’t been yourself. Not for days.” 
 
    Alys bit her thumbnail. “Phae, I can’t tell you. I’m really sorry. Just enjoy the sunshine.” 
 
    Oh, no you don’t. “You can’t tell me? What does that even mean? We’re best friends.” 
 
    Alys swallowed hard. “It’s . . . it’s not safe. I don’t want to get you in any trouble.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips. “We don’t keep secrets. I’m not letting this go.” 
 
    “Please stop asking me.” Alys’s voice cracked. 
 
    A bald eagle soaring in the sky dipped down toward us. It skimmed the surface of the river and then rose upward on a wind current and banked left over the emerald-green trees. 
 
    Alys’s eyes tracked the eagle. “Is that the same one?” 
 
    “I think so.” I dangled my fingers off the edge of the rock into the Camford’s gentle current. “They all sort of look the same to me.” 
 
    “I think it’s the same one. We should name it.” 
 
    The eagle disappeared beyond the trees. 
 
    “We could name it Wings.” 
 
    Alys laughed, but it was quick, almost strangled, not the usual melodic, rippling sound that could stop an overlander in his tracks. “Don’t be boring. That’s way too easy.” 
 
    I scowled. “Can you do any better?” 
 
    A gleam shone in Alys’s eyes. “I bet I can.” She squinted up at the sky, as if searching for another sign of the eagle. “I think she’s a girl. Let’s call her Felicity. She seems so free and happy up there.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    Alys reached out her hand, and a look of intense concentration overtook her face. A plume of water shot up from the surface of the river and hit me in the forehead, knocking me off the rock and plunging me into the river. I let myself sink down to the bottom and look from side to side. No other naiads were in sight 
 
    Excellent. No one would spoil my trick with histrionics about what would happen if we were seen by overlanders. 
 
    I floated upward about a fathom and stretched out my hands to shape the water into a pillar beneath my feet. Then I extended my fingers and sent a current underneath the pillar of water, shoving myself upward. I broke the surface with a triumphant laugh, but continued to elevate the platform of water on which I stood, rising higher and higher until I could see over the tops of the trees. Alys looked as small as a pebble beneath me. 
 
    All at once, I released my connection with the tower of water and tumbled down toward the river in the midst of what was now a free-standing waterfall. I flipped into a swan dive and plunged into the river with a cry of exhilaration. When I resurfaced, Alys was wringing out her hair, a smile on her lips. 
 
    “Gotcha worse!” I called. 
 
    Alys skipped a rock toward my head, and I dodged to the side with a triumphant grin. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” said Alys. “We don’t want your mama to start looking for us.” 
 
    I grimaced. No. No, we did not. 
 
    “Or to run into the overlanders who draw water in the evenings.” 
 
    I shrugged. “They’re just a little curious. They don’t mean any harm.” 
 
    Alys shrugged and rolled into the water, and we dove into its murky depths. I blinked several times, and my eyes began to adjust. We floated lazily in the current, not even bothering to create our own, and eased down the river toward our homes. 
 
    The smooth pebbles below us stretched out in an unending path, and three trout nibbled on a tall piece of river grass. 
 
    I almost forgot about the secret stretching between us, as taut as fisher’s line. But I couldn’t let it go. Not entirely.  
 
    An otter zipped past us, and I instinctively stretched out my fingers to caress its soft coat, for luck. When I brushed its fur, the creature darted away in the opposite direction, toward the far bank. With a giggle, we reached out to shape the water into a current behind us, propelling us faster and faster down the river. 
 
    In the murky distance, I caught sight of another naiad, a young man, gathering smooth rocks into a bag. I shot him a curious look as we swam by, but he didn’t acknowledge us. 
 
    I surged forward to pull even with Alys. “Was that the prince?” 
 
    Alys shrugged, the lines on her forehead deepening again. “I didn’t look that closely. That’d be something, huh?” 
 
    I’d met the prince on a couple of occasions, but I’d never made a point of trying to get to know him, like so many of the other girls did. Royals were best left alone. It was safest to stay in the middle of the crowd, unnoticed. 
 
    We caught sight of two naiad women deep in conversation in the distance, and I recognized my mama among them. I nudged Alys. “Come on. Let’s swim along the other bank. I don’t want Mama to ask questions about how far we went.” 
 
    We lurched to the side, swimming out of Mama’s eyeline into the murk. 
 
    We were getting closer now to where our two dwellings nestled side by side into the muddy riverbank. 
 
    “At least I know Mama won’t be home quite yet,” I said. “She’s been getting so nosy recently.” 
 
    Alys pulled her hands back to her side to cease casting her current, and I followed her lead. “That might be my fault,” said Alys. 
 
    I turned toward Alys and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, my father’s fault, really.” 
 
    The pinched expression had overtaken her face again, and a tingle of fear trickled down my spine. “Your father’s back?” 
 
    We’d come within view of our homes now, or at least of the holes in the riverbank that led to them. 
 
    “I didn’t—” 
 
    Two broad-shouldered men emerged from Alys’s home. Like all naiads, they wore shimmering garments spun from the river’s churning foam, but these men’s clothing was darker, sparkling like a thousand tiny lightning strikes. 
 
    I reached out and squeezed Alys’s hand. Officers. 
 
    We drew up short, but the officers had already seen us.  
 
    “You there!” called the taller of them. 
 
    I couldn’t dismiss the nervousness in my stomach, but I pasted on my most winning smile. “Hi, officers.” I fluttered my eyelashes and toyed with the ends of my hair. “To what do we owe the honor?” 
 
    The shorter of the two officers grinned back at me, but the first didn’t drop his stern expression. “We’re looking for Ulster Stone.” 
 
    Alys’s voice shook as she answered. “We just got back. I’m not sure where he’s at.” 
 
    “Alys Stone and Tryphaena Moss, right?” asked the stern-faced officer. 
 
    Alys nodded. 
 
    “When did you last see him?” 
 
    Alys wrung her hands together until her skin went white. “This morning, I suppose? We’ve been downriver.” 
 
    I tried to keep my face neutral. Alys’s father had been in and out of trouble—and in and out of Alys’s life—since we were children, but something about this interaction felt different. 
 
    Maybe it was Stern-face’s attitude. Or maybe Alys’s earlier allusions to trouble. Either way, I didn’t like it. 
 
    I yawned. “Has he stolen a load of beaver pelts again?” 
 
    Stern-face peered down at me over his long, straight nose. “He’s engaged in treason.” 
 
    Treason. 
 
    The roar of the river sounded deafening my ears. Ulster was many things, but a traitor? What in the rapids could he have done? 
 
    “I-I’m not my father’s keeper,” said Alys. “Half the time I don’t know if he’s dead or alive.” 
 
    And maybe it’s better that way. Ulster had been breaking his family’s heart for years, but treason? Treason could get them all killed. Especially these days. 
 
    Stern-face’s visage took on an even more menacing expression as he loomed toward us. “You will alert me immediately when he returns.” 
 
    Alys nodded, cowering. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He floated backward. “For the next couple of days, I can be found stationed near the Mouth of the Wye. I’m sure your friend knows how to get there.” 
 
    I bit my tongue until I tasted blood. So what if I was half Wye? There wasn’t any law against intermarriage, even if some naiads thought there should be. And I hadn’t even been there before. 
 
    “Or,” he continued, “you can alert one of the other officers if you prefer not to swim that far.” 
 
    “I’ll make a report if I see him,” murmured Alys. 
 
    “I expect you will.” He swept past us, his companion following in his wake.  
 
    As soon as they left, Alys crumpled, shaking, sinking to the river floor. 
 
    “What’s he done?” she shrieked, dragging her fingers through her hair. “He’s ruined us all this time.” 
 
    “Alys, what happened?” I grabbed her wrist and then threaded my fingers through hers. “Why are they looking for him?” 
 
    She shook her head wildly. “I-I don’t know. I knew he’d done something again. Something bad. But not anything like this. I’d never have guessed this.” 
 
    Alys’s robe flashed red, reflecting her agitation, and I pulled her into a hug.  
 
    “Hush,” I whispered. “We’ll figure something out.” 
 
    Alys drew back, terror etched on her face. “You don’t understand. If they’re looking for him for treason, he’s long gone.” 
 
    “He always was good at disappearing,” I murmured.  
 
    Alys clenched and unclenched her hands. “If they can’t find him, my whole family will be under suspicion. And my mother isn’t in good health, so I’ll have to take her place to represent the family.” 
 
    A chill slinked down my spine like a cottonmouth snake. 
 
    Under suspicion. 
 
    “Surely not,” I said. But my words sounded weak even to me. 
 
    We all knew what the royals did to those under suspicion. 
 
    “It’ll be a trial by ordeal,” Alys said, her voice quavering. “And there’s nothing we can do to stop it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The next morning dawned dreary and bitterly cold, even for a river chilled by melting mountain snow. I floated on the top of the water, staring up at the clouds that promised a drumming rainfall and letting the river carry me where it would. 
 
    Alys had been moodier than ever the last couple of days, ever since the run-in with the officers, and I didn’t know how to comfort her. There probably wasn’t anything I could do. 
 
    We hadn’t heard anything else from the officers, but I knew it was only a matter of time. 
 
    Treason was no small matter in any kingdom I’d ever heard of, and certainly not among the Camford naiads. 
 
    I focused my attention on a tree branch that extended across the river to try to distract myself from the question that flowed from one end of my mind to the other.  
 
    What will Alys’s ordeal be? 
 
    It depended on the mood of the king and queen and on the severity of her father’s offense. Sometimes an ordeal was a simple task—to swim from one bank to the other without casting a current, or to collect a hundred pebbles from the river’s bottom. Other times it was time-intensive or a little dangerous—to travel to the ocean to fetch a pearl or to steal a kiss from an overlander. 
 
    But if the crime was extreme or the king and queen were angry or were trying to lure the criminal from hiding, the task could be downright impossible. Once, two generations earlier, a traitor’s wife had been commanded to separate grains of sand by color. 
 
    Her husband didn’t return to save her, and the poor woman had been summarily executed when she failed.  
 
    I wouldn’t let that happen to Alys. And her poor excuse for a father wouldn’t return for her. 
 
    But Alys had been wrong about one thing. There was something I could do to stop it. 
 
    Sort of. I tossed the idea around in my head. The ancient laws allowed for a volunteer to take the accused’s place in a trial by ordeal. Usually the volunteer was a family member—Alys would be expected to step forward in place of her mama because it wouldn’t be honorable to let someone in such poor health undergo the trial. 
 
    But nothing in the laws stipulated that it had to be a family member. 
 
    I dipped back down under the water and sank to the bottom, where I continued to let the current carry me along. 
 
    Would I die for her? 
 
    Terror tingled in all of my extremities at the thought. Alys wouldn’t survive a trial by ordeal—not one of any difficulty, at any rate. She froze up under pressure, hardly able to move, much less think. 
 
    But I was calm and collected in a crisis. The king and queen still might assign a trial that I couldn’t complete, but at least I stood a chance. 
 
    Besides, I reasoned, the people accept the trial by ordeal because it touches no one but those accused of the most heinous crimes—and, sometimes, their families. If I were sentenced to die in place of Alys’s father, surely the outcry would be so great as to prevent the king and queen from carrying out the sentence. 
 
    I hoped. 
 
    I halted and began drawing meaningless shapes in the mud with my finger. 
 
    “Tryphaena!” 
 
    I whirled around and came face-to-face with my mama. “Hi.” I glanced down the river. I didn’t think that I’d gone so far that Mama would have cause to complain. I wasn’t anywhere near an overlander settlement. 
 
    Mama grabbed my arm. “We have to get back home.” 
 
    Alarm rose in my chest, like the river flooding its banks. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Mama glanced from side to side and laughed nervously. “Nothing, child. Nothing’s wrong. What makes you think that?” 
 
    I drew back and studied Mama’s expression. Her face was neutral, but something about the expression looked forced. 
 
    “Mama. What’s happened? Is it Alys?” 
 
    Confusion clouded Mama’s pale face for the briefest of moments, and then she shook her head. “I told you that nothing’s wrong,” she hissed. “But you have to come home now.” 
 
    With pursed lips, I complied, summoning a strong current behind us to drive us back in the direction of our home. 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me sooner or later,” I muttered. 
 
    Mama either didn’t hear or pretended not to. 
 
    I extended my arms and stretched my body forward, the possibilities rippling in my mind. 
 
    But I kept circling back to Alys. Surely by now the officers had discovered that Alys’s father really had fled. 
 
    It was only a matter of time. 
 
    We turned a bend to a place where the current ran faster, and the noise of the water tumbling over the rocks drowned out any other noises around us. Mama slowed down so that she was floating alongside me and whispered in my ear, “Intruders.” 
 
    My brow frumpled. “At home?” 
 
    Mama shook her head. “In the Camford. It isn’t safe.” 
 
    “Naiads?” 
 
    But Mama didn’t answer. 
 
    Frustration welled up in my core, but I knew expressing it would only urge Mama on. The woman delighted in dramatic outbursts. 
 
    We surged back into calmer waters and rounded the riverbend nearest our home. Here, the current should have been teeming with naiads, at least at this time of day, but it was eerily empty. 
 
    Maybe Mama hadn’t been overreacting as much as I’d assumed. 
 
    We darted into the hole in the tightly packed mud along the bank and surged down the long, narrow opening into our dwelling. 
 
    Mama visibly relaxed when we were deep inside, though I vaguely wondered if the dwelling was defensible if there really were aggressive invaders out there. 
 
    “Other naiads,” said Mama, throwing her arms out wide. “Maybe from the Wye or the Avon.” 
 
    I bristled. “How many of them? Where are they? What do they want?” 
 
    Mama shrugged. “Who knows? They’re coming from the east, against the flow of the current.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “They’re probably not raiders or a war party. Who takes the time to fight a current on a mission that requires speed?” 
 
    But Mama wasn’t to be reasoned with. She wrung her hands. “They’re probably here to drive us out of the Camford.” 
 
    My jaw tightened. “Probably? You think they’re probably here to drive an entire clan of naiads out of their river system? Why? Who wants to leave their own river?” 
 
    “Their river is probably overpopulated. The Wye could barely sustain its naiads when your papa left it.” 
 
    That was untrue, but I bit my tongue. “Where’s Papa now?” 
 
    “Not home yet.” 
 
    No, really? 
 
    Mama dragged a hand through her hair. “Maybe the invaders have him.” 
 
    I turned around and headed back toward the entrance. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Mama shrieked. 
 
    “Not outside. Just into the tunnel.” 
 
    “It isn’t safe.” Her voice reached a hysterical pitch. 
 
    “Stop me.” 
 
    When Mama made no move, I ducked into the tunnel and swam halfway down it, relaxing as the sound of Mama’s voice faded away, just a little. 
 
    Papa will return soon, and he’ll probably have a better idea of what’s going on. 
 
    I rubbed my temples. Mama had never once been on her best behavior in her whole life, but her flair for the dramatic had been growing increasingly erratic. And it left me exhausted. 
 
    I leaned my head back against the cool mud of the tunnel. There was nothing to do but wait. And suddenly, I felt tired. 
 
    I awoke to Papa’s hand on my shoulder. “Papa!” I threw my arms around him as best I could in the small space. “What’s going on out there?” 
 
    Papa shook his head, his robe fading from the sparkling black of an on-duty officer to the ethereal white he preferred when he was at home. “A strange tide, as the merfolk would say.” 
 
    He still spoke with a thick Wye accent, which I always found strangely comforting. 
 
    “Go on,” I said. 
 
    “A little raiding party. Smaller than you’d expect if they were trying to take anything of value. And coming upriver.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “What do you think it means?” 
 
    Papa rubbed the scruff of hair on his chin. “I think it means the Avon were trying to send us a warning, but I’m not sure why.” He tightened his jaw. “They knew how to slip past our officers. Means they either have excellent spies, or they got information from one of our own.” 
 
    A twinge of nausea curled in my stomach. “Who could have done such a thing?” 
 
    “Almost anyone, really. You’d only need to know how our officers disguise themselves and where they patrol most frequently.” 
 
    I kept my voice light. “What happened?” 
 
    Papa shrugged. “As soon as we realized we’d been breached, we responded with overwhelming force. We overtook them before they reached any of the most populated areas. Sent them back to the Avon with a few more injuries than they’d bargained for. ” He chuckled. “They won’t be back. Not to raid, anyway.” 
 
    I wanted to scream. It was Alys’s father. It had to have been. He’d told another clan how to infiltrate the river. 
 
    The trial by ordeal was coming, of that I had no doubt. And it would be so severe that our ears would tingle when we heard it pronounced. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I cut through the crowd, searching for Alys’s red hair. When I spotted her, I pushed aside a dozen naiads to get to her side. I clasped her hand. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Sick.” Alys’s alabaster complexion was even paler than normal, and pink blotches spotted her neck. 
 
    The Camford had been called together to hear a pronouncement—an event that only happened once, maybe twice a year. I suspected most of the Camford—even my parents—didn’t have any idea what was going on, but Alys and I didn’t have any doubt. 
 
    Perhaps the king and queen would show mercy, and the trial would be something Alys could accomplish with relative ease—or something I could accomplish for her. 
 
    “Phae, I think I’m going to die,” said Alys softly. 
 
    “No.” I squeezed Alys’s fingers. “You’re not. I promise.” 
 
    Alys gave a dark, hopeless laugh. “No one can promise that.” 
 
    I fell silent. 
 
    With almost wooden movement, Alys put her hands over her eyes. “Too many colors. Too much going on.” 
 
    My gaze flickered over the crowd. The naiads were out in their most spectacular form today, with shining, sparkling, pulsating garments in every shade of light. If I hadn’t been so nervous, I’d have thought it beautiful. As it was, I agreed with Alys. The sheer amount of light, color, and noise was oppressive. 
 
    At the front of the crowd, the brightest robes of all cut through the murk. 
 
    The king and queen. 
 
    I instinctively shrank back, but recovered myself. For Alys. I looked at her. “Best friends forever, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Alys whimpered. 
 
    Queen Isolde, a tall, blonde woman between thirty and forty, raised her hands, and the crowd quieted. 
 
    “I’m sorry to announce,” called the queen, “that you have been gathered together today to hear a pronouncement of judgment.” 
 
    Shocking. I almost rolled my eyes. 
 
    The king, still holding his wife’s hand, stepped forward, “You all remember the brief invasion of Avon naiads, three nights past.” 
 
    The crowd’s murmurs swelled to a crescendo, and the queen raised her hands again. 
 
    When order was restored, she said, “It has come to the attention of the officers that a great evil has been committed in our midst. The invaders would not have been able to slip past our sentries without information from one of our naiads. A member of our clan has betrayed us all.” 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    “However,” continued the king, “the traitor learned that he was under suspicion before we were able to apprehend him, and he has since fled the Camford, presumably never to return. He knows that the penalty for such actions are swift and severe.” 
 
    I saw a number of heads nod throughout the crowd, and I wanted to scream. Trials by ordeal weren’t popular in theory, but in practice no one ever seemed to much mind them. It was unjust, they said, that a husband die for his wife’s crime, or a son for his father’s, but surely the knowledge that such punishments were enacted kept countless naiads from betraying the order. 
 
    Fools. 
 
    The king pressed his palms together. “The perpetrator of this egregious act has been determined to be Ulster Stone, whom I’m sure all of us already know as a petty criminal. He’s probably stolen from a dozen naiads gathered here today.” 
 
    A few naiads chuckled, but at least two or three faces near us looked sympathetically at Alys. 
 
    “His next of kin,” the king said, “is his wife, Penelope Stone. The trial by ordeal will take place three days hence to allow Ulster the chance to return and face rightful justice. This trial requires Penelope to travel upriver to the Wye and convince a member of the Wye to return with her. Once the Wye naiad is presented to the queen and me, they will be treated to the feast at which we celebrate Penelope’s vindication. After the celebration, they will be allowed to return home. 
 
    “If, however, Penelope returns alone, her husband’s sentence of death will be carried out against her.” 
 
    Discontented murmurs rippled through the crowd. 
 
    Alys stepped forward on shaky legs. “My mother is ill. I am honor-bound to take her place.” 
 
    The king nodded. Everyone had known that the duty would fall to Alys, not Penelope. 
 
    I blanched. The king and queen were angry. The long, hard journey to the Wye would take Alys past a city of aggressive overlanders, and the Wye’s officers were as likely to kill Alys as let her through. And even if she made it there, how would she ever convince a naiad to journey back with her? They’d laugh in her face, thinking it a trap. 
 
    But I’m half Wye. 
 
    I closed my eyes and summoned every tendril of courage I possessed. Then I leaped upward and formed a pillar of white water beneath me until I hovered just above the crowd. I looked straight at the king and queen. “I take this judgment upon myself.” The formal language sounded almost foreign on my lips, but I kept my chin pointed upward, defiant. 
 
    Every eye in the crowd turned toward me. I kept my voice steady. “The ancient laws allow anyone to accept the penalty of the accused. I offer up my own life.” And you cannot stop me. 
 
    I kept my gaze trained on the king and queen and steadfastly refused to look at Alys. The royals glanced at each other and then back at me. 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, the queen said, “Well, this is all very irregular, but the girl is correct. What’s your name, child?” 
 
    “Tryphaena Moss, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Well, Tryphaena Moss,” said the queen, her eyes narrowed, “I wish you luck on your journey. As it seems far-fetched that Ulster Stone will return to spare you, you’ll depart tomorrow at sunrise.” 
 
    # 
 
    “What were you thinking?” Alys grabbed my elbow and spun me around. “You’ll be killed.” 
 
    “Then it will be my own fault,” I said calmly. “And you’ll still be here to take care of your mother and younger siblings.” 
 
    “Phae.” Alys’s voice trembled. “You can’t do this.” 
 
    “Listen to me.” I grabbed Alys’s shoulders and studied my friend’s slight frame and pale, delicate features. “I’m half Wye. I stand a better chance than anyone—” 
 
    “Tryphaena, what have you done?” a hysterical voice wailed. 
 
    Mama. I tensed. I’d known this was coming. 
 
    “It’s done, Mama,” I said. “No one can change it now. Not even me.” I turned around and saw Mama floating forlornly a few paces away. “I’m sorry. I really am.” 
 
    “You have no concern for what will become of me after I lose my only child.” 
 
    I bristled. 
 
    “If your papa were here—” 
 
    My head snapped up. “Where’s Papa?” 
 
     Mama looked at me like I’d sprouted three heads. “Taking his turn at the headwaters. You know that.” 
 
    That’s right. This is his day at the border. I hoped he’d return before I left. I needed to say goodbye. Just in case the worst happened. 
 
    Mama continued babbling about something, but my mind had drifted. I looked around at the dissipating crowd. How many of them would miss me? I’d kept to myself since I was a child, partly out of personal preference, but mostly because I’d never quite felt like I fit in. And now no one was stopping to wish me good fortune on the journey, as was customary. 
 
    Did they dislike me so intensely that they weren’t even extending common courtesy? 
 
    Maybe they just don’t know what to say. 
 
    Mama had stopped talking now, and I wrapped my arms around myself. It was time to go home. Maybe for the last time. 
 
    “Tryphaena Moss?” 
 
    I whirled around at the sound of my name. It was the prince. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “That’s me.” I should have used his title, though it probably doesn’t matter anymore. But I decided to tack it on, just in case. “Your Highness.” 
 
    He stared at me. “I mean, yes, of course it’s you. We’ve met.” 
 
    I dipped my head. “I didn’t imagine that you remembered.” 
 
    He shot me a grin that I surmised made all the other girls swoon. I kept my features hardened in a stony glare. 
 
    “That was a brave thing you just did.” He pressed his palms together. “I’ve come to wish you well on your journey, almara.” 
 
    It was an ancient word, archaic even, reserved in the stories for soldiers willingly going into battle against impossible odds. I raised my eyebrows, taken aback by the measured, respectful address. 
 
    I still didn’t have to like the royals, but maybe this one wasn’t quite as bad as the rest of the lot. 
 
    “Thank you.” My voice sounded strange, almost pinched. Then I fell silent. I didn’t know how else to respond. 
 
    “We’ll throw a feast upon your safe return. The best of the water dancers will perform in your honor.” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “Thank you, Your Highness.” 
 
    A strange fire danced in his eyes as I tore my gaze away from him. An uncomfortable prickling sensation tingled on my skin, but I forced myself to calm. I didn’t have time to focus on the way a beautiful prince sent trout flopping in my stomach. I needed to focus on how I was going to survive the next week. 
 
    And then how I was going to slip back below everyone’s notice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    I didn’t sleep well that night. In my spot in the corner of our mud-walled dwelling, I tossed and turned, waking at any hint of noise, hoping it was Papa’s return. But even when the first rays of light pierced the churning surface of the river and gave a hint of illumination to my home, he still hadn’t appeared. 
 
    I felt like I’d swallowed a rock. How would he feel to discover his only child gone? Perhaps forever? 
 
    I shook my head. I would return, triumphant. There was no other option. 
 
    With a twist of my hands, I wove a luminescent shimmer through my ankle-length dress. I’d change it to blend with the riverbank when I approached overlander settlements, but I wanted to leave an impression on the crowd that would gather to watch me leave. 
 
    I glanced at my still-sleeping mama and swam through the tunnel to the edge of the river. I perched on the edge of the hole in the bank, letting my feet dangle and staring up at the pink, frothing surface above. 
 
    Papa, please hurry. 
 
    But he didn’t come. 
 
    When the light reflecting off the river’s surface turned a warm green, I knew I was out of time. I had to leave or I’d be declared in violation of the rules of the trial. I shrugged backward and returned home to bid Mama goodbye. 
 
    Mama was sitting up in bed with her arms wrapped tightly around her chest. “Tryphaena?” she asked, hope alighting in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m on my way out, Mama.” I tried to keep my voice cool and collected, hoping my composure would calm her. 
 
    Mama’s shoulders slumped. “You’re going to go through with it?” 
 
    “I have to, Mama. I don’t have a choice anymore.” I reached out and took her hand. “Tell Papa I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye but that I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    We made eye contact, and for the first time since I could remember, I found nothing but love and concern in Mama’s eyes. “Come back to me, Phaena. No matter what you have to do.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “I know you will.”  
 
    The somber timbre of Mama’s voice frightened me more than the task itself. 
 
    I backed away. “I need to get going, or they’ll disqualify me.” 
 
    Mama didn’t respond, and I grabbed a pouch of food, fled down the tunnel, and out into the river. I needed to be on my way. I was going to lose control soon, and I didn’t want anyone to be around when that happened. 
 
    “Phae?” 
 
    I startled and looked in the direction of the voice. It was Alys, agony etched on her face. 
 
    I rushed forward and pulled her into a hug. “Thank you for coming,” I said, my voice husky. 
 
    “How could I not?” 
 
    I released her. “I’m going to come back. I promise.” 
 
    Alys shook her head. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    I looked into my friend’s hazel eyes that brimmed with emotion. “No, you have to stay here with your mother. No point in us both dying, if it comes down to that.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be doing this for me.” 
 
    “Listen, I’ll be safer on my own. The Wye are territorial. That’s why the king and queen chose their river. Since Papa’s Wye by birth, I have a good chance of completing the task. Much better than you. And then all of this will be behind us.” 
 
    Alys chewed her lip, but nodded. 
 
    “Just . . . if the worst happens, make sure Mama and Papa are taken care of?” 
 
    Alys drew back and clasped my forearm. “I swear it.” 
 
    I squeezed her forearm in return and then pulled away to swim upriver to the stillest waters where we’d all assembled the day before. A crowd—much smaller than the previous day—had gathered together to see me off. 
 
    And perhaps to place their bets. 
 
    The king and queen were there, their faces solemn and almost pinched, like this was not going according to plan. 
 
    Conscious of all the eyes on me, I gave the king and queen a brusque nod and began to proceed up the river. I wondered if Prince Ronan was in the crowd, but I didn’t stop to search him out. 
 
    Without looking back, I stretched out my hand to produce a current and began coasting away from the naiads and up the river. 
 
    The journey was easy at first. I’d been to this part of the river countless times in the last year, as Alys and I had dared to slip further and further away from our homes. We’d even passed the first overlander settlement along the river—not that we’d ever breathed a word of that to Mama. 
 
    The cool, clear water rushed over me as I coasted, and I lost myself in the movement, almost forgetting my task. I allowed myself to close my eyes, reveling in the beauty of an isolated stretch of current. 
 
    And then I ran headfirst into him. 
 
    “Your Highness!” I jumped back, gathered my gauzy skirt in one hand, and stared at him. 
 
    “Tryphaena.” Prince Ronan looked much less surprised to see me than I was to see him. 
 
    Could he have been waiting for me? I dismissed the crazy thought. Surely, I wasn’t worth that much of his time. It must be coincidence. 
 
    I nodded at him. “I must be on my way. The ordeal began this morning.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I wanted to offer my assistance.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. “Your . . . assistance?” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought maybe I could come along. Help out if you got into difficulties.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the laugh that bubbled to my lips. 
 
    He drew back, a hurt expression spreading across his face. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, glancing at a silver trout that flashed past us. “You just took me by surprise.” 
 
    “Well, you took all of us by surprise yesterday.” His smile looked almost . . . shy. What was going on? 
 
    This far upriver, with my impending death very likely on the horizon, I cast a glare at him. Prince or no prince, I wasn’t going to pretend to like him or his family right now. “Because your parents handed down a death sentence to an innocent person.” 
 
    Something like amusement sparkled in his eyes. “So, you deserve death more than your friend?” 
 
    I shrugged. “At least I had a choice.” 
 
    I shoved past him, and he grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Let me go.” I jerked away. 
 
    “Sorry.” He looked genuinely abashed, but I held my ground and didn’t soften my expression. 
 
    “Listen,” he said, “I really am sorry about the trial by ordeal. They’re so concerned about holding to the ancient traditions that sometimes they do things that seem . . .” 
 
    “Unjust? Murderous? Repulsive?” 
 
    I was shocked by my own boldness, but the prince didn’t seem taken aback.  
 
     “They don’t mean it like that,” he said, “but things won’t always be this way. Change will come. I promise.” His voice cracked on the word promise, and his eyes softened as his gaze held mine. 
 
    I stared at him. “Then work on making that change happen. I have to go.” 
 
    I cast a current and surged past him, not looking back as I left him in my wake.  
 
    # 
 
    As I coasted upriver, emotion swelled in my chest. I’d been here before, to this section of the river, but with every rivermark I passed, I wondered if I’d ever see it again. 
 
    I hoped I’d run into Papa before I left the Camford behind. 
 
    A distinctive rock jutting from the bank warned me that I was near the first overlander settlement, so I plunged deeper into the water. I wasn’t as afraid of overlanders as the other naiads—I’d even spoken with a few—but I couldn’t risk being hindered on my journey. 
 
    I needed to focus on the things that were important. Surviving. Completing the task. Returning home. 
 
    Things that weren’t important? The prince’s inexplicable crush on me. I groaned as I thought back over our tortured, awkward interaction. Part of me wished I hadn’t been quite so rude to him. After all, I was still hoping to come back alive from my journey to the Wye. 
 
    On the other hand, he’d acted like a complete idiot. And grabbed my arm. 
 
    I pressed my lips together. I wouldn’t be sorry. Not even if it meant I couldn’t fade back into anonymity upon my return. Really, it wasn’t like I’d be able to hide again, anyway. When I’d stepped forward in Alys’s place, I’d irrevocably drawn attention to myself. 
 
    I winced. Maybe I should just stay in the Wye. I’d be under a death sentence in the Camford, but as long as I didn’t return, there was precious little they could do to enforce it. I wasn’t worth the risk of sending a raiding party. 
 
    They could punish Alys. 
 
    I chewed my lip. Given how angry the king and queen were, they probably would. I elongated my body and drifted with the current. I needed to slow down. I was already starting to tire, and I had a long day ahead of me. 
 
    Settling into the rhythm of the river, I coasted forward on the current I was casting. 
 
    I could do this. 
 
    I could reach the headwaters by late tonight, but I shouldn’t try to enter Wye territory after dark. They’ll be suspicious enough of my presence in broad daylight. 
 
    Surely, I must be adjacent to the overlander settlement by now. I looked up toward the rippling surface to see if I could spot a boat or a swimmer. Once I turned the next bend, I’d be in the shallower water where they bathed and washed their clothes, but for now, there wasn’t a person—overlander or naiad—in sight. 
 
    I relished the quiet. 
 
    Then, all at once, bubbles churning just at the edge of the river bend caught my attention. 
 
    I squinted and nearly squealed when I realized it was Papa’s patrol. 
 
    “Papa!” 
 
    I could just barely make out Papa among the other naiads—there were five others in the patrol—and his mouth opened wide when he saw me. 
 
    He cast a current behind him and moved toward me. “Phaena? What are you doing?” His eyes were wide. 
 
    “Papa.” My voice cracked. I swam into his embrace. 
 
    “What’s happened? Why are you so far upriver?” 
 
    With a glance at the other members of the patrol, I poured out the story, leaving out the part about the prince’s strange promise to try to bring about change. I still didn’t have any idea what that was about. 
 
    Papa grabbed my shoulders. “No. You cannot volunteer for this. I won’t allow it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s too late, Papa. It’s done. In the eyes of the ancient laws, there’s no difference between me and Alys’s father.” 
 
    “That can’t be.” But the dismayed expression on his face told me he knew it to be true. After a long silence, he reached for a cord around his neck. He pulled it over his head and held it out to me. A dark-gray pendant carved in the shape of an eddy dangled from it. He’d worn it since before I was born. “Wear this.” 
 
    “For good currents?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Well, yes, I hope it brings good currents. But more than that, it’s the royal symbol of the Wye. The border guards will recognize it. I don’t imagine they’ll let you pass unchallenged, but it may get you an audience with the queen or one of her governors. If you see her, tell her . . . tell her I’m happy but that I grieve the loss of my people, as she said I would.” 
 
    “Come again?” I tried to process what he was saying. 
 
    He tightened his lips. 
 
    “Are you . . . Wye royalty?” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Nobility at best. Queen Elizabet’s third cousin. But our mothers were close, and we grew up together as children. I’m quite sure she’s never forgiven me for choosing your mother over our family and the friendship we’d had for so many years.” His eyes softened. “But I’m equally sure she wouldn’t mistreat my daughter.” 
 
    This was more than I could process. Perhaps if I’d learned it in a simpler time, when I wasn’t on my way to the Wye to bargain for my life, his words wouldn’t swirl so confusingly in my head. 
 
    “Phaena.” He pulled me into another hug, and I relished his warm, safe arms around me. “I love you and your mother more than anything in this world. I’d give it all up again in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “That’s not—” I couldn’t finish. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry to put it all on you like this. But it’s information that could save your life.” 
 
    I clutched the pendant. “Thank you, Papa.” 
 
    I wanted to linger, to tell him all the ways in which he’d made my life better by being my papa, but I was painfully conscious of the sun’s unceasing progression above the churning water, and I knew that the best way I could thank him was to try my hardest to come home safely. 
 
    “I love you, Papa.” 
 
    “I love you, too, Phaena.” 
 
    He glanced up toward the surface, and I knew he, too, was calculating how long it would take me to arrive at the border. “You should go. You don’t want to pass Corundum in the evening, when they’re fishing.” 
 
    Corundum, the largest settlement along the Camford, was the last overlander outpost I’d pass on the journey. It was more than a settlement, really—it was a full-fledged city teeming with people. And unlike the two smaller communities, Pictan and Decantae, they rarely chose to let naiads pass peaceably. 
 
    I would not embark on a quest just to end up as a live decoration in one of Corundum’s great fountains. 
 
    My chin crumpled, and Papa tilted my head upward. “None of that,” he said. “You are a daughter of both the Wye and the Camford, and you bring together beauty and ferocity, kindness and resoluteness in a way I’ve never seen in anyone. Do not forget the deep well of strength that lives in you.” 
 
    I squeezed his hands, and he said, “Off with you, now.” 
 
    Clutching the pendant in my hands, I turned and began coasting upriver again. When I reached the next bend, I turned to look, and he was still waiting where I’d left him. I raised my hand to wave goodbye, and he returned the gesture. 
 
    Then I tucked the cord around my neck, surged forward around the river’s curve, and lost him from sight. 
 
    # 
 
    By midday, I half-wished I’d taken the prince up on his offer to accompany me. I could take care of myself—certainly more than a spoiled princeling could—but the journey was proving anticlimactic. 
 
    It’d be nice to have someone to talk to. 
 
    I was drawing closer to the village of Pictan, which was as far upriver as I’d ever gone. Mama—really, most of the Camford naiads—was suspicious of all overlanders, but Pictan felt safe. Few Pictan overlanders felt comfortable on the river, and even if their intentions grew ugly, I knew I could fend them off with a carefully timed spray of water. 
 
    Corundum, however, would be another matter. 
 
    A shiver of fear—but maybe it was really anticipation—tingled down my spine. 
 
    Upward and ahead, a long, flat shadow floated on the surface of the water. A boat, I decided after squinting at it. Then an oar plunged into the water at the shadow’s side, and my suspicions were confirmed. I must be closer to Pictan than I’d thought. 
 
    I considered giving the boat a wide berth but dismissed the idea. I’d hurry down the river as fast as I could so that I wouldn’t approach Corundum near evening. 
 
    I surged forward again, realizing lazily that my trajectory would carry me directly underneath the boat. For a half a moment, the absurd thought of tipping the boat occurred to me, but I dismissed it. There wasn’t time for mischief. 
 
    I was so engrossed in my thoughts that I didn’t see the net stretching out in front of me until I swam right into it. 
 
    I drew back, startled, and moved to swim backward. But the net tangled all around me. I was caught. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I flailed against the rope but only succeeded in entangling myself further. Panic pulsed through my veins. 
 
    Think, Tryphaena. 
 
    I sent streams of water outward from each of my hands to put some space between my body and the netting. 
 
    Then all at once, the net tugged upward, as if someone was hauling it out of the water. 
 
    I pulled the netting with my right hand and began shaping a ball of water with my left. Then, slowly, so as not to dissolve my work into a shower of bubbles, I elongated it into a stream of water as sharp as a blade and plunged it through the rope, tearing a hole in the netting. 
 
    But the hole wasn’t big enough to facilitate an escape. Again, I shaped a ball of water, sharpened it into a spear, and tore through another strand of rope. I pulled apart the broken strands of netting to try to squeeze through the hole, but it was still too narrow. 
 
    I was almost at the surface now.  
 
    Stay. Calm. 
 
    I formed one last ball of water just as I broke the surface and found myself staring at three red-haired overlanders in a small boat. They all stared back at me. I suspected they’d intended to catch a fish, not a naiad. 
 
    But I only let my concentration lapse for a moment, and then I went back to shaping the ball of water into a blade sharp enough to cut away more of the rope. 
 
    The tallest, broadest overlander—I only paid them enough attention to conclude that they were three members of the same family, and all males—reached toward me as if to pull me into the boat. I sent the shard of water slicing through the net. Just as he brushed my arm, I let out a high-pitched shriek and plunged through the hole and back down into the river’s welcoming embrace. 
 
    I dove all the way to the bottom and clung to the rocks on the river’s floor. 
 
    My heart pounded as I looked wildly up toward the surface. The boat was still there, the bedraggled net dangling lifelessly. A hand dipped into the water, but no one pursued me. 
 
    I moved forward, flat along the river’s bottom, staying well clear of the boat and its treacherous netting. 
 
    So much for not running into danger until Corundum. 
 
    Now that I’d made it to safety, shakiness overtook me. I glanced up at the surface again and saw that the boat had floated further downriver, away from me. With a shudder, I moved forward, but more slowly this time. 
 
    Sheer carelessness had endangered my task almost before it began. Better to lose a day or two than plunge headfirst into the figurative—or, in this case, literal—net. 
 
    I wouldn’t pass Corundum that day, I decided. I’d find a place to rest downriver and cross by it in the morning, when it would be safer. 
 
    My gaze drifted upward toward the surface again; the boat was nearly out of sight. 
 
    A trout skimmed past me, brushing up against my arm, and I jumped back, startled. The fish flashed out of sight, and I almost laughed. 
 
    “Sorry!” I called to it. 
 
    The fish brought reality rushing back. Yes, I’d had a close encounter, but I was at the bottom of the river, far away from anything that could hurt me. And I knew to be more careful now. 
 
    I could do this.  
 
    I pulled to a halt and sat on the bottom of the river with my eyes closed. I’d think of this as the first test of the trial. And I’d survived. 
 
    I let the sense of victory flow through me. I could slip past Corundum and visit the Wye. Nothing would stop me. 
 
    I had to hold onto that. 
 
    I grasped the pendant Papa had given me. 
 
    Drifting upward again, I began to swim upriver with strong, powerful strokes, not casting a current behind me. I didn’t do it for long—I didn’t want to tire myself out. But I needed to remind myself that I could swim upriver no matter the current. 
 
    Once the light grew golden-orange, I’d stop at the first good hiding place that presented itself. The river presented few dangers for anyone who could bend water, but there was no point in leaving myself vulnerable to any marauding naiads or covetous overlanders. 
 
    I cast a gentle current behind me, pushing me upriver. 
 
    I am a daughter of the Wye and the Camford. I can do this. 
 
    # 
 
    Perhaps an hour before the sun set, I found a crevice in the riverbank and eased myself into it. My heart still beat wildly as I scanned the water for dangers and then settled back against the muddy wall. 
 
    Despite everything that had happened, exhaustion overcame me, and my eyelashes fluttered closed. 
 
    A scraping sound jolted me out of my light sleep. Twilight had given way to darkness, and starlight barely penetrated the black water. I dug my fingernails into the mud and listened. 
 
    Whatever it was, it was big. Larger than a crayfish or even an otter. Keeping my movements small and slow, I formed a ball of water in my hands and sharpened it into a spear. 
 
    A grumbling noise sounded from my left. A voice. A male voice. 
 
    It’s another naiad. 
 
    My alarm reached a fever pitch. What was another naiad doing out this far so late at night? A marauder from the Wye or a far-off river? Or had another Camford naiad followed me? 
 
    Either way, I decided grimly, it was better if I wasn’t seen. I sharpened the water-spear even more. But if there’s a fight, I’ll finish it. 
 
    An eerie calm settled over me, and I kept as still as I could in the safety of the crevice. As long as the naiad didn’t realize he had company . . . 
 
    The scraping sound came again, and I realized with a start that he was carving out a section of the riverbank. He was settling in for the night. And from the sound of it, he was settling in very, very close by. 
 
    I suppressed a grunt of frustration. I needed sleep if I was going to complete my task. Even if the intruder didn’t mean to be a threat, he was encroaching on my territory, and I didn’t intend to let him get away with it. 
 
    On impulse, I burst out of my hiding spot toward the noise. I could just make out his outline in the dark, and I threw my water-spear at him. Just before it pierced his neck, I drew my hand back, so the spear hovered by his jugular vein. 
 
    “Move on with you,” I shouted. 
 
    The figure raised his hands. “Tryphaena?” 
 
    I blinked three times. I’d heard that voice before. “Your . . . Highness?” 
 
    Prince Ronan shrugged. “I guess so. Would you put down the javelin?” 
 
    I chewed on my lower lip. Why had Prince Ronan followed me so far up the river? Had he come to attack me? But holding a member of the royal family hostage at spearpoint was a more severe offense than taking a traitor’s place in a trial by ordeal. 
 
    Besides, Prince Ronan looked soft. If it came to a battle of water, I was sure I could take him. 
 
    I opened my hand, and the spear dissolved into the current. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I thought about what you said. About making change happen. I figure no better way to force Mother and Father to listen than to run off on a trial by ordeal with you. They can’t very well have the heir charging off into danger, and it undermines the whole idea of the trial. Besides, I thought you might need help.” 
 
    Again with the offer of help. I sputtered, “I’ve managed just fine without you so far, please and thank you.” 
 
    “Oh. No.” He shifted closer to me, and the faint light glinted off his eyes. “I didn’t mean it like that. Not that you’re weak or incapable or anything. Just that anyone’s safer in unfamiliar territory with a partner. Someone to watch their back and lend a hand if anything happens.” 
 
    “Y-you’re the prince!” I shoved him away, not caring that I was signing my own death warrant. I’d probably already signed it, anyway. “The Wye will eat you alive.” 
 
    He grinned. “They’ll want to, but not even the Wye want open war. They won’t touch me.” 
 
    “And you’d bet your life on that?” Arrogant princeling. 
 
    With a shrug, he said, “If it might bring about change, yeah, I would.” 
 
    I blinked, unsure how to respond.  
 
    “Listen. You made your choice, and I made mine. We’re both out here for a reason. Will you please let me come along if I tell you that I know you’re more capable out here than I am?” 
 
    I relaxed. I doubted I could stop him, and I had told him he needed to make change happen. But if he thought this was going to be some romantic journey on an easy current, he had another thing coming. 
 
    “Fine,” I snapped. “You can tag along so that you can prove your point to the king and queen.” 
 
    I whirled around and floated back toward my crevice. 
 
    “Wait.” He put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    I stopped and shrugged away his touch. “This is my task. We’re a long way from the center of the Camford. Out here, you’re not in charge like you might be back home. You’ll do as I say, you’ll refrain from touching me without permission, and you won’t argue with me. Understand?” 
 
    I sensed him backing away.  
 
    “Yes ma’am.” Amusement colored his words. 
 
    “Good. Now, we both need to get some rest.” I eased myself into the crevice and leaned back against the mud. “Tomorrow’s going to be the most dangerous part of the journey.” 
 
    He made a few scraping noises, nestling himself into the hole he’d dug in the riverbank. “As you wish.” 
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    When I woke again, darkness still permeated the water. I blinked, reorienting myself to the events of the last few days. Somehow, despite spending my whole life trying to be invisible, I’d ended up at the center of a trial by ordeal . . . with a princeling in tow. 
 
    It was surreal, really. 
 
    I yawned, stretched, and eased myself out of the crevice. Sparing a quick glance at the sleeping prince nestled onto a small shelf he’d carved into the riverbank, I kicked toward the surface and poked my head into the air. 
 
    The softest hint of light gleamed on the horizon. Dawn would soon slice its way through the churning current. Further upriver, I could make out the glow of a city. 
 
    Corundum. 
 
    My back spasmed just thinking about navigating past it. 
 
    It’ll be fine. 
 
    I plunged back down and found that the river had carried me downstream. Holding out my hands, I cast a current and let it push me until I’d drawn even with the prince. 
 
    I shook my head. That wouldn’t do. I wouldn’t call him the prince. Not after I’d made such a fuss about how he’d do as I said. “Ronan!” I hissed. The word felt too familiar, even dangerous, on my tongue. 
 
    He stirred. 
 
    I poked his arm. “Ronan.” 
 
    He rolled over and opened one eye, fixing me with a bemused gaze. “Yes, Miss Moss?” 
 
    I swallowed, suddenly second-guessing my casual use of his given name. Surely I was the first to dare to do so. But it was too late now. I charged on ahead. “It’s time to get going.” 
 
    With a yawn, he pushed himself up from his shelf and ran a hand through his dark hair. “Yes, Miss Moss,” he mumbled. 
 
    I suppressed a smile. There was something almost endearing about the way his hair swooped over his forehead. I steeled myself. This was a task, not a romantic getaway. 
 
    “Should we get breakfast first?” he asked. 
 
    My stomach growled, and I realized I’d only stopped to eat once the day before. I nodded. “I brought about two days’ worth of food for one person, but we’ll need to collect more.” 
 
    He bit his lip sheepishly. “I didn’t bring any.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Of course he didn’t. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “I just didn’t think about it.” 
 
    Only a prince could be so out-of-touch with day-to-day life that he’d forget that he’d need to eat on a journey. But instead, I said, “Well, early morning’s as good a time as any to fish.” 
 
    He glanced up and down the river and said, “I don’t see any fish. Should we move along until we find some?” 
 
    I shook my head. “The closer we get to Corundum, the scarcer the fish will be.” 
 
    “Mmm.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You really are helpless, aren’t you?” 
 
    He stared at me, mouth agape. “And you really are fearless.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m already dead, Ronan. I may survive the journey”—I felt the weight of Papa’s pendant on my chest—“but do you think for a moment that your parents haven’t seen my actions as a challenge to their authority? Mark my words, I’ll be dead in a year. I wouldn’t go back at all, but if I don’t, they’ll take out their rage on Alys or my parents.” 
 
    “No.” He reached out as if to put a hand on my shoulder, but seemed to think better of it at the last moment. “They’re not like that.” 
 
    “Sorry to break the news to you.” 
 
    “They’re old-fashioned and constrained by some of our . . . less civilized traditions, but they’re not murderers.” 
 
    I stared off into the distance, recalling Grandmother’s face. “We’ll find crayfish along the bottom. Just lift up the biggest rocks you can find.” I pushed off the side of the riverbank and kicked my way down to the river’s floor. 
 
    “Wait! Tryphaena!” He surged alongside me. 
 
    “Yes?” I turned to him with a smile pasted on my face. 
 
    “You’re angry.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    He swam forward, directly into my path. 
 
    I huffed and swam around him. “Leave it be.” 
 
    “I can’t. Not until I understand.” 
 
    “I can’t help it if you’re that naive.” 
 
    “Tryphaena.” 
 
    I stopped, my eyes closed. “I’m sorry. Forget I said it.” 
 
    He made an exasperated noise in his throat. “You can’t make a splash like that and then refuse to tell me what you meant.” 
 
    I whirled around. “Fine. You really want to know?” 
 
    He held my gaze. 
 
    “Four years ago, the king and queen ordered my grandmother—my mother’s mother—to trial for criticizing the royal family, but she . . . disappeared two days beforehand.” 
 
    Ronan’s brows rose. “She ran away?” 
 
    I shook my head. “You still don’t understand?” 
 
    Horror dawned on his face. “I-I can’t believe that.” 
 
    “My grandmother didn’t run away. Why would she have? She spoke out against your parents, but she didn’t advocate revolution. She would have been sentenced to servitude for a week or two and warned not to do it again. There was no reason for her to leave us over so small an offense.” 
 
    “They—” 
 
    “They were angry! And they made her disappear. And she isn’t the only one.” 
 
    Silence rose between us. 
 
    “Like I said, I’ll be dead in a year.” 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    Maybe he isn’t as naive as he pretends. Maybe he knows about all of it and is here to silence me. Fear curled my fingers, but I dismissed the thought. After all, if they’d wanted me dead, they’d have sent an officer, not the prince himself. 
 
    After a long pause, he said, “I know that you believe what you’re saying, but I cannot think them capable of such a thing. There must be another explanation.” 
 
    Keep telling yourself that. 
 
    “Crayfish?” 
 
    With a little flutter of relief, I nodded and waved my hand in the direction of a rock the size of my torso, overturning it with a rush of water pressure. The prince moved a few paces downstream and did the same with a smaller rock. 
 
    “Get enough for two meals,” I called. “We don’t want to have to stop to forage near Corundum.” 
 
    He acknowledged me with a quick nod and returned to his task. Part of me felt guilty for making things awkward between us, but I wouldn’t apologize for speaking the truth. 
 
    When we’d eaten our fill and stored a few additional crayfish in my food pouch, we took off upriver, skimming through the water near the surface, where the sun could warm our backs. I was aware—intensely aware—of the prince’s close proximity, but I took care to hide the effect he had on me. 
 
    He shouldn’t have an effect on me, after all. Not after what his family had done. He said he wanted change, but he would probably become just like the rest of them as soon as he realized what it took to stay in power. 
 
    The sight of a boat in the distance told me that we were nearing Corundum. 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    “Tell me about your grandmother,” said Ronan. 
 
    I swiveled my head to stare at him. “What?” 
 
    “What was she like?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Tell me about her. What was something you loved about her?” 
 
    Warmth flared in my cheeks. 
 
    “I’m sorry if that’s too personal . . .” 
 
    “No. It’s fine. Thank . . . thank you for asking. I just didn’t expect it.” I hesitated. “Well, she had a terrible temper, but she was also affectionate and generous. When she was in a good mood, there’s no one else in the world you’d want to have a long, meandering conversation with. She always treated me like I was smart and capable, not like a little kid. When she was in a bad mood . . .” I let out a laugh. “Well, that was less pleasant.” 
 
    Ronan grinned. “So, you’re saying that you have a lot in common with her.” 
 
    I smirked. “Maybe so.” 
 
    “Tell me more.” 
 
    “Well, she was never thrilled that my mother had married a naiad from the Wye, but she never took her dislike for my papa out on me. She warmed up to him eventually when she saw how patiently he always treated Mama.”  
 
    We were drawing near to the boat now, so I plunged deeper and turned to swim nearer the opposite bank. With a glance up at the boat, Ronan followed me without question. 
 
    “Almost to Corundum now,” I said. 
 
    “What do you think we’ll find there?” 
 
    I chewed my lower lip. “Hopefully nothing. Hopefully we’ll slip by unnoticed.” 
 
    Not that I’d done a great job of remaining unnoticed as of late. 
 
    He chuckled. “Don’t say things like that. You’ll tempt the tides.” 
 
    “Tempt the tides?” 
 
    “An old mer expression. Have you ever been to the ocean?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I haven’t. It sounds like a terrifying place.” 
 
    “You don’t strike me as the kind of person who’s terrified of much.” 
 
    “It’s just so deep and dark. And full of monsters.” I shuddered. 
 
    “I’ve been to the mer city of Thessalonike before. It was a beautiful sight.” 
 
    A mer city. 
 
    “What was beautiful about it?” 
 
    A distant look crossed his face. “So much color, like a thousand water dancers, but woven into the fabric of the city. The walls and buildings are built of coral in every shade you can imagine.” 
 
    “Coral?” 
 
    “A sort of rock, I think. They have it in the ocean.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    He continued, “But the salt was almost choking. My skin was red for a week.” 
 
    “But don’t some naiads live in the ocean?” 
 
    He shrugged. “A few, I suppose. I only met one naiad in Thessalonike. He said he’d gotten used to the salt. That it made his skin itch a little but wasn’t too bad.” 
 
    “Did you see any sharks?” 
 
    “No, not near the city. Not even on the way there. I think they’re a little afraid of us, actually.” 
 
    I mused on this. “Well, I don’t think I ever want to visit the ocean. I’m happy in the Camford, please and thank you.” 
 
    As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I felt a jolt in my stomach. I did love the Camford, and I couldn’t imagine leaving behind my family and Alys and the world I’d grown up in to live in the Wye among strangers. 
 
    No, no matter what danger awaited in the Camford, I’d return. I had to return. For Alys. And Mama and Papa. I was my parents’ only child. Whether I was murdered or left of my own accord, I left them bereft. 
 
    There just weren’t any good answers. 
 
    “This way,” said Ronan, jerking his head to guide me to the right. 
 
    I didn’t see what he was talking about but decided not to argue the point. 
 
    “The border officers,” he said softly. 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “We’re not to the headwaters yet.” 
 
    “They don’t often patrol all the way to the headwaters. It’s safer not to pass Corundum.” 
 
    Tightening my lips, I followed him to the far bank, and we skimmed against the mud, hoping the murk would hide us. 
 
    The border officers probably wouldn’t stop us—Ronan outranked them, after all—but it seemed better to avoid the confrontation. 
 
    Once we put enough distance between us and the border officers, I said, “Ronan?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Moss?” Amusement sparkled in his eyes again. 
 
    “If something does happen to me, on this journey or . . . later, will you make sure my parents are . . . safe?” 
 
    His eyes took on a solemn cast. “I swear it. Safe, and provided for.” 
 
    That was something, at least. 
 
    “But nothing will happen to you.” 
 
    Oh, to be as certain as a naive princeling . . . 
 
    “Even if things in the Camford are . . . in the state you believe them to be, I can protect you.” 
 
    Or maybe your parents will want to punish you for pulling this stunt. I didn’t want to imagine what would happen to me if the heir to the kingship died on a foolhardy quest alongside me. 
 
    I’d be torn limb from limb. 
 
    Not that the queen and king ordered that punishment often. 
 
    But I shrugged, noncommittal. If he wanted to try to keep me and my family safe from his murderous parents, I wouldn’t stand in his way. Having friends in high places couldn’t hurt. 
 
    We didn’t say anything else for a while, and I hoped I hadn’t offended him by my apathetic response. But what could I have said that wouldn’t have sounded like a lie? 
 
    I chewed the inside of my cheek. “I hope you don’t think I’m ungrateful, it’s just—” 
 
    “I get it,” he said. “You don’t have to explain.” 
 
    He gave me a soft look, and I hoped that he’d still be inclined to use his influence to protect me—or at least my parents—after his strange infatuation wore off. Which, the way I was treating him, could be any moment now. 
 
    Surely I should try to be just a little more diplomatic. 
 
    Then, I caught a glimpse of something—a shadow, perhaps—up ahead. “Stop,” I said. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, he turned to me. “I’m sorry, did I say something wrong?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, not that. I think we’re almost there.” 
 
    I let myself float upward again and poked my head just barely above the water. The sun was about midway through its advance in the sky. We’d been traveling more slowly than I’d thought. 
 
    I gazed upriver, and there it was, sprawled out along the bank in all its glory—a great city with stone walls and triangular parapets. A curved bridge extended over the river, and my gaze followed it to the collection of shabbier buildings on the other side. I didn’t know how to interpret all of it, but one thing was clear. 
 
    Corundum lay before us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Prince Ronan poked his head up out of the water beside me, a little too fast and not mindful of the splash he made. 
 
    “Shhhh!” I hissed, ducking back down beneath the surface. 
 
    He turned around. “What?” 
 
    “You may be quite sure that the Wye won’t provoke war with us, but the overlanders? They’ll chain us to a fountain without a second thought.” 
 
    He scoffed. “You believe those stories?” 
 
    I gave him a dirty look. “Of course I do. You don’t?” 
 
    “It just doesn’t make any sense to me. How could anyone keep a naiad captive by force? Especially in a fountain? We’d use the water to break out of the chains.” 
 
    He had a point. Maybe the overlanders had magic of their own. Or maybe the stories were just stories. “Well, it’s not something I feel like testing today. Besides, there’s a reason our own headwaters officers don’t like passing the city.” 
 
    “Shall we try to move past it as quickly as we can?” 
 
    “Have you ever been all the way to the headwaters?” Hope quickened in my chest. 
 
    “No, I wish. Haven’t even been out this far. I turned eighteen three months ago, and I’ve asked to be able to take my turn with the others, but Mother and Father don’t think it wise.” His eyes sparkled. “Just wait till they find out I’ve gone all the way into Wye territory.” 
 
    Does he think this is a game? I didn’t appreciate his cavalier attitude. He might fancy this a casual jaunt up the stream, but for me, it was life-and-death. I tensed my jaw and suppressed the flood of angry words that welled up within me. 
 
    He studied my face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said breezily. 
 
    “No, it’s not. I can read it on your face.” 
 
    I chewed my bottom lip. “Do you understand the stakes? Because if you don’t, you should go home now.” 
 
    He gazed into my eyes, suddenly serious. “Yes, Tryphaena.”  
 
    A tingle jolted through my stomach at his use of my name. 
 
    “I understand the stakes. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.” 
 
    I remained silent. 
 
    “And while I still don’t—can’t—believe that my parents are capable of making your grandmother disappear, know that I’m under no illusions that they govern in a way that . . . endears them to most of the naiads. Things must change. And before I take the throne. Because someday isn’t soon enough. Not if innocent naiads are going to die in the interim.” 
 
    “What if you die? What will become of all your ambitions for reform?” 
 
    A shadow crossed his face. “Hadn’t . . . really thought of that.” 
 
    My eyelid twitched. 
 
    He stared off into the distance and murmured, “But, I suppose, I hope that it would mean something to my parents. Shock them into change.” 
 
    Or make things worse.  
 
    In a rush of determination, I came to a decision that astonished me. If it came down to me or the princeling, I’d protect the princeling. 
 
    For the sake of our people. 
 
    Because I didn’t know what kind of wrath the king and queen would unleash if I came home without him. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. “We’re going to swim along the bottom without stopping, fast enough to move past the city in good time but slowly enough to detect any traps.” 
 
    I tilted my head toward the river’s floor, and we plunged downward, pulling up to swim parallel with the bottom as soon as our outstretched fingers touched the smooth rocks. 
 
    He brushed up against my elbow and then jolted away again with a muttered apology. 
 
    I was pretty clear that I didn’t want him to touch me. 
 
    It was endearing that he was so keen to respect my wishes. 
 
    “You’re fine,” I whispered. “I meant that I don’t want you to grab my arm or anything like that.” 
 
    I glanced his direction, and the tips of his ears had turned bright red. With a little huff, I squinted in the distance, trying to detect any hidden nets that might be dangling into the water. But there wasn’t a boat to be seen. I glanced back at the prince again, opened my mouth— 
 
    And felt a sharp upward tug on my hair that yanked my whole body toward the surface. 
 
    I tried to jerk my head back to see what was tugging me, but the force of the upward momentum kept my face pointed downward. Pain seared through my scalp. 
 
    I froze for the space of a moment, my eyes locking with the prince’s. Then my body kicked into action, and I raised my hand to try to detangle my hair from whatever had caught me. My palm closed around a sharp hook. A fishing line? 
 
    I reached further up and found that the hook was secured to the end of a stout rope. I wouldn’t be able to tear it free, and there wasn’t time to shape the water into a dagger before I reached the surface. I’d have to rip the hook from my hair. 
 
    I will not be a fountain decoration. 
 
    The light piercing the surface shone down on my back as my fingers flew to the hook in my thick locks. I set my jaw and ripped the hook straight out, shrieking as I tore out a chunk of my hair. Just as I flipped down to dive away, a mass of netting wrapped around my body, and I was again jolted upward. 
 
    All at once, Prince Ronan was at my side, tugging at the net, but it didn’t give way. 
 
    “Cut it!” I screamed.  
 
    We broke into the air above, me in the net and Ronan clinging to the outside of it. We’d been caught by fishers standing on the bridge I’d seen earlier. 
 
    “We’re out of time,” I hissed. I closed my eyes, calmed my racing heartbeat, and stretched my hands toward the river. From this distance, out of contact with the water, would I be able to shape it? 
 
    My body felt heavy out in the air, and I gritted my teeth as I summoned a giant water pillar to rise from the river, shaping its end to a point as quickly as I could. 
 
    It would do. 
 
    The prince formed a noticeably smaller spear of his own and directed it at one of the overlander men hauling us onto the bridge. Ronan drove it straight into the man’s shoulder, and he dropped the net with a cry. But two others already had a hold on the net, and while their pace slowed, they continued to drag us up.  
 
    I aimed my water-spear at the hands of the overlander closer to us, but he saw it coming and lurched to the side, skimming the netting in his hands just out of the way of the water-spear. It crashed against the stones of the bridge and sent a spray of loose gravel tumbling downward as it lost its shape and collapsed back into the river. 
 
    Then the overlanders hauled the net over the edge of the bridge, and Ronan and I hit the stones with a thud. 
 
    “Well, what have we caught ‘ere?” asked a swarthy man with blotchy cheeks. 
 
    “Y’alright, lass?” asked the other, a stout redhead whose face was screwed in what looked like . . . concern? 
 
    He reached toward me, and I smacked his hand away. 
 
    He raised his arms, his palms facing toward me. “Just trying to get you untangled.” 
 
    Ronan had recovered himself, and he lurched forward, placing himself between the overlanders and me. “Get back!” he hissed. 
 
    Behind the two overlanders, a few others had gathered, scooping up the overlander Ronan had injured and carrying him back toward the city wall. 
 
    The swarthy one jerked his head toward us. “Get ‘em inside. We’ll deal with ‘em in there.” 
 
    I. Will. Not. Be. A. Fountain. Decoration.  
 
    Rage pulsed through my veins until my fingertips tingled. I spread my palms and closed my eyes, focusing all my attention on the surface of the water lapping the ends of the bridge. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    My eyes flew open, and a shudder rocked the bridge. 
 
    The overlanders stumbled backward. “River witchcraft!” called the swarthy man. “Get the silver chains!” 
 
    Rugged hands grasped my arms over the netting, but I closed my eyes and tried to summon pristine calm. I spread my fingers again and felt the water rising . . . shaping. 
 
    I am a daughter of the Wye and the Camford. 
 
    A crack rent the air, and the bridge plummeted downward. My heartbeat didn’t spike. Instead, I focused on each droplet of water on my body, forming them into shards and pushing them outward, slicing into the netting. 
 
    We hit the water, and I surged against the side of the netting, tearing the last few strands away with my momentum. A spray of foam and bubbles clouded my vision, and I searched the water desperately for Ronan. Then, a set of fingers threaded through mine, and I glanced to my right and saw him beside me. With a nod at each other, we stretched our hands back and summoned a mighty current to push us through the churning water, away from the flailing overlanders. 
 
    When we were well clear of the bridge, we slowed, and I turned my head. The overlanders were at the surface, their feet kicking madly at the water. At least they could swim. I’d rather not have someone’s death on my conscience, and I certainly didn’t want to provoke the overlanders into some sort of action against the rivers. 
 
    “What . . . was that?” Ronan asked. 
 
    “An attempted abduction?” 
 
    “No . . . you? What did you do back there?” 
 
    I glanced down at my hands. “I’m not sure. I’ve . . . never done anything like that before.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like that before.” He studied me. “I mean, I can shape water like anyone else, but . . . to break down a bridge? To cause the whole river to rise up?” 
 
    I quickened my pace. “I don’t know. I needed to do something big to get us out of there. So I just did it.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You’re full of surprises, Miss Moss.” 
 
    He glanced down at our hands, still intertwined, and pulled back. “I’m sorry about that. It seemed . . . important at the time.” 
 
    “We needed to get out of there,” I said. “And I didn’t know where you were. You don’t have to apologize for it.” 
 
    He glanced at me, and a hint of a smile quirked his lips. “Permission to hold your hand again?” 
 
    I swatted at him. “Nope.” 
 
    He deflated just a little but nodded. “Alrighty, then. Let’s get to the headwaters.” 
 
    We swam in an awkward silence until the river grew shallow, and I raised my hand. “Here. We’re close. Papa says the shallowest place in the river is right before we reach the headwaters.” 
 
    “The Wye must be around here somewhere, then,” he murmured. 
 
    The water was strangely still, here, at the confluence of the two rivers, but the murk had grown thicker, obscuring my fingers when I extended my arms straight in front of me. 
 
    We kept swimming in the dark, eerie stillness until my nerves felt like they were about to snap. Then, I vaguely made out the shape of a naiad in the water carrying a . . . physical spear? 
 
    What’s a naiad doing with an overlander weapon? But I dismissed it. It wasn’t important. 
 
    “Halt!” came a smooth, lilting voice, in an accent just like Papa’s. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “State your names and your business.” 
 
    With a glance at the weapon, I obeyed, and Ronan came to a stop beside me. 
 
    “My name’s Tryphaena Moss,” I said. 
 
    “And I’m Ronan Camford.” 
 
    The guard’s posture grew even more rigid. “And what is Ronan Camford doing at the Confluence?” 
 
    Is that what they call the Mouth of the Wye? 
 
    “I’m here to accompany Miss Moss,” said Ronan. 
 
    “Not that I needed him to,” I interjected. My hand drifted up to my necklace again. “I-I’m here to request an audience with the queen.” 
 
    The guard chuckled. “A Camford naiad wishes for an audience with the queen? You’re in deeper waters than you know, young ones. I suggest you turn and go back the way you came.” 
 
    “I am Queen Elizabet’s cousin,” I said. 
 
    His grip tightened on his spear. “No cousins of the queen have the last name Moss.” 
 
    “My father shed his last name when he moved to the Camford and married my mother. Our own royal family insisted he take a Camford name. I . . .” I searched my mind frantically. “His first name is Artan. I don’t know what his last name was before the marriage. I’ve never met my paternal grandparents.” 
 
    The guard raised a skeptical eyebrow. 
 
    “My father is the queen’s third cousin. They were childhood friends. Look.” I tugged off my pendant and held it out in his direction with the cord clenched in my fist. 
 
    He moved closer, and I could just make out the shadowy shapes of other naiads behind him. Many others. 
 
    I swallowed and wondered if Ronan was second-guessing his decision to accompany me. 
 
    When the guard drew close enough to examine the pendant, he stopped and extended his hand, running his fingers along the jewelry’s smooth surface. He quirked his mouth, an expression of surprise overtaking his face. “Well, Tryphaena Moss, you and your friend may come to the inwaters of the Wye—closely watched by three members of the guard. We’ll send word to the queen to see if she will grant you that audience.” 
 
    I nodded, a sick feeling rising in my stomach. I didn’t know what I’d do if Queen Elizabet refused to see me. How would I convince another naiad to accompany us before the Wye officers threw us out? 
 
    The naiad beckoned us with a hand, turned, and swam toward the waiting battalion. “Victor, Nakia, Thomas,” he called. “You will accompany these two to the inwaters and send word to the queen that the girl would like a meeting.” 
 
    Three guards stepped forward, their faces neutral. 
 
    The leader continued, “She will explain her connection to the queen on your journey inwater. Handle them with care. She claims to be a relative of our queen, and the boy is the heir of the Camford.” 
 
    “We’re letting the heir to their throne into our waters, sir?” asked Nakia. Her red—almost maroon—hair was pulled into a severe bun. 
 
    “Do as you’re told,” said the leader. 
 
    Nakia’s face relaxed. Perhaps their officers were trained to not show any emotion. 
 
    “Well, this is unsettling,” muttered Ronan in my ear. 
 
    “Shh. We don’t want to disrespect our hosts.” 
 
    “Hosts?” 
 
    The leader gestured us forward, and the mass of guards parted to allow Ronan and me—and our chaperones—through. One of the officers—I wasn’t sure if it was Victor or Thomas—glided forward in front of us, and Nakia and the other guard followed behind. 
 
    Ronan was right, I decided. It was unsettling. 
 
    I turned back around to look at Nakia. “So, do you enjoy being an officer?” 
 
    “An officer?” asked Nakia. 
 
    “Er . . . sentry, maybe?” 
 
    “I serve as a soldier on the Confluence Command,” said Nakia, her face still emotionless. “It is a great honor to be chosen for such a post.” 
 
    She didn’t move to engage me in conversation, and I decided it was useless. Nakia clearly didn’t want to make small talk. Maybe she wasn’t allowed to, or maybe she was just unfriendly. Not that I was particularly talkative, but I didn’t really like awkward silences. 
 
    I’d had my fill of those with Ronan. 
 
    Speaking of Ronan . . . I turned back to the prince. “Our welcome as you imagined it?”  
 
    “More or less,” he murmured. 
 
    “Still glad you came?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t trade it for the whole river.” He shot me a playful grin. 
 
    “But you’re already set to inherit the river,” I said, elbowing his arm. 
 
    “I’d give it all up, then, for this adventure at your side.” 
 
    Something sparkled in his eyes, and though his tone was jovial, I almost thought he might be half-serious. And the thought felt like a sinking rock in my stomach. A little flirtation was one thing, but the prince was taking this crush far too seriously.  
 
    This would all be over once we returned to the Camford. The king and queen would never stand for anything serious between us, not after I’d publicly defied them, and their son ran off with me to make a point. And even if his parents didn’t sabotage us, I’d spent my whole life avoiding being the center of attention. Falling in love with the prince would shatter everything I’d worked for. 
 
    But somehow the excuses felt weak, especially when I glanced over and saw the adorable way that lock of hair slanted across his forehead. And especially when I remembered for the thousandth time that I was the one who had shattered my carefully cultivated invisibility. 
 
    Maybe we could explore the possibility, if his parents didn’t kill me first. It wasn’t like I was committing to marry him. But he had to stop saying nonsense like, I’d give it all up for you. 
 
    That was just weird. 
 
    I decided to change the subject. “What do you think your parents will say when we get back?” 
 
    He grimaced. “Depends on whether we’ve been able to meet the terms of the trial or not.” 
 
    “What if we can’t?” 
 
    His shoulders drooped. “Then I think you should try to stay here in the Wye.” 
 
    I glanced forward at the guard leading us. “I’m not sure they’d be thrilled with that idea.” 
 
    He set his jaw. “Well, we’ll figure something out.” 
 
    Something didn’t inspire confidence. 
 
    “I can’t, anyway,” I said. “Your parents could decide that I’d reneged on the agreement, and Alys could be put on trial again.” 
 
    The water picked up a stronger current, and I strained against it. Bit by bit, the murk subsided, giving way to water clearer and warmer than the Camford. I blinked against the influx of light diffusing through the water. It lent the river a golden hue. 
 
    “It’s magical,” I whispered. 
 
    “It’s the time of day,” said Victor-or-Thomas—whoever was in front. “When the sun starts to set, it lights up this whole section of the river like gold, all the way to the next bend.” 
 
    “It is quite beautiful,” said Ronan. 
 
    A lump formed in my throat. Ronan could admire its beauty, but it wouldn’t—couldn’t—match what I was feeling. Entering the Wye was almost . . . familiar. Like a little piece of me belonged here, and returning was starting to make me whole again, to bind together the parts of my soul that had never quite belonged in the Camford. 
 
    We passed other naiads, who soared through the water with looser, more undulating movements than normal. I wondered if it was because this river flowed more slowly, or if it was just a cultural difference, like the crisper way they said theirr’s. The homes were different here, too, the entrances to the burrows outlined in stone and covered by small wooden doors. 
 
    A turtle paddling near the surface swam above me and briefly got tangled in my hair. I chuckled, reached up to pull it free, and winced as my hand brushed against my still-tender scalp. I’d pulled out quite a chunk of hair getting away from the fisherman’s hook. 
 
    No wonder they have so many sentries at the border. The Wye live so much closer to the headwaters than we do. A raiding party from another river would very quickly happen upon populated areas. 
 
    “Where are we going, exactly?” I asked our chaperones. 
 
    The soldier in front of us answered without turning around. “We will deliver you into the custody of the queen’s guard and send word to Her Majesty of your arrival.” 
 
    “Make sure to tell her I have this.” I swam forward and showed him the pendant that hung around my neck. 
 
    He peered at it, and his eyes widened. “Where did you get that trinket?” 
 
    “From my father. He’s a cousin of the queen. He moved to the Wye twenty years ago to marry my mother.” 
 
    The naiad tilted his head and seemed to consider this information. “I’ll tell the queen’s guard to make sure you’re comfortable.” 
 
    Well, that seems like a good sign. My eyes swept back and forth around the river. The Wye was busier than the most crowded stretch of the Camford, as if all the naiads lived close together instead of spread out along many miles of river. 
 
    In this throng, it would be easy to be invisible. Even accompanied by sentries—or the Confluence whatever-they-were—we weren’t attracting any particular attention. 
 
    What a wonderful place. 
 
    I slipped my hand into Ronan’s. “It’s amazing.” 
 
    “If you say so,” he said distantly. 
 
    I drew my hand back, and he turned toward me.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry,” he stammered. “What did I say?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Okay . . .” He looked at me with a raised eyebrow, and my heart sank to the river’s floor. 
 
    The naiad in front of us stopped, and I jerked to the side to avoid running into his back. 
 
    “We’re here,” he said. 
 
    I looked forward expectantly but didn’t see anything unusual. 
 
    The soldier turned around and grinned at me—the first smile I’d seen from any of our chaperones. “Look up.” 
 
    Above, stretching almost to the surface of the river, was a dwelling of logs and sticks that looked like the largest beaver dam I’d ever seen. 
 
    My mouth dropped open. 
 
    “The queen’s residence,” said the sentry. 
 
    Ronan’s hand found mine and squeezed tightly, and I suspected he shared my surprise. 
 
    “But you will not be going in yet,” said Nakia, her eyes stern. She stared hard at the other sentry. “You should not have pointed it out to them, Victor.” 
 
    So that one’s Victor. 
 
    Nakia gestured with her head. “Continue to the river’s bend with Victor and Thomas. I will explain your arrival to the queen’s guard.” 
 
    “No, let me,” said Victor. “I had the opportunity to talk with the girl about her errand.” 
 
    Nakia shrugged. “If you wish.” 
 
    Victor floated upward and around the other side of the structure, and Ronan and I followed Nakia and Thomas the short distance to the next river bend where we stopped to wait for Victor’s return. 
 
    “So, Miss Moss,” Ronan said in a jovial tone, “what made you throw all caution to the current and volunteer for this errand?” 
 
    I turned away from the guards. I didn’t want to appear vulnerable. My voice caught in my throat. “Alys is my best friend, and I wasn’t going to let her die.” 
 
    Are we going to die? 
 
    I hoped not. I didn’t think so. The soldiers were stern but didn’t seem murderous. And there was no open war between the Camford and the Wye. 
 
    Swallowing, I suppressed the tingle of anxiety in my stomach. Stay calm. 
 
    “You’d trade your life for hers?” he asked. 
 
    “In a heartbeat. But I hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    “You and me both,” he murmured. 
 
    We floated in silence for what felt like a long time. I glanced back at the queen’s residence with a lump in my throat, and Victor appeared in the distance, casting a current of water behind him to speed his approach. 
 
    He dipped his head and thumped a fist against his chest. “The queen will see both of you immediately.” 
 
    I pressed my fingernails into my palms. “I thought you were delivering us to her guards.” 
 
    “So did I,” he said. 
 
    Ronan and I exchanged a long, lingering look full of unspoken questions. I didn’t know whether to be alarmed or relieved by this new development. 
 
    “Follow me,” said Victor. “I’m to take you to her.” 
 
    Nakia moved forward. “You’re taking them inside the residence?” 
 
    “I have my orders.” Victor’s face betrayed no emotion. 
 
    Nakia’s shoulders tensed, but she nodded. “Then take them quickly.” 
 
    We followed Victor underneath the residence. When we came around to the other side, two soldiers—members of the queen’s guard, I assumed—were waiting outside a narrow entrance. 
 
    Victor nodded to them, and the shorter of the two extended a bundle of dark material toward him. “Cover their eyes so that they do not remember the way to the queen’s receiving room.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Victor grasped the hoods in his hands and turned toward us. “I’m going to secure these on each of you. If you value your lives, do not touch them until you are given permission to do so.” 
 
    He covered Ronan’s face first, and then put the second on me. It was translucent enough that I could make out light and shadow but nothing else. 
 
    “I’ll be behind you, directing you by touch,” said Victor. “Turn when I push you to the left or right. Stop when I tell you to stop.” 
 
    “Sounds easy enough,” I said, hoping I sounded cheerful rather than nervous. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    His hand rested on my left shoulder, and he gave a gentle push forward. “On you go.” 
 
    Once we entered the residence, the water in front of me went dark, and I couldn’t discern any light through the blindfold. We turned, first left and then right and then right again. After that, I lost track of the way we’d come through the darkness. I suspected Victor was leading us in several circles before taking us to see the queen so that we’d be disoriented and unable to remember the way. 
 
    I gave Ronan’s hand a gentle squeeze. Whatever the outcome, I was glad to be facing it with a friend. 
 
    We made another turn, and I detected light somewhere in front of me. 
 
    “Stop,” said Victor, and I paused. “You may remove your hoods.” 
 
    I reached up and plucked the hood off my face, blinking at the sudden light. 
 
    In front of me, sitting on a throne constructed of tightly bound sticks, sat a middle-aged naiad woman in a robe of flickering gold. 
 
    “Welcome, cousin,” the queen said. “I must confess, I’m surprised to see you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I sank to the floor and bowed, touching my face to the sticks below. With a little hiss, I gestured for Ronan to follow my lead. He obeyed, awkwardly, like he’d never dreamed of bowing before another naiad. 
 
    Spoiled royals. 
 
    “I’m so sorry to have come upon you suddenly like this, Queen Elizabet,” I said. “I promise I would not have troubled you if it were not a matter of life-and-death.” 
 
    “Stand before me, child.” 
 
    I uncurled my body and floated upward before finding my footing on the floor. Sunlight filtered through gaps in the sticks above us, illuminating the chamber so that it was almost as bright as the open river. 
 
    When Ronan also moved out of his bow, the queen turned to him with a sneering lip. “I didn’t say for you to stand, princeling.” 
 
    I suppressed a smile at Ronan’s look of bewilderment, but he obediently returned to the floor. 
 
    The queen looked me over. “Of course you’re Artan’s daughter. It’s plain in your face.” Her voice softened. “Tell me, child, how is your father’s health?” 
 
    “He is very well, Your Majesty. He asked me to greet you and beg your forgiveness for his long absence.” 
 
    “And your mother?” This time, her voice did not sound as kind. 
 
    “Also in good health, I’m happy to say.” I focused on the wreath of black hair that surrounded Queen Elizabet’s face. 
 
    “Praise the river,” she said dryly. “Tell me. What brings Artan’s daughter to plead for my help?” 
 
    “I . . .” I glanced down at Ronan. “I’m in danger in the Camford, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I see.” She followed my gaze to the prince. “And yet you’ve crossed our borders with the prince of the river in tow.” 
 
    I let a soft smile play on my lips. “The prince came of his own volition, Your Majesty, seeking to help me right an injustice.” 
 
    “So, you are here to seek asylum? The child of the long-lost son returns?” 
 
    “No, not exactly, Your Majesty. I volunteered to take the place of my friend in a trial by ordeal . . .” 
 
    Her brow wrinkled. “What is this trial? I do not know this phrase.” 
 
    My heart leaped. Was such atrocity unknown here, in the Wye? “Alys’s father is a traitor. He was summoned to complete a task—to come here and convince a Wye naiad to return to the Camford with him. If he could not complete the task, he would be considered guilty and executed. If he completed it, he would be forgiven.” 
 
    The queen’s lip curled. 
 
    “But he fled, Your Majesty. He fled and left his family to stand trial for him. Alys was to complete the trial in his place, and to suffer his punishment if he could not be found.” 
 
    “How barbaric.” The queen pressed her fingertips together. 
 
    “It is our custom that any naiad may step forward and offer themselves in place of the one sentenced to trial. I stood for Alys, and so I’ve come here. If no naiad will accompany me back to the Camford, I’m to be put to death upon my return.” 
 
    The queen tilted her head. “So, you’re here to ask me to send someone.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “And how do I know that such a king and queen will release my naiad to return? To say nothing of the dangers of the journey. For all I know, I would be sending one of my own to their doom.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “I do not believe—” 
 
    She cut me off with a wave of her hand. “I don’t believe you have ill intent, child. Nor do I think you have the first idea what the king and queen may do.” Her eyes returned to Ronan. “I have another course of action in mind.” 
 
    I didn’t like her calculating tone. 
 
    She snapped her fingers and nodded toward the prince, and two guards emerged out of the shadowy corners of the room and seized Ronan by the arms. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I demanded. 
 
    She laced her fingers together. “Thinking out loud. Trying to work out everyone’s best interests.” 
 
    Ronan cast me an agitated glance but remained mercifully silent. 
 
    “Do you really think you’ll be safe if you return to the Camford, child, even if you fulfill the terms of this trial?” 
 
    I met the queen’s fierce gaze. “I . . . believe so, Your Majesty.” It was a lie, but one I felt compelled to tell. 
 
    “You sound uncertain. And if you find your life still in danger there, where will you go?” 
 
    “I . . .” 
 
    She scoffed. “They’ll throw you to the mer if they don’t kill you themselves. The Camford are conniving, and I warned your father to not join with them. No, we need a way to safely extract your father, so that you may rejoin your true homeland. Your mother may come, too, of course. I’m not heartless.” 
 
    A sick feeling churned in my stomach.  
 
    “We’ll keep the princeling until your whole family has safely arrived in the Wye.” 
 
    “Your—” 
 
    “And perhaps we’ll require a little tribute on top.” 
 
    “Does that make you any better than they are?” I spat. 
 
    She looked almost surprised. “Do you see me threatening to kill anyone?” 
 
    “And what if they refuse to let my father go with your soldiers?” 
 
    Her eyes hardened. “Well, then, I suppose I might have to kill the princeling. But that’d be a pity.” 
 
    Ronan let out an undignified squeak. 
 
    “And again, with all due respect, Your Majesty, I ask—” 
 
    She snapped her fingers at me. “This bores me. Would you prefer I sent you back alone to your death?” 
 
    I closed my eyes. I’d traded my life for Alys’s already. Ronan had willingly risked his life when he came along with me. 
 
    But I will not be made a murderer. 
 
    “Surely we can come to some sort of solution,” I said. 
 
    Queen Elizabet’s eyes narrowed. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    I tried to quiet my roaring thoughts. What did I suggest? If the queen would not send anyone, what choice did I have? Could I convince someone to come with me? If I had money, I might be able to persuade a naiad with the promise of coin, but my family had never been wealthy.  
 
    Did Prince Ronan have coin with him? 
 
    I couldn’t even imagine asking him such a question, especially not here in front of Queen Elizabet. Though I supposed that would be better than leaving him a prisoner. 
 
    “They are my people, too, the Camford. That river raised me. I know that there is no love lost between our two worlds, but I plead with you: let me look for a naiad willing to come with me willingly, among my father’s relatives. If no one is to be found, I will go back with the prince and face my fate.” 
 
    She scoffed. “Why go back at all?” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I am here to save my friend from undertaking this trial. If I don’t return, the responsibility again falls to Alys.” 
 
    Something flashed across the queen’s face—I couldn’t quite tell if it was admiration or annoyance. Perhaps a bit of both. 
 
    “Very well,” she said. “If you can convince someone to go with you willingly, I will not impede you.” 
 
    Relief flooded me. We still had a chance. And I didn’t yet have to choose between betraying Ronan and saving my own life. I glanced over at Ronan through my eyelashes. Not that it would be much of a choice. I couldn’t save my own skin at the cost of his. There was nothing good or right or honorable about that. 
 
    And hadn’t I already decided that he had to live, for the sake of the Camford? So that he could use his position to try to change the world? 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I murmured. “Might I have the privilege of being introduced to my father’s relatives?” 
 
    She nodded. “We’ll host a storytelling tomorrow night, out in the river. I’ll see to it that you’re introduced to them.” 
 
    With a glance back at Ronan, I nodded at the guards and let them escort us—blindfolded, again—out of the queen’s residence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    As soon as we were back out in the river, the guards backed away. “You may go,” said one. “Be back here at sunset tomorrow for the storytelling.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, dipping my head and wishing I knew what else to say. 
 
    The guards drifted away from us, leaving Ronan and me to swim down the river, searching out new sights. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to Ronan, either. 
 
    He broke the silence first. “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For not selling me out back there. It would have been easier for you to do. Safer.” 
 
    “Well, it would have been easier for you to stay home in the Camford and leave me to make this journey alone. So, thank you.” 
 
    “You’re finally glad that I joined you?” He winked. 
 
    “Not even a little bit.” But I smiled, and he smiled back. Then he reached out his hand toward mine. I stiffened at first, but then threaded my fingers through his.  
 
    He and I couldn’t be, not really. Not forever. 
 
    But for a little while, it felt nice to pretend. A river trout thrashed in my stomach as his thumb reached up to caress the inside of my wrist. 
 
    Yes, it certainly was nice to pretend. 
 
    We moseyed down the bustling river, gaping at the sights and sounds. A tributary broke off from the main channel, and we followed it, finding ourselves in a market full of sellers busking their wares—food, jewelry, weapons. 
 
    I snorted when I looked at the weapons. Like the spears carried by the soldiers, they’d been imported from the overlanders, it looked like. A couple tridents appeared oceanic in origin, perhaps from Thessalonike or even Marbella. But what could an overlander weapon do against a naiad wielding the full force of the river? 
 
    Perhaps they were for decoration. 
 
    Performers were shaping objects out of the river water, causing the forms of fish and otters and mermaids to swim up through the crowd and around us, illuminating the water with a gentle light. We had performers in the Camford, of course, but something about the way these artists’ creations danced around us made me feel more alive. Like my heart was pulsing in time with this river.  
 
    Like I belonged here. 
 
    Maybe Queen Elizabet was right, in her way. Not that I should leave Ronan in her care, but that I should come back to the Wye, and bring my family with me. 
 
    But then I thought of Mama, of how the worry and fear wracked her whole body even at home, among the people she’d known her whole life. Where she belonged. No, I couldn’t do that to her. Couldn’t try to uproot her and drag her to a foreign river she didn’t know or understand. Where her blood didn’t beat in time with the song of the current. 
 
    “You look pensive,” said Ronan. 
 
    I laughed wryly. “I suppose I am.” After a long beat, I added, “What do you feel when you see all of this?” I gestured around us, at the performers and the vendors in the market. 
 
    He hesitated before answering. “It’s beautiful,” he said. “I enjoy it.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    He squeezed my hand. “What do you feel?” 
 
    I tilted my head back to look up at the surface. To give myself an extra moment to find the right words. “Like I’ve come home.” 
 
    “Do you want to stay?” he asked. 
 
    I looked back down at the pebbled floor. “I can’t.” 
 
    He chewed his lip. “I can go back, and get your family. And Alys. And bring them all here. You can start a new life, among your father’s kin.” 
 
    I studied his face, the way a lock of hair draped across his forehead, the earnest sincerity in his eyes. “You’d do that for me? Even though you want me to come back to the Camford?” 
 
    “In a heartbeat. If it’s what you truly want.” 
 
    We passed another vendor selling some sort of trinket that seemed designed to bring the wearer good luck, and then a naiad promising to predict the future by studying the strands of our hair. 
 
    I wondered if she’d tell us that Ronan and I would live happily-ever-after, because surely that’s what two young naiads holding hands in the market would want to hear. 
 
    And, after all, isn’t telling people what they want to hear the best way to make coin as a fortune teller? My grandmother had told fortunes for many years, especially to the royal family. 
 
    Back when she was still alive. 
 
    And here I am, walking hand-in-hand with the prince. I hazarded another quick glance in Ronan’s direction. But just like it was unjust for the king and queen to pass judgment on Alys for the sins of her father, it would be unjust for me to judge Ronan for his parents’ harsh rule. 
 
    Alys was no criminal. Perhaps Ronan would be no tyrant. Perhaps he’d bring about the change he so earnestly desired. 
 
    And he certainly looked roguishly handsome with that lock of hair across his forehead and the smile that told me without any question that he thought me beautiful. 
 
    After we’d floated a little further, we bought food—long pieces of river grass wrapped around large chunks of trout—turned around, and began to make our way back.  
 
    I yawned. “I’m exhausted.” 
 
    Ronan rested a hand lightly on my shoulders. “I’m sure there are lodgings. Let’s find somewhere for to rest for the night.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, but he took me by the hand and led me into the crowd. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he said to a passing naiad. 
 
    The naiads around us gave us strange looks and a wide berth. 
 
    Our accents, perhaps? 
 
    But by the fourth time Ronan asked, a long-haired woman with striking violet eyes stopped to give us directions to the nearest lodgings, and another rush of exhaustion overcame me. I didn’t want Ronan to use his money to buy me a place to sleep, but I didn’t have the energy to protest. 
 
    Ronan led me by the hand through the crowd and to another of the wooden, beaver-dam-like structures. In a hushed voice, he spoke with the naiad at the entrance to the lodging and handed her four coins. The woman led us into the dark interior of the structure and down a corridor, gesturing Ronan into one room and me into a room on the other side. 
 
    I walked into my room and blinked to get my bearings. There were six beds, each stacked three high. There wasn’t anyone else currently in the room, but the possessions strewn across four of the beds told me that those beds were already spoken for. 
 
    I turned to ask the attendant which bed I ought to take, but the woman had already returned down the corridor. With a shrug, I looked at the two empty beds, decided that it didn’t matter, and crawled into the one nearest to the door. 
 
    # 
 
    When I opened my eyes the next morning, I struggled for a moment to remember where I was. It came back in a rush, and I sat up and rubbed my eyes. I needed to pull myself together. Tonight, I’d meet the relatives on Papa’s side of the family. 
 
    And I had to convince one of them to come with me. 
 
    A knot rose up in my throat. If no one would come . . . could I really go back to face my fate? Throw myself on the infamous mercy of the king and queen and pray that somehow they didn’t sentence me to death? 
 
    The thought terrified me. 
 
    Maybe Ronan was right. Maybe I should let him go and collect Mama and Papa, and Alys, and Alys’s family, and bring them to make new lives in the Wye. Mama wouldn’t like it, but surely she’d like it more than seeing her daughter dead. 
 
    I groaned. I had to make this work. 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair and then slipped out of bed, past a handful of naiad women asleep in the room, and into the darkened hall. I hesitated outside of the door that Ronan had gone through. Dare I go and wake him up in the men’s dormitory? 
 
    Instead, I turned and walked back down the corridor toward the outer door. When I reached it, I saw Ronan sitting on the edge of the dam, his legs dangling off into the current. 
 
    “Hey.” I sat down next to him. 
 
    “Hey.” He smiled and reached out to take my hand. “Get any brilliant ideas in your sleep?” 
 
    I managed a laugh. “I wish. How about you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not one. But I’m still quite sure it was a brilliant idea to come on this adventure with you.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    He stared off into the distance. “I’ve never done anything like this before. It’s an adventure, you know? And I think it’s an experience that will make me a better king someday.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    With a little chuckle, he looked back at me. “I’m serious. I . . . there’s a lot I disagree with my parents about. You know that. But seeing this unfold . . . it reminds me how much of a cost there really is to their decisions. This time, that cost could have been your life. I don’t know exactly what to do when we get back. But I can tell you that the trial by ordeal will be the first thing to go when I’m king.” 
 
    “I’ve got a list of things that should go,” I muttered. 
 
    This time, he barked a laugh. “I’m sure you do, Tryphaena. And I’m sure I’ll want to hear them.” 
 
    We sat in comfortable silence for a few more minutes, and then I said, “You can call me Phae, if you want. It’s what Alys calls me.” 
 
    He ran his thumb up toward my wrist again, and I loved and hated the way my head, my stomach, my heart responded. 
 
    “I’d be honored, Phae.” 
 
    Keep your head. Please, keep your head. I’d never been the type to lose myself in any man’s eyes, and I certainly wasn’t going to lose myself to an infatuated princeling I’d barely met. 
 
    And yet . . . something in me thought—or felt—that it would be a mistake to send him away with a firm no. That I should let this continue, just a little longer. Why, I didn’t know. But I felt it so strongly, in the deepest core of who I was, that I decided to allow it.  
 
    Just for now. Just for a little while. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Excitement built in my throat as the crowd grew thicker the closer we drew to the queen’s residence that night. Had the whole river turned out for the storytelling? 
 
    Ronan’s fingers clasped mine, and I didn’t protest. The crowd was growing so intense that we risked losing each other. I kicked off the bottom so that we floated above the naiads walking on the river’s floor. A number of other naiads were up above with us, swimming against the current. 
 
    Moments later, the queen’s residence came into view. I blinked, taking in the scene. The queen floated directly underneath her dam. Members of her personal guard stood in a formation around her. 
 
    We swam closer and found ourselves face-to-face with a scowling guard. 
 
    He looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “This close to the queen’s residence, you will walk on the bottom. You do not swim above Her Majesty.” 
 
    I suddenly realized that we’d swum out ahead of the other naiads, and my face flushed warm as I realized my mistake. “Of course,” I murmured. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Ronan and I floated downward, trying to find an open spot in the crowd below. We finally did, perhaps twenty tightly packed rows of naiads back from the queen. 
 
    “With this many naiads, where will the storytelling be?” whispered Ronan in my ear. “No one will be able to see.” 
 
    As if in answer to his question, one of the naiads swimming above us stretched out her hand and shot a dazzling strand of light through the water and over our heads. It zipped over us three times, and then each of the other swimming naiads created their own tiny balls of light and sent them weaving out among the audience. I reached out to touch one, and it felt almost solid as it skimmed past my hand. 
 
    “Today,” intoned a solemn, feminine voice. “We tell a story from a far-off sea, of an ancient siren queen who loved an overlander.” 
 
    The water above us went inky black, and a chill ran through my body. I’d never seen anything like it before. 
 
    Then a bead of light pierced the darkness, coming to rest on the forehead of a redheaded naiad. The light multiplied, until nine points of light rested on her forehead like a tiara. 
 
    A male voice took up the call, narrating the story of Apsara, the siren queen who fell in love with a pirate who sailed from Corundum to the seven kingdoms. 
 
    But the pirate would not give up his ship—one of the performers cast the shape of a huge wooden ship in the water above us—and the queen would not give up her throne, and so the queen and the pirate spent together only one week out of every year, in the shoals of an island owned by no kingdom. 
 
    I lost myself in the story as the performers played it out.  
 
    The queen gave a command that the pirate’s ship remain untouched, that he be free to sail the ocean undisturbed by the murderous intent of any siren. 
 
    But her older half-sister, Menaka, was jealous of her, for their mother had chosen Apsara to inherit the throne, even though Menaka was her firstborn. So, year after year, Menaka schemed. 
 
    She made a bargain with a great witch of the deep, who left her a siren but gave her the appearance of an overlander, and she went ashore at the same port in which the pirate’s ship had set down anchor.  
 
    Among the taverns and gambling dens, she found the pirate’s first mate and bewitched him with her siren song. 
 
    The first mate betrayed the pirate, staging a mutiny and casting him into the embrace of the deep. 
 
    But the pirate felt no fear, for he knew that his lover saw all in the ocean and would take care that he not sink into the abyss. 
 
    But Menaka was ready. She sent one of her serving girls to pluck the pirate out of the water and pull him into her embrace and kiss him just as the siren queen arrived to rescue her lover. Upon seeing her lover faithless and in the arms of another siren, the queen skewered him and the serving girl with her trident and fed them to a webbed-foot dragon. 
 
    When she returned, in a rage, to the trench in which they lived, Menaka told her that the serving girl had surely bewitched the prince with a song before kissing him. Distraught, the queen demanded that Menaka bring her an oracle, so that she could consult with her about her lover’s fidelity. 
 
    And so Menaka brought the sea witch to Apsara, but instead of casting lots, the sea witch took Apsara down to the seafloor and cast a spell that transformed her into an overlander. And Menaka herself held her sister down against the seafloor until she drowned. 
 
    The expanse of river above us went black again, and then the darkness evaporated. Each performer took a turn jetting above the audience, throwing out a shape from their hands with a little flourish as the crowd applauded. 
 
    I shivered and pressed my back up against Ronan. “Well, that was quite a story,” I murmured. 
 
    “It was,” he said, his jaw tight. “I didn’t like it much.” 
 
    I read the question on his face: Was the theme of the story a mere coincidence, or did the queen request it? Is it a message to me? 
 
    The crowd’s attention seemed to shift, and I followed their gaze to the queen’s residence. She’d floated upward and was hovering just high enough that the whole crowd could see her. 
 
    “What a story,” she said warmly, gesturing back at the performers. 
 
    The crowd cheered again, an excited energy pulsing through it. 
 
    Queen Elizabet looked down and scanned the crowd until her gaze fixed on me. “Tryphaena, come here please. You can bring your friend.” 
 
    I glanced at Ronan, and he nodded, a serious expression on his face. I kicked up off the ground and swam toward the queen with Ronan at my side. 
 
    The queen grabbed my arm and turned me toward the crowd. “I am so pleased to welcome Tryphaena Moss, the daughter of my cousin Artan, who some of you may recall left our waters to marry a Camford naiad.” 
 
    I tried to read the expressions on the naiads’ faces. A few toward the front looked pleased to see me. In other countenances, I read suspicion and distrust. 
 
    The queen floated with her back straight and her expression firm. “As you disperse, I would like to make a formal request that all of Artan’s relations, out to his first cousins and their descendants, stay to meet with Tryphaena.” She cast me a look that seemed almost smug. “She would like to ask you for a favor.” 
 
    I winced. Not how I’d hoped to broach the conversation. Most of the naiads began moving back up and down the river, but a handful—perhaps twenty or so—walked or swam toward me instead. 
 
    I smiled shyly at the group gathering around me, and my heart caught in my throat as I saw how strongly some of them resembled my papa. 
 
    A woman with white hair and a trembling chin approached me. “Can it be?” she asked, her voice quavering. 
 
    Recognition resounded from somewhere deep within me, and I asked, “Are you . . . my grandmother?” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes full of emotion. “How is Artan? He’s not . . .” 
 
    “No!” I reached out and clasped her forearm. “He is alive. And happy.” 
 
    I have a grandmother again. 
 
    The corners of her lips turned up, and she clutched her arm to her chest. “I am so very glad to hear that, child. And to see your face. Do you have any brothers or sisters?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, just me.” 
 
    “And I’ve been blessed to see you with my own eyes,” she murmured, reaching up to pull my forehead down to meet hers. Then she released me. “Let me introduce you to the others.” 
 
    She pulled me away from Queen Elizabet with surprising speed and introduced me, at an almost dizzying pace, to an array of aunts and uncles and cousins. I couldn’t keep track of their names, but almost all of them seemed pleased to see me. 
 
    Except for one. A light-haired girl a little older than me just scowled at me when my grandmother introduced her as my cousin-twice-removed, Janine. I took an immediate step back, unsure what had made Janine angry with me. 
 
    But we moved on, and I tried to put her out of my head. 
 
    All three of my aunts kissed me on both cheeks, and the older of my two uncles pulled me into a hearty hug.  
 
    After Elizabet’s calculating attitude, I hadn’t expected such warmth. 
 
    And then I managed a glance up at the queen, and I saw that she wasn’t looking at me. She was studying Ronan out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    This isn’t about me. This was about manipulating the heir to the Camford throne. For what end, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    My heart sank to the bottom of the river. 
 
    My grandmother tapped me on the shoulder, and I found myself being introduced to yet another cousin. 
 
    After I’d made the rounds, everyone—except the queen and Ronan—gathered in a circle around me. Unexpected emotion welled up in my chest. It was just like the feeling I’d had when I’d first come into the Wye. I felt at home, somehow. Whole, in a way I hadn’t felt before. 
 
    I glanced over at the queen and Ronan again, and my stomach squirmed. Elizabet was as conniving and manipulative as the royals back home, of that I was sure. And while I didn’t have as much family back in the Camford as I evidently did here, my heart yearned for my mama. 
 
    I was a child of two worlds, belonging to neither . . . and both. 
 
    Shaking away the emotion, I looked back at my newfound relatives. “The queen is right,” I said. “I’ve come to ask a favor.” 
 
    “Anything, child,” said my grandmother. 
 
    My aunts and uncles and cousins looked at me with expectant faces. All except for Janine, who had crossed her arms and assumed a sour expression. 
 
    “In the Camford, judgments are sometimes handed down as a trial by ordeal,” I said. “Do you . . . know what that is?” 
 
    My grandmother’s face screwed up in horror. “Only from stories of a harsher time long past. From the days of my grandmother’s grandmother. That is still practiced so near as the Camford?” 
 
    I shifted. “I’m afraid it is. And it gets worse. If the accused isn’t present to stand trial—if they’ve fled—the trial passes to their closest family member. My friend Alys . . . her father committed treason.” 
 
    I looked back up at my grandmother, and sympathy shone in her eyes. 
 
    “There’s an old custom,” I continued, threading my fingers together, “that allows anyone to step forward and offer themselves up to take the accused’s place in such a trial. I stepped forward to spare my friend.” 
 
    No one said anything. 
 
    “I was sent here by the king and queen, tasked with convincing any Wye naiad to journey back with me to the Camford and partake in a feast. The Wye naiad will then be allowed to return here, unharmed. The journey is, of course, dangerous, and such a request means that I’m asking you to trust me. But if I fail, I’ll be executed.” 
 
    “So you need someone to go back with you,” murmured my grandmother. “To fulfill this inhumane custom.” 
 
    “I know it’s a lot to ask.” My voice grew steadier. “And I will not fault you—any of you—if no one can find it in themselves to join me. But I had to ask.” 
 
    I squared my shoulders. I’d done what I could. Let the stones fall as they willed. 
 
    “And who is he?” Janine gestured toward Ronan. 
 
    “A friend who decided to join me on the journey.” 
 
    Queen Elizabet’s voice rang out. “Ronan is also the crown prince of the Camford.” 
 
    I winced. I was liking Elizabet less and less every moment. 
 
    “Is that true?” Janine jutted her chin up at me. 
 
    “I’m afraid it is.” My voice cracked. “Ronan does not approve of his parents’ . . . handling of the situation.” 
 
    Janine studied me, her eyes narrow. “And how long have you been friends with him?” 
 
    Floods, she’s perceptive. 
 
    “Does it matter?” I asked. 
 
    “It does,” she said. “Because how do we know that he didn’t come as a spy?” 
 
    “That’s quite enough, Janine,” said my grandmother. 
 
    But Elizabet had a slight smile on her face. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Aunt Vera. I’ll not impugn my cousin’s character by suggesting that she’s in on the scheme. But we don’t have any reason to trust a prince of the Camford.” 
 
    Ronan raised his hands. “I’m no spy,” he said. “Not that I expect any of you to believe me, but I came because I admire Phae, and I thought she shouldn’t have to make this journey alone.” 
 
    One of my aunts made a little cooing sound in her throat, like she was charmed by his response. But Janine just crossed her arms again. 
 
    My grandmother laid a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll come with you, child. It will be good to see my son again.” 
 
    “No!” said Janine, stepping forward. “Aunt Vera, the journey is long.” 
 
    With a little laugh, my grandmother said, “It’s a day or two of travel. No one’s building a funeral raft for me. I’m quite able to travel to a neighboring river system.” 
 
    But Janine’s mouth tightened. “I’ll go.” 
 
    I drew back. She was the last naiad I wanted joining us. 
 
    But it didn’t seem like many others were stepping up. 
 
    A chuckle rumbled in my grandmother’s throat. “I’ve made my decision, Janine. And you know as well as I do that no one’s ever stopped me from doing anything I’ve set my mind to.” 
 
    There was a formidable expression on her face, and I didn’t have the slightest doubt that her words were true. 
 
    My mother was a nervous, anxious personality, quick to bemoan a situation, but never stubborn enough to dig in her heels and effect change. But in my grandmother’s eyes, I could see myself. The cold determination that swallowed me when I’d made a decision. The sense of right-and-wrong, of fierce love, that had caused me to step forward for Alys. 
 
    And I saw that same stubbornness in Janine’s eyes, too. 
 
    Janine clapped a fist over her heart. “Then I will come with you, to serve as your protector and shield for the course of the journey.” 
 
    Grandmother dipped her head, amusement written on her face. “That I will accept.” 
 
    I turned my gaze back toward Queen Elizabet. Her mouth was quirked, as if she hadn’t quite expected this outcome. But she inclined her head toward me. 
 
    “So be it,” she said. “You may leave tomorrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    When the four of us stood at the Mouth of the Wye the next day, a sea of mixed emotions swelled within my chest. Of loss and joy, sadness and belonging. I’d made the journey out of necessity, but somehow in the wandering I’d regained a part of myself. 
 
    Janine had a knife strapped to each leg. I wanted to ask her what she intended to use them for. What was this Wye obsession with overlander weapons when naiads could wield the water itself with deadly accuracy? 
 
    She saw me staring at them. “You don’t live near overlanders, do you?” 
 
    My mouth opened and then closed. Finally, I said, “Our settlement is far from overlander cities, yes.” 
 
    “So, what happens if you get plucked from the water and taken within their walls? What if you don’t have any water to wield? Or not enough of it? What are you going to do, then?” 
 
    I swallowed as I glanced back down at the knives. 
 
    “I thought so,” she said, her eyebrows raised. 
 
    When I turned away, she muttered something under her breath. I didn’t catch all of it, but I was pretty sure I heard the words, “Fool girl.” 
 
    I let it pass. 
 
    “Let’s go.” I stretched out my hands and pulled the waters into a current behind me. At least this time we were going downriver. The journey would be quicker. 
 
    And, I hoped, easier. 
 
    # 
 
    When we drew near to Corundum, Janine reached down and re-adjusted the knives strapped to her calves. A shiver ran down my spine. 
 
    I held up a hand. “Let’s swim slowly. Just at the speed of the current,” I murmured. “There were fishers here.” 
 
    “There usually are,” snipped Janine. 
 
    Grandmama, as she’d asked me to call her, maintained a serene expression. “If the Corundumians think that I will grace the inside of a fountain, they have another thing coming,” she said as lightly as if she were discussing the stones on the bottom of the river. “Janine may believe me aged and infirm, but I’ve still got a few tricks in my hands.” She gave me a wink. 
 
    I managed a smile but remained on alert, scanning for any signs of danger. I hadn’t come so far, hadn’t drug my kin out of the safety of their own river, to watch it all fall apart here. 
 
    But we passed by Corundum and its fallen bridge without incident, and relief flooded me when I realized we’d come to the bend in the river that took us out of sight of the city. 
 
    “On toward home, then,” I murmured. 
 
    And then the net closed around Ronan, the tendrils wrapping tightly around his body. He yelled, and I drew back my hands to shape a water-spear. 
 
    I would not lose him today. 
 
    To my left, another net closed around Janine, and she was already sawing at it from the inside with her overlander knife. 
 
    I bit down hard on my lip and grabbed hold of Ronan’s net, moving my hand back and forth, slicing through the rope with a water-spear, trying to move as quickly as I could without injuring him. 
 
    But it wasn’t fast enough. We were moving toward the surface too quickly. 
 
    Then, all at once, we were sinking back down again. The movement jolted me, and I wondered if I was going to be sick. 
 
    My eyes darted to Grandmama. In a fluid movement, she soared toward the surface, her hand outstretched, summoning a pillar of water with a sharp edge that she brought up above her head and threw straight at the netting above Janine. The net jolted and swung to the side, and then Janine was falling free, toward the river floor.  
 
    When Ronan and I hit the stones on the bottom, I scrambled to cut him free, disentangling him from the constricting netting. 
 
    But Grandmama was continuing up toward the surface, forming another pillar of water as she went. 
 
    High above me, her head burst out into the air, so that I could only see her legs kicking below the surface. But I felt the rush of the river as she heaved a wall of water out at the banks, no doubt scattering and dousing the overlanders who had tried to capture us. 
 
    As the water settled, she sank down toward us, her face as dignified and serene as ever. “There my dears,” she said as she shaped a dozen tiny water spears and used them to sever Janine’s bonds in one fluid motion. “What were you saying about protecting me?” 
 
    # 
 
    We swam a little further downriver, away from the fishers and their nets, until we found a small alcove in the bank large enough to take shelter in. 
 
    “Let’s rest for a bit,” said Grandmama. “I think you young ones had quite the scare.” 
 
    I entered the alcove first, inspecting it for any hidden animal life, and then settled down to sit on the mud as the others followed me. 
 
    “You weren’t scared?” I asked as I dug my fingernails into the mud. 
 
    Grandmama stretched her arms upward, rolling her shoulders. “When you’ve lived as long as I have, my dear, you’ll have come face-to-face with danger more than once. I’ve endured it often enough that I don’t worry. I just act. And then I let the worry come later.” She laughed, but I could see the strain on her face. I suspected the worry was just now starting to overtake her. 
 
    “Are you really alright?” 
 
    She reached out and touched my cheek. “Child, you’re not going to get rid of me that easily. Besides, I’m too stubborn to let anything drive me back before I’ve had the chance to give your father the longest tongue-lashing he’s had in his life. For running off to the Camford and leaving his family, of course.” 
 
    I chuckled and looked down. “That was amazing, what you did out there. It seemed like you brought the whole river to life.” 
 
    “Hopefully it banishes any more snide remarks about anyone being my shield.” She fixed her gaze on Janine. 
 
    Janine’s head snapped up. “I only meant—” 
 
    “I know you meant well, dear.” And suddenly her fierceness dropped away, and she looked every inch the sweet elderly naiad I’d first met. “But I’m capable of taking care of myself, and I trust I will be for many years more.” 
 
    Janine said nothing, but I thought I saw traces of a suppressed smile on her face. 
 
    My eyes met hers in a sudden moment of mutual understanding, and for the first time I felt like I was really able to see Janine, behind the wall of defensiveness and distrust she’d put up between us. 
 
    The moment dropped away almost as quickly as it arrived, but I was left with a fleeting sense of hope. Maybe she and I could still be friends, if circumstances allowed it. If I ended up returning to the Wye with my family. 
 
    But for now, I didn’t need to think too much about what the future held. I just needed to get back home and show the king and queen that I’d fulfilled their task, so that the trial would end and Alys could live free from fear. 
 
    Until the next time her father returned and engaged in some sort of malfeasance. 
 
    I gritted my teeth. With such a father, Alys couldn’t ever really be free. Not under the Camford’s laws. If a child could be punished for the sins of her parents, and her father was never going to reform himself . . . 
 
    Maybe he’d get himself killed in another river system before he worked up the courage to find out that his trial had been fulfilled and the Camford was safe for him again. 
 
    It was a dark, vengeful thought, one that sent a shiver down my spine. Yes, he was to blame—he ran away knowing that his wife or daughter might have to face his fate for him—but there was no forcing someone to be a good husband or father. 
 
    I glanced over at Ronan, swimming at my side, and thought back to the things he’d said. 
 
    Maybe we could do something about the antiquated law that forced a family member to take the accused’s place in a trial by ordeal. 
 
    I motioned for Ronan to drop back with me and swim a little bit behind Janine and Grandmama. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked quietly, once we’d gotten just out of earshot. 
 
    “When are things going to change in the Camford?” 
 
    “Certainly when I’m king,” he said slowly, as if contemplating. 
 
    “That could be decades from now.” 
 
    He seemed to take my point. “I’ll talk to my parents. You know I want change sooner rather than later. No one should die for their family’s sins.” 
 
    “What are you going to say to them?” 
 
    “I’ll . . . ask them to work with me to change things. To bring the Camford more into alignment with my vision for the future.” 
 
    I chuckled. “And you think that’s going to work?” 
 
    “Um . . .” 
 
    “You have to be more forceful than that if you’re really going to make things better.” 
 
    “I . . .” He trailed off. 
 
    “If that’s not something you’re able to do, that’s fine. I’ll collect my family and go back to the Wye with my grandmama and Janine. I’m only asking because you said you wanted things to be different. That you recognize the injustices your parents are doling out. So, tell me. Are you going to see that things get fixed now, or are you going to wait until it’s easy?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “You’re not an easy taskmaster, are you, Phae?” 
 
    “I just want an answer. Because the Camford raised me. Alys is there. My mama . . . she won’t be easily transplanted into the Wye. And even though the Wye felt strangely like home . . . part of me belongs in the Camford, too. And I don’t know how to sort all of that out yet. But if I’m going to try to stay, I need to know that things are going to change. Because I can’t be invisible anymore. Your parents know who I am. And they’re not going to like me. So I need to know that I’m safe, and that I’m not bringing danger on the people I love by staying.” 
 
    Because I don’t ever want to be like Alys’s father. 
 
    Ronan cleared his throat. “You’re not asking for anything unreasonable. I . . . do want things to . . .” 
 
    When he trailed off again, resignation settled in my chest. Somehow, amid our adventure together, I’d mistaken him. I’d hoped he was different. Revolutionary. Because then my attraction to him would make sense. But at least this gave me closure. A direction to go as soon as we returned. Maybe Alys would come to the Wye with me and start over. 
 
    But then Ronan continued, “I am my parents’ only child. If I threaten to leave with you—and mean it—they’ll have no choice but to accede to my demands or let the throne pass to my cousin instead.” 
 
    I suddenly felt cold all over and focused my attention on a trout up ahead. Leave with me? “Ronan, I care for you. I enjoy your company. But this is too fast, too—” 
 
    “No, not like that,” he said. “Well, maybe like that. But it’s not about whether you and I will work out. Not really. I don’t think I can live with myself if I don’t do everything I can to try to correct injustice. I’m in a unique position. There are few naiads my parents would consider listening to. If I have an opportunity to influence them and don’t take it . . . if I continue to live in luxury on the backs of my people, when I know better . . . what does that make me?” 
 
    “Nothing good,” I murmured. 
 
    “Nothing good,” he said. “And that’s why I have to do this.” 
 
    My heart fluttered like rapids in my chest again. So much for closure. 
 
    “But you really do have to know that there are no promises if you come with us,” I said. “I can’t be bound to that. I’ve never—” 
 
    He darted forward and hovered directly in front of me, and I came to a reluctant halt. 
 
    “This is really, truly, first and foremost about doing what I have to do, Phae. You will owe me nothing, no matter how any of this goes.” He held out his hand. “I don’t want to snare you.” 
 
    I relaxed and managed a smile, taking his hand and hoping that he couldn’t tell that my heart was beating so hard I thought it might crack open my chest. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Home,” I murmured when we caught a glimpse of border officers in the distance. Would Father be among them? How many days had I been gone? No, I couldn’t imagine it would be his turn again already. 
 
    But the sight of something so familiar, so Camford, brought a lump of emotion to my throat. Yes, it was good to be home. 
 
    I reached out and squeezed Ronan’s hand. 
 
    Then I was swimming, as fast as I could, casting a current behind me. The word home felt right. Did I belong in the Camford forever? Time would tell. But for now, I was happy to see its banks. 
 
    And then I recognized him among the border guards. 
 
    Papa. 
 
    I squealed, my stomach dropping away behind me, and surged toward him even faster. He held my gaze for a long moment and then broke formation and swam toward me. 
 
    “Phaena!” 
 
    We met, and I swam in a circle around him before darting in for a hug. 
 
    “I’m so happy to see you,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “I came here every day, waiting for you.” 
 
    My own voice quavered as I replied. “I’m so happy to be back, Papa. Oh! And I brought someone.” I gestured behind me. “This is Janine, your cousin’s daughter. And I believe you’ve met . . .” 
 
    His jaw grew slack with surprise. “Mama?” 
 
    I gazed back at Grandmama, whose face had crumpled. “Artan.” 
 
    All at once, he surged toward her, pulling her into a tight embrace. “I’ve missed you so much,” he said. “Every day.” 
 
    She pulled back and studied his face. “You’re happy?” 
 
    He smiled softly. “You’ve met my Phaena. With such a blessing in my life, how could I not be happy?” 
 
    She rested her hand on his cheek, like he was still a little boy. “Good.” Then she straightened. “I’ve come to introduce myself to your king and queen to fulfill the terms of Tryphaena’s trial by ordeal. They sound perfectly lovely.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I trust you’ll continue to hold your tongue during your stay in these waters.” 
 
    “Might be dangerous to do otherwise,” she said wryly, glancing beyond him at the other guards who hadn’t moved from their position. 
 
    “You understand all you need to about the Camford, then,” he said. 
 
    “It’s not so different where we come from,” she murmured. “Not really.” 
 
    He tilted his head. “Elizabet?” 
 
    Her eyes clouded. “She is a strong ruler.” 
 
    His gaze drifted down to the river floor. “I see.” 
 
    Janine stepped forward. “It’s good to meet you, Artan. I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m Lira’s daughter.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” he said, reaching out to pull her into a hug. “You look just like her. And she did always like the name Janine.” 
 
    Then he looked over at Ronan, and a curious expression passed over his face. “I thought you might be coming back with Phaena. Your mother and father have torn the river apart looking for you.” 
 
    Ronan shuffled. “It didn’t seem right for her to go alone, sir.” He looked back toward the border officers. “I should probably have them send a messenger. Tell them that I’m back.” 
 
    Papa chuckled. “You don’t need to. Siobhan went as soon as you were recognized.” He then looked at me. “I didn’t realize you were such good friends with the prince, Phaena.” Approval colored his voice, and I wanted to sink into the river’s floor. 
 
    “We’ve become friends as of late,” I said. “On the journey, mostly.” 
 
    “Well then,” said Papa. “Let’s get you children home, shall we?” 
 
    He put one arm around me and one around Grandmama, and we let the current carry us back toward the center of the Camford. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    Ronan requested a seat next to me at the exoneration feast, and I felt just a little bit satisfied when the queen’s lips pursed like she’d tasted something bitter. 
 
    Both the king and queen had given me a suspicious look when they greeted Ronan and me upon our arrival, but I just offered a sweet smile and let Ronan do all the talking. 
 
    When he finished telling an abridged version of the story, the queen fixed me with an appraising gaze. “Well,” she said after a long hesitation. “I suppose it’s time for us to call a grand feast.” 
 
    And so, I sat between Ronan and Alys along the edge of the river as the food was served, watching the dancers spin a story of a dangerous journey to a foreign river. 
 
    Alys leaned up against my shoulder. “Thank you, again,” she said for the fifteenth time since I’d arrived home.  
 
    “I’m glad I went. For a lot of reasons.” My gaze drifted toward Prince Ronan, and Alys elbowed me out of my reverie. 
 
    “Wait . . .” she said. “You and . . .” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I mean, maybe. It’s all still confusing.” 
 
    Alys clapped a hand over her mouth and squealed. 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” I hissed, but the smile spread across my face anyway. “It’s more than that. I’m glad I went to the Wye. Glad that I met Grandmama and Janine and even Queen Elizabet. It . . . showed me who I was. Helped settle the sense of roving that’s always plucked at my heart.” 
 
    She sat back up and looked at me, the merriment fading from her expression. “Are you going back there? With them? To stay?” 
 
    I chewed my lip. “I’m not sure. It depends on a lot of things I can’t control. But I’ve decided I want to stay. For now, at least. If it’s safe.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” she murmured. “But I’d understand if you had to go.” 
 
    “Any sign of your father?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “If word ever reaches him that his treason’s been paid for, I expect he’ll turn up again. But I don’t think even Mama will give him a warm welcome this time. He went too far. Put her through too much.” 
 
    I glanced further down the row, taking in the sight of my mama and papa, my grandmama and Janine, all sitting in a cluster and talking with wide smiles on their faces. Soon, my newfound family would be fractured again, when Grandmama and Janine returned to the Wye. 
 
    I pushed myself up from Alys’s side and floated downriver to sit in front of Janine. “Peace?” I asked, extending a hand. 
 
    A wry smile played on her lips, but she stretched out her hand. “Peace, Tryphaena.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we met under these circumstances. I understand why you didn’t trust me. We didn’t know each other, then. If you’d come here asking my papa to go with you to the Wye, I think I’d have been suspicious, too.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s in the past. We’ve made the journey. All is as you promised it would be.” 
 
    “If I ever end up coming back to the Wye, let’s be friends this time around.” 
 
    A water dancer sped past us, casting a ball of light in our direction that skimmed by my hair. 
 
    “I’d like that,” she said. “But we’re more than friends. We’re family. So, we’ll look out for each other as best we can, if the situation ever presents itself.” Her countenance grew more serious. “You’re a bridge between two rivers that don’t have many other bridges, Tryphaena. It may not ever matter—I hope it never matters—but if it does, don’t forget who you are.” 
 
    My hand rested on the royal Wye pendant that hung from my neck. 
 
    “I swear it.” 
 
    # 
 
    Alys and I were sitting on our favorite rock three days later, letting the warm afternoon sun seep into our skin, when Ronan’s head poked up out of the water. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, scooting to the edge of the rock and dangling my feet in. “What did they say?” 
 
    Ronan had been planning a long, hard conversation with his parents for several days, and my nerves tingled. 
 
    I didn’t want to leave. Not really. But I would if I had to. Because I’d lost the chance to be invisible, to keep myself safe that way. 
 
    “They weren’t happy,” he said. “Especially my mother. But I think my father was secretly a little proud of me. He’s always said that a monarch needs to have a backbone. He almost had a smile on his face when he said they would announce me as a full prince regent.” 
 
    I gasped. “They gave that much?” 
 
    “I suspect they’d been planning to do it sooner or later. Give me a good, long period of making some of the decisions before they all fall on my shoulders.” He pulled himself up out of the water and sat cross-legged, facing Alys and me. “My first act is to ban the practice of punishing family members for a loved one’s indiscretion.” He reached out and offered his hand. “And the second is to find out if the lovely Tryphaena Moss will come to dinner with my family.” 
 
    Alys gave a little squeak of excitement. She found my romance with the prince entirely more swoon-worthy than I did. 
 
    The air felt unnaturally hot on my skin. Dinner? With the king and queen? 
 
    But one look at his hopeful eyes and I knew what my answer would be. I might not have any desire to meet with them as the king and queen, but something in me would consent to meet them as Ronan’s parents. I wouldn’t ever like or trust them. Their actions had severed that possibility forever. But perhaps we could come to a sort of mutual toleration. For Ronan’s sake. 
 
    “Of course.” I reached out and tucked a stray lock of hair out of his eyes. “I’d be honored to have dinner with the family of the man I care for.” 
 
    The eagle Alys had named Felicity soared overhead. 
 
    He smiled, and it sent my heart crashing like rapids again. “There’s no one else I’d rather bring home to them.” 
 
    Home. 
 
    Yes, somehow it felt right.  
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