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Pacific Ocean, south of the Japanese coast, September 1829

“I’m telling you, there’s an island on our starboard side!” Jwan​[1]insisted once again, before letting out an exasperated cry that vanished into the general indifference—and the uproar—around her.

And for good reason: on the deck of the frigate Ar Sorserez (The Sorceress, in Breton Celtic), two clans were at war. Not the Croz against the Saint Clares... but the women—who had secretly boarded the ship four months earlier in the Highlands—against their husbands. And the tone kept rising between Eilidh and Keir, Virginie and Kalaan, not to mention fiery Isabelle, who was fuming right under the nose of her ever-phlegmatic, slightly disillusioned Dorian.

A little farther off, not daring to open their mouths, Jaouen and his brother Clovis—who had also snuck aboard and hidden in the galley—looked about ready to lose their patience as well.

All right, yes, they had been caught just like the ladies. Yes, they had disobeyed the order to stay at the Saint Clare manor... again, just like the ladies. But there were limits to how far the Guivarch brothers should be punished, and this argument was one too many. That was exactly what crossed Jwan’s mind as P’tit Loïk muttered in his salt-and-pepper beard:

“Ain’t it a sorry sight. After all we’ve been through together, they still manage t’tear each other apart. The North Cape, the run between the southern Arctic ice, the Kara Strait, then Bering... not t’mention the typhoon that fell on our heads off the coast o’ Japan, and them Japanese pirates glued t’our stern for hours!”

“It seems our friends take a strange delight in living like this—constant shouting, quarrels, and reckless risks,” grumbled the Princess of Punt before turning once more toward the island. “As for me, I can bear it no longer,” she sighed.

The next moment, she was hastily preparing a small pack—slipping in a water flask, her bow and arrows—then fastening a long dagger to the belt of her trousers. She tied a knot in the hem of her man’s shirt to fit it to her narrow waist and bent down to pull off her heavy leather boots. Her beautiful red braid slid down her shoulder.

“What’re you doin’?” P’tit Loïk asked, eyebrows bristling as the voices behind him grew unbearable.

“I’m going!”

“You... you’re going where?” he stammered, his eyes widening.

The young woman straightened gracefully, tightening the straps of her pack, and pointed toward a spot P’tit Loïk couldn’t see.

“To that island!”

Here we go again, the old sailor thought with a long sigh, remembering the identical scene he had lived through with Kalaan the first time they had stood near the eastern coast of the Highlands.

Was magic at work again? It wouldn’t have been surprising, since Jwan was a child of the Origins... and a cheetah in her spare time.

“I heard ya, sure I did. But, missy, there’s nothin’ out there but the Pacific Ocean for miles an’ miles! Ever since the compass went mad, we don’t even know where we are!”

“Of course we do! We are in the Dragon’s Triangle! The fact that your strange needle instrument no longer works is proof enough! Have you forgotten what those Japanese sailors told us when we rescued them off the coast of Edo​[2]? I understood them perfectly, because ever since I arrived in this era, I can inexplicably understand and speak every language. They claimed they had fallen victim to the Dragon’s Triangle, which is cursed! They had been lost at sea for days, unable to rely on their... comp... their compass, as you call it!”

“No... no, da! Or... aye, you’re right! But Jwan... I still see nothin’!” the old sailor protested, trailing nervously behind her toward the rail.

The young woman climbed onto the rail with ease, balancing gracefully, one hand gripping the rope ladders leading up to the mizzen top.

“I’m certain this is the place we’ve been searching for! I can feel it inside me—instinct, if you will! And the place matches what the Japanese described: its shape, its vegetation, and most of all, the smoking mountain at its center. It’s Miyakejima, the land where Val’Aka is hiding, according to the Saint Clare brotherhood of ‘Demon Trackers’!” she declared, lowering her beautiful face toward the old sea dog just as a deadly silence finally settled across the deck.

“There are plenty o’ islands with volcanoes around here, even if we haven’t seen one in a while!” he tried again, still hoping to talk some sense into her.

“What are you doing, Jwan?” Isabelle cried as she rushed toward her, lifting her amber gaze to her friend’s green eyes.

“She... wants t’reach the invisible island,” P’tit Loïk muttered as the child of the Origins turned away again without answering.

All of Jwan’s attention was now focused on estimating the distance between herself and the surface of the ocean. She could not afford to miss her dive or she’d injure herself. And the ship, still tossed about by swells left behind by the passing typhoon, certainly wouldn’t make things easier. She would have to jump at the bottom of a trough.

“Get off my rail this instant!” Kalaan barked, shoving Isabelle aside and stretching his arm to grab Jwan’s hand.

But his fingers closed on empty air. The warrior from ancient times had already launched herself headfirst into the azure ocean in a perfect, breathtaking dive.

“Jwan!” Isabelle screamed, echoed by the other women while the men raged about the Princess of Punt’s sheer stupidity. “I’m going after her!” she added, starting to climb onto the wooden rail, but Dorian caught her by the waistband of her trousers.

“No! We’ll haul her back aboard, but you’re staying on the ship!”

“Stop telling me what I should do!”

“Then stop doing foolish things! One of you overboard is enough! Ever since we found you hiding in the hold, every calamity on earth has fallen on us!”

“I couldn’t have said it better myself!” Kalaan muttered after shouting orders to have a longboat prepared.

“Oh, so Jaouen and Clovis don’t deserve your wrath?” Isabelle shot back, bristling again. “Do they get special treatment because they’re men? Isn’t it more likely that it’s because of them that all these disasters keep happening to us?”

“Silence!” Virginie intervened sharply, her face suddenly tense and pale. “I can’t see her anymore.”

“What do you mean?” Isabelle choked, her heart lurching with fear.

“She’s right,” whispered Eilidh, Keir Saint Clare’s fair-haired wife. “I was watching her, and in the blink of an eye... Jwan vanished.”

“Sharks?” her Highlander husband, Dorian’s cousin, asked grimly.

They all cried out in horror, and from the lookout high on the mainmast another scream rang down:

“Pirates off the stern!”

“Bloody hell, that’s all we needed!” Kalaan exploded, before casting a deeply sorrowful look toward his sister, his wife Virginie, and Eilidh. “We have to flee. And that means there’s nothing more we can do for Jwan.”

“No!” Isabelle cried in despair, while her brother, already stiff-backed with command, had begun issuing orders to the crew. Men darted across the decks or climbed the rigging and masts to unleash as much sail as possible.

“My love,” Dorian murmured into Isabelle’s ear as he held her tightly against his chest. “The pirates are closing in, and neither Keir nor Jaouen nor I can use our magic since we entered this part of the ocean Jwan called the ‘Dragon’s Triangle.’ We have to get as many people to safety as we can.”

“But... we can’t abandon her!”

“We will find her again, I promise you. But right now... she chose her fate,” Dorian said in a rough, sorrowful voice.

And so the frigate Ar Sorserez sailed on, all sails billowing, fleeing once more from the vicious Japanese pirates roaming the Pacific.

And indeed, Dorian was right... the beautiful Princess of Punt had chosen her destiny.
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Alone in the World

––––––––
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JWAN USED THE STRONG push of a final wave to let herself drift onto the white sand of the beach. Breathless and aching from the effort, she crawled forward and finally collapsed on her back, just beyond the ocean’s reach.

She allowed herself only a brief moment to recover, then stood up again and shouted toward the frigate while waving both arms high above her head.

Yet... Ar Sorserez was sailing away, leaving no doubt in her mind about what her friends intended for her: they were abandoning her on this island.

“Hey! Hey!”

There was no way they couldn’t see her. The distance between the beach and the ship wasn’t that great. But with each passing second, the majestic silhouette of the vessel shrank as it sped off, its countless white sails swollen by the wind.

Suddenly, another movement on the waves caught Jwan’s attention. She held her breath, dropped her arms, and crouched low before turning her head toward the trees and vegetation growing a hundred meters behind her.

Yes, she could reach them — she had to.

She grabbed her pack in haste and, ignoring the pain in her strained muscles, sprinted across the sand before diving behind a tall barrier of exotic plants.

There, chest heaving, parting the leaves with trembling fingers, she fixed her gaze on the bandits’ ship, which also passed by without slowing. Either she wasn’t worth their interest, or they simply hadn’t seen her.

Of course — that had to be it.

Jwan was apparently the only one able to see the island, so the pirates were no more capable of noticing it than her friends had been.

“Well then, let’s say that on this particular point... I’m lucky,” Jwan muttered, sitting heavily as she reached into her pack for her water flask.

She drank and waited for her breathing to steady. Then she surrendered to the soothing silence of the place, letting her body relax. A sudden, incongruous smile curved her rosy lips as she decided not to worry about her friends’ behavior. They were only trying to put distance between themselves and the pirates before doubling back for her. They would never abandon one of their own, and despite the veil of invisibility surrounding the place, they would find her.

Reassured by her own positive thoughts, she took a moment to savor her return to nature and the peacefulness around her. Well — peaceful was a big word if one ignored the shrill chorus of cicadas. Still, it was almost intoxicating not to hear shouts or arguments anymore. And for once, she wouldn’t have to endure the torture of sharing a cramped cabin with three other people. Space was essential for Jwan, and ever since her arrival in this era, she had suffered terribly from its absence.

Thanks to her exceptionally sharp hearing, she began listening for any sign of life on the island. It was important to judge whether the place was safe before setting up her camp.

She could have been overwhelmed by the flood of sounds that rushed into her mind all at once, yet she sorted through them with ease. In her cheetah form, this was exactly how she always proceeded. First, she filtered out the powerful music of the waves, the song of the cicadas, and the whisper of the wind through branches, tall grasses, and various ferns, as well as the rustling foliage of trees whose names she mostly did not know.

Another dull noise disturbed her, this one coming from the heart of the wooded mountain at the center of the island—what P’tit Loïk called a “volcano.” It was a sort of continuous rumble mixed with low, scraping vibrations. Listening more closely, she realized that after certain sounds, and in rhythm with them, the ground beneath her seemed to tremble.

Just as she registered this, a faint tremor rippled through the earth, and hundreds of birds burst into the sky, chattering in frantic alarm.

Jwan had never seen a volcano—at least not an active one—didn’t know what it meant, and even less the dangers it held. She had no idea what the warning signs of an imminent eruption looked like. And so she innocently wondered if a giant—judging by the racket—might be living inside the mountain. A huge being tending a great fire? It was far-fetched, to be sure, but it could have explained the lazy plumes of white smoke rising continuously above the dizzying peak.

After all, in Punt, kingdom of the children of the Origins where she had been born, anything was possible. So why not here?

Pushing these thoughts aside, she focused again on listening to the island’s wildlife. There were many heartbeats—fast or slow depending on the size of their owners. It was nearly impossible to determine whether another human, or several, lived here... or even a giant.

“Animals I do not fear,” Jwan murmured. “My own kind, that’s another matter.”

But if this island truly was Miyakejima, one of the heartbeats she sensed had to belong to Val’Aka, Kalaan and Isabelle’s elder brother. Unless the members of the Saint Clare brotherhood—the Demon Trackers—had reached the island first... and managed to eliminate him.

“No,” she whispered. “There’s no way they succeeded before us. Not after all the risks we took to get ahead of them.”

Choosing to sail through the dangerous northeastern passage, Kalaan had assured them they would gain precious time over the brotherhood, who had certainly taken the much longer route to the south. And the children of the gods, helped by the druid Jaouen—once he had been unmasked—had used their magic to ease the crossing of the “frozen sea” (as Jwan had called it because of the icy sheets drifting over the water) and had propelled the frigate forward at remarkable speed, just as they had done in Egypt. The three men had worked wonders. So much so that the young woman had been sick all the way until they reached the Bering Strait.

“The worst is behind you. Think about something else,” Jwan scolded herself.

She hesitated for a moment, tempted to transform into a cheetah and scout the area, but decided against it as she lifted her face toward the sky, now tinged with shades of orange and red. Night would fall soon, and it was time to set up camp. And since no one could see her from the ocean, why deprive herself of the warmth of a good fire? Her clothes would dry faster, after all.

It didn’t take her long to gather dry kindling, which she found tucked beneath rocky shelves covered with thick moss and lichen. She then collected a few stones to outline a fireplace. Fortunately for her, birch trees were abundant among the many species growing nearby. Their wood caught fire easily, and the peeling bark made excellent tinder.

With her dagger, she fashioned a small wooden board, pierced it with the point of her blade, then cut a notch along the side. She placed bark and dead leaves near the slit, loosened the string of her bow, wrapped it around a stick, and began to make fire using the bow-drill method. It took her no more than twenty minutes before the rapid friction of the spindle against the board produced smoke, then sparks, until the flame spread to the curled bark. She coaxed it gently with her breath while adding small pieces of dry wood.

She stood, hands on her slender waist, and smiled proudly. Then she glanced at her flask, which held enough fresh water for the night and the next day, and at her bow and arrows. She figured she still had a bit of time to go hunting.

But another image pushed aside the thought of a rabbit turning over a fire. She remembered seeing many green fruits scattered across the white sand at the edge of the vegetation, fruits that looked astonishingly like apples. Suddenly, the craving to bite into one and savor its sweet juice grew stronger than her desire for meat. And they were only a few steps away.

Moments later, Jwan let out a small cry of delight when she realized how many fruits she could gather. They were everywhere, stretching out before her as far as she could see.

Her stomach growled hungrily, and she bent with feline ease to pick a large, beautiful green apple.

“Ugoku na!”

She was so startled by the abrupt Japanese command, and by the rough voice slicing through the tranquil atmosphere, that she cried out and spun around sharply toward the thick shadows under the trees, from which several narrow-eyed, formidable-looking men emerged. Judging by their dark, unfamiliar garments and the unmistakable katana at their belts, they were samurai. Only such feared warriors were allowed to carry that blade.

What had he “barked”? Jwan wondered inwardly as she tried to control her fear. He said: Don’t move!

Friend or enemy, they had approached so silently that she had been caught like a novice. And she had no other means of defense beyond her hands... or her claws.
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Encounter

––––––––
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“OMAE WA DARE DA?” (Who are you?) the man at the front demanded again, his tone rough. He appeared to be the leader of the five samurai facing Jwan.

She slowly raised her hands in a gesture of peace and offered a trembling smile before answering in their language, hoping with all her heart she hadn’t chosen the wrong words.

“Watashi... wa... Jwan to mōshimasu.” (My name is Jwan.)

When the men’s hardened faces remained expressionless, she decided to switch to French.

“My name is Jwan, Princess of Punt, and I beg your pardon if I do not yet speak your language well. Truly, sumimasen!” (I’m sorry!) she added, bowing her head slightly before straightening again.

The features of the chief samurai tightened suddenly. His lips thinned, and his fingers closed around the hilt of his katana. But as long as the blade stayed sheathed, the young woman still had a chance to live. Isabelle had taught her that among the Japanese, a sword drawn from its scabbard meant certain death.

For heaven’s sake. Had she said something offensive? But the words translated themselves so naturally in her mind...

Jwan was ready to transform into a cheetah at any moment, to attack or flee, yet something whispered in the back of her mind to stay and try to speak. But would she truly manage it? Yes, she could understand and eventually speak nearly every language or dialect she encountered, once her mind adapted. It had always worked with people from many different lands. But this time, everything felt... less natural.

“French?” said another voice, deep, resonant, with a refined accent Jwan had never heard before.

She immediately turned her gaze toward the new shadow forming beneath the thick canopy of leaves as the light dimmed even further.

“No,” she finally answered, casting a quick glance at the samurai who still stared at her without blinking, frozen in expectation of an order.

So the newcomer is the true leader, she realized inwardly.

“No? And yet you speak the language very well,” the man continued, still keeping his distance. “Just as you speak Japanese.”

“Thank you. Would you mind showing yourself now?”

“To what purpose? Night is falling, and I doubt you would be able to see me in the dark.”

Jwan nearly burst out laughing. If only he knew. Night held no secrets from her.

“But it isn’t dark yet, and there is still enough light for... us to make each other’s acquaintance,” she offered lightly.

A baritone laugh answered her, a sound that sent an odd shiver down her spine. She forced herself not to retreat as the imposing silhouette advanced, stepped out from beneath the canopy, and finally came to stand before her, beside the lead samurai.

He was dressed exactly like the Japanese warriors: a dark, loose jacket with extremely wide sleeves, its front panels crossed left over right and fastened with a knot high on the hip. Below, he wore massive black trousers so voluminous they looked almost like a thick, pleated skirt—except the clear distinction of the inseam confirmed they were indeed pants, however strange they appeared. His feet were clad in odd black socks that separated his toes into two large sections instead of five, and simple flat sandals with dark crossed straps.

Jwan’s gaze rose slowly to his belt, where the hilt of a katana emerged, then darted upward toward his face. He was not Japanese, just as she had suspected from his voice, though he had long, jet-black hair, part of which was tied back in a small topknot. His features were strikingly handsome, his mouth beautifully shaped, curving into an amused smirk under her scrutiny, and his eyes—shadowed by long black lashes—were amber.

Amber eyes... identical in every way to Isabelle’s and Kalaan’s.

“You’re Val’Aka?” Jwan exclaimed, instantly relaxing as a wide smile of relief spread across her face. She was overwhelmingly grateful not to have been mistaken about the island—and to have followed her instinct. “You’re alive! I’m so happy to have finally found you!”

An instant later, the deadly tip of the nearest samurai’s blade was pointed straight at her face, the warrior snapping into a combat stance. Jwan swallowed carefully and raised her hands again.

“Daijōbu desu!” (I am not your enemy!) she managed to say with difficulty.

The man she had recognized as Val’Aka placed a hand on the warrior’s shoulder and murmured a few words in his ear. The katana slid back into its sheath, and the samurai stepped away. In the end—and to Jwan’s immense relief—Isabelle had been wrong: a drawn katana did not always mean certain death.

“Tell that to the men who came before you with the sole purpose of killing me,” Val’Aka said sharply.

Jwan immediately understood whom he meant: the Saint Clare “Demon Trackers.” So they had managed the feat of reaching the island long before her group.

“Yes, they were here for that, but I wasn’t!”

“You know who I’m talking about. You know them!” he pressed.

“I don’t know them personally, but I know their story. They belong to a special brotherhood of the Saint Clare clan. They’re after you because you were supposedly bitten by a... lu... pulu...”

“A werewolf!”

“That’s it! Look, I’m not lying to you—I really am on the good side, with your brother Kalaan and your sister Isabelle... even if they’re absolutely unbearable! No—don’t get me wrong!” Jwan corrected herself quickly, fooled by the suddenly alarmed look on his face. “I’m extremely fond of your close family, but... honestly, they really are exhausting!”

“You know... Kalaan and... Isa?” Val’Aka stammered for the first time, blinking.

“Of course! Oh! I suppose introductions are in order again. I traveled with them from the ‘cold lands’ to come rescue you. As soon as they learned who you were to them and when we heard about your... how should I put it... difficulties, we set sail aboard the count’s ship. We were supposed to arrive before the Trackers, but well... it tanked, as P’tit Loïk would say.”

“They really decided to rescue me?” the young man exclaimed, trying to hide his emotion and quickly wiping the smile that had appeared when she used the phrase.

“Yes. Proof is, I’m standing right here in front of you!”

“And... where are the others?”

“Oh, as P’tit Loïk would also say, ‘there was a bloody mess in the stew!’ I had to jump off the ship because, inexplicably, they couldn’t see Miyakejima, unlike me—and they were too busy arguing. I honestly thought they’d follow me, but it turns out they probably had to make a run for it because pirates were closing in. So I think they’ll come back as soon as they’ve kicked their—”

“... as P’tit Loïk would say,” Val’Aka cut in, before letting out a soft laugh.

He had a beautiful voice—low, rough, sensual, warm... and his laugh was just as entrancing. Jwan found herself joining in without even knowing why. What had she said that was so amusing? Usually, when the old sea dog blurted out his sayings, some people scolded him, but very few ever laughed.

“You’re a strange little woman,” Val’Aka murmured at last, regaining a bit of his composure. “You’re standing alone in front of several armed warriors, and you don’t flinch—you stand tall. And yet... I felt your fear.”

“Just as I can feel the darkness inside you,” she replied before she could stop herself, for she clearly sensed the shadowy presence of the “beast” lurking within him—a sensation that made the hairs on her arms rise.

Val’Aka’s features froze instantly, and Jwan cursed herself for having hurt him without meaning to. In a few seconds he had managed to create a moment of trust, of ease between them—and now it all shattered.

“Who are you, really?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

“As I already said, I’m Jwan, princess of the kingdom of Punt, and I come... from very far away,” she dodged, waving her hand in the air.

Explaining her time-traveling origins would take far too long—and this was hardly the right moment.

“I have never heard of a kingdom called Punt, and I find it difficult to believe that a princess would leap from a ship only to wash up on a beach in order to help me,” he said with a bitter note. “I’m starting to wonder if you weren’t actually a prisoner of my relatives—and escaped by diving overboard.”

Jwan stared at him, speechless. Was he mocking her? Was his mind really that narrow?

“I dove, I repeat, because I was the only one who could see this island. I’d say there’s some magic at work! But I’m certain they’ll come back for me once they’ve dealt with the pirates—and when they do, they’ll find you right beside me!”

“And what makes you think I want to be found?” he asked, tilting his head slightly while keeping his almond-shaped eyes fixed on her, probing her.

She watched him through half-lowered lashes. Had she heard correctly? Something was off. Moments ago, Val’Aka had seemed happy—moved, even—to hear that Isabelle and Kalaan were searching for him. But now... not at all.

A deep, vibrating sadness rose within her, and she let out softly:

“I know one thing... I would have moved heaven and earth to find my brother, Faiz, if he had been in your place. And if the gods had been kind to me... I would have saved him from death,” she whispered, her shoulders sinking.

To hide her sorrow, she bent down and picked up one of the apples lying on the sand.

“Don’t touch that!” Val’Aka almost shouted, grabbing her arm roughly—only to let go just as sharply, as though he’d burned himself on a hot coal.

“But... it’s just a miserable apple!” she exclaimed, stunned by his reaction. “No man or woman on earth has the right to deny another the food of the gods!”

“There are plenty of edible things on Miyakejima, but certainly not that one.”

Relying on her keen sense of smell, Jwan inhaled the fruit’s soft, sugary scent and doubted his warning. He must have sensed her skepticism, because he crossed his arms and continued:

“It’s the fruit of the manchineel tree—nicknamed the ‘tree of death.’ Everything about this tree, including its fruit, is toxic, even fatal.”

Jwan let out a laugh of disbelief, then became serious again at the stern expression on the elder Croz’s face. Yes, at that moment, he looked a great deal like Kalaan with his grumpy air.

“Nature has its defenses, but the idea that a plant could exist solely to kill humans... I find it hard to believe,” she murmured.

“And yet, the manchineel proves it. Bite into its fruit and your throat—and then your stomach—will burn as if you swallowed hot coals. Take shelter under its branches during a rain shower, and the water dripping from its leaves will scorch your skin like boiling liquid. Burn it, and its smoke will kill you as surely as a cobra’s bite.”

Jwan shuddered violently from head to toe, her eyes widening. Why in the world would the gods create such a calamity?

Val’Aka exhaled slowly before asking:

“Why were you the only person able to see the island?”

There he went again—jumping from one topic to another! Was it some cunning game born from a twisted mind, or simply a way to disorient her and extract information?

“Maybe because I’m a child of the Origins—closer to the sources of magic in time! But the others, the Saint Clare blood-mages, should have been able to see it too, and—”

“Blood-mages!” he cut in sharply. “That’s how those people who tried to kill me introduced themselves. Enough stories! Little lady, you are now my prisoner!”

In the span of a heartbeat, he barked several orders in Japanese, and Jwan suddenly found herself harshly surrounded by the samurai.

Val’Aka wasn’t joking... he had just taken her prisoner. Yes, truly, the Croz were impossible to live with! What on earth had she said to deserve this?

Ah, but the “little lady” was going to get angry soon... and then she’d turn into a very big cat.
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Chapter 3
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Just What He Needed!

––––––––
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AT THE SAME MOMENT, several nautical miles from Miyakejima

“Kalaan! I am deeply ashamed of your behavior! If your father could see you from up above, what do you think he would say to you?”

The Count of Croz had absolutely no idea—and at that very moment, he could not have cared less. The only thing he was certain of was that he must have lost his mind. Because right in front of him, an old man with filthy gray hair, a matching beard, a worn tricorne perched on his head, and his hands planted on his hips—barely covered by a frayed linen shirt—was scolding him... with his mother Amélie’s voice.

“I’m ready for the madhouse!” he finally burst out, massaging his temples with his fingertips.

“Amélie?” Virginie whispered beside him before stepping closer to the “individual” to make sure.

“Of course it’s me! Who else did you expect?”

Several gasps of astonishment echoed across the main deck of Ar Sorserez.

“Mother?” squeaked Isabelle, blinking rapidly as she too moved toward her—though far more cautiously than Virginie.

The only people aboard who did not seem the least bit surprised by this theatrical entrance were the Guivarch brothers. Both Jaouen and Clovis had prudently stepped away from the gathering forming around the “old man” and were admiring the sunset while discussing the next day’s possible weather. If they had hoped to look detached, it was a miserable failure—they looked downright suspicious.

“Have you been cursed?” Dorian asked once his surprise passed, studying his mother-in-law with his magician’s eye in search of any lingering spell.

Amélie—under disguise—gave him a disdainful pout.

“My dear Dorian, you must understand that not everyone is fated to fall victim to a curse.”

“But we are currently speaking to an old man, Mother!” Kalaan exploded. “And on top of that, I now have yet another stowaway on board! Tell me—are we expecting the entire Saint Clare clan and the rest of the Croz family to appear on this blasted ship? Because I’d very much like to be warned before I completely lose my mind and do something regrettable! Sator dampet! (Blazes! in Breton Celtic)”

“Kalaan! No unnecessary insults, if you please!” Amélie shouted back—just as Isabelle took advantage of her distraction to tug on the beard.

“It’s fake!” Isabelle exclaimed, laughing in relief. “Mother isn’t cursed, she hasn’t turned into a man—she’s just disguised herself! Oh, Mom, I’m so happy to see you!” she added before throwing herself into her arms.

“Me too, my child,” Amélie murmured tenderly, cradling her wild girl against her. “Understand this, my dears... I couldn’t stay in the Highlands, wasting away for months yet again. My heart wouldn’t have survived it.”

“Mom,” Isabelle breathed, suddenly understanding every bit of Amélie’s behavior. “Welcome to the adventure!”

“No! Not welcome!” Kalaan thundered, throwing his hands toward the sky. “Have any of you—just for one single moment—realized the danger you’re in by staying with us? We just sank a band of pirates, we have a massive hole in the hull, we’ll have to find a calm place to make repairs, and more cutthroats will surely show up!”
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