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Prologue 

	It started with a sound. Asleep in bed, Elena thrashed as the sound grew, a mounting pressure inside her skull. Her eyes snapped open, unseeing, as an image filled her mind: a pale, angular, feminine face, screaming for mercy. The voice pitched higher and higher. Hands curled claw-like, Elena’s breath came short and fast at the pain. With a muffled pop, the sound and sensations evaporated.

	Elena woke gasping for breath and lurched upright. Her chest convulsed as she choked on the sudden intake of air. The thin nightgown clung to her clammy skin, sweat running beneath the long plait down her back. Tears squeezed out while she fought against coughing, her head ringing with each harsh hack. Finally, she caught her breath and leaned back against the headboard with a shuddering sigh of relief.

	Across the room, the mirror on her dresser began to glow.

	‘Ellie!’ Verani’s voice sounded hoarse.

	‘Wait,’ Elena called, her voice just as rough. ‘I’m coming.’

	Climbing out of the tall bed, she reached for her robe, tying it on before slipping her feet into the lambswool slippers beneath the chair. The crisp air chilled her damp skin. She shivered as she hurried to the dresser. A glance in the mirror told both women enough.

	‘You felt it too?’

	Verani nodded, her blue eyes glassy and face pale apart from a small spot of pink over either cheek. ‘They must have done it.’

	‘I didn’t think the last was strong enough,’ Elena said, leaning her head against the cool glass in an effort to ease the pounding.

	‘Neither.’ Verani sucked in a breath and exhaled with a low sigh. ‘That sound! It was as if I felt the energy ripping away from her flesh!’

	Elena lifted her head gently from the glass and eased back into her seat, trying not to exacerbate the pain. ‘It would be most appropriate. She’s done it to enough others.’

	‘Can you sense them? Have they been in touch?’

	Elena shook her head. ‘No, you’re the first. If any of them survived, it could be two months complete before we know anything. They didn’t take any crystals, for fear of giving themselves away.’

	Some color returned to Verani’s face. She reached a hand up and smoothed her hair back, brows drawn close. Elena waited to hear her thoughts.

	‘Do you want me to come?’

	Elena managed a slight smile. ‘I would love your company, but it’s not necessary. Best you stay and work on your research.’

	After they bid each other goodnight, Elena glanced at the standing clock near the door. A flick of a finger sent an energy ball spiraling out. The pretty blue light hovered before the face of the clock.

	Two thirty in the morning, sometime in the afternoon in Vo’Arum.

	Just thinking of them, of their faces, allowed an almost overwhelming spread of grief.

	Please let them have died quickly.

	She closed her eyes as tears trickled out.

	Please let them be reborn to wonderful new lives, at a peaceful time.

	She stood and walked back to the bed. Letting the robe drop to the floor, she climbed into the covers and shuffled to the other side, to avoid the damp section of sheets. Getting comfortable, Elena laid back as her mind remembered his smile and felt his warmth. In the darkness, she whispered out to him, wishing like a child that he would somehow return to her.

	‘Yakov, my darling Yakov. Oh, I wish you were here.’
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	‘Archduchess, Archduchess!’

	The shrill voice rang out again and again. It caused Elena to pause, then pivot on a heel. The Grand Duke Yasra of House Draskel didn’t so much as blink at her glacial expression. Behind the short, velvet-sheathed man stood Leon. Pointedly staring over the Grand Duke’s sparsely populated head, Elena met Leon’s apologetic gaze.

	‘I do apologize, your Grace,’ Leon bowed. ‘I have been trying to explain to his Grace that the only rooms he and his family may occupy are those of House Draskel’s hierarchal rights.’ Leon stared beyond her shoulder. His angry glare stated precisely how that explanation had proceeded.

	‘I gather that his Grace hasn’t agreed with you, Leon?’ Elena said in a dry voice, glancing at Yasra. The Grand Duke hopped on the spot, a habit of his that had irritated her for decades. It again gave rise to the urge to transmute him into a pond hopper, his wispy hair reminiscent of the tiny creatures’ long whiskers.

	‘We need more rooms! Surely one of the other Houses have spare rooms? Or those of the royal quarters. They’re not currently in use?’

	Aldeern, standing silently to Elena’s side, made a gruff sound in the back of his throat.

	Elena regarded the little man coldly. ‘The royal quarters will never be available to the Houses. If you require more space, Leon will happily provide you with tents you can raise in the courtyard.’

	The Grand Duke flushed pink, right to the top of his balding head. ‘Tents?!’

	Elena ignored his stuttering and turned her back, continuing on her way, leaving poor Leon to deal with the aftermath. Inwardly shaking her head at the little man’s audacity, she glanced at Aldeern, who walked beside her. ‘Are they bringing their entire families?’

	‘I’ve heard a report that House Lhr’yne brought most of their tenants too.’ Aldeern raised a bushy eyebrow at Elena. ‘Should we be concerned?’

	They walked toward the courtyard. The corridor was crowded with servants in various uniforms, with the usual castle livery of tan and red vastly outnumbered. Elena made the required nods to those of the noble houses, or rather, to those she recognized. Everyone they passed bowed to her and paused their conversations until she moved beyond. Elena gave Aldeern a wry smile as they stepped out into the courtyard, only to be confronted by masses of groups attempting to keep some semblance of organization as they made their way into the castle.

	‘No more worried than I already am, Aldeern.’

	‘Let us pray they get home soon,’ Aldeern said with a dour expression, watching the chaos before them. ‘For it appears not many others are.’

	Before she could respond, a voice called out a greeting. Both she and Aldeern turned. Beaming with delight, a tall, thin woman curtsied low to Elena, forcing the young girl whose hand she held to curtsy too.

	‘Your Majesty.’

	‘Mrs. Polal, how lovely to see you. Are you here to work?’ Elena smiled warmly at the woman, who flushed and nodded.

	‘Yes, my lady. Me and my daughter. Half the village is on their way. We’re so excited to be back. None of us are much cut out for farming,’ Mrs. Polal said, laughing. ‘The husband is still at the farm. He’s happy to stay. But I’ve so missed castle life!’

	‘We’re delighted to have you all,’ Elena said. ‘Will you resume your duties on the third floor?’

	‘Oh, if I’m allowed to!’

	‘Tell Leon you have my permission.’ Elena gestured toward the man still arguing with Grand Duke Yasra.

	Mrs. Polal dropped into another curtsy. ‘Thank you, my lady!’

	Elena inclined her head and turned back, continuing with Aldeern toward the third floor.

	‘Did she work here when King Nikias reigned?’

	‘Yes, she was as young as her daughter,’ Elena smiled as she remembered the tall, gawky girl. ‘An excellent worker.’

	Aldeern gave a grunt before glancing at Elena. ‘The villages must be emptying out, with all the workers returning.’

	‘I only hope it lasts,’ Elena said quietly. ‘It’s been hard on many families. At least something good comes out of all this nonsense.’

	‘Then we’ll have things in order for when they return,’ Aldeern said. The positive tone sounded forced, but Elena appreciated the sentiment.

	‘Indeed, Aldeern. It’s one less thing to think of.’

	 

	*****

	The cool breeze that whispered through the narrow windows caused his skin to prickle, the hairs on his arms stiffening. Alek breathed in the salty sea air, relishing the taste. Beside him, her face tucked against him and breath warming his skin, Cat slept. Another breeze blew through the room and she flinched. Her lips moved briefly, then she hunched closer against him, her hands half-curled above and below her breasts.

	Without meaning to, his energy expanded while he watched her, his eyes and mind caught in absorbing every inch of her face. The twitch of a well-defined red brow, the flutter of lashes against her pale skin, and those almost-sharp cheekbones smattered with freckles. Her lips, soft and just parted, revealed a glimpse of teeth. Her nose wrinkled, then she sniffed, the tip of her nose wriggling when a strand of hair tickled past. The hair glinted ruby in the angled morning light from the windows. He brushed it back when she made a restless gesture against him.

	The gold energy softly emanating from his skin hummed louder in his mind. A moment later, her eyes opened, blinking against the light.

	‘Al,’ she murmured as an instant, wide smile broke across her face. ‘Whatcha doing awake already?’

	It felt like a dream. Indeed, part of him still didn’t really believe it. He returned the smile she gave him, then bent to kiss her forehead.

	‘Dreaming. Go back to sleep. I don’t want to get up early today.’
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	We lay there on the upper deck, sprawled across the wooden boards, a blanket wrapped snug around us. If I’d thought the winds cold on the way down, they were needle-like now. Having Al to cuddle up to meant I didn’t mind in the slightest. A happy sigh that ended in an almost sob slipped out when I squeezed him tight again.

	He chuckled. I felt the pressure of his lips against my hair.

	‘Okay?’

	His voice. I couldn’t hear him speak without a sense of disbelief. I pushed up on an elbow, my lips spreading wide in a smile. Al stared at me with amusement, those deep blue eyes that had haunted me for weeks creased, a brow arching over one. I wriggled my way up till my nose touched his. It felt like ice. He wrinkled his as I did mine, making me giggle.

	I cupped the side of his face, my fingers rubbing over his beard. The rough sensation was still a novelty, even if it did rub my mouth raw when we kissed.

	‘I’ll shave when we see land,’ he said, catching my hand and kissing it before rubbing his chin against my wrist, making me snatch my hand back with a mock scowl as shivers ran down my arm.

	‘I don’t mind,’ I assured him. ‘It’s just different. I do think it looks better a tad shorter though.’

	‘Just a tad?’ he teased.

	‘Hmmm,’ I silenced further comments by pressing my lips to his, full and gloriously real, tasting of salt.

	 

	They stayed up there for a while longer before Alek’s stomach reminded him breakfast was a couple of hours ago.

	‘Food?’ suggested Cat, a smile in her voice.

	Alek nodded. They got up and climbed down the stairs to the main deck. She paused at the bottom, and he waited on the step above, watching while reaching out with his energy. Melancholy, intermixed with grief and guilt, hummed through her energy. Concerned, Alek twisted off the steps and landed right behind her, a foot on either side of hers.

	‘Kitten,’ he murmured, reaching his hands to hers. ‘What’s wrong?’

	She tipped her head back to meet his eyes and shrugged a shoulder before rolling her lips together. She forced a smile.

	‘Nothing... Just—’ she shrugged again and gazed across the deck before meeting his eyes. ‘It’s so empty.’

	It wasn’t. The deck was almost crowded with those who had survived, but he thought he understood what she meant. Looking around at those remaining of the twelve hundred they’d set out with stirred a mix of emotions. An unpleasant, tense sensation swelled in his chest when, for a moment, the mass of varying thoughts seemed like they might overwhelm him.

	Cat twisted, her face anxious as she stared into his eyes. The reflecting emotions of concern and worry from her energy were just too much. He gestured at her to stop, then stepped away, walking to the rail that ran the outer length of the deck.

	 

	I stayed at the bottom of the ladder and watched him walk away, trying to release the overwhelming emotions from my mind, and the ones I could sense from his. The strange merge of our energies didn’t feel good in moments like these. A crushing mass of thoughts, feelings, and images that made my pulse race in a most unpleasant way, like a massive panic attack.

	The physical distance helped. It allowed me to sort out mentally which emotions were mine and which were his. From where I stood, it looked like it helped Al too. He stood with his arms braced against the rail, the back of his blue plaid shirt fluttering in the icy breeze. His shoulders lowered from their hunched position.

	After another moment, I picked up a sense of relief from him. He turned and leaned back against the rail, eyes on me.

	I walked toward him but stopped short when a tiny yet sharp voice rang out.

	‘Phurriinnceesss!’

	 

	Rumal looked up to see a speck of red and black zooming through the air across the deck toward Cat. Wrapped tight in a blanket, wearing all the clothes from her trunk plus two of his jerseys, Kassie shivered as she pressed back against his chest.

	‘Brrrrrr. Why is it so cold? Little Leynorah will freeze if she isn’t careful. Alek! Tuck your shirt in, you’re making me cold!’ Kass chattered away before shouting the last part across the deck at the couple, making Rumal jerk his head back, ears now ringing.

	‘Kass,’ he complained.

	She tipped her head back, squinting in the light coming over his shoulder and screwed her nose at him. ‘Sorry, I didn’t think. My ears are frozen! Will it be this cold at the castle?’

	‘No, the castle is a decent distance away. We’ll get back to late summer. It should be a good three to four months before winter sets in that far north.’

	‘It’s not that far.’

	Rumal cocked his head, lips twisted in amusement at her statement. ‘Really?’

	‘Well it’s not! It only took the cavalry six weeks to travel to the keep.’

	‘Yes.’

	‘So, it’s not that far.’

	‘Don’t forget the month of sailing and the time to get back to the ships. And centaurs are quick, Kass. It would take the griffs four weeks of solid flying to reach the keep if they didn’t leap.’

	Kassie held a shielding hand to her brow, staring at him in disbelief. ‘What? How fast are centaurs? A horse couldn’t do that!’

	He squeezed his arms around her, making a sound of admonishment. ‘Don’t say that! They aren’t at all like horses.’

	‘What, four legs with hooves?’

	‘Plus two sets of lungs and two hearts,’ he whispered, watching Chaieth amble toward them. ‘They don’t compare. You don’t want to insult them!’

	Still shading her eyes from the sun, Kassie pursed her lips at Rumal’s tone, then nodded. ‘Very fast. Okay. No giddy-up then.’

	Rumal snorted with laughter and ducked his head, blowing a raspberry on her forehead. Kassie squealed and swatted his head.

	 

	Across the deck, trying to take what heat she could from the sun, Loi shaded her eyes and peered across at the sound of Kassie squealing. Rumal appeared to be teasing her friend, who looked ridiculous in all the layers of clothing she wore.

	Seated beside her, Sabyn let out a tired sigh and opened his eyes, looking across too, then back to Loi.

	‘How can she wear all that? She’ll smother.’

	Loi smiled and reached out, tucking her arm under his, which was folded across his stomach. ‘She’s Malay. Even in full summer in New Zealand she’d be wearing more layers than us. I don’t mind the cold at all, makes me think of Scotl—’

	The word died in her throat.

	‘What?’ Sabyn opened his eyes again, a concerned frown rippling across his forehead, his body stiffening beneath her hand. ‘What’s wrong?’

	She looked at him, a sense of shock and dismay running through her. ‘I’m not Scottish... I’ve never been Scottish.’

	Just saying it, hearing her own voice, the burr in her tone and the roll of her r’s, made it sound ridiculous to deny. But it was true.

	 

	The pronounced expression of shock on Loi’s face caused Sabyn to sit up, his fingers threading through hers, pulling her closer.

	‘No, you are. Just not by birth, that’s all.’

	Loi’s beautiful eyes looked vast as she stared at him. He reached to cup her cheek. For a sheer instant, his stomach roiled at the coolness of her skin, at the sudden, blinding image of her dead in his arms.

	He flinched.

	Loi blinked her gaze back from seeing beyond, from seeing another world. She reached for him, a hand to either side of his face.

	‘It’s okay,’ she soothed in a whisper, leaning forward, lips close, her breath warming his skin. ‘It’s okay, hun. I’m okay, I promise.’

	Sabyn jerkily nodded, his voice thick with pain. ‘Flashback. Horrid bloody flashback.’

	‘I know.’

	 

	He looked so pale. Loi kissed his lips, hoping to pull him back, and felt a rush of relief when he responded. She moved closer and slid her hands from his face to behind his neck, welcoming the iron-like hold of his embrace.

	With a thought, she reached out, stretching her energy down, letting the grounding sensation of the earth far beneath them soothe her... and him. After a moment, a shudder ran through his body, and the tension, the pain, drained from him.

	He pulled back, forehead to hers, and softly kissed the bridge of her nose. ‘I love you.’

	‘I know.’

	A loud splash from the side diverted their attention. Loi smiled at the sight of Sito with Sian and Daron clinging to the dragon’s harness, enveloped in Sian’s blue energy.

	 

	‘That was fantastic!’

	The delighted exclamation from Daron helped ease her irritation a little. However, the varying tensions and emotions from the other three women as soon as they cleared the water promptly made Sian want to leave.

	‘Want to go again?’

	‘Already? Are you good for that, Sito?’

	‘Always ready to dive,’ Sito assured them, his deep, gentle voice entering their minds. ‘Let’s check out that cave!’

	With the briefest focus, Sian whirled energy around them, letting it slip over every inch of their skin. She grinned when Daron took a breath, as Sito dived. No matter how many times they did it, he couldn’t help holding his breath. The water rushed around them. Sian breathed out in relief at the sensation.

	Being sure to keep Daron safe within a shield of her energy, she released the layer around her own skin. The frigid, salty water filled her eyes, ears, mouth, and nose. She let her Elemental side embrace it, shifting effortlessly through the change.

	No need to breathe air anymore.

	 

	Beneath his hands Sian’s skin rippled then changed, turning a silvery blue that deepened to the shade of the surrounding water. Daron released her waist, instead holding onto the harness. He heard the water Elemental laugh.

	She twisted to look his way, a face so different from the one he knew, yet the eyes were those of the woman he loved. She winked, and a swirl of foamy white hair whisked past her face as she turned back.

	Leaning forward against the current, the pressure built in his chest as his body demanded air. Anxiety made his stomach clench, but he forced the panic back down. With a slow, measured count, he eased the remaining air out of his lungs, mind focusing on the numbers and nothing else. Then he drew in a breath.

	The sudden relief made him hyperventilate, breathing in and out with sharp gasps until he focused on the count again. With his breathing now steady and mind calmer, he could look around.

	The ships were long out of sight when Daron turned and looked over his shoulder, squinting through the rush of bubbles that flowed over them. Sito glided through the water thirty meters or so below the surface, his massive wings tucked close to his body while he relied instead on his strong tail to propel them along.

	The urge to laugh struck Daron as he stared around in disbelief. The winter sun didn’t penetrate far at this depth, but Sian’s energy cast enough light to give glimpses of the other creatures around them. Schools of fish rushed to avoid Sito’s path, and the dragon’s strong wake sent them tumbling out behind.

	Peering ahead as much as he could, a contradicting rush of fear and excitement hit at the dense blackness Sito weaved toward.

	He’d never thought to see the inside of a sea cave before!

	 

	‘Do you think they’ll come back?’ Gredel asked dryly, staring off in the direction Kassie, Loi, and I looked.

	‘Oh, for sure,’ I said, turning to flash a grin at him. ‘You’ll hear Sian’s stomach growling any moment.’

	Kass and Loi chuckled. The pressure of anxiety lifted as I smiled at them and laughed.

	‘Remember her work’s Christmas party?’

	They laughed hard while I turned to the men, explaining, ‘It’s a celebration at the end of the year, and Sian’s workplace always puts on a really great party.’

	‘Because she organizes it, her boss lets her invite us,’ Kassie added.

	‘But the speeches before we got to eat,’ Loi said with a dramatic roll of her eyes. ‘They take forever! Her boss always has long, tedious pauses between jokes.’

	‘To make sure everyone openly appreciates his attempt,’ I interjected.

	‘And during one of the long silences, a really loud rumble is heard,’ Loi continued, a giggle in her voice. ‘Everyone turns and there’s Sian, the color of Cat’s hair, with a hand pressed hard on her stomach.’

	Kassie, laughing, said, ‘But it was perfect! He forgot the rest of his speech and we got to eat. She got congratulations all night for it.’

	‘I did say she was as loud as her dragon,’ a deep voice spoke from behind.

	The Medanga soldier who’d played head chef in the caves stared out over our heads. ‘Where do they go down there?’

	A crowd gathered, looking out over the ocean while voicing thoughts about what it might be like. The Draoths, listening as they manned the ship with ease, exchanged knowing glances with each other.

	It made me wonder how long they could spend underwater, and how deep they could go.

	It must be incredible to live in both worlds, I thought, repressing a shudder at the idea of being so far under the ocean. I liked swimming, but I preferred pools, then rivers, and lastly, at a push, the ocean. I had a great respect for the ocean and its inhabitants, and I preferred to keep a respectful distance from them.

	Sudden motion at the end of the deck caught my attention. A Draoth had leapt overboard, a rope around his waist. He hit the water with a loud splosh, accompanied by the usual teasing from the other sailors waiting their turns.

	Turning back, I saw Al watching them with a curious expression of nostalgia. Then he frowned.

	‘What?’

	I looked back. The Draoth in the water gestured excitedly toward the bow, yelling something up. Unable to make out his words, I went to move closer when Rashid, sitting near the bow beside Leseach and her ardwyr, lunged to the rail and leaned out. He straightened and climbed on top of the bench seat, a hand to his brow as he stared ahead.

	Everyone paused, exchanging perplexed looks, before Rashid turned to face us, a broad smile on his face as he bellowed:

	‘Land!’
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	The room rang with silence. Ada stared resolutely at the dress before her, making various adjustments while ignoring Countess Stranson’s soon-to-be mother-in-law. The older woman made another humph as Ada pinched the back of the dress, drawing the fabric tighter and watching it smooth out beautifully.

	‘What?’ snapped the Countess, color flushing up the back of her neck.

	‘You’re looking too thin, Eyress,’ the Grand Duke of Qua’tai’s mother admonished.

	‘It’s perfectly normal prior to one’s wedding,’ the Countess retorted.

	Ada nodded unintentionally while pinching fabric on the other side, then winced when the Dowager Grand Duchess’s voice cracked out.

	‘Do you agree then, Fabricer?’

	Ada sat back on her heels and tried to ignore the heat that flared up her cheeks. She attempted the flat gaze she’d practiced in the mirror and said in an indifferent tone, ‘I beg pardon?’

	The older woman’s forehead creased and her lips pursed. She met Ada’s eyes for a moment, then looked away with another humph. Ada glanced down, resisting a smile. There were definite bonuses to being the only fabricer in the area.

	After that painstakingly long hour, the fitting finally ended. She breathed a sigh of relief as the two women exited the room, then carefully maneuvered the dress into a protective silk bag and hung it away. Shutting the wardrobe door, Ada stood for a moment, enjoying the silence and lack of clients. It had been a busy day.

	The spacious workroom, with its small platform for clients to stand on while she worked, was littered with scraps of fabric. Ada grabbed a broom and began sweeping. The mindless, easy task felt almost meditative in its long, soft strokes.

	She absently called out, ‘Come in,’ when a knock sounded. Seconds later, something yanked the broom from her grasp.

	Ada gasped as a male voice cried, ‘Audrey, no!’

	A blur of tan, black, and crimson fur attempted to kill the broom, making snarling noises and curious cries of delight as it shook the handle and spun around the room.

	‘I’m so sorry, Miss Ada,’ exclaimed Wilheim as he tried to seize the broom back from Audi and the four jybois. ‘I didn’t know she’d go for the broom!’

	Taking a breath, Ada made a gruff, angry AH! noise. The broom clattered to the ground, and the dog groveled on her belly, whining in contrition. The jybois clambered all over Audi, clicking anxiously and tugging on her ears and tail.

	‘That was effective,’ Wilheim said twisting to stare at her, his auburn eyebrows lifted high.

	Ada nodded, flushing. ‘Cat taught me. I swear I’ve never hit her. She just does that when you make that sound. I didn’t think I’d have to use it at all while they were away, but she’s been so naughty!’

	Wilheim crouched and clucked his tongue at the dog. Audi shot to him immediately, casting dark looks at Ada. he jybois hummed disapprovingly, their round eyes fixed on her. With a sigh, she sat on the nearest stool.

	‘Been a hard day?’ Wilheim groped for the other stool.

	She pushed it closer with her foot. He dragged it over and sat. Audrey tucked herself between his knees, still regarding Ada with a disapproving expression.

	‘The Dowager Grand Duchess,’ Ada said, unable to keep the distaste from her voice.

	‘Ahh,’ Wilheim nodded. ‘I thought I saw them.’

	‘How about you?’

	Wilheim blinked. ‘Me? Oh.’ He shrugged. ‘Fine. There isn’t so much to do with them away. With the extra soldiers from Hotoreth and the goblin troops, they don’t need me.’

	‘What’s Aldeern doing?’ Ada asked. She hadn’t seen Cat’s older guard in a while.

	‘Helping the Sorceress. I thought Yakov was meant to come back after seeing the ships off, but the word is he’s traveling with the Cavalry.’

	‘So the hysterical rumors from that gate guard weren’t real?’

	Wilheim snorted. ‘No. That guard’s on extended sick leave now. I’m certain if the Sorceress were in mourning for Yakov or Alek, I’d notice.’

	Ada looked at him quizzically. ‘Why? Do you work with her too?’ She stood from the stool and walked to the side table beneath the window, pouring a cup of water. Wilheim shook his head when she motioned it to him.

	‘No, thanks. And no. I’m an Empath. That’s why she picked me for the Princess’ guard.’

	An empath? A flush of guilt ran through Ada though she couldn’t think why. She stared at Wilheim, cup halfway to her mouth. Wilheim laughed, leaning over Audi who scooted out from his legs and dropped to a play-bow, forelegs extended, ears perked and tail high in excitement.

	‘No, no,’ he managed through laughter as the dog started to yell. ‘Settle, Audi.’

	Ada set her cup down and hurried to the door to let the hyped-up dog out of the room.

	It might take a bit for her to calm down, Ada thought, watching as the animal sprinted down the corridor before making a hard left to an outer door. The four jybois still clung to Audi’s back, the sound of their excited cries drifting back. Shaking her head in amusement, Ada turned back and shut the door behind her.

	‘Not feeling so guilty now?’

	The teasing question made Ada’s cheeks grow hot. Wilheim grinned and stood, carrying the stool back to the table. ‘Not to worry, it’s a normal reaction.’

	She giggled, then asked, ‘Do you hear thoughts? Or just sense the emotions? Is it weird?’

	Wilheim leaned against the table, a furrow across his brow as he considered the question. ‘No,’ he said slowly. ‘It’s normal to me, but others can find it disconcerting.’

	‘I’ll bet. But why did Elena want you to do it with Cat?’

	He looked at her sharply. ‘The Sorceress wanted me to observe if any had hostile feelings toward the Princess.’

	The crisp edge in his tone burned. Ada tried her practiced flat look again. ‘Oh?’ She opened the door. ‘Thanks for bringing Audrey back.’

	A ruddy blush stained Wilheim’s cheekbones. ‘Uh, sure.’ He gave an awkward bow before walking out.

	Shutting the door this time didn’t bring quite the same sense of relief, instead a mix of annoyance and regret. Ada frowned and picked the broom up from where Audrey had discarded it and started to sweep while wondering why she felt so annoyed. He hadn’t actually told her off, but his tone and that look…

	It just irks, Ada thought. As if I don’t get enough of that from my clients.

	Again, a knock sounded on the door.

	She paused mid-stroke as a twist of anxiety hit her stomach. A sense of expectancy hung in the air before the knock repeated.

	Not him, she realized in relief, and hurried to the door.

	‘Ada! I thought you weren’t here for a minute.’ Vesbel had Audi by the collar and ushered her inside. The jybois’ had given up clinging to the dog and now perched all over their mistress. One in the crook of her elbow, another lounging in the pouch Vesbel always wore about her waist, the others sat either side of her head, singing happily while playing with her short blond hair.

	‘Thank you! I was going to look for her shortly.’

	Releasing Audi, Vesbel walked to the table. She pulled one of the stools out and sat, waving a hand at Ada to do the same. The easy informal personality of the castle’s event organizer made a welcome change to the others she’d dealt with today.

	Ada put the broom away and joined Vesbel at the table.

	‘How was Stranson’s fitting?’ Vesbel never bothered with titles in private.

	‘How was Stranson’s fitting?’

	Recklessly, Ada replied, ‘Got thinner. Old lady Qua’tai wouldn’t stop bitching.’

	Vesbel snorted. ‘You couldn’t pay me to have such a mother-in-law.’

	‘Reason to be grateful for our low rank,’ Ada said with a wry smile.

	‘Did you know more have arrived?’

	‘Really? I didn’t know the Qua’tai family was so popular.’

	‘Either them or the rumors. House Lhr’yne’s suddenly popular.’

	‘The Baroness must be thrilled,’ Ada muttered.

	Vesbel chuckled, extracting the jyboi from her pouch and setting it on the table. The little creature promptly made for Ada who opened her hands to it. The jyboi seized one of her fingers, its tiny claws catching on her skin like a newborn kitten’s. She giggled and tickled the lighter crimson fur on its soft belly, watching its four round eyes blink all at once then squeeze tight in laughter. The creature rolled onto its back, chortling in its sing-song voice. The other jybois called to it, their large triangular ears twitching then twisting in Ada’s direction. With a smile, Vesbel lifted the others down to the table to play.

	‘She is thrilled,’ Vesbel said, teasing the jybois with a piece of ribbon on the table. ‘Her daughter will not only be royalty in Qua’tai, but it looks as if all the Royal houses of Elion will attend the wedding. Only a chance at the throne would tempt most of them right now.’

	Audi joined them at the table, standing next to Ada with her nose on the table. Her tail swished through the air while she watched the jybois play. After a moment, she decided to settle beneath the table, between the two girls’ feet.

	Thinking over Vesbel’s words, Ada frowned. ‘No. It can’t be for the crown. It must be for the Qua’tai family then. Wilheim said the rumors were false.’

	Vesbel looked up from the table, her eyes skeptical. ‘Of course he would say that. He works for the Sorceress.’

	Beneath the table Audrey let out a big sigh. Ada felt the weight of the dog’s head rest on her foot.

	‘No,’ Ada said. ‘He wouldn’t lie to me.’

	Vesbel shot a glance at Ada, her thin lips pursed in amusement. ‘Really? Why not?’

	The teasing expression in her eyes made Ada’s cheeks grow hot, she half stuttered. ‘B-because he’s very honorable!’

	‘Hmm.’ Vesbel stood, scooping up the jybois with a teasing smile. ‘That he is. I’m going to supp. Want to come?’

	Ada shook her head, wishing she could hide the blush rising again. ‘No, I ate a late lunch. I’m going to bed early.’

	Vesbel laughed as she walked to the door and bid her goodnight in a teasing tone that matched her smirk.

	 

	
4

	‘Two! I can see two ships!’

	Lieutenant Patel looked up from the spread of maps across the table to see the Rodhite lookout officer galloping down from the cliff edge that hung over the shore meters below.

	‘Are they ours?’ he demanded, moving a paperweight atop the maps before ducking out of the tent and approaching the centaur.

	‘They look right.’ The officer offered an arm. Patel seized it, swinging up onto the centaur’s broad back. Around them, the thickly spread cavalry all shifted position, trying to get a better view. At the cliff edge, the officer turned sideways. They stared out.

	The two ships appeared as if suspended on the horizon, perched at the edge of nothingness.

	Patel took the offered telescope and lifted it to his eye. The view sharpened, though not enough to say for certain.

	‘Can you tell?’ asked the officer.

	‘Not yet,’ Patel answered with a growl of impatience. ‘Come on! Put up the sail!’

	The other soldiers gathered around them said nothing, but the heavy sound of their breathing gave away their focus. Word that the ships might be close spread quickly. Murmurs and the thud of hooves carried on the breeze as more cavalry jostled for position.

	Patel ignored them, his eyes fixed on the sails of the lead ship. If it was theirs, they would send up one of three: a black sail with diagonal white stripes to signify loss, red to signify victory, or purple to show both victory and the survival of the royal heir.

	The strain of peering through the small lens made him pull back, blinking rapidly, before lifting it again. The bulging image wavered. He blinked again, clenching his jaw.

	Then he spotted it.

	At first it looked like a lump appearing and disappearing until it reached the top of the mainsail and hung limp.

	‘A breeze,’ muttered Patel, unable to stop shifting on the officer’s back, desperate to know.

	As if aware of his plea, the lump shifted, then caught the wind. The large purple banner flared out, bright enough for the sharp-eyed centaurs to register it.

	Patel gave a shout of delight. Around him, the cavalry let loose cries of their own. The Medanga horn blowers lifted their curved tusks to their lips, and the deep, ringing call of the horns bellowed out along the cliff edge.

	 

	*****

	‘What’s that mean?’ I asked, squinting up at the purple sail Al had asked the sailors to run up. He turned from thanking them to grin at me.

	‘It tells Patel that we’ve won, and the heirs are returning home.’

	I didn’t register his words, too taken with the sight of him right there in front of me. His shirt collar stood up in the strong breeze, shadowing his neck, the dark beard making his teeth flash white. A glimpse of collarbone showed through the open neck of his shirt, and his dark hair, longer than he normally wore it, brushed the collar and kept falling in his eyes.

	He looked like the image of a pirate I remembered from the cover of one of those trashy romance novels I’d seen in Kassie’s room at home.

	Suddenly, I could see the appeal.

	His dark brows drew close. He regarded me in amusement before reaching out to grab me by the hips, drawing me close.

	‘Exactly what is that silly grin for?’ he murmured in my ear, his voice deliciously dark.

	I giggled, unable to stop the blush at the suggestive tone.

	‘Do I need to take you downstairs?’

	It took a decent amount of willpower not to shout Race you there! and bolt. Instead, I returned the look, biting my bottom lip to smother the grin.

	‘Sounds like a plan,’ I agreed, face hot, body humming.

	With restraint, we walked to our cabin.

	It wasn’t until later, as my head rested on his naked torso, that I remembered what the purple sail meant.

	‘When do we land?’ I blurted, lifting my head. ‘What happens first?’

	 

	The way her mind jumped topics astounded him. With effort, Alek lifted his head to peer at Cat. She stared at him, green eyes wide, her hair a mussed halo of red, gold, and bronze.

	He didn’t speak at first, just committed the image to memory.

	Her face, those eyes, and the endless variety of expressions depending on her mood had been his only relief while trapped in that hellhole of a castle. His energy rose with an overwhelming sense of love and gratitude at being able to hold her again.

	Cat’s forehead flickered with a frown, her expression shifting from shock to compassion. Her bottom lip jutted out as she reached a hand to his face.

	‘Hey,’ she said softly, eyes going shiny in an instant.

	‘My love,’ he murmured, voice thick. Shifting in the tangle of covers, his legs folded around hers as he relished the sensation of her skin, her breasts pleasantly heavy against his chest. He cupped the back of her head, fingers weaving through her hair, and pulled her closer still, his lips closing over hers as he wrapped his body around her.

	It took a long time before they finally left the bed. Even getting dressed was a slow process: pausing to hold each other, to brush hands across bare skin, to kiss wherever they could reach, eyes constantly on the other.

	Fully dressed, Alek pulled her close once more before they made it to the door, his lips on her hair and her arms around his lower back.

	Then he remembered her question.

	‘The day after tomorrow,’ he said, the words muffled against her hair.

	‘What?’

	‘When we land. The day after tomorrow.’

	‘Not tomorrow?’ Cat asked, pulling back to meet his gaze.

	Alek shook his head and reached for the door.

	They paused in the doorway as a cavalry soldier and a Hotorethite walked past, two Halenine fae chatting away from the soldier’s back. The casual greeting stirred a final thread of memory.

	‘I think the first thing will be the coronation,’ Alek mused, wrapping his hand around Cat’s as he led her down the corridor toward the galley for a late lunch.

	 

	‘Kass.’

	Kassie twisted in Rumal’s arms to glance over at the other ship sailing parallel to theirs. 

	‘Kerak’s awake,’ Rumal said, the words rumbling beneath her ear pressed against him.

	‘And wanting off.’ Kassie yawned. The cold air made her long for her snug bed on Earth, with its multiple layers of thick feather duvets.

	‘Morning, Kerak. Or should I say good afternoon?’

	‘Morning. Can you lift us off?’ Kerak sounded restless. She could see movement on the deck that looked like a hungry griffon pacing.

	‘Who else is there?’

	‘Loushka, Tomiar, Nesha, and Phroma.’

	‘Are ALL of you still there? What a bunch of lazy bones,’ Kassie teased. 

	‘Pft. Have you seen Sito?’

	‘He’s off exploring a sea cave with Sian and Daron.’

	‘Oooo, I wonder if he’ll bring back lunch.’ Kerak sounded excited at the possibility, while Kassie hoped that if he did bring something back, he kept it to the deck over there.

	They conversed a little longer before Kassie instructed him to get all the others up and in the center of the deck. Rumal didn’t let go of her as she changed; if anything, his hold tightened while he gazed in open admiration.

	The shift to Elemental meant the air no longer felt cold. She stretched her arms out, fascinated by the varying colors swirling beneath her skin. The change to her eyes, to how she saw the world, felt the most astonishing. She forgot the task at hand at first as she followed the numerous currents with her eyes, the constantly changing shades swirling past in pale yellows, cool blues and the occasional twist of green.

	‘Kass,’ Kerak’s voice broke into her mind, calling her back from her Elemental side. ‘We’re all ready.’

	Closing her eyes, Kassie whispered her intent to the wind. The air currents listened, then, chatting amongst themselves, whisked off to the other ship, winding their way around the griffons that stood waiting. She sensed the surprise and uncertainty from the other four, but Kerak played along, nipping at the winds and dancing about.

	With a chuckle, Kassie stretched her fingers out, spinning a light breeze around the five massive creatures and, with ease, lifted them. Opening her eyes, she saw the griffons reach the top of the masts. She sent a thought to Kerak to be ready, then released the breeze.

	 

	Rumal smiled at the sight of the five griffons all screeching in excitement as they wheeled around one another in the air. In his arms, the air Elemental shimmered before Kassie reappeared, looking up at the sky with distant eyes.

	‘What do they say to you?’ His energy allowed him to listen to the strange voices that whispered around her.

	She twisted, looking up into his face in surprise. ‘Can you hear them?’

	‘A little. Not enough to make sense of it.’

	She leaned her head against his chest as a curiously peaceful smile spread across her face.

	‘All sorts of things. Mainly greetings, though.’ She shivered and snuggled closer, wriggling into his open jacket.

	Rumal chuckled.

	‘You know you didn’t shiver once when you changed.’

	‘No,’ she agreed. ‘It feels just right when I shift.’

	 

	Rashid leaned back against the rail, idly watching Kassie and Rumal. Alek and Cat appeared at the hatch opening and made their way across the deck to join their friends. Sabyn and Loi stayed where they were on the opposite side of the deck, hanging over the rail as they watched Tomiar and Phroma splash about in the water.

	The splashing caught the attention of Leseach’s ardwyr. The shaggy, heavyset animal made an urgent sound deep in its throat and looked to Leseach. The Northerner stood, beckoning to the creature. They walked across the deck, the ardwyr hurrying to keep at her side, its short, strong legs moving fast in a swaggering gait.

	Unable to resist, Rashid stood and joined them at the rail, careful to keep a measured distance between him and her. For once, the ardwyr didn’t seem to notice him. Its attention was locked on the griffons in the water as it uttered a curious array of grumbles and growls, ducking its head in an expression that almost looked playful.

	‘Do you think it wants a bath?’ Rashid asked Leseach.

	She didn’t respond or even seem to hear him as she stared unseeing into the water, eyes squinting, brow wrinkled. The constant pained expression concerned Rashid because he couldn’t understand what caused it. Leseach hadn’t explained where she’d vanished to, or why the ardwyr now followed her so protectively.

	Rashid suspected Cat knew something. She treated the Northerner with care, but when he asked her about it, she’d only shrugged and looked away.

	‘Leseach?’

	The Northerner jolted, her head snapping in his direction, those striking green-and-yellow eyes wide.

	‘Rashid!’

	The look of shock faded quickly, replaced by the familiar mask of stoicism and faint annoyance. As if it had read her mind, the ardwyr made an angry grunt and pulled away from the rail, shifting to stand between them. It laid its ears flat, whiskers bristling. Slowly, it drew its upper lip back in a silent snarl.

	Rashid breathed in through the nose, lips pressed together while he regarded the frustrating creature.

	But still, he conceded to himself, at least it watches out for her.

	‘Yes, Lieutenant?’ she said crisply, an edge in her tone.

	With a slow exhalation, Rashid released the annoyance. He met her eyes, hoping his showed sympathy and that it wouldn’t antagonize her.

	‘If you need to talk to someone, I’m here.’

	He stepped away from the rail and walked toward where Chaieth, Alek, and Cat stood chatting.

	 

	Rashid appeared at Chaieth’s side while we were in the midst of conversation. A brief glance over his shoulder revealed the reason. Leseach glared after him with eyes that suggested either combustion or petrification.

	I glanced sideways at him, unable to resist a cheeky grin. ‘Having fun?’

	The Lieutenant shot me a cold look that shifted to indifference. I rolled my lips together to stop a smile, feeling Alek’s disapproval at my teasing.

	I suddenly remembered I hadn’t shown him that moment between Leseach and Rashid in the caves.

	Must do that sometime.

	An odd twinge of energy rang out from Alek, and I glanced at him, but he looked past me at Rashid.

	‘Back to the grindstone, eh Rashid?’

	The Lieutenant’s sour expression lightened, and he gave a bark of a laugh. ‘It’ll be good. Though quiet, I’d imagine. When will we land?’

	‘The day after tomorrow.’

	‘But we’re close, aren’t we?’ I leaned and looked over the rail, peering at the far-off land. ‘It looks like we could reach it by tomorrow night.’

	‘We could,’ Alek agreed. ‘But it’d be better to arrive in daylight. And I want a farewell dinner for those of us left. The Draoths will leave as soon as we reach land, and they deserve better thanks than just coin.’

	‘A dinner? Should we get Sito to go fishing?’ A melodic voice popped into our minds.

	‘Loushka!’ I waved at the griffon. She sat on the water’s surface, looking our way, her beautiful tan feathers glowing red in the sunlight.

	‘That’d be a good idea,’ Alek thought.

	I grinned at him, still delighted by the novelty of being able to speak to and hear both of them at once.

	‘Let me check with the cooks first, see what they want.’ He slipped away from the rails.

	I watched him go, forcing the weird swirl of anxiety back down and breathing through it.

	No way. I will not be one of those clingy girlfriends, I thought. I know we’re both safe now.

	‘Wife,’ put in Loushka, causing me to snap my head back in her direction. ‘Or fiancée, technically. But certainly not girlfriend.’

	‘How’d you hear me?’ I demanded.

	‘You both project your thoughts much louder now. You’ll need to relearn some control over them.’ Loushka’s tone turned a bit prim.

	I laughed, unable to stop a blush. ‘Oops. Have we been sharing too much again?’

	‘Hmmm. Thankfully, they don’t reach me on the other ship. Not unless you deliberately speak to me.’ She cocked her head to the side, a large ochre eye trained on me.

	I laughed again. ‘And here I thought you couldn’t resist Kerak’s company.’

	The griffon snorted, then spread her wings.

	‘I’m off. Apparently, we don’t need any fish.’

	She flapped hard, the water sloshing beneath her as she got lift. With another strong beat, she shot high into the sky, where Nesha and Phroma soared above us.

	 

	‘Off already?’ Alek thought, climbing climbing the stairs to the hatch, ducking his head before stepping into the afternoon sunlight.

	‘Yes. We thought we might see if we can reach the land.’

	‘Don’t tire yourself out too much.’

	He felt her laughter at that and smiled, watching as the three griffons wheeled around the masts, then swooped off across the ocean.

	Turning, he paused at the sight of Leseach, not far from where Cat stood with Rashid and the other men.

	The Northerner wore an impassive expression but gripped the rail she leaned against tight with both hands: not in the manner of one nervous of heights, but like someone fighting against anger.

	Sprawled at her feet, its large eyes watching her, the ardwyr whined low and long, its whiskers vibrating. Leseach didn’t appear to notice, her gaze fixed on the distance.

	An unsettling sensation rose in his gut.

	Why did Leseach kill Ignatius? he suddenly thought. I’d assumed it was to protect me, but I heard what she said to Cat... and why were the others so shocked to see her?

	His eyes slid back to Cat. She laughed at something a Rodhite centaur said, red hair blowing in the breeze. She pulled it to one side, the length wrapping her neck like a scarf. She looked at ease, a genuine smile lighting her face.

	The concerns melted when she turned and met his gaze, a slow smile spreading.

	Ignatius could be a right bastard, Alek thought, walking across the deck to where Cat waited. Whatever he did, I’m sure he deserved it.

	 

	
5

	The next morning brought frenetic activity. A first for this part of the trip. Where normally we had a lazy start with a long breakfast, this morning the air was full of loud voices as the Draoths, soldiers, allies, Kassie, and Sian worked to align the other ship as close to this one as possible.

	Loi and I were no help in something like this, so we stood back in awe as the other two worked their elements. Sian didn’t shift to Elemental as it wasn’t necessary, but Kassie happily wandered about the deck in her Elemental form.

	The rest of those aboard stood back with wide eyes while Sian casually lifted the ocean beneath the other ship, drawing it nearer. Kassie, glowing in a beautiful mix of gold, citrine, amber, and orange, swirled a barrier around the ship.

	The massive vessel drew closer and closer until its rails sat a scant meter from our ship’s. At that point, Sian released her hold on the ocean. A gasp rippled through the onlookers when the ship appeared to lunge and sway toward us, but Kassie had it under control.

	Now able to hear the murmurs of the winds around her, Loi and I heard Kass request one of the air currents to stay put, to keep the ship from touching ours. With that sorted, she shifted back to her normal appearance.

	The audience of soldiers broke into noisy applause for the girls, Loi and I clapping along while laughing. The Draoths hopped across the rails with ease and turned back to help their cook, a stocky figured man, across to our main deck.

	 

	‘Sianny,’ Sito’s deep voice had a playful ring to it. She turned to see the dragon step across the gap to their ship. The sudden increase in weight made the vessel sit low, those on deck lurching before it steadied.

	‘Careful, Sito,’ she cautioned. ‘All the griff’s are here too. We don’t want to overdo the load.’

	Sito flopped across the deck, his head landing by her feet. The sharp motion sent a couple of goblins and a centaur scrambling.

	‘Don’t make me sit alone. You can fix the ship.’

	An exasperated laugh escaped her lips. Since her transformation to full Elemental, Sito appeared convinced she could do anything, a flattering idea. Not bothering to reply, Sian leaned forward and hugged the dragon’s massive muzzle, stroking her fingers across the healed scars. It served as a reminder that she couldn’t quite do everything. Heal him, yes, but if the wound was too deep, the scars would remain.

	I guess it doesn’t matter how the surface looks, she thought. The mind always remembers.

	Sito’s eyelids half-closed, and a happy shudder of a sigh ran through him. He relaxed, forearms folded, one clawed foot atop the other, head resting on top. It seemed like he gained half a ton as he spread further across the deck.

	Good thing we have the other ship so close, Sian thought in amusement. Looks like we’ll need the extra deck space.

	With her job done, she took a seat near Sito’s head, fitting herself beside his neck into the crook of his elbow.

	‘Oi! C’mon, you guys need to move. You’re right in the way!’

	Sian shaded her eyes with a hand, peering up at Loi, who stood with hands on hips.

	‘You’rh rhight en the wha,’ Sian teased, making Loi’s eyes narrow.

	‘That was an atrocious attempt,’ Loi snapped, though the corners of her mouth twitched.

	Sian jumped to her feet and hugged her friend around the waist, grinning up at those annoyed eyes. Loi tried to frown, hands still on hips, elbows stiff.

	Sian cocked her head and grinned wider. ‘Och, dinna be angrhy. I’m just behing a shyte.’

	Beneath her arms, she felt the tremor as Loi began to laugh, tipping her head back before hugging her close.

	‘You are horrid. And your Scottish accent sucks.’

	Laughing, Sian nodded and reached out to tweak the long ponytail Loi wore.

	‘Made you laugh, though.’

	‘Uhuh. Now get out of the way, you two! Upper deck or next door. Scoot! We need to sort the tables out.’

	Sito heaved himself to his feet, making the ship sway, and gave a full-body shake, his scales making a tinkling noise. Letting him go first, Sian watched the dragon climb to an empty upper deck, mindful of his tail and wings. He spread out across it.

	On the deck above, Kerak, Loushka, and Phroma lay blinking, sun-sated eyes following Sian as she climbed up and over Sito’s back, looking for a good spot to enjoy the chaos unfolding below.

	 

	Loi scowled up at Sian spread across Sito’s back.

	‘Lazy bum,’ she grumbled. ‘Like moving the ship was hard.’

	A chuckle from behind made her turn. Cat stood there, grinning away.

	‘It’s not like she held up a ceiling of rock or something.’

	‘Exactly!’

	Both girls laughed, and Cat slung an arm around her, hugging her tight.

	‘Glad you came back to us, missy. Now let’s sort out the seating arrangement!’

	Of the twelve hundred plus soldiers and allies who set out over a month ago to rid Gar’nyse of that heinous Sorceress, only a little over two hundred remained. It gave rise to a perplexing mix of emotions for Loi, knowing she’d survived, but also knowing she had died.

	Such a weird thing, she thought as she helped Cat unclip some of the bench seats that surrounded the deck.

	Ally soldiers, along with a couple of Draoths and several centaurs, moved the benches the moment the girls unfastened them, heaving the seats across the deck to where Kassie directed. Loi watched as her diminutive friend took clear delight in the task: pointing, encouraging, then scolding and teasing when they got it wrong.

	Cat muttered to herself from the other side of the current bench seat, appearing to have trouble with it. Strands of red hair escaped the ponytail she wore, glinting in the sun as they undulated in the air. Loi could sense her friend’s energy rising.

	‘All right?’ she called to Cat.

	‘What?’ Cat looked up in surprise, then slipped, disappearing from view with a loud, ‘Shit!’

	‘You goof!’ Loi exclaimed, hurrying around to help her.

	More hair had come loose now, giving Cat a pronounced halo of red and gold, though it looked more mad-scientist than angel.

	‘Gah! The stupid clip!’ She booted the offending fastener.

	Loi shooed her back with a gesture and crouched to examine it. The metal clip had seized from exposure to the constant salt air. Calling her energy to her fingertips, Loi reached down and stroked the metal.

	A chime rang through her mind when she touched it, and the sediment build-up evaporated. The clip opened with ease.

	‘How’d you do that?’ Cat demanded, peering over her shoulder.

	‘Metal is grown in the earth, Cat,’ Loi explained. ‘I can speak to it.’

	Her friend looked at her quizzically. ‘Does it talk back?’

	Loi smiled. ‘Not like the plants,’ she said, knowing Cat’s thoughts. ‘But I can hear it. It has a tiny voice. It sings to me.’

	 

	I couldn’t help pouting; sometimes it seemed the girls had so much more use with their elements.

	Loi gave me a look.

	‘Fire is essential to life, Cat. As is each element. No more or less important.’

	I twisted my lips, giving Loi a sidelong glance.

	‘Sometimes you seem far too mature,’ I muttered.

	‘Well, someone has to be,’ Loi said with an arched brow.

	I grinned. ‘True! More power to you.’

	We both jumped back when the bench seat jerked away. The centaur dragging it off laughed at us. Exchanging a glance, we walked to the next row of seats and started on them.

	It took a good few hours to sort that out. In the meantime, the decks were scrubbed and everything aboard cleaned, aired, and packed up. Soldiers and allies formed a constant line of traffic between the ships, transporting gear removed from the other two vessels left behind in the South.

	It wasn’t pleasant to see belongings from those who had traveled down with us but not back, being carried across. The soldiers tasked with the job all bore flat, stoic expressions.

	A hand squeezed mine.

	I jolted in surprise, looking up to see Loi watching them too, her face pale, her expression thoughtful.

	I feel guilty knowing I survived.

	I squeezed her hand at that soft thought.

	You didn’t, Loi. We watched you die. We felt the pain, and we saw Sabyn’s heart break. You have no reason to feel guilt. You are our lucky charm, missy.

	I turned and pulled her into a hard hug. When we pulled back, both of us were teary-eyed.

	C’mon, I thought. Let’s get this place ready for the party tonight. Cause tomorrow is going to be a new kind of crazy!

	 

	*****

	‘Lieutenant, where should we set up the stage?’

	Patel turned from watching the two ships and that purple banner flaring out. The rest of the sails appeared furled, the ships anchored though they looked ridiculously close to one another. It gave him a wild hope that perhaps the other girls had survived.

	I’m sure Sian or Kass could manage such a feat, he thought.

	The cavalry soldier cleared his throat.

	‘Oh! As close to the waterfront as the high tide will allow. It needs to have enough open space around it for the survivors to witness the crowning and for the cavalry to gather around.’

	He motioned for the soldier to follow, and they walked toward the water. The camp teemed with activity, soldiers trotting back and forth with freshly cut trees; others stripping branches and leveling lengths for use. Half the Medanga soldiers worked at cleaning and polishing all armor and weapons, while several dozen Rodhite centaurs cantered off to shoot and catch enough food for a proper feast. The other half of the Medanga soldiers prepared the remaining root vegetables and stock.

	After the coronation, they would ride back, aiming to pass through as many villages as possible to spread the news of victory and of their new Queen.

	Near the waterfront, he debated several locations for the stage, soldiers pointing out other options. Once they agreed on one, he turned, leaving them to build, and walked back to his tent.

	‘Fevan,’ he called for the officer who served as his assistant. ‘Where is the box?’

	‘Here, sir.’

	The young Medanga soldier came out from the back partition, his face serious, though his pinto coloring always lent a comical look to his expression. When first recruited to the cavalry, they’d nicknamed him Cockeyed until he passed the officer requirements.

	Fevan set the highly polished wooden box on the map table and stepped back. Patel didn’t ask him to leave, allowing the officer the honor of seeing it opened.

	Removing the chain from beneath his tunic, Patel unclipped it. The small brass key looked darker than the brass inlaid across the glossy black wood, tarnished from resting constantly against his chest, hidden from all others.

	Now that the time had come, Patel felt reluctant to open the chest. He ran a gentle hand over it, admiring again the gold inlaid Thalian crest.

	With an internal sigh, he slid the key into the lock and turned it slowly, listening for each chime as the mechanism shifted. The Toural goblins, renowned for delicate metalwork, had created the lock. It had to be turned with care, or the clockwork mechanism would jam to prevent theft. It would then reset itself over the course of a week. Time Patel didn’t have.

	Beside him, Fevan didn’t appear to breathe, eyes wide, mouth tense as he watched.

	At the final chime, a treble note rang out, and the lid clicked open an inch. Fevan’s sharp inhale made Patel glance his way, amused at the officer’s expression of relief.

	With care, Patel eased the lid back.

	Nestled in midnight-blue velvet sat two beautifully crafted gold crowns, one smaller, one larger. They were devoid of gemstones, instead etched deeply with Syrenta gold, a dark ash gold found only on the Isle of Syrenta.

	Seeing the two crowns but knowing only one would be worn made Patel’s chest tighten with sorrow. A brutal reminder that the boy he’d trained into a man would never wear his.

	He shut the lid harder than intended and handed the box to Fevan without meeting his eyes.

	‘Make sure the cushion is dusted and plumped. I’m going to check on preparations,’ he snapped, voice rough, then turned and stalked out of the tent.

	 

	*****

	With all the arrangements for this evening’s shindig in place, I made my way down to our cabin with Alek right behind me.

	The most delicious smells escaped from the kitchen at the other end of the corridor. I paused, sniffing. ‘That smells amazing!’ I said to Al, my stomach rumbling in agreement.

	He nodded, then shooed me on.

	‘It does. Tonight should be fun.’

	We entered our cabin, and I smiled at the sight of an extra-large cooking pot of steaming water set on the table. After all the work we’d done today, I needed a wash.

	‘I can’t wait to have a shower,’ I commented over my shoulder, hurrying to strip off my clothes, sticky with sweat and grime.

	He laughed as he tugged off his pants, hopping on one foot before steadying himself against the table.

	‘Of all the things you miss, the shower?’

	I stuck out my tongue. ‘I miss lots of things. Audi, our bed, Ada, the bath, Elena and Ya—’

	I bit the word off with a sharp intake.

	A slip of the tongue, but on a certain level it was true. I did miss Yakov. I missed him heaps. Yet not as much as I knew Al did.

	He watched me with sympathetic eyes, which seemed ridiculous given the circumstances.

	Unable to think of what to say, I rolled my lips together and shrugged, eyes on his.

	 

	Cat’s look of dismay gave rise to a number of emotions, the strongest being disappointment. It still felt unfathomable that Yakov had been responsible for so much: his parents’ deaths, the unexpected attacks on the castle over the years, and then his own capture and torture.

	The man who’d been a loving and loyal advisor, a part of Alek’s minuscule family... all the time, a traitor.

	‘I miss Audi too. And Ageip and Nnelg.’ Alek forced a smile and reached for a washcloth, dipping it into the water before lathering it with soap.

	‘When we get back, I’ll have to take you to our cabin. We’ll bring Audi.’

	‘We have a cabin?’ Cat’s eyes lit up. ‘Where?’

	He smiled at her obvious delight. ‘In a vale in the Scrodian Mountains. Very secluded.’

	She pestered him for details as they washed and dressed.

	‘You’ll see it soon enough,’ he promised. ‘Once we get everything sorted out, we’ll sneak off for a few days.’

	 

	I sat cross-legged on our bunk, pulling my hair over a shoulder and braiding it while I watched him frown at the two shirts he held.

	‘What do we have to get sorted?’ I asked.

	Al peered at the small mirror on the wall, holding up the red shirt, then the light blue. He twisted my way, arching an eyebrow.

	‘Red. Looks more official,’ I suggested.

	Tonight, we celebrated with those aboard before some of the allies left us tomorrow, heading back to their realms. I understood most intended to accompany us to the castle; all had been invited to our wedding.

	Those remaining of the elite class of the Hotorethites, the Nyjens, intended to go straight home, while the rest of the dark-skinned elves had accepted Alek’s invitation. So too had the Haleninites, the forest goblins, and the desert goblins. Those from the caves of Tas’sal, however, longed to return home.

	Tonight, we celebrated with them all, before the remainder of the large group that originally set sail South scattered to their various realms.

	‘There’s the possibility of some civil unrest,’ Alek said, glancing my way with a steady expression, reminding me of my question.

	I frowned. ‘How do you mean?’

	Alek shrugged, then sat to pull his boots on, tucking his pant legs into them.

	‘It’s to do with an ancient law. If we’re away for a certain length of time, it could be seen as abandonment of the throne. Technically, another noble house could claim it.’

	My jaw dropped. I sat up straight. ‘What!? How long?’

	‘Six weeks.’

	 

	Cat made a stuttering sound, clearly working through the numbers.

	‘B-b-but it’s been seven weeks! And it will take another seven to reach them!’

	Alek waved a hand at that. ‘No. As soon as we land, we’ll be crowned. Then it’ll be fine.’

	Cat stared at him, mouth ajar.

	‘It will, kitten. I promise. No one’s going to argue with us now. You’re the legitimate blood heir, and I’m heir behind you. You’re also the fire Elemental. No matter what sneaky tricks the houses may try, we’ll win this argument.’

	Before she could debate further, he stood and offered her a hand. She slid off the bed, and when her hand rested in his, he pulled her close.

	‘Don’t worry. Now let’s go celebrate.’

	They left the room, heading upstairs.

	 

	Kassie choked mid-laugh, almost almost inhaling the mouthful of seared fish she’d just taken. Coughing, she turned away from the table, face flushing as she struggled to take a breath.

	When it cleared, she sat up, still red-faced, and laughed even harder as the two desert goblins continued acting out the moment between Rashid and Leseach in the caves, with reckless disregard for their own safety.

	Both Rashid and Leseach eyed the two with dour expressions.

	A fluttering at the edge of her mind caught Kassie’s attention. She watched the moment unfold via Cat’s mind as she showed Alek, the scene so sharp it almost felt like her own memory.

	Cat knew she watched and winked at her from across the table.

	The two allies finished their dramatic interpretation, which was a fair bit raunchier than the actual event. Artistic license much, Kassie thought in amusement as everyone applauded heartily.

	During the pause between performances, the chefs clanged on their pots again. Everyone stood with their plates in hand and made their way downstairs to the kitchen.

	Rumal rested his hand on the back of her neck as they waited in line for their turn. The line moved at a good pace, everyone chatting and laughing as they waited.

	The cavalry soldier in front of her flicked his tail, catching her in the face.

	‘Oi! Tasrt!’ She gave the offending tail a yank.

	Glancing back over his shoulder, Tasrt laughed, shifting to the side. ‘Kass! Sorry, didn’t see you there.’

	‘Don’t worry,’ Rumal said from behind. ‘She’s a short-ass. Hard to spot.’

	Kassie spun back, smacking him with the back of her hand while Tasrt and his mates laughed.

	Rumal caught her hand holding it with both of his, and pulled her closer, his gold eyes swirling as he grinned down at her.

	‘What? Am I wrong?’

	He stopped her tart retort with a kiss.

	 

	‘Traffic jam,’ I called, walking walking past Kassie and Rumal making out in the line, with a decent gap in front of them. ‘Move it, you two!’

	They broke apart, and those waiting behind cat-called and teased as the couple moved ahead. Alek shook his head with a smile. I shrugged, grinning.

	The night was fun, and the food, considering the unusual array of ingredients, fantastic. Steam wafted from my plate, and the accompanying fragrance made my mouth water.

	We hurried up the stairs and took our seats at the tables arranged around the deck. We’d set them out like the ones in the great hall at the castle, in a large U, so anyone giving speeches or performances could be seen by all.

	For the first part of dinner, a selected member from each original ally group gave a speech. In each, they remembered those lost along the way.

	After the somber beginning, the evening shifted to one of laughter and joy. From energetic performances of victory dances to humorous re-enactments of moments from the journey, though I hadn’t expected the skit about Leseach and Rashid.

	Alek seemed to enjoy it all, catching up on the trip he’d meant to be part of.

	As everyone made their way back to their seats after the kitchen call, there was a lull in the performances. The still night air hung heavy with the smell of food and the sound of voices.

	I picked up the steaming pastry from my plate and took a bite. The filling of delicately spiced root vegetables in a creamy sauce, with tiny bursts of some sort of crustacean, tasted divine. I closed my eyes and sat back in the seat, savoring the mouthful.

	‘Good, huh?’

	I opened my eyes to see Al grinning at me and nodded. ‘Amazing!’

	Before I could say more, a Medanga centaur walked to the stage area. Everyone fell silent.

	The centaur, a stocky male with black-and-white hair braided into two long plaits, spread his hands and bowed his head. We all bowed ours in response, a silent prayer to those gone.

	Then he lifted his head and sang.

	 

	Stomach full, Sian leaned against Daron, watching the dappled-gray Medanga centaur who sang before them all, her eyes half-closed. The light but strong voice seemed too high for the centaur’s heavyset figure.

	An unexpected delight, the lovely melody caused everyone to quiet until nothing but the soaring notes of the song could be heard, the ocean stilling with Sian’s mood.

	She woke with a jolt, brain registering the lack of seat beneath her. Tensing for a second, she relaxed when Daron murmured in her ear, ‘Sleep, Pix. I’ve got you,’ as he made his way down the stairs.

	She snuggled against his chest, only waking briefly when he slid her between the covers on their berth bed.
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	She woke with a jolt. Beside her, Sabyn stirred.

	Loi snuggled back against him, his hand instinctively closing around her, settling beneath her rapidly beating heart. It took slow, easy exhalations to let go of the bodily response, to shut off the sudden rush of adrenaline.

	Just a flashback. Nasty, nasty flashback.

	Extending her energy, Loi reached out, seeking the reassuring warmth from the other girls. Though they slept, their energies responded to hers, the soothing presence spreading around and through her.

	She could smell the ocean, taste the air, feel the heat from the fire located half a ship away in the kitchen.

	Finally, the terror slipped away, her friends’ energy lulling her back to sleep.

	 

	The first light crept in, my eyes following as it moved stealthily across the room, up and over the table until it hit the wall and continued upward.

	Coronation day, whispered the annoying voice in my mind.

	A sigh ebbed out.

	Loi’s anxious energy had woken me around two in the morning, and as glad as I was to see her drift off to sleep, I couldn’t help being jealous. The hours since were a mess of broken dreams of those left behind on Earth, of Yakov, and of others killed.

	Then that whisper. Again and again.

	Beside me, Al muttered something and flipped over. Propping up on an elbow, I watched his eyelids flicker as he dreamed, full lips tensing, then relaxing with the odd mumble of words I couldn’t make sense of.

	King Alekander and Queen Catarine.

	Another sigh snuck out.

	He looked like a King even in sleep: strong lines defining cheekbones and jaw, defined brows and eyes that hid what he thought.

	I, on the other hand? A face that reddened the moment I faced a crowd. An almost pathetic inability to lie, which meant everyone knew when I wore a mask to hide my thoughts. I couldn’t help responding on instinct when I needed to answer with diplomacy: an entirely foreign concept.

	Dammit, we weren’t meant to make it back! This shouldn’t be a problem!

	The irrational thought brought a chuckle to my lips before I huffed out a sigh.

	So much for a simple life.

	 

	A series of thuds and muffled shouts woke him. Alek twisted in bed, body tense.

	Beside him, Cat sighed and turned her head his way, eyes glassy.

	‘Noisy lot, aren’t they,’ she commented.

	He relaxed, reaching a hand to cup her face. ‘They are. It’s an exciting day. Lots to do.’

	A tentative smile touched her lips but no more. ‘Hmmm.’

	A brief flash of annoyance made him shake his head before leaning forward to press a firm kiss to those pouting lips.

	‘C’mon, let’s get up. This is the day I’ve been waiting for since my father died!’

	Cat scrambled out of the bed after him, but he ignored her for the moment, trying to call back the elation he’d woken with. Anxiety wafted through her energy, crawling up his spine in a way that made him shudder.

	‘STOP IT.’

	He twisted, an arm swinging out in an unexpected defensive gesture as the tension rose, making his chest tight.

	Cat froze.

	In an instant, it increased, clamping shut around his body. He couldn’t breathe or see, body and mind screaming.

	It stopped.

	Chest heaving, he looked Cat’s way, astonished by the mental silence. She stood suffused in a soft gold-red glow, hands at her sides, palms up, both eyes closed.

	Slowly, she opened her eyes. ‘Sorry,’ she whispered, eyes cautious. ‘I keep forgetting how much we’re linked.’

	‘What are you doing?’ He moved closer, then halted at the tiny shake of her head.

	‘Shielding,’ she whispered. ‘Give me a chance to get the hang of it.’

	Closing his eyes, Alek let his mind drift. With easy breaths, he conjured a memory of the cabin he’d spent so much time at with his father. The only place he’d ever felt truly at peace.

	In his mind’s eye, he could feel the soft fur rug beneath his feet, the sounds of the ship vanishing as the noises of the forest replaced them.

	 

	Even with the gentle walls in place, I sensed him relax, though I could hear no thoughts.

	I worked at getting my own into order, shaking off the nerves, forcing excitement.

	Hell, it wasn’t every day a girl got crowned now was it?

	Alek’s biggest day ever, I reminded myself again and again. He’s fulfilled his promise to his father. Our father.

	The guilt I had to force away too, knowing all I’d do otherwise was push those unpleasant sensations onto him.

	He opened his eyes as I did. For a moment, we just watched each other, listening and feeling the difference in the energy.

	This feels like it did at the beginning. Hard work!

	I jolted in surprise at his voice in my mind, then grinned. I know. Just when I thought I’d finally got the hang of it.

	He laughed aloud, and the sound of joy brought instant tears to my eyes. He opened his arms as I threw myself into them.

	‘Sorry, kitten,’ he murmured, lips soft against my hair. ‘I forget this is scary for you.’

	‘No, I’m sorry. I forget how important this is, for your dad.’

	His arms tightened around me as I wrapped mine around his back. The flow of energy between us soothed us, relief mingling with love and joy.

	‘Now the important question,’ I said wryly, ‘what to wear?’

	 

	‘My armor? Why?’ Kassie demanded, hazel eyes narrowing as she scowled at Rumal, a complete contrast to the placid expression she’d woken with.

	‘Coronation day.’

	‘But why my armor?’

	Rumal let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Because!’

	‘That’s not an answer!’

	Crossing his arms, Rumal drummed his fingers against his forearm, studying Kassie as he pressed his lips together, internally debating how to explain.

	‘We will all be wearing our armor,’ he said at last, eyes firm. ‘Due to potential issues arising, we need to emphasize our position.’

	Kassie arched an eyebrow. After a long pause, she asked, ‘Exactly what is our position?’

	‘Defenders of the realm. Protectors of the true heirs.’

	He felt the sudden surge of energy, a breeze snaking around the back of his neck as Kass eyeballed him.

	‘Not a welcome home party?’

	Rumal pursed his lips before winking. ‘Depends on who you ask.’

	Muttering under her breath, Kassie snatched the mail suit from the table and began to dress.

	 

	*****

	‘A boat! I see a boat!’

	The loud shout caused the madness of frenetic activity to pause. Every soldier stopped what they were doing, craning their necks to see.

	The thick sea fog blocked the tall ships and most of the ocean view, yet it thinned the closer it came to the bay. No one made a sound for a moment, all eyes straining to spot what the lookout had seen.

	Pushing through the wispy gray, looking as though it floated above the mirror-like water, the sharp nose of a narrow longboat came into view.

	Shouts rang out among the ranks before they faded again.

	Lieutenant Patel stared, open-mouthed, as the longboat drew closer.

	It did float. A visible foot above the water.

	Standing behind Patel, Fevan gasped.

	At the head of the boat stood a figure wreathed in golden-orange light, those aboard standing behind the figure, their faces calm and stern.

	‘Kassandra,’ Patel breathed, feeling his heart leap. ‘It is the Lady Kassandra! Assemble your positions. Horn blowers, begin!’

	At his shout, the stunned centaurs moved quickly, hastening to their pre-organized locations. They lined the waterfront, rows of Aswaran, Rodhite, and Medanga soldiers in gleaming armor. A pre-selected number from each rank stood proudly along the entrance, their numbers extending all the way to the open area where the coronation platform gleamed, the sweet scent of fresh-sawn timber thick in the air.

	Walking swiftly down the path, Patel watched as two Medanga centaurs waded out to draw the boat up onto the sand.

	The glowing figure stood with elbows bent, hands waist-height, palms up. It regarded the approaching duo, then made a gesture. The glow vanished, revealing Kassandra, clad in chainmail.

	Behind her stood Rumal and a mix of soldiers: centaurs, goblins, Hotorethites. Tiny Halenine fae hovered in the air around them.

	The two Medanga soldiers bowed low before seizing the offered tow rope, dragging the longboat to shore.

	Patel stepped forward and bowed low to those aboard, then offered a hand to Kassandra.

	‘Lady Kassandra.’

	She inclined her head and took the offered hand, causing a sudden prickle of goosebumps along his arms, not that it showed beneath his armor.

	‘Lieutenant.’

	Rumal stepped down from the longboat, the other soldiers following suit, all with solemn expressions.

	Patel held Kassandra’s hand high as he led them toward the coronation platform. It was hard not to sneak a sideways glance at the woman who’d replaced the girl he once helped train.

	Though she looked much the same, this woman and the energy she radiated felt eons removed from the Kassie he remembered.

	When they reached the designated place, Patel turned to present her again.

	‘Lady Kassandra, Elemental of Air, has returned to us!’

	 

	We could hear the trumpets. I wouldn’t have thought it possible, given the distance, but the still morning allowed the rich noise to carry with ease. The cool air made my skin prickle as I watched soldiers lower another of the longboats, the ones inside spreading their feet to keep balance.

	The centaurs had it easy when it came to stability, but their size meant each boat could only carry twelve. Eight of the other soldiers (the two-legged variety) slotted in around them to man the oars. The ship had ten longboats, so only half would need to make a return trip.

	The reminder of how few of us returned made me close my eyes for a moment, breathing deep. The salt air felt even sharper than usual, as if it might sandpaper the inside of my nose. I wrinkled it, resisting the urge to sneeze.

	No sneezing allowed. Doesn’t look serious at all.

	I looked down to the main deck, meeting Loi’s teasing gaze with the hint of a smile.

	Thanks for that. Nervous? You’re up next.

	Not as nervous as you.

	Pretty sure no one’s as nervous as me.

	I don’t know. Alek’s humming fairly loud.

	That’s excitement.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ﬂfTer uri

©CLAIMING THE THRONE

NICOLE MACDONALD





OEBPS/images/First_half_New_Gar_nyse_map.png
et
AT
S5 House Banuske

e
XY
S e
A
A

P

AN
LR






OEBPS/images/image-1.png
Also by Nicole MacDonald

he BrthRighit Trilogy

Book One:  The Arrival
Book Two:  Awakening
Book Three: Feel the Burn

Setin the BirthRight Universe
AfierBurn, Reclaiming the Throne (direct sequel)

Escape Vo'Arum (standalone, prequel story)

Other Works

Prometheus, A New Dawn





OEBPS/images/Second_half_New_Gar_nyse_map.png
S
S A )
S o B e )

halian Lands
¥\ House Vietho

IiGeomt s, o 4
% CaverEntrance =
20 Y S
S
3 2o S
Cave Exit > S
T

ﬁf,f Jenviet's ?ﬁ;i?i e
i s





