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      Eddie?!” Grace ran through the Carnival of Aed. It was dusk, and the vendors were already setting up for a night of trading. Lights flickered on, and music started up somewhere within the crowded market. She wished her best friend hadn’t run off as he had, especially after leaving her a note the way he did. For gods’ sake, he was human! Mortal. Any number of things could happen to him in this world.

      As she ran down each aisle of the carnival, vendors eyed her suspiciously.

      She ignored their lingering stares and kept searching.

      “Eddie? Eddie!”

      He had said the ship would be coming the next morning, but the weather had begun to turn ugly. The Isle of Witches was isolated from the rest of the world, the way the coven liked. There was a storm brewing. Grace could feel it in the air and in her bones. Her magic stirred, slowly awakening.

      “I hear we have a new queen,” said a mysterious voice, low and menacing. Grace stopped and looked around. She couldn’t see anyone but several market traders erecting tents. She ignored the voice and the feeling of dread it brought and kept walking.

      “I haven’t lain with a queen before. Especially not a queen like you.”

      The feeling of dread morphed into a sense of utter grossness, and she spun on her heel to face the unknown male and owner of the sleazy words.

      She pulled out her golden dagger and walked toward him. The man, dressed in dirty clothing with stains all over, leaned against the door to a tavern. The sound of other drunk men, followed by the sound of belching and laughter, as well as the scent of urine and ale, drifted out from the busy tavern to the dusky night.

      “Listen, mister, I am in no mood to be hit on right now. I am only searching for my friend. So, either leave me alone and go back into the shadows where you belong.”

      The man laughed and stepped forward. He took a puff on a cigarette and threw it down into the mud before squashing it under the heel of his well-worn boot.

      “I didn’t mean offence, Your Majesty. I was only having fun. When’s the last time you had fun?” His words were slurred, and the smell of ale, unwashed clothing, and sweat lingered in the air around him. Grace shuddered but made sure not to reveal that she was scared or disgusted by this drunk.

      She turned on her heel once more, to make him think she was leaving. She knew she shouldn’t engage, but this prick was making playing with him all the more fun. She grinned, spun back around and leapt through the air. She lunged and landed before him, holding her dagger at his throat, the man gasping and staggering backward.

      “You know what? I’ve dealt with men like you my entire life. They make me sick, treating women like a possession, a mere plaything for your enjoyment. But I am not yours to play with. I am Grace Mary Chancellor, Queen of Midnight and all the worlds. I am half witch and half goddess, and you should know better than to play games with me.” Her eyes glowed gold and luminous, and the moon shone off her golden blade. To onlookers, she looked like a powerful sorceress. But to the drunk man, she hoped she looked like his worst nightmare.

      The man peed himself, ducked, and quickly ran away whimpering.

      “What in this world and the next, you’re crazy!” he yelled out, escaping back into the darkness, scampering like a sewer rat.

      Grace grinned and spun her dagger in her hand and walked into the tavern. If you were waiting for a ship, there’s only one place you would remain on a night like this.

      She felt confident with her newfound power.
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      Captain Fasir stood at the helm of his ship, looking out over the endless blue horizon. This was his world. He was the King of the Seas. He was inside his own mind when his second mate came running across the deck.

      “Captain! Captain, come quickly!”

      The Fae king turned and narrowed his gaze. “Lock, you know better than to disturb me when I’m in my happy place.”

      “I know, boss. But you have to come. We’ve received news from the witches.”

      He rolled his eyes. In his three hundred years, he had received numerous messages from the witches, none that important and worthy of his peace being disturbed. He took a sip from his wine goblet and turned to face his second mate.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s the young queen, Grace of Sydlandia. She’s broken the treaty and the spell!”

      Captain Fasir’s metal wine goblet fell from his hand and landed on the deck with a loud clatter, then rolled through the gap into the ocean. He growled.

      “How is this possible?”

      “I don’t know, Captain. But I think you should come to talk to the Queen of Witches. It’s a matter of life and death.”

      Blood ran from his face, and the Fae captain grew cold with fear. The last time he had seen or spoken to the Witch queen was seventeen years ago, when the young queen was born.

      Back then, all hell had broken loose. He only hoped hell was literally about to be set free once more.

      The captain made his way to his private quarters where a beautiful woman stood waiting behind his desk. She ran her sharp manicured fingernail along the contours of the map sprawled across his desk.

      “Dana, to what do I owe this pleasure?”

      Queen Dana looked up from studying the map of the seas and walked toward the Fae captain.

      “It’s good to see you again, Fasir. Time at sea has been most cruel. Don’t you men ever take pride in your appearance?” She ran her painted black fingernail up and down his jacket. The captain shuddered but moved past her.

      “If you’re referring to my unkempt appearance,” he said, tugging on his scruffy beard and running his fingers through his shoulder-length hair. “Judging by your appearance, on my ship and in my private quarters, I think that’s the least of my worries right now. My second mate said you had news. About the young queen and the treaty.”

      “You never did have much patience, did you, Fasir.” She sighed. “Fine. Yes, Grace has indeed managed to break the spell and, therefore, the treaty on all the worlds.”

      “But, how? I thought she was under your care?”

      “She sought help from the coven, yes. But she was tricked into breaking the spell by Aed himself. I couldn’t stop her.”

      He gave pause, stopping by his desk to pick up the decorative paperweight sitting on top of the map. It was a small spirit bottle with a tiny replica of his ship inside. A gift from Queen Dana herself. But it wasn’t just a paperweight. Fasir held the bottle to his eye level and watched as tiny men ran to and fro on the decks.

      It was a miniature version of this very ship, The Athanatos, a kind of voodoo doll. Anything he did to it, he would do to the vessel itself.

      “This is bad. This is very bad.”

      “And I think this is because Grace once tried to kill Aed.”

      Fasir had picked up a knife off his desk and was admiring the sharpness of the blade, but when Dana dropped that little revelation, he dropped the knife. It landed between his boots on the wooden floor. He swore and picked it up.

      “I need to set up a meeting with her at once, as well as the other treaty members. We need to know what to do going forward.”

      “That’s what I was thinking. I will set it up and send messages to the other leaders.” Dana took her broom in her hand and sat on it, hovering in the air. “I’ll be in touch,” she said before disappearing in a shimmer of greenish light.
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      The moment Grace stepped foot inside the tavern, she immediately drew attention. The music kept playing, a band made of pirates played in the corner, a song of folk stories and tales of war. But all eyes were on her, the patrons’ eyes, anyway. The tavern was filled with mostly men, mostly pirates, but there were some women as well. Some were witches, but some were ladies of the night, probably there to entertain the drunken men. That thought made her shiver. She walked up to the bar ignoring the lingering stares.

      “Hi, I was looking for someone. A young man about my age. He’s waiting for a ship.”

      The bartender was a large woman with breasts spilling from her dress. She wiped a beer glass with a cloth and didn’t look up as she talked to her.

      “Ay, aren’t we all waiting for a ship, love.” She laughed. “You’re gonna have to be more specific.”

      “Right, well, I’m not sure of the name of the ship, or if my friend is even here. I only came here because… well, isn’t this where you would wait for a ship on a cold, stormy night like this?”

      “You could if you were brave. And you are certainly brave walking in here like that, sword at your hip, wearing trousers like a man.”

      Grace sighed. She knew she wasn’t going to get far with these people. They seemed awfully judgmental.

      “Look, my friend is missing and left me a pretty vague and worrying letter. I am worried about him. Can you please point me in the direction of where he might have gone?”

      “Well, love, no one can leave the island without permission from the coven. So, unless he got permission, he can’t have gone far.”

      Grace had had enough. “Fine. Thanks for your help,” she said with sarcasm dripping heavily from her tongue. She turned on her boot heel and stalked out of the nefarious tavern and into the night. The wind had picked up now, and it had begun to rain. The rain fell sideways in sheets. It was freezing and went straight to her bones. Where had Eddie gone?

      Grace pulled her coat tighter around her, pulled her hood over her head and continued through the carnival.

      It wasn’t until she reached the tent of Arabella the All-Seeing Oracle that she felt it.

      The immense dark energy flowed freely from the tent. The pressure in the air dipped dramatically, and then a burst of hot air came at her, throwing her backward. She landed on her bottom in the mud, but immediately got back up again and ran toward the tent. Pulling back the flap, she saw Arabella’s table where she had begun to read her cards was laying on its side, discarded like a piece of rubbish. The candles had all been extinguished, and there was a giant dark abyss in the middle of the floor where the table had been. Had it been there all along? The abyss acted like a black hole, pulling energy into it. The whole tent and the floor around it was quaking. Grace had to hold onto a candelabra to stop herself from being ripped inside the void.

      And then all at once, everything stopped.

      Time came to a complete stop.

      She had experienced this before, this pause in time. It was the signature of someone who had the blood of Aed. Someone from the Underworld. Grace was afraid that this rift had opened up the passage between the worlds.

      And as she watched, still holding onto the candle holder, a dark mass burst forth from the void and flew into the night sky. Inside the mass, she saw claws and blood-red eyes and heard growls which shook her very soul. The sheer force of the dark mass sent Grace flying. She went back into the mud. And when she looked up, she found herself face to face with a demon.

      The cloud of demons swarmed overhead like a storm cloud for a moment, then raced off into the night, disappearing.

      Grace looked back at the void, the gateway that had opened up between worlds, and her heart dropped to her stomach.

      If the demons had escaped from the Underworld, then that meant the spell was true, Aed was right, and she had broken it and set chaos upon the world.

      “Oh no!”
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      It was dark. So dark that Eddie couldn’t even see the hand in front of his face. It was also cold. And wet. And the said wetness dripped onto his face now and then.

      He tried to sit up, but wherever he was, it seemed to was rocking side to side and up and down. He heard the distinct sound of water splashing against a hard surface. Was he on a ship?

      A moment later, as if sensing he was awake, a door opened and light filled the small room he was in.

      “Get up, human,” said a gruff sounding man. Eddie squinted into the bright sunlight, but he couldn’t make out the features of the man’s face, only that he was extremely large in build as his frame filled the entire doorway.

      “Where am I? Am I on a ship? I don’t remember boarding a ship.” He tried to move his hands but found they were shackled in chains. They clanged against a bolt in the side of the ship as he moved. Was he a prisoner?

      The gruff burly man huffed and then growled. “Come. The captain would like to speak with you.”

      “Captain? Oh, good, I can ask him why I am being locked up like a prisoner.”

      The man growled again. “Move! The captain doesn’t have all day. He is old and impatient.”

      Eddie got to his feet and discovered the chains were not bolted to the ball after all. He followed the large man through the door and up a set of stairs to the upper deck—all the way to the captain’s office.

      Captain Fasir was lounging with his feet atop his desk drinking aged whiskey when the first mate knocked on the door.

      “You may enter,” said Fasir.

      “Captain, I have for you the human boy.”

      “Thank you, Felix. Stay outside the door, but close it. Thanks.” Felix nodded and stepped outside the captain’s office, closing the door behind him, leaving Eddie to stand before the captain of this ship.

      Eddie eyed the captain up and down. He first noted his pointed ears underneath long hair, and then the sword laying on top of a selection of maps on the desk. He swallowed nervously.

      “So, Edward, is it? Queen Grace’s childhood friend?”

      “Yes. But everyone calls me Eddie. Captain… um, I don’t mean to be rude, but, uh… why am I here? The witches said a ship was coming to offer me passage back home to Sydlandia, but I wasn’t exactly expecting this.”
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