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For the one who stands beside you in every storm, ready to fight for you, fall back with you, and let you do the same.

	 

	
Map of Gar’nyse
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1

	A tangy, salty taste on my lips cut through the darkness. I blinked awake, swallowing past the thick, awkward weight of my tongue. An absolute lack of saliva made me painfully aware of thirst and a parched throat. I blinked again, trying to place where I lay, my limbs heavy and aching on a dense, soft surface. I groaned, then let out a hacking cough that sent red sparks of pain flashing behind my eyelids. Each cough felt like a file scraping the back of my throat. I rolled onto my stomach, trying to stifle the fit while tears squeezed out.

	Then a different scent, musky, spicy, undeniably male, struck my mind like lightning, and I gasped.

	Alek.

	The physical pains: throat, body, thirst, vanished as sheer agony tore through my soul. My mind seized memories of barely human screams and a body contorted in anguish through our shared link. Then blackness. A sense of complete absence that terrified me; nothing from him or the girls, stranding me alone in the dark.

	A creaking yawn from the wood of the bed beneath me cut through my thoughts, and the room tilted as the mattress suddenly swayed. The sound of distant water crashing was utterly foreign in the moment as I gasped, flailing for support. The motion eased into a gentle rock.

	With wide eyes and a frantic pulse, I sat up, unsure if the sway came from the room or my dehydrated body. Something brushed my hair, and I flinched against the oddly low ceiling.

	‘Cat?’

	A glow radiated from the center of my chest. I made a choked sound as I stared at my arms, watching molten fire swell beneath my skin. The living flame crept through my limbs until I lit the room like a Roman candle.

	 

	Kassie stared in awe and horror as the fire claimed Cat. Even her friend’s beautiful long red hair turned to fire, the tendrils coiling and moving around her shoulders. Cat gasped and shuddered, staring at her hands while she sat in the berth bed tucked in the furthest wall. Dread gnawed at Kassie as she watched her friend’s transformation to full Elemental.

	Is this what we all look like? Consumed by our energy?

	Nothing recognizable remained; even Cat’s green eyes now burned a dark red. Kassie curled her hands into fists as she pushed the terror down.

	No wonder Jenviet will slaughter anyone to get to us. What a gift! I wonder how much damage Cat can do in this form?

	The sheer power emanating across the few feet between them had Kassie’s own gift reacting, the amber energy flowing easily from the spot behind her heart. It lifted her mass of bronze curls, making the hair undulate midair. She brushed a curl from her eyes, her gaze locked on Cat. Curiously enough, it didn’t trigger their link to re-establish. Kassie frowned, staring inward as she tried again and again to reach Cat.

	Almost like it’s on an entirely different frequency, she mused. I thought Ignatius had exaggerated, though it’s not quite the same. Nothing is burning.

	The lieutenant's description of the hellish fire creature, unrecognizable as Catherine, while everything around her burned, shocked them all. The fire had only relented when Elena severed Cat's link to Alek. It had been the only way to stop the ever-mounting energy Cat put out, her body’s reaction to Alek’s torturous end. Kassie flinched at the memory of the glimpses she and the other girls had seen before Elena cut the link.

	Those shrieks, she thought with a shudder, and goosebumps rose over her arms.

	Even the awful moment when Elena severed the link to Cat, the sudden, extreme, and violent wrenching from deep within, had been preferable to Alek’s screams of pain.

	Ignatius never looked so humble as when he brought Cat back on Sito.

	Far from the send-off intended, the thousands of Centaur Cavalry soldiers had arrived in time to witness the dark-haired lieutenant cradling Cat to his chest as Sabyn and Gredel helped him down from the dragon.

	The massive tan dragon watched sorrowfully when Ignatius handed Cat over to Sian, Kassie, Loi, and Leseach, then threw his head back, uttering a long, mournful bellow. Nesha, Kerak, Phroma, and Tomiar added their cries to his, supporting Loushka, who lay on the ground amongst them, the red-maned griffon’s eyes dull as she moaned in pain at the severing of her link to Alek.

	I wonder what medicine Elena gave Cat. It must have been strong to knock her out for three days. I thought nothing worked on our Elemental forms.

	A hissing sound distracted her from her thoughts.

	‘Kassie?’

	The broken whisper of tears was Cat’s voice, even if the body bore no resemblance to her friend. Another hiss broke the silence, and Kassie watched Cat’s energy dim. The tears that fell from Cat’s eyes hissed when they evaporated on her heated skin.

	The room, so visible a moment ago, rapidly darkened as Cat wept in earnest, her brilliant red light dimming further. Kassie hurried across the small space of floor, reaching a hand toward her friend as she vanished from view in the dark. Groping carefully along the edge of the berth bed, Kassie brushed against her and, with gentle pats, found Cat’s hand. It locked around hers. She scooted onto the bed next to Cat, rolling her weeping friend into her arms. The five inches Cat had on her in height weren’t noticeable with how tight Cat had tucked her body. Kassie’s heart ached at the soft, helpless cries and rough gasps of breath.

	‘Oh, Cat,’ she whispered in the dark, stroking a hand over her friend’s hair while hugging her tightly with the other arm. ‘Honey, I’m so, so sorry.’

	 

	The room rocked and I jolted in surprise, gulping a sob. Kassie squeezed me gently.

	‘Shhh. It’s okay. We’re on one of the ships.’

	Those words stunned me, and the tears stopped. I lay there, the darkness adding to the numb sensation that spread throughout, fogging my mind.

	‘Breathe, Cat.’ Kassie gave my shoulder a light shake, and I nodded dumbly, not realizing until then that my lungs burned for air.

	Are we really sailing south? It didn’t seem fathomable. How could we leave without Alek? How could he be dead? I could still see his navy eyes, creased in amusement as I teased him before he left. His scent on the pillow beside me only increased the strange detachment. With my eyes closed, I could feel his hands on my skin, his lips on mine.

	My heart beat a strange, hollow drum within the cage of my chest as the realization began to hit, each thud jolting my body as the horror set in.

	Jenviet had ripped him from me, torn my soul in two as she gleefully tortured him. I whimpered in the dark, jamming my hands over both ears in an attempt to stop the awful memories: the high, inhuman shrieks he’d made; the searing pain when she ran bolt after bolt of lightning energy through him. My teeth and bones ached in memory of that agony. I felt my throat working as my body tensed, reliving it all in my mind. His large hand, with its blunt, square-tipped fingers, lay limp against a smooth stone floor, and through his eyes I’d seen her approach, her wide, eager white eyes focused on Alek; rose-bud lips curled in a cruel smile; dainty, manicured hands extended like claws while silver energy sparked from the tips. He breathed shallowly once, twice, and I heard his heartbreaking call in my memory.

	Kitten, I’m sorry…

	The memory of extreme, blinding pain made my body stiffen, and a hoarse shriek ripped from my parched throat.

	‘Hush!’ Kassie’s arms locked tight around me and pulled my mind back to the present. Tears ran down my face, and my mouth worked with nothing coming out at first. The tight cries sat so high in my chest they made my lungs ache like my throat before the rough, foreign-sounding sobs escaped. Each sharp inhale sounded desperate as I squeezed Kassie’s arms while she pressed harder against my quivering back.

	His name slipped from my lips as I begged it not to be true, the despair sucking me down.

	 

	Cat’s anguished sobs caused tears to silently trace down Kassie’s face, and she pressed a damp cheek to Cat’s shaking back.

	Cat gripped her arms like a drowning woman, whispering Alek’s name in such a tone of despair it tore at Kassie’s heart.

	Hours passed while she gently rocked her friend in the dark, holding her as tight as possible.

	It hit Cat in waves, and in one lull Cat whispered in a broken monotone voice, almost unrecognizable: ‘I don’t know what to do.’

	‘There’s nothing to do at the moment, Cat. It’ll take a couple of weeks to get there. Then we’ll kill her.’ Beneath her hands, Kassie could feel Cat’s heart rate slow, and she knew Cat was close to sleep.

	‘Will that help?’ Cat whispered in an exhausted, confused voice. ‘Will it?’

	Kassie swallowed at that childish, sad question and squeezed her friend tight again.

	‘It will. Go to sleep, Cat.’

	 

	No matter how exhausted I felt, sleep refused to come.

	I half dozed, the exhaustion numbing my brain enough to keep most of the pain at bay. Breathing felt bewilderingly difficult and I tried to copy Kassie, listening to her quiet breathy snores as she slept.

	Around us, the room slowly lightened. I watched with indifference. It was a small room, with a round table and three wooden chairs tucked in at the center. A door on the far wall, and narrow windows down one side. Brief snatches of salty sea air wafted by, and I stared at those windows before turning my head to see the berth bed we lay in. Set into the wall, it was just large enough for two. The ceiling of the bed was low enough that Alek would have smacked his head had he been here.

	A smile touched my lips when the image of him doing exactly that and cursing sprang to mind. Tears followed the thought and my heart ached at knowing I’d never see him do it. I pressed both hands to my face, weeping quietly, trying not to wake Kass.

	How am I meant to live without you?

	Why didn’t I go for the run?

	Oh god, that means Yakov is dead too.

	I don’t know why it hadn’t occurred to me earlier. A sense of guilt weighed heavy when I thought of Yakov and his friendly, warm face and comforting hugs that reminded me so much of my Earth dad. Jerky sobs racked my tired body while I thought of Dad and Yakov. Hands pressed to my open mouth, I cried, wishing desperately for one of their hugs and feeling even more alone.

	Yakov wasn’t coming. He shouldn’t have been dragged into this. He wasn’t meant to die!

	Anger and despair mixed. I squeezed my hands into fists, pressing them against my lips while my nails dug into my palms.

	Al, Yakov, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.

	Why didn’t I go for the run? I berated myself again and again, arms shaking with anger and exhaustion as I imagined being there with them when it happened and launching myself at that psychotic blonde. My fingers twitched at the thought of sinking my nails into the pale flesh of her throat and ripping it open. The sound of harsh, almost insane, frenetic breaths distracted me from the images. I winced at realizing I made those desperate sounds.

	Swallowing, I flinched at the dryness, reminded of my thirst. Detangling myself from Kassie’s hold, I sat up and felt my head spin. Closing my eyes and taking a slow, steadying breath, I waited for the room to stop spinning. When it did, I slowly climbed down, the bare wooden floor cold and rough underfoot as I edged to the table, a hand to my pounding head.

	Set in the middle of the table, a tall pitcher of water seemed almost too good to be true. With shaking hands, I slowly poured a glass. The cool liquid flowing down my throat made my eyes damp with relief and reminded me how dry they were. With shaking hands, I poured a little water into a palm and awkwardly bathed each eye. Most of the water went down my top but some made it into my eyes. The soothing liquid stung at first and I blinked rapidly, relieved when the awful dry puffy sensation abated.

	About to pour another glass, I paused when the room rocked and sat back; vaguely curious as to whether I might get seasick. My dad always made me take tablets on Earth.

	‘Wish you were here,’ I whispered while tears prickled. My arms shook again as sorrow threatened to overwhelm me.

	Squeezing my eyes shut, I lifted the jug, listening for the clink when it met the glass I gripped in my other hand. I poured; not opening my eyes, just listening till it sounded close to full, then slowly drew it to my lips. Water slopped my shirt, but I swallowed the rest, fighting the urge to go to pieces again.

	From the moment we’d arrived on Gar’nyse, I’d fought grief and guilt: grief for the life, family, and friends I’d left behind, and guilt for the pain I’d caused. With Alek here, it felt manageable. Now that grief felt rawer than ever, a constant reminder of why Alek had been adopted. And murdered.

	 

	With a soft touch Ignatius eased the door to the Princess’ room open, not wishing to disturb her should she still sleep.

	He stopped short in surprise. Catherine sat at the table, head turned his way, and he inwardly flinched at the sight of those red, raw-looking eyes, her green irises a stark contrast. From the bed, the quiet, steady sound of Kassandra’s breathing broke the silence.

	Stepping into the room and closing the door, he bowed to Catherine, then took a seat at the table.

	‘Your Highness,’ he spoke hesitatingly. ‘I am deeply sorry for your loss.’

	She nodded and visibly swallowed, setting the glass she held back on the table before nodding again and turning her head away from him. Her shoulders and back shook, a tiny, tragic sound escaping as she pulled her knees up onto the seat and wrapped both arms around her legs. The obvious pain emanating from her made him feel clumsy, and he fumbled for something to say.

	Instead, he reached out and tentatively placed a hand on her back, hoping to soothe. She flinched, and he pulled back, abashed.

	To his astonishment, she twisted around and flung herself at him, face pressed to his shirt while she sobbed helplessly. It went against any protocol, let alone his own capabilities, but Ignatius found himself stroking her back, making soothing sounds like those he’d heard his wife use when comforting their daughters.

	Catherine’s arms tightened around his neck, her tears saturating the front of his shirt. Ignatius stopped stroking her hair and instead wrapped his arms firmly around her back, hugging her close as he remembered times he’d seen Alek do the same. The sense of victory he’d once imagined at such a moment never came; instead his chest felt tight, constricted by her sorrow, and he shushed away the broken apologies she muttered.

	‘It’s okay, Catherine. It’s okay.’

	 

	The strong arms around me gave a sense of the comfort I so desired, but I knew it wasn’t fair to Ignatius.

	Still, for that blissfully painful moment, I pretended Alek held me tight, and the tears flowed faster. It didn’t help that Ignatius looked so much like him: dark hair, blue eyes, a similar build.

	How does this help, Cat? It won’t change anything, my rational voice gently pointed out. It may make things very awkward for Ignatius. This isn’t fair. You need to stop.

	When I stiffened, he released me.

	I met his eye with a shame-faced look.

	‘I’m sorry.’

	He waved a hand, dismissing the apology.

	I sat back on the seat and stared out the window, working to regain control of my tears. The light-blue and white horizon soothed, but triggered anxiety as I stared at the very real proof of being miles from land.

	The silence was surprisingly pleasant. I shot a tentative glance at Ignatius, then hastily looked back to the view. His eyes, a lighter blue than Alek’s but darker than the horizon, were sympathetic and kind. More than enough to trigger another wave of tears, and I clenched my hands tight around my bare feet, rocking in my seat to resist the urge.

	Water slapped against the windows, and that steady rhythm helped me focus on staying calm. The pain receded just enough to let my mind go wonderfully blank for a fleeting moment.

	 

	The mussed halo of red hair glowed in the morning light, its excessive volume making Catherine seem even smaller as she sat hunched on the chair in wrinkled night clothes. Ignatius sat back in his seat, knees spread and a leg extended, his elbow on the table as he studied her. The tight, squinting expression of pain left her eyes for a moment, her face relaxing almost to normal. It caused a curious pang in his chest and he smiled, leaning forward.

	Catherine’s head turned at his movement, green eyes large. She blinked, then winced.

	Hoping to distract her, Ignatius launched into random conversation.

	‘We are making excellent time. Vo’Arum should be on the horizon in less than two weeks.’

	Catherine nodded, brows drawing together as she cleared her throat, her voice rough.

	‘Good.’

	A loud rumble from the decks above broke the awkward silence. Ignatius pounced on it, motioning with a finger at the ceiling.

	‘The soldiers and allies are training. The Prince’s death has infuriated us all.’

	His words slipped out before he’d thought them through, and he inwardly kicked himself as Catherine’s face went stiff. He sat tense when she closed her eyes, rocking again on her seat. His stomach made an unpleasant twist. The urge to comfort her again surprised him, but he stayed still, giving her space.

	A quiet murmur caused him to lean closer.

	‘Sorry, I didn’t hear that?’

	Catherine looked up from staring at her toes, a foot in either hand as she sat hunched on the seat, her eyes wide.

	‘Oh!’ She shook her head lightly. ‘I was just wondering what Alek would do if it were him in this situation.’

	She held his gaze, but as he watched her eyes shifted, looking somehow distant, sorrow and regret evident, and something else. She blinked and murmured an apology.

	‘Not at all,’ he assured her though he didn’t understand why she’d apologized.

	Deciding to follow her previous question, he leaned closer, elbows on knees while staring earnestly at her.

	‘I can’t speak for his Highness, but if it were me, I wouldn’t stop till the person responsible was dead. Remember, Catherine. Alek had been planning for this for years.’

	Tears filled her eyes at the prince’s name. Ignatius felt a pang of annoyance but kept it in check and soothingly said, ‘I would be devastated too and I would channel that into fury.’

	He reached out, squeezing one of her small, icy, hands. ‘You can do this, Catherine. Complete what he so desired.’

	A big sigh escaped her and the hint of a smile returned.

	‘That was almost diplomatic, Ignatius.’

	‘I am trying, Your Highness.’

	She didn’t appear offended at his touch, looking out the windows again and he watched her back straighten. When she turned to him, her gaze had a touch of the determination he usually saw in her expression, and she nodded.

	‘Cat! You’re awake!’

	 

	I turned to see Kassie at the edge of the bed, her hair a tangled mess of curls, hazel eyes regarding me with concern.

	Ignatius touched my foot and I turned to him.

	‘I’ll have some food brought in?’

	‘Yes,’ I slid a hand from my knee to his hand, giving a light touch. ‘And thank you.’

	His eyes looked warm, sympathetic and he gave a minute nod then stood.

	‘It was my pleasure, Your Highness.’

	Kassie half-fell off the bed in her haste to get down, and I heard the door close behind Ignatius before my friend’s arms closed tight around my shoulders.

	‘Okay, I’m telling this ‘cause I love you,’ Kassie said in a teasing tone. ‘Wash, now! There’s a bucket and cloth in the corner. Go on. I’ll look out the window and catch you up on what you’ve missed.’

	Rolling my eyes at her, I stood with a groan as the sensation of pins and needles ran through my stiff legs and numb backside. A chair screeched as Kassie shifted it. I stripped off the shirt and pants, wondering briefly whose they were, then seized the cloth, soaping it. The silence felt pleasant, but it let my mind wander.

	‘Kass?’

	‘Hmmm?’

	I bit my lip, knowing the pain my next words might cause.

	‘How did you cope, after Josh…?’

	A long moment passed before I heard the slow rush of her breath and a quiet, sad laugh. Finished washing, I grabbed a drying sheet, wrapping it around my figure, and joined her at the table.

	Kassie’s lovely eyes looked dark amber when she met mine, and she shrugged, gaze slipping away.

	‘Time. That’s all, Cat. You met me six months after the accident. By then I was starting to get a grip.’

	‘Does it help, knowing he wasn’t your soulmate?’

	She snorted in derision and shook her head.

	‘No, it still hurts. But my heart’s big enough to deal with it. I know that now.’ Her expression changed from sadness to speculation as she reached for my hand, squeezing it for emphasis.

	‘You’ll see, Cat. Survive this, and you can survive anything.’

	I turned away, words stuck in my throat, and walked to the trunks by the bed. Hauling up the lid on the first one, I was hit by that scent, his scent, billowing up with devastating intensity. A choked sound escaped my throat and I snatched some clothing out, slamming the lid down. Strong breaths in through my nose and out my mouth pushed the grief back enough to resist tears.

	I ignored Kassie’s worried questions, grimly focused on the distraction of dressing as the treacherous thoughts I hadn’t shared with her echoed in my mind.

	But what if I don’t want to survive this?

	 

	Carrying a tray of food proved surprisingly difficult.

	Ignatius navigated his way toward Catherine’s room with a sudden appreciation for the wait staff at the castle. He regretted not accepting the cook’s offer of assistance when another gentle sway of the ship made him freeze.

	When it passed, he continued down the dark corridor, grateful for the generous width, wide enough for two Aswaran centaurs to walk side by side. A sudden movement ahead made him jolt, battle instincts barely held in check as he fought the urge to hurl the tray and draw his weapon.

	‘Oh, it’s you,’ he said in a tone of disgust.

	Moving out of the shadows, Leseach regarded him coolly and tilted her head. 

	‘Tell me, Ignatius, what is it that Elena dosed her with?’

	Glaring, he snapped each word: ‘I. Don’t. Know.’

	Her queerly striped eyes flickered, pupils widening then narrowing, as her posture shifted seamlessly from observant to threatening, voice dark.

	‘I am disinclined to believe you.’

	Ignatius gave a callous laugh. ‘That’s your problem.’

	About to barrel past, he stopped at the sound of Rashid clearing his throat.

	‘Is she awake?’

	Rashid’s tone was pleasant but decades of working alongside him made Ignatius heed the warning. His shoulder muscles stiffened in annoyance and he turned back to Leseach, about to make an attempt at something akin to diplomacy when the Northerner inclined her head to Rashid and turned, sauntering off down the corridor. It took a concerted effort for Ignatius not to say, or hurl, anything after the blasted female.

	‘There’s no need to be abrasive toward her, Ignatius,’ Rashid said mildly. ‘She’s only concerned for the Princess.’

	Ignatius grunted and shot Rashid a narrow glance before continuing with the tray.

	‘If you ever genuinely want a chance to be an advisor, you will need to learn diplomacy with realms beyond Elion,’ Rashid called after him in a pointed tone.

	 

	The lack of a link between them felt painfully obvious as they sat in silence.

	Kassie watched Cat’s face, trying to read her expressions. Normally she had such a transparent face, but the flat, grief-lined expression masked any thoughts.

	‘Cat,’ Kassie asked gently. ‘How are you?’

	Her friend’s lips went pencil-thin, eyes narrowing as she shot a furious look at Kassie, who cringed.

	‘I’m sorry! I get that you’re in pain. Probably better than anyone else.’ Kassie slid her hand across the table, fingers brushing Cat’s hand. Cat’s anger vanished, her green eyes somber. She made an apologetic shrug at Kassie, who flicked her fingers in response.

	‘Doesn’t matter,’ Kassie said quietly. ‘Are YOU okay?’

	About to respond, Cat stopped when the door rattled and the handle turned.

	Ignatius shoved awkwardly into the room, holding a tray loaded with food.

	‘Sorry it took so long.’

	Kassie sat back, watching as he set the tray down and attempted to engage Cat in conversation.

	Something isn’t quite right, she thought, feeling irked at the disconcertion the scene before her caused. The endearing persona Ignatius put on with Cat wasn’t new, he’d done it since learning her heritage. All the girls, Cat included, had had a chuckle at the Lieutenant’s expense.

	But now…

	Kassie watched when Ignatius placed a hand on Cat’s shoulder, squeezing lightly. Not in the way you might expect a man, a military man, to do it. He did it with affection.

	Yakov would have done the same, pointed out the rational voice in her mind. Kassie winced at the reminder of the advisor’s demise.

	Yes, but Yakov loved Cat, he loved all of us. He was our stand-in dad, Kassie thought, bowing her head to hide the tears that trickled out. Rest in peace, darling man.

	‘Kass?’

	Blinking, Kassie met Cat’s anxious, questioning gaze and shook her head.

	‘Nothing.’

	Cat tilted her head, sympathy in her eyes, and Kassie offered a sad shrug, gaze drifting to the windows. She rolled her lips together, letting the grief wash out and in like the tide, the emotion so familiar it offered a sense of comfort.

	The clink of dishes pulled both girls back to Ignatius, clearly out of his comfort zone as he served the food. A squeeze to her hand made Kassie glance to Cat, whose eyes looked almost normal for an instant when they crinkled in amusement, before assuming a calm appearance. Both straightened in their seats.

	 

	I clenched my insides when the smell of food hit my stomach hard.

	Kassie didn’t hesitate, reaching for a sandwich, and I saw Ignatius’s brow flicker as he resisted a frown. 

	Yakov… The sudden sorrow made my head ache.

	Leaning an elbow on the table, I rubbed firmly across my forehead, trying to release the tension, then reached for a platter.

	A bite of hot pastry made me immediately regret it. My stomach churned when the food hit. I set the rest on the plate Ignatius had shoved my way and reached for a glass of water instead. The cool liquid soothed my head, and I sat back in the chair, surveying the room as the other two ate, ignoring their concerned glances.

	In the daylight, with the fresh sea breeze wafting through the room, it felt too bright and real for Alek not to walk in.

	He should be here…

	A certain tension prickled over my skin as one part of my mind refused to believe she’d taken him from me. Even after the excruciating agony, a small part of me willed the door to open and for him to stride in, his handsome face alight with adventure.

	Moments ticked by as I stared at the door, an unfamiliar loneliness spreading through me. My heart hammered in my chest, my head throbbing, and still the door stayed shut.

	A sob slipped out unintentionally.

	Kassie and Ignatius jerked in surprise, their heads turning my way.

	I pressed fingers to my lips and shook my head as more tears slipped out.

	‘Sorry.’

	Kassie snorted, scooted her chair closer, and wrapped a slim arm around my back, resting her head on my shoulder. The silence and her closeness soothed me, and I leaned into her, a shuddering sigh escaping.

	We sat listening to nothing, until a sound, a voice, broke into my mind. I gasped, and Kassie and Ignatius jumped.

	 

	Ignatius was on his feet in an instant, a hand on Catherine’s chair when her face, whiter than an ice sprite, went vacant and she drew her hands to her mouth, eyes tragic once more.

	‘What? Your Highness, what’s happened?’ His heart pounded, body tense as he stared, willing her to answer.

	Catherine’s eyes met his and the vacant expression vanished.

	‘Loushka!’

	The mention of Alek’s griffon surprised Ignatius. He’d assumed the link between the red-maned griffon and Catherine had dissolved too.

	Catherine shoved her chair back, the wood screeching. She bolted for the door.

	‘Princess, wait!’ Ignatius cursed as he lunged after her.

	He hadn’t wanted the soldiers or allies to see her yet; she needed to look composed first. But she raced down the corridor and onto the stairs. He hit the stairs a moment after her and took them two at a time, just managing to catch her arm before she stepped onto the deck. She spun in a flash, eyes blazing, and struck his hand away.

	Lifting both hands, he spoke quickly.

	‘I’m sorry! Just take a moment, please. You look a little wild and this is the first time everyone has seen you since it happened. You need to be composed.’

	Tears welled in her lovely green eyes. Her hands trembled as she nodded, reaching to smooth the chaotic red locks. Guilt at making her cry caused him to step closer and stroke a hand over the hair, trying to contain the excessive volume that it had swelled to from her dash here.

	Catherine jerked back. Ignatius tensed.

	‘I’m sorry,’ he repeated softly.

	She shook her head, blinking frantically, then hissed in a rough whisper.

	‘Please don’t be nice. Be stern! Be stern!’

	 

	Ignatius looked shocked at first and I pressed my lips tight, trying to keep the tears back while Loushka’s plaintive sobs sounded in my head.

	He can’t look at me like that if he wants me presentable. I felt irrational anger at the sympathy in the Lieutenant’s eyes.

	Kassie, right behind him, touched his arm and muttered something. I squeezed my eyes shut, focused on my breathing, body taut as I forced the grief back down.

	Opening my eyes, I found Ignatius staring at me with a more familiar look of annoyance and impatience.

	‘Pull yourself together! Stand tall. Be angry if you need, but tears are NOT allowed. Do you understand?’

	That growled order helped, and I nodded, fists clenched tight.

	‘Yes.’

	Ignatius glared, then offered his hand like a practice sword: straight up, no nonsense. Taking it, I stepped through the hatch into the bright sunlight.

	
2

	‘Catherine’s awake.’

	Sito’s statement made Sian dodge Centaur Cavalry Lieutenant Chaieth’s strike with a neat sidestep.

	‘Can you see her? Is she awake?’

	The enormous tan dragon sat high on his haunches, eliciting a surprised yelp from the soldiers, allies, and sailors alike when the ship pitched at the sudden weight shift. Unable to grip the smooth deck with his hooves, Chaieth slid slowly past Sian, his hindquarters nearly scraping the deck as he fought to halt the slide. The disgruntled expression on the burly Aswaran Lieutenant’s face almost made her smile.

	‘Sito, can you look without sitting up? Chaieth’s about to go overboard.’

	‘Oops!’

	The dragon dropped to all fours and the ship made a rough sway as it leveled out, causing Chaieth to grab at the rail. Sito looked sheepishly at her and Chaieth, his big brown eyes apologetic.

	‘Sorry.’

	With a good-natured shrug, Chaieth waved the apology aside and glanced at Sian with a questioning look, his dark tawny eyes narrowed.

	‘All good? Shall we continue?’

	‘In a moment, Sito just said Cat’s awake.’

	Everyone within earshot turned, surprising Sian. She frequently forgot that though Sito could speak to any he chose with his gift of telepathy, when he spoke to Sian no others could hear, their link allowing privacy like the men of the Griffon Guard had with their griffons. Sian’s intimate link with Daron meant she could also hear Nesha, a beautiful dark griffon with blue undertones who this moment sat up, sleepily looking their way from across the wide deck.

	‘Has she seen Loushka yet?’ Nesha thought, his tone concerned.

	‘Hasn’t Loushka said?’ Sian replied.

	‘She’s not speaking to any of us.’

	Daron appeared to the side of the griffon, a hand beneath the huge beast’s expansive dark mane. Though he stared her way, Sian could see his eyes were distant, the lines of pain visible in his stance. She closed her eyes as frustration welled, her hands shaking.

	He still refused to talk. While she understood it, it made for a lonely time.

	Rubbing both hands on her thighs to try and release the tension, she looked at Chaieth and gave a short nod. 

	‘I’m ready, let’s get into it.’

	Training provided an outlet for the anxiety that resulted from the absolute frustration of being able to do nothing. Daron walked to the railing. She couldn’t help watching, her heart aching as she wished to somehow soothe his pain. The stunned look of disbelief and the sense of pain and despair he had been projecting since that awful morning ate at her.

	Until the moment that Cat’s link to Alek was severed, Sian and the other girls had been forced to witness his torture. Sian’s skin crawled at the memory of those involuntary shrieks of pain from him. At first, she hadn’t even recognized them as human, let along the screams of a man who was like a brother, both to her and Daron. Even now, the faint scent of singed skin seemed stuck in her nostrils.

	She rubbed her nose, shaking her head, stomach feeling like it shrank at the memory of the smell.

	God, I hope Cat’s okay, she thought. Or as okay as you can be at such a time.

	Without the link to her, Sian couldn’t even offer comfort. It made the distance between the four ships feel like miles. Pausing mid-stroke, she rolled her shoulders in an attempt to loosen the tense muscles, then shook her head at Chaieth.

	‘I need to work on punching.’

	The centaur studied her. She averted her eyes, looking off to the horizon.

	‘If you like,’ Chaieth consented gracefully and turned, calling for volunteers. Sian jogged across the wide expanse of deck and climbed the stairs to the second deck, a couple of General Guard soldiers and a Hotorethite joining her.

	 

	Greeting everyone, trying to force a pleasant expression while allies and soldiers shared their sorrow proved a challenge.

	Ignatius’ iron-like grip on my arm tightened when I wrinkled my nose and clenched my teeth, fighting back tears.

	A swift jerk by the Lieutenant made me pivot abruptly toward him and he bent his head, mouth to my ear.  ‘Catherine, everyone understands how you are feeling, but please! Act like royalty. Be like stone if you have to, just stop acting like a child! Alek would not have approved.’

	His stern tone made me want to twist away and flee, even though that really would be poor behaviour. I gulped, lips trembling, and shamefully met his eyes. The tight hold he had meant fleeing wasn’t an option, and the flat, unimpressed expression in his eyes left me with two decisive thoughts:

	One: pull him down and knee him in the nuts.

	Two: buck up, greet everyone properly, then get to Loushka’s side.

	Closing my eyes, I breathed in slowly. An image of Alek popped into my mind, his cheeky smile, that wink I loved.

	“Just a little patience, kitten.”

	 

	The dark quiet that settled over her unnerved him, the sense of unease almost making Ignatius back off. Then it passed, and Catherine opened her eyes, giving him a calm, flat look. 

	‘Please introduce me to the rest of them, Ignatius.’

	He ignored the lack of warmth in her tone and gently squeezed her arm, relaxing his hold. 

	‘Good girl, you can do this.’

	 

	I did get some comfort in the familiar faces of those joining from the General Guard, Centaur Cavalry, and our allies. Not knowing what to expect, it fascinated me to put names to faces.

	Ignatius introduced me to the Draoths, our ship’s sailors. I caught a flicker of surprise on his face when I greeted the men pleasantly, but let it go as I greeted the next in line. Their skin was smooth and hairless, dark green on the backs of their arms, legs, and head, with a lighter tan underside and faces. It looked similar to a dolphin’s skin, thick and hardy. Their nearly black eyes were disconcerting, as was the flash of pointy teeth when they said hello.

	Then I realized what surprised Ignatius.

	Were we speaking another language?

	It only registered when I turned back to Kassie and heard the subtle hum in my ears before I understood the Draoth in front of me. For a moment, I gaped, my brain disbelieving at this fantastic ability.

	How the heck had that happened?

	‘It’s the spell,’ Kassie murmured in my ear, reading my expression.

	Stumbling over my words, while marveling at the ease of speaking another language, I made a mental note to thank Sian. The only language I’d ever excelled at was English, and that was debatable at times. This would make parts of life here so much easier!

	I glanced around, eyes wide and a half smile on my lips.

	Then it hit.

	I couldn’t tell him.

	He wasn’t here, and he never would be.

	In that moment it felt so raw I had to twist away. Kassie stepped forward and I hugged her tight, an awful sense of desperation clutching me. Rumal appeared behind her, placing large hands on either side of my face and pressing his forehead to mine.

	‘Breathe, Cat,’ he whispered gently. ‘Just breathe.’

	His strange energy swelled out, but it wasn’t the golden light I sought. I nodded, pulling back as my racing heart slowed. Rumal’s gold eyes swirled with pain, and I turned away. I could barely bear my own grief, let alone theirs.

	At least you’ll be able to understand all those aboard, my rational voice reminded me.

	I forced the closest I could to a smile and turned back to finish the introductions. They passed quickly, and finally Ignatius led me to Loushka.

	 

	Rumal watched while Cat wept with Loushka, the girl small beside the griffon she hugged. The tension that rose from those observing the princess made the air almost crackle. With terse words, allies and soldiers set into weapons practice. Despair and anger ran through Rumal. He closed his eyes, unable to watch Loushka without expecting to see Alek beside her. For so many years now, they’d fought alongside one another. It didn’t feel real, yet.

	Protecting the heir had sounded like a pain in the ass when Elena first assigned him. The five-year difference between him and the scrawny, lanky kid with the mop of black hair had seemed like decades. But Alek had worked damn hard at his position in the Griffon Guard.

	I can’t believe I won’t be seeing you again, friend, Rumal thought, sorrow making his body feel heavy and tired.

	But I swear that I’ll keep your girls safe. That witch won’t get them.

	A faint click of talons alerted Rumal to Kerak’s approach. The griffon settled his haunches beside Rumal, tail swishing over the deck.

	‘What happens now?’

	Rumal closed his eyes, fury welling within.

	‘I don’t know, Kerak.’

	The tan griffon glanced at him, the orange gold undertones of his growing mane catching the sunlight. 

	‘This isn’t good.’

	Anger simmered close to the surface, and Rumal resisted replying. Instead, he caught Rashid’s eye and jerked his head toward the stairs. The lieutenant fell in step behind him.

	 

	Kassie watched when Rumal went below and glanced at Kerak, who looked forlornly after the man, wings drooping.

	‘Did I say something wrong?’

	‘No, we’re just hurting, Kerak. Everyone reacts differently.’

	‘I wish we could visit the others.’

	With a sympathetic smile, Kassie reached to rub under the griffon’s chin, scratching around his newly grown mane where it itched.

	‘Me too. It’s not fun being stuck on the ship.’

	‘I wonder what Sito’s doing?’

	‘Probably sleeping.’

	Kerak huffed a sigh, then rubbed his chin affectionately over Kassie’s head.

	‘You should go see if Rumal’s okay. I’m going to see if Loushka’s talking to me yet.’

	She watched the griffon saunter to the front, climbing the stairs to the platform where Cat and Loushka were cuddled. She turned and headed downstairs.

	 

	Rumal waited in the room set aside as the ship’s office. With all the soldiers and allies aboard, it felt barely bigger than the royal yacht, not at all like a massive galley.

	The sound of steps made him turn, watching as Rashid stepped through the doorway, followed by Lieutenant Belsesus. The centaur, a full foot and a half taller than Rashid, grumbled at the low doorway he squeezed through.

	‘I heard the architect worked with a centaur while designing these galleys, but I suspect it was a Pontite.’

	Rumal gave a short humorless laugh.

	‘I believe it’s to do with deck size and the support needed for griffons, dragons, and so many centaurs. There’s a fair bit of weight aboard.’

	They stood in silence until Rashid said, ‘Rumal, you wanted to talk?’

	 

	Kassie stood to the side of the closed door and listened closely. The walls weren’t thick, and her link with Rumal’s syren energy let her hear him clearly; others, not so much. Rumal’s despondent sigh made her draw a shield up, to prevent him sensing her sympathy.

	‘I thought we had better discuss the change in situation,’ Rumal’s rich, rolling voice sounded darker than ever.

	‘There’s no change. The operation stays the same,’ Rashid replied.

	A loud slam made Kassie jump, looking guiltily behind at the empty corridor. She placed a hand against the door and leaned in again. Rumal’s anger reverberated through the wood.

	‘That was prior to that hellish creature murdering our Prince. She now has his gift, and we are obviously walking into a trap!’

	An odd swell in the air confused Kassie for a moment, until she recognized Rumal’s syren energy.

	‘Pull your fucking influence back, Rumal. You don’t need to use it on us.’ Belsesus sounded unimpressed.

	Kassie’s heart pounded as she willed Rumal to comply. The swell in the air vanished and she slumped back the wall with a silent sigh of relief.

	‘Apologies.’

	A loud slam, then another, made her jolt. Someone is punching something, she realized. A screech of wood against wood made her wince. Rumal’s exhausted sigh came next.

	‘What are we going to do?’

	The floor vibrated as Belsesus’s heavy steps neared the door, then receded.

	‘We’ll have to tell the Draoths to leave after a set time.’

	‘Surely some will survive,’ Rashid said.

	Belsesus sounded grim. ‘Unless we instruct some to hold back, I don’t foresee good odds.’

	The voices fell silent. Kassie leaned against the wall, a growing sense of shock enveloping her mind.

	No survivors?

	‘I still hope the girls will survive,’ Rumal said, his voice barely audible. ‘As long as we get them to the castle.’

	‘Cat’s reached her full potential, hasn’t she?’ Belsesus asked.

	‘Yes. I saw it with my own eyes,’ Rashid replied.

	‘Then perhaps the other girls will too?’ the lieutenant ventured.

	‘It was likely triggered by Alek’s death, but we don’t know for sure,’ Rumal replied.

	Rashid added sardonically, ‘And killing you three would probably do more harm than good.’

	‘If we don’t get Cat back, Elion will be thrown into civil war. The noble houses will move on the castle,’ Rumal stated it matter-of-factly, no emotion in his voice.

	‘I think the most we can promise is to get Cat to the castle. I doubt any of us will be in a position to see her back,’ Rashid said.

	The awful truth only deepened the numbness in Kassie’s mind. She stared blankly ahead, not noticing those who passed her by or their quizzical looks.

	Belsesus’ deep voice broke the silence. ‘The soldiers and allies expect this. We will be frank. We may not be able to prevent civil war in Elion, but if we rid this world of that Southern witch, then at least Gar’nyse will be safe.’

	‘Safer,’ corrected Rashid.

	A random memory rose in Kassie’s mind while she sat there with her arms folded around her knees. The recollection of a beautiful summer evening at the Estate on Delanta. A warm breeze with the sweet scents of twilight flowers and a sense of absolute joy. Kassie’s chest felt tight as the realization hit that she might never see it again. She didn’t notice the men had finished talking until the door opened all of a sudden, making her scramble to her feet.

	Rumal caught the movement and his head snapped around, gold eyes staring, tense and wary. He relaxed a fraction at seeing Kassie, then frowned.

	Unable to face speaking to him yet, Kassie put a hand up, shook her head, and fled down the corridor.

	 

	‘Again.’

	The dark fury in Sabyn’s voice made the goblin he’d snapped the command at frown. The air felt tense as Sabyn snarled once more:

	‘AGAIN!’

	‘No.’

	The goblin stepped back and leveled his sword at Sabyn.

	‘I don’t know what you’re playing at, friend, but this isn’t the solution. Training is one thing; this is another.’

	The stocky creature with dark gray skin and black tufted ears turned his back on Sabyn. All those standing in the semi-circle tensed, watching Sabyn with edgy eyes. Loi’s mouth felt as dry as sawdust and she swallowed, trying to moisten it, her eyes locked on him. The tall man flexed his broad shoulders, glaring past their heads. She knew he relived that awful morning again as his hand flexed around the handle of his sword. The ship lurched with a gust, and the onlookers drifted off to help the Draoths. Loi ignored them, her eyes still on Sabyn, who seemed locked in a living nightmare, muttering and shaking his head.

	‘Go to him, Loi, he needs you.’

	She twisted to see Tomiar standing a few feet behind her. The griffon watched Sabyn intently, her tail swishing over the tan boards of the deck, the tufted end flashing glimpses of green in the sunlight against the griffon’s black fur.

	‘I don’t know what to say to him?’

	The sense of uselessness at the awful situation left her scrambling; what did you say at such a time?

	It still didn’t seem real, but the complete absence of Cat’s energy made it horribly true.

	‘Doesn’t matter what you say. He needs you.’

	Loi stayed still, watching while Sabyn shook himself again. He stalked to the rail and leaned on it, staring down at the water. The tense line of his shoulders sagged as he rubbed a hand over his face, the devastated expression making him look years older.

	Loi seized the handrail and pulled herself up. Climbing down from her seat on the second level, she crossed the main deck, stopping behind him.

	Again, that useless feeling hit. She stared at the pattern on his shirt, fumbling for the right words. He turned and regarded her. The creased lines of pain across his brow made her move forward in an instant, a hand extended to soothe.

	‘Oh, Sab.’

	The rough stubble on his jaw rasped against her palm and he closed his eyes at her touch, the fleeting glimmer of moisture in them making her own eyes fill with tears. He cupped her hand with his and reached out with the other, drawing her close, then wrapped both arms around her. Loi tucked her head in the crook of his neck, her arms tight around his back and felt him tremble.

	It scared the heck out of her.

	In a thick, throaty voice Sabyn muttered again and again while pressing kisses to her hair and forehead.

	‘I love you, so much, goddess. Never forget that. I love you.’

	It’s not meant to be like this.

	Fear and despair made her shake and Loi reached to the others in her mind.

	Kass, Sian?

	Hey hun.

	The quiet sympathy in Sian’s thoughts made tears well up. Loi pressed her face to Sabyn’s shoulder.

	Siany, it’s awful. I don’t know what to do.

	Panic constricted her chest as she felt the tension, sorrow, and worst of all, fear, running through Sabyn’s arms as he held her.

	There’s nothing you can do.

	Kassie’s voice sounded soft, but firm. This is why we can’t let her win. Why we will kill her.

	Loi went quiet for a moment, then thought. How’s Cat?

	Kassie didn’t send any words, instead showing them. Loi watched, through Kassie’s eyes, as Cat wept, eyes closed and face distraught, hands clenching and unclenching while her lips mouthed Alek’s name over and over.

	The paralyzing fear Loi had felt at Sabyn’s pain hummed through her as she watched her friend suffer. 

	It wasn’t meant to be like this.

	There’s nothing fair about war, Loi, Sian thought sorrowfully.

	I can’t believe she took them both. Yakov wasn’t even coming!

	We need to do this for them. Blow that bitch to oblivion.

	Kassie’s angry thought made both girls nod in agreement. It didn’t make Loi feel better, but it did give her something to focus on.

	Thanks guys, I appreciate it.

	When their energy vanished from her mind, Loi realized the anxious, angry tension Sabyn projected had lessened. She pulled back, reaching to cup his face and kiss his lips softly.

	‘Better?’

	The blue of his eyes looked colder than a glacier, but it wasn’t directed at her. Sabyn turned his head, pressing his lips to her palm, then sighed.

	‘No. Nothing will make this better. But we have a job to do, and I will see it done.’

	A deep voice made them both turn.

	‘If it is a sword you seek, we will challenge you.’

	Three Hotorethites stood behind them. The warrior elves with slanted violet eyes and ebony skin far darker than Rumal’s made Loi nervous. The most intimidating of the allies, she wasn’t comfortable with them yet and stared from behind Sabyn’s back. The three warriors held the remarkable swords of the elite Nyjen class: double-edged blades with a gentle S curve and a prominent hook on one side. The pommels of the carved handles were set with massive canine teeth from a kyast, a vicious carnivore.

	Loi pressed herself tighter to Sabyn. He glanced down, giving her a hint of a smile and a wink.

	‘Not to worry, goddess. It’s all practice.’

	He stepped away, drawing sword and gave the three warriors a courtly bow. The elves spread around Sabyn, eyes alight with the challenge. The widely spaced tribal scars down their arms glowed deep purple.

	Feeling her heart hammer, Loi squeezed her hands into tight fists and stepped forward before she could give it any more thought, placing her back against Sabyn’s.

	‘Then let’s practice.’

	
3

	‘He was so young!’ 

	Loushka chuckled and it rumbled through me. 

	‘Well, the youngest of the group. He did everything the older boys did, determined not to weaken the team. They didn’t know he cried himself to sleep the first few nights, he was so sore from the training.’

	‘Brave boy,’ I thought while watching Loushka’s memories and shifted closer, burrowing into her thick mane that shielded me from the biting wind.

	The lanky, scrawny youth in the griffon’s memories was instantly recognizable: his mop of black hair constantly falling into the overlarge navy eyes, dwarfed by thick black brows.

	Such a gawky looking thing, I thought and couldn’t help giggling, tears flowing.

	The mix of joy at seeing him so real, and so young! Then grief at knowing what became of this determined teen felt exhausting, but I loved to watch him.

	‘Oh god, Loushka. I don’t know how I’m going to live without him.’

	Loushka stayed silent, then sighed. ‘I wouldn’t worry, Cat. We probably won’t survive the fight.’

	The casual manner in which she said it gave me a curious sense of hope, and I tensed, heart pounding at the thought of ending this awful pain.

	‘The others will though?’

	‘You and I will make sure of it.’

	The sense of relief caused a guilt of its own, but I brushed it aside.

	‘Show me more?’

	‘I’ll show you everything, Cat.’

	The young Alek appeared in my mind again. I watched avidly as he approached Loushka, eyes cautious. Behind him, a man watched Alek sidle close and reach toward Loushka’s face. From Loushka’s point of view it felt as if he seemed to reach to my face, eyes curious, kind and excited. A sob caught in my throat and I sat straighter, reaching for his face even though I knew it wasn’t there.

	‘Aren’t you beautiful?’

	The high, childish voice dropped on certain syllables, hinting at the one I knew. The man in the background stepped closer, smiling. I spied the discreet gold crown, and my eyes widened as I realized I watched my father.

	A handsome man, his face showed pride and affection as he watched Alek, making my heart feel both light and heavy.

	‘She is very beautiful, Al,’ King Nikias smiled at Loushka and then his son. ‘But you need to speak with your mind, not your voice.’

	Alek’s thin shoulders hunched, all the emotions of a teenager receiving a reprimand flashing across his face. I squeezed a hand tight as the irrational desire to comfort him rose.

	Alek frowned, staring at Loushka. I heard Loushka’s younger voice think kindly to him.

	‘It isn’t that difficult, just relax young Prince, you’re doing fine.’

	‘I hate being watched. I don’t want to mess up.’

	‘Don’t think of it.’

	‘Okay. Please don’t call me “prince”. I don’t need it and no one will know, not even Yakov.’

	‘As you wish, Alek. Would you like to go for a flight?’

	The ground drew close as Loushka lay down. Alek turned to the King.

	‘Father, may I?’

	‘You may, son. You don’t need my permission. I trust you.’

	The gangly boy flushed with pride and his unshielded thoughts projected straight to Loushka.

	‘I’m not a child anymore! I don’t need permission! See if Sab can tease me now!’

	The sense of glee was gorgeous. I choked up, laughing and sobbing, hands over my face as tears dripped down my fingers.

	‘Thank you, Loushka.’

	 

	From a seat on the lower deck, Kassie watched Cat and Loushka on the front top deck. A large shadow fell over her and she glanced sideways, craning her neck to smile up at Kerak. The griffon stared longingly at Loushka, then swiveled his head to Kassie, his amber eyes regarding her warmly behind the massive beak.

	‘Good morning, Kerak,’ she thought.

	‘Morning, Kass.’

	‘Has Loushka spoken to you yet?’ Kassie thought.

	‘She said good morning.’

	‘That’s a good start.’

	Kerak made a throaty trill, his tail swishing over the wooden deck.

	‘It is. Wanna play lifting?’

	Kassie chuckled as the griffon struck a playful-cat pose: dancing back a couple of steps, spine arched, wings hunched, tail lashing the air, and forelegs extended.

	‘Okay, let’s practice at the other end of the ship.’

	A crowd of soldiers came to watch; the smaller forest goblins of Ihali leaping onto the backs of watching centaurs to get a better view. A bunch of Halenine fae joined them, clinging to the centaurs’ tails or perching on the heads of apprehensive soldiers. Kassie resisted a giggle. The tiny fae proved that size didn’t matter when it came to battle ability. Those tiny red-and-black fae were deadly; one bite could kill most, or at least sicken a griffon, so they commanded utmost respect.

	Kerak quivered with excitement and crouched low, waiting, while Kassie focused on swirling an air bubble around him. 

	‘Make sure to lift me higher than the masts!’

	Kassie didn’t reply. Deep in concentration, she coaxed more air particles into the bubble. It provided just the distraction she needed from the current gloomy mood, and she stretched her energy out further and further, until the air currents responded to her call.

	 

	The air around Loushka and I went still, the wind dropping away. We both twisted, looking for Kassie. At the other end of the huge deck, I spotted Kerak floating up into the air. Kassie’s energy swirled around him, making him look like a bug caught in a soap bubble. Higher and higher he rose until he cleared the masts. I heard the snap when Kassie released the air bubble.

	The griffon gave an undignified squawk and snapped his wings out, tan feathers catching the light, glinting citrine as he pumped his wings and shot high with a scream of delight. I watched him swoop about the ships, zooming between them and screeching at those aboard. The soldiers and sailors hollered back, and I heard Sito’s disgruntled roar of frustration when Kerak teasingly darted over him.

	The griffon landed in the water between our ship and Sito’s, creating a wave of water, then set about grooming and bathing. I stood, stretching my arms high to help relieve the stiffness in my back from sitting so long and stepped over to the rail, leaning on it and watched Kerak. Sito grumbled from the deck of the other ship, and I half-smiled, about to turn to Alek, then froze.

	A dead feeling spread in my chest as I stared at a deck full of soldiers but no Alek. From the main deck, Rumal looked at me, sorrow visible in his stance. Tears rose in my throat.

	‘Loushka, I think I’m done for the day. I’m going below.’ I hugged her massive neck, feeling the smooth hardness of her beak touch my back, then sneezed when her mane tickled my nose.

	Ignatius appeared at the base of the stairs as I climbed down to the main deck. 

	‘Princess?’

	Explaining felt too hard as weariness hit me. I shrugged in apology, though none was needed.

	‘I’m going below.’

	He nodded, offered his arm, and escorted me below to the little room where I’d woken. The avid attention, though well meant, bothered me. I spoke little, waiting until the door clicked shut before I breathed a sigh of relief.

	Bending, I yanked my boots off, tossing them in a corner and sat at the table, feeling disjointed by the loud voices and footsteps outside and overhead.

	So much for peace and quiet, I thought, slumping in the seat.

	With nothing to distract me, I noticed the swaying of the ship and watched a piece of fruit on the tray Ignatius left roll slowly one way, and then the other. Vague ideas occurred to me, like eating, or sleeping, but I felt bone weary, limbs too heavy to move. Just breathing felt hard.

	My mind seemed locked in a gray, dull limbo and the practical voice shouted from some distance, urging me to get angry, to do something, anything! I looked around the room, eyes dragging over the little details: a sock beside one of the trunks, a knot in a floorboard, a dark-blue spot staining the food tray.

	That dark-blue registered, and the dull gray fog exploded with color when the pain hit.

	I tipped off the chair onto the floor, a strange, harsh rasping noise escaping my throat, eyes filling with hot tears as I struggled for breath on my hands and knees. Brilliant streaks of red and vivid yellow flashed through the gray before darkening to deep, thunderous shades, wreaking havoc on my soul. It forced the shift to Elemental and I flopped to my side in a fetal position, my mind locked on those images of Alek, those awful last moments, as the flames consumed me, flooding my veins with an insane heat.

	To watch, helplessly, when the one you love with your entire being is slaughtered before your eyes…

	I saw his hand lying limp, half curled; his lips whispering an apology as that sadistic witch approached. A scream of fury tried to force past my swollen throat but only a high-pitched noise escaped.

	Despair washed away the fury and the room, sweltering with heat a moment ago, cooled. I sobbed as I lay there on the heated floorboards, his name my personal mantra of sorrow as time heartlessly marched on.

	Reality and the cool air brought a clarity I hadn’t felt since before that awful morning. Sitting up, chin on knees, I considered this sudden sharpness.

	Right now, I felt almost normal: sharp, aware and capable. With tentative thoughts, I considered Alek and then Yakov, testing, waiting for the inevitable. It took a slow measured count to twenty before the tears slipped out. The fury and despair didn’t come, just a heavy sense of sorrow.

	Somewhere deep in my mind, I felt satisfied.

	I can do this, I thought, working at determination.

	I will do this, for Alek.

	Exhausted, I staggered up with a grunt, arms out as another wave of dizziness hit. I went to one of the trunks and hauled the heavy lid up, staring in. Maeri had folded each item neatly and sorted them, mine on the left and Al’s on the right.

	Selecting the worn soft blue shirt he often slept in, I closed the lid with a thud and leaned against it. The shirt had seen years of use, its neckline stretched out of shape. His scent wafted from the soft fabric. Pressing it to my face, I breathed deeply as the aroma scorched my mind. Eyes closed, I imagined him behind me, arms wrapped blissfully tight around my body.

	Sorrow came in so many forms and now the regretful, achingly sad version caught me as I sat back at the table, the shirt held close.

	That smirk when he teased me… those navy eyes twinkling with mischief. The outraged yell he gave in the mornings when Audi pounced on him. That look of desire infused with love that made my breath catch every time. The way he gave his support, absolutely. Sitting, telling stories of earlier times and listening to him laugh. I loved his laugh. Audi flirting with him when he told her off in a tone that belied his words, her tail swishing and the little grumbles she made while scooting close, ducking her head.

	Oh, my little girl, I miss you.

	At least Ada and Nnelg would look out for her. The other girls would too when they got back.

	And Yakov…

	I swallowed hard and the occasional tear tumbled down my cheeks, hitting the shirt with a soft plop. Who would tell me off for being too casual? A rough laugh escaped my lips as I remembered the frequent scoldings, his charming way with the members of Council who looked down at me, and the impromptu hugs when I had bad moments. The absolute lack of judgment no matter what I blurted out in my ignorance of this world and how things were done. Yakov and Alek telling me stories of my mother and father, laughing together so hard that they couldn’t finish the tales.

	I can’t believe she took them both, along with the rest of my meager family.

	My chest ached and head drooped. I imagined seeing them all together, somewhere safe in the afterlife.

	I wonder if I’ll find you all there.

	I guess I don’t have to fear him being struck down beside me now.

	A mirthless bark of a laugh slipped out when I realized what this meant.

	Thanks, Jenviet, for leaving me no other option.

	Now I have nothing to lose.

	I just need to wait for the right opening, I thought, determination and vengeance curling my hands into claws as I envisioned that evil woman’s face. 

	Wait for the right moment. Protect the others and rid this world of that creature.

	 

	Leaving it until just after twilight, Ignatius rapped his knuckles against the door and, at the Princess’ assent, entered. He found her seated at the table, head twisted to look over a shoulder at him.

	‘Ignatius.’

	The slight warmth of her tone caused an unexpected flush of pleasure, and he smiled.

	‘I thought to see if you were hungry?’

	Her loose hair covered her back, but he saw she held something on her lap. Curious, he moved closer and spied the shirt. Knowing it was too large for her, he guessed it to be Alek’s. Surprisingly, it didn’t spark jealousy as it had at the castle; after all, why envy a dead man? Though Ignatius had disliked Alek, he wouldn’t have wished such an end on him. He knew all too well the delight that witch would have taken in torturing to death the Crown Prince and head of the Griffon Guard. In truth, he felt sympathy and admiration. Alek wouldn’t have gone down without a fight.

	‘I’m not really hungry,’ Catherine confessed, flicking him a glance, her eyes bloodshot and puffy.

	‘You need to keep your strength up, Highness.’ He stepped closer, a hand on the back of her chair.

	She twisted back, staring at the shirt, pale fingers pleating the fabric.

	Ignatius waited, considering what food might tempt her. He needed her to eat something; the poison Elena gave him would be obvious in a glass of water. The light of the setting sun glinted off her red hair, its burnished strands reminding him of the burns it’d inflicted in her Elemental form. Ignatius hunched reflexively, lifting the fabric of his shirt off the seared skin. His mind drifted to Alek again and that witch. While he couldn’t stand the creature, he felt a certain measure of gratitude toward the events that had occurred. The problem of what to do with Alek now wasn’t an issue, and even when they got back from this mission, Yakov wouldn’t be a problem either. Two major components of his plan solved before they’d even set forth. A smirk touched his lips, and his hand tightened on the chair.

	He started in surprise when she spoke.

	‘There was a drink I had at Lothost. It was thick and creamy. Do you know what it might have been?’

	The smirk melted into relief. That would hide the potion.

	‘I’d guess it was nellor, Highness. They often give it to invalids. It would be good for you. I’ll fetch some now.’

	In the kitchen, the cook, flushed from the heat of the massive ovens, frowned at Ignatius. 

	‘She should be eating something!’

	‘Can’t you add an egg?’

	Leseach’s low, smooth voice cut in, setting Ignatius’ teeth on edge. He refused to turn and acknowledge her but nodded to the cook. 

	‘Yes! That’ll make it better.’

	The cook grumbled but set to work as he and the Northerner watched. Knowing she stood just behind him caused a knot of muscles between his shoulder blades to tighten. He twisted to glare at the blonde alien, hating the way she could nearly look him in the eyes with her extreme height. 

	‘I don’t believe I require your assistance.’

	Her queerly striped eyes regarded him flatly.

	‘Rashid suggested we discuss the sleeping arrangements with guarding the Princess. I understand you have specific orders from the Archduchess?’

	Relief at not having to create an explanation for sleeping in Catherine’s room allowed Ignatius to ignore the Northerner’s disgruntled tone.

	‘Yes! She did ask that of me. I’ll sleep at the foot of her bed. Will you and Rashid take shifts watching the door?’

	‘As well as Belsesus. I’m assuming whatever Elena gave you will cause the Princess to sleep for eight to nine hours so we’ll take three-hour shifts each.’

	The casualness with which the Northerner stated it irritated him and he snapped, ‘What makes you think Elena gave me such a thing?’

	‘No matter your opinion of my kind, Ignatius, we are far from stupid. I know how sleeping potions work. I’m curious what she used. It must be quite strong.’

	Leseach said it matter-of-factly. The patronizing look she accompanied it with tightened that knot of muscles.

	‘If you need any help with the dosage, let me know.’

	She turned and left as he snarled, ‘I’ll be fine. The task was entrusted to me.’

	He glared after her, inwardly berating himself for allowing the alien to annoy him. A soft cough made him turn. The cook flinched under his glare but offered a large mug.

	‘It’s ready, sir.’

	With the excuse of needing to grab a bedroll from his room, Ignatius carried the drink to his quarters and set it on the desk. After locking the door, he quickly extracted the wrapped parcel from its hiding place. With cautious hands, he slowly removed the wrapping, taking care not to spill any of the powdered leaf. His heartbeat sounded loud in his ears as he stared at the poison: enough to easily kill all those aboard the ship.

	How much am I meant to give her?

	In the haste of that fraught trip to the castle it hadn’t occurred to him to ask. Trying to recall how much Elena had forced down Catherine’s throat didn’t help, the memory a blur of anxiety.

	With trembling hands, he carefully tapped a measured amount into the drink.

	Belsesus stood on guard outside the Princess’ room. He nodded to Ignatius as he arrived, bedroll under one arm, taking care not to spill any of the drink. Catherine still sat at the table but had changed into bed clothes. It wasn’t what he traditionally thought of as bed wear, the small shorts revealing a lot of leg and the oversized shirt showing a glimpse of breast through the loose collar until she straightened at his approach.

	That glimpse of skin distracted him. He forced his gaze to the mug.

	‘Here, your Highness. Let me know if it’s to your taste.’

	She nodded and accepted the mug while shifting on the seat. She pulled both knees up, revealing even more leg than seemed decent in another’s company. He kept his eyes on her face, waiting to see if she tasted the poison.

	‘Mmmm, this is perfect,’ she gave a faint smile. ‘Just as I remember.’

	Relief made him smile and he pretended to look out the window, discreetly watching as she drained the drink. She set the mug down with a thud. He shot her a sharp look.

	‘Oops,’ she slurred, ‘that was a little harder—’

	Her head pitched forward. With a muffled exclamation, Ignatius leaped to catch her. He stared anxiously down, willing her to breathe. Catherine’s head lolled to the side, her face against his chest. He flinched when her warm breath hit the fresh burns.

	Thank the gods, he thought in relief.

	A loud thump on the door made him jolt in shock.

	‘Ignatius! Is all well?’

	Eyes on her sleeping face, Ignatius called out in a quiet voice, ‘All good, I tripped over a stool. She’s just gone to sleep.’

	‘Oh, okay. Be careful not to wake her,’ the hushed voice replied. Ignatius rolled his eyes at the closed door and smiled at the woman in his arms.

	‘I will,’ he whispered and carried her to the bed, gently laying her down and drew the covers over the limp figure. Seizing his bedroll off the table, he flicked it out along the floor in front of the bed, having his head at the same end as hers and stripped off to pull on his night shorts. Before climbing under the covers, he bent over Catherine and slid a hand around her throat, fingers probing for a pulse. She mumbled in her sleep, shifting restlessly against his fingers as he pressed firmly.

	The reassuring steady thud allowed the tension to leave his shoulders, and he smiled down at the sleeping woman. The poison appeared to work well. She looked so much at ease in sleep. Ignatius gently moved his hand from her neck to cup her cheek, bending to kiss her forehead.

	‘Sleep well, Princess.’

	Decades of patrolling allowed Ignatius to slip off to sleep with ease, the bedroll comfortable enough. With part of his mind alert to the soft breaths from above and an ear to the person on guard outside, he stiffened at the sound of a soft knock after midnight.

	‘All well?’ breathed the Northerner from outside the door.

	With a silent yawn, Ignatius sat up, tall enough to peer over the edge of the bed. Catherine slept curled in a ball, the covers sprawled around her legs and the shirt scrunched high enough to expose her belly. She held the front of it in a hand, close to her face.

	‘She’s fine,’ Ignatius called out in a quiet voice, tucking the covers around her.

	 

	Rumal paused outside Catherine’s room and stared at Leseach.

	‘Is she still asleep?’ he asked in surprise.

	The Northerner lifted her chin and leveled a straight look at him.

	‘Yes.’

	The unexpected abrupt tone caused Rumal to shoot her a quizzical glance, but Leseach remained impassive. With a shrug, he continued down the corridor and climbed the stairs to the main deck, seeking Kassie. He spotted her mass of bronze curls, the cool wind blowing them around her head. She sat with Kerak at the deck’s edge, looking over the railing toward the ship with Sabyn and Loi. Rumal slid onto the bench seat beside her, straddling it, and slipped his arms around her waist.

	‘Morning,’ he said, dropping a kiss on her forehead. She didn’t say anything but leaned back against him with a sigh.
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