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  Chapter One


Thali rubbed her eyes. Where the first of Bulstan’s gates usually stood, there was nothing. “Veer starboard!” she yelled. The crew flurried to bring the ship careening to turn away from the invisible wall.  
"Drop anchor!" Lobb yelled. 
As the anchor yanked them to a halt, Thali used her magic to search the area. All she found was a barrier. Where Bulstan should have been was only an invisible, magic wall. She turned and whispered her findings to Isaia beside her.
“Like when we encountered the leviathan a few years ago?” Isaia asked. 
Thali nodded. “Hoist the anchor, and sail gently,” she said. She left Lobb, her second in command, at the helm and ran to the edge of the bow. She reached out with her magical threads, trying to touch the barrier. Maybe she could find a way to dismantle it.
Elric followed her and stood just behind her. “What do you think happened?” 
“I don’t know,” Thali said. Her heart dropped to her stomach at the thought of something happening to Tariq, Bree, and Mupto. 
They pulled the anchor back and approached the invisible wall slowly. Alexius edged up to her other side. 
Any ideas? Thali asked Alexius along the magical thread in their minds.
We’ll know more when we get closer. It doesn’t look offensive, Alexius said. 
What does it look like? 
Protective. 
As they continued approaching slowly, Thali felt the magical wall push in as the bow eased gently onward. She stepped forward, wanting to see if her hands could pierce the wall. A cool softness enveloped her. She closed her eyes as it passed over her face. Then she opened them again, only to see Bulstan, just as it always was, right where it had always been. 
The ship came to a sudden halt.
“Thali, do you see anything?” Elric asked. 
She turned and saw the soft shimmer of a pearlescent wall between her and Elric as he pressed his hand against it. 
Alexius gently pushed through the wall to join her. “It appears only you and I can go through the wall.” 
Elric continued trying but could not push through. 
“And me,” Nasir said. He popped through next to Alexius. Thali watched as Derk, Amali, and Stefan—her ever-present guards—tried but also failed to push through. 
“So only people of Bulstan and dragons can enter?” Thali asked. Nasir and Alexius shrugged. She looked down. They were still several feet away from the edge of the lock that allowed ships into Bulstan. There was no one in sight. Usually someone was there to herald their arrival, to start opening the gates. 
“We need to be careful,” Alexius said. He stepped back through the invisible wall, but Nasir waited for Thali. She looked out at Bulstan once more, and she could sense people ahead—Tariq was there, she was sure of it—but it seemed strange that all the people seemed to be concentrated in one place, as if everyone on the island was in that one space. 
Thali stepped through the wall, and Nasir followed closely behind her. 
“It appears only Thali, me, and Nasir can cross the wall,” Alexius said to the rest of the ship. 
Thali was surprised that Alexius had raised his voice until she saw her mother and father’s ship had pulled up beside them. 
Elric furrowed his brow. “So Bulstan is here.” 
Alexius nodded. 
Thali saw Elric’s jaw clench, but instead of saying anything, he dove off the side of the ship. She was so surprised, she blinked three times before she followed, dropping her heaviest weapons on the deck first. Thali reached out to a few dolphins nearby and noted a whale also nearby. No sharks though. 
She swam after Elric. He was swimming along the barrier, raising his hand periodically to see if he could go through. He was a fair swimmer, but not as good as Thali, so she caught up to him in no time. She heard two more splashes and wondered which of the guards had followed them in even as she felt Elric’s frustration. She followed him at a leisurely pace, but when he saw her pull even with him, he doubled his efforts to pull ahead. Thali decided to remain slightly behind so he wouldn’t exhaust himself. 
They were several yards away from the ship when Elric finally stopped. He tested the barrier again. Nothing. 
He treaded water and turned around, looking a little sheepish. 
Thali asked the nearby whale if he could surface so they could rest on him. Moments later, she felt the whale under her feet, like a massive island rising out of the water. Elric looked panicked for a second before understanding showed in his eyes and he sat cross-legged across from Thali on the large surface. The whale was even larger than the ship, and they were comfortable upon the peaceful creature’s back. Thali gently reached for Elric's hands. He grasped hers and gave a squeeze. 
She waited for him to speak. She shivered a little, so she wrapped them in a warm bubble with her magic. 
“I feel so incredibly inadequate,” Elric said. “I can’t help you with any of the magic stuff. I’m not even as good a fighter as you, I’m not a sailor, and I can’t watch your back when you go into Bulstan.” 
“None of that is your fault. Well, maybe the warrior part.” She grinned mischievously at his offended look. “I’m just kidding! I have my mother, remember,” Thali said. She squeezed his hands again and smiled.
He returned the smile and said, “I know it’s childish, but that ship is full of my people. You asked them to sail toward an invisible wall just now, and they did so without question. I couldn’t even get my own parents to believe that real creatures, ones you can see, are attacking our people and that danger is coming. I’ve studied my whole life to lead these people, to lead a kingdom, and seeing you outperform me every single time …” He shook his head. “Tells me maybe I’m not cut out to be a ruler.” 
“Hey. No one knew magical animals were going to pop back into our world. And it’s my fault my brother is coming for us. If anything, you should cast me out so he won’t come knocking on Adanek’s door.” 
“Never.” 
“Well then, we do this together. Yes, this part is a little more me than you. But you’ll have to play your part too, the part where you’ll shine. We just have different roles to play at different times, and we’re kind of in my home territory: the ocean, Bulstan, the animals, and magical creatures,” Thali said, gripping his hands. 
“You’re right, as usual,” Elric said. 
“I know it’s not easy, and you’re taking all of this really well. I forget sometimes that this isn’t normal for you. At first, revealing my magic and talking about magical creatures was like suddenly wearing my underwear out in public, but now … now it takes much less effort to be me. But then I forget that other people have probably never even imagined all this. Can I do anything to help you?” 
“No, it’s on me to get used to this. I know you’re capable and strong. I also know I have to focus on my own responsibilities and let you take care of yours. You have to go to Bulstan with Nasir and Alexius, I know. But depending on what you find, can you at least let us know before you leave through some magical gate or disappear for who knows how long again?” Elric asked. He opened his mouth again, but then closed it, smiling wryly instead. 
“What?” Thali asked. 
“I was just thinking that we used to bump into each other, but now it feels like you’re always leaving me behind.” 
Thali couldn’t reply because of the lump stuck in her throat.






  
  Chapter Two


It took longer than Thali would have liked to get the small boat on the ocean and herself, Nasir, and Alexius into it.  
“If you’d let me fly, this would be a lot faster,” Alexius had whispered. 
“There’s no need for you to scare my family’s crew just yet. We’ll fly as soon as we’re past the barrier. They won’t be able to see then,” Thali had said. 
Once they rowed the little boat through the barrier—Thali holding her breath as the cool softness brushed her face—they anchored the boat and secured the oars to the edge of the first lock. Then Alexius jumped up and popped into dragon form. He stretched open his claws and gently offered one for Thali and Nasir to climb into. 
Thali stuck her head between his knuckles as they flew over the gates and toward the palace. “You’re taking this all quite well,” she said to Nasir. 
“This is a new experience, but everything is these days. Besides, I’m happy to be home. And happy to have such a fast mode of transportation.” Despite his words, Nasir gripped the scales so tight that his knuckles were white. 
Thali focused on her connection with Tariq and found them not in the palace but in a meadow. 
Thali?! Tariq yelled in her head. 
Why the squid turds is there a barrier around Bulstan?! Thali yelled back. 
There’s a barrier? Are you here? Is that why you feel so close? What happened? 
Almost to you, she replied and blinked as they approached a clearing flanked by two large stone monoliths and surrounded by rows and rows of guards posted in circles around the gate. Someone was floating between the two monoliths. 
Alexius is flying us in, so please don’t shoot him, Thali said as the crowd looked up. She heard Tariq shouting orders, and the guards didn’t move. As Alexius flew closer, Thali saw the inner circle of guards were Bulstan’s royal guards. 
She directed Alexius to the gate, and when they landed, he popped back into human form. As Thali and Nasir hopped onto the grass, Thali looked around at everyone gathered in the clearing. Tents had been erected along the clearing’s perimeter near the trees. 
“Ah, Thali, welcome,” Tariq said. He squashed her in a hug and then Bree did the same.
“Three days ago, my father went for a walk and didn’t come back. When we sent out search parties, we found him here,” Tariq said. 
Thali looked over at the wall of guards. Between them, she could barely see the person floating between the monoliths. While she couldn’t see Mupto’s face, he was extravagantly dressed, just as Mupto would have been—even for a walk. 
Alexius followed the trio as they approached the floating figure. The guards surrounding the figure moved to let them through. 
King Mupto lay hovering in the air, eyes closed, directly in front of the pillars that marked the gate’s location. Thali used her magic, and sure enough, she saw threads from King Mupto connecting to the gate, flowing both to and from it. 
“He’s protecting the gate,” Alexius said. 
“We guessed as much,” Tariq said. 
“The guardians of the gate can connect with the gate, using only their will to strengthen the barrier between this world and the world their gate connects to,” Alexius said. 
“Sounds about right for my father,” Tariq said. He put an arm around Thali’s shoulder and gave her a squeeze. 
Thali knew Tariq was stressed, but she was glad her friend was still here. So, are you now the king? she asked. 
“Well, I’ve been running things, with Ambrene. But we’ve been waiting for something to happen.” He turned to Alexius. “Do you happen to know, Alexius, what will happen next?” 
Alexius’s expression was grave. “This confirms someone is trying to open another gate. The gates draw power from each other as much as from their own world. If your father has done this, then it means the gate called to him. It means that it needed more power. Someone’s already opened a second gate, and my guess is they’ll try to open a third.”
“Will it be this one, do you think?” 
“Once a guardian connects to it, it strengthens. Right now, this is likely the strongest gate. Once the other three open though, it will be easier for this one to be opened,” Alexius said. 
They were quiet for a moment as the information sank in. Thali nodded. “We know there’s a gate in Cerisa, and a gate somewhere in the Far North. We’ll have to decide which one we can save because we can’t make it to both.” 
Alexius said, “I think the Far North is too far away to get to quickly, and I also think it might be too late to save the second gate.” Then he raised his chin and sniffed. “Does it stink to anyone else?” 
Thali sniffed the air. She thought it was strange Alexius would interrupt such a serious conversation. She couldn’t smell anything though. “What do you smell?” 
“Wet fur,” Alexius said. His eyes went wide, and he scanned the area. 
“Oh, I think I know who you mean. Come. Follow me,” Tariq said, then led them to one of the large, lavish, gold-seamed tents lining the perimeter. 
When they walked in, Thali couldn’t believe they were outdoors—in a tent. Fluffy, colorful carpets covered the ground, and low, ornate tables occupied one side, a taller table covered with maps filling the middle. To the rear were three curtains. 
“Tobias, I’m sorry to bother you, but we have some friends we’d like you to meet,” Tariq said. He turned to Thali. 
But before Thali could ask or even open her mouth, her eyes went wide when a bear pushed aside the curtain and walked out. No, wait, she thought, it’s not a bear. It was a human-bear. It had a bear’s head and a human’s body. He was hairier than anyone she’d ever seen, but Thali finally remembered her manners. She stuck her hand out. “Hello, Tobias, it’s nice to meet you.” 
Tobias sniffed and then growled. His eyes narrowed as he looked around, ignoring Thali’s hand—which she snatched back. 
“It’s generally considered polite to bow to royalty,” Alexius snarled, and his voice came out ice cold. 
“I bow to no one. I belong to no country nor kingdom,” Tobias said. 
“Actually, Tobias is a friend of Bulstan, and we do not ask our honored guests to bow.” Bree swept in between them and smiled, diffusing the situation. 
Amazing, right? Tariq asked Thali.
I’ve never met a species quite like him. 
You’ll have to forgive his manners. He’s been a hermit for centuries. 
Now there’s a story. 
Later, promise. Tariq turned to Tobias. “Tobias, this is another honored guest of Bulstan, Princess Routhalia of Adanek, Baroness of Bulstan.” 
Thali choked. “I’m a baroness?” 
“Bree liked the alliteration.” Tariq shrugged. 
Tobias and Alexius continued to stare at each other, though the tension didn’t escalate. 
“Tobias is from Vancel.” Bree nodded at the bear-man. “Tobias, do you know our friend Alexius?” 
“This is our first official meeting, though all know of the royal dragon family. Our kind was given the wasteland of Vancel to roam because of them,” Tobias growled. 
“Mongrels have to go somewhere,” Alexius snarled. 
“Alexius!” Thali’s eyes widened as she turned to him. She’d never known him to be that rude. What is your problem? 
There’s a reason they were sent to Vancel to live alone. They were criminals, terrorizing towns and taking whatever they wanted from innocent people. 
This specific … bear-man, or in general? 
Their ancestors. 
Then you need to let it go. If Tobias is Tariq and Bree’s guest, he’s our friend. He could help. 
Hmph. Fine. 
Thali turned and smiled at Tobias, who had just watched them silently. 
“You are blood-oathed?” Tobias asked. 
Thali swallowed. “I’m not sure how everyone can tell, but yes.” 
“A dragon, a royal dragon, blood-oathed himself to you, a human?” Tobias asked. 
“Looks that way, doesn’t it?” Thali was starting to side with Alexius. 
Tobias threw his great bear head back and laughed. “What makes you so special?” 
“All right, I must be failing as a host because we have no food or refreshments. Let us all sit down together for a meal, shall we?” Tariq asked. 
Thali pulled her lips into a thin line and glanced at Bree. Her friend nodded at Tariq, so Thali stared at Alexius until he finally nodded. Tobias and Alexius watched each other as they circled the table before sitting down at the same time, incredibly slowly. Alexius sat next to Thali, Tariq on her other side, and Bree between him and Tobias. The opposite side of the square table remained empty. 
Refreshments were brought out, and Thali was happy to sit with mint tea and nibble on her favorite Bulstani honey-and-nut snacks while she kept an eye on Tobias.
Tariq broke the tense silence. “So, to recap, there are four gates, and the gate at Star Island is already open. We know the others are in Cerisa, the Far North, and here. We also know this one is the most protected and least likely to open—or at least should be the last to open.” 
“So do we go to Cerisa or the North then?” Thali asked, watching Tobias and Alexius finally relax, drink their tea, and turn their attention to their hosts. 
“Both are huge areas. Does anyone know where the gates are?” Tariq asked. 
Thali shook her head. Alexius shook his head. Tobias only raised his eyebrows. 
Tariq turned to Alexius. “Do you know where they each lead at least?” 
Alexius shook his head again. Tobias’s expression didn’t change, and Alexius glanced at him before saying, “The second gate is said to be the weakest, which means it’s likely already open or about to be. Do we know of anything that would negate that?” 
Tariq and Thali looked at each other thoughtfully. 
But then Bree spoke up. “The North is lightly populated. They would have a harder time holding the gate.” 
Alexius nodded. “Then we should go to Cerisa and assume that the North’s gate is already open, whether it is or not,” Alexius said. 
“How will we know for sure that the North’s gate has been opened, besides your assertion that that’s why my father is protecting our gate?” Tariq asked. 
“You’ll start to see different creatures in our world. Perhaps more creatures in the oceans or in the air,” Alexius said. He pressed his lips together as if holding something back. 
“You must have some knowledge of the different worlds then?” Tariq asked. He didn’t glance at Tobias, telling Thali her best friend had known his gate led to Vancel. 
“No one knows for sure, but it is rumored that one connects to an underwater world, one to an avian world, and one to a hybrid world,” Alexius said. 
“Exactly how many magical worlds are there?” Tariq asked. 
Alexius’s eyebrows shot up. “We can’t be sure, but I know of a dozen. My brother used to study the different worlds, and he thought there were over fifty.” 
Xerus? Thali asked. 
Yes, he thought there were many, many more even, with strange life forms, Alexus replied. 
“So, you’re going to Cerisa?” Tariq asked as he turned to Bree though he spoke to Thali. Do you think there’s any way I can convince Bree to let me go with you? 
No, you need to stay here. You’re king now. Bulstan needs you. Bree needs you, Thali replied. She was glad Tariq was whispering in her mind now. It caused her head to ache less and ring less. What’s up with Tobias? 
It turns out my people had invited him to teach us how to fight, but then after a few generations, something happened to make him feel unwelcome. He then went to live in isolation in Bulstan for three generations. You remember that tapestry map hanging in my dad’s office? There’s a two-legged bear on it. So I guess we’ve always known, but not known? My father almost threw all of us in jail for finding Tobias, but now … 
That’s a lot, Tariq.
I know. But we’re managing. I don’t know if I should rule as my father did or as I see fit. 
Is there a difference? 
My father wanted to stay defensive. I want to go on the offense. 
“If you two are going to continue with your private conversation, can the rest of us leave?” Tobias asked. 
Tariq and Thali looked over at him. 
“It’s really obvious when you’re doing it, Tariq. It’s less so when Thali and Alexius do it, but you can’t really focus on more than one thing at a time.” Bree smiled gently and put a hand on his arm. 
Thali saw the scar on Bree's arm from the injury she’d sustained from the bird-lizard’s attack. Alexius, can we fix Bree’s scar? 
Does she want it fixed? 
I don’t know. But it reminds me only of pain. 
It might remind her of strength. 
Thali nodded ever so slightly. She made a mental note to ask Bree later. 
Nasir coughed then. Thali turned to him, and he drew an arc with his finger. 
“Right, the barrier. When we arrived, Bulstan had disappeared. My mother and father and the rest of my crew could not pass. Only me, Nasir, and Alexius could enter,” Thali said. 
“It’s likely Alexius could only pass because of your blood oath to him. You said you’re a lady of this land, yes?” Tobias asked. 
Thali nodded. Before Tobias could add something insulting, she turned to Tariq and forged ahead. “Did you create it on purpose? If so, why?” 
“I activated it,” Tobias said. 
“What? Why?” Tariq turned to him. 
“You assume that those who want to open the gate will do it from Vancel’s side. However, they could also open it from this world. If no one can find us, no one can open it. And I added protective barriers to prevent anyone who does not belong to Bulstan from entering.” Tobias shredded his napkin to ribbons with a claw as he spoke. 
Thali was impressed that his control was great enough that he hadn’t scratched the table at all. How much do you trust Tobias, Tariq?  
I trust him. He’s been here for centuries. He could have taken over Bulstan if he’d wanted to. You saw the napkin. I think his skills as a warrior are far superior even to ours. 
Thali glanced at Alexius. I know you don’t like him, but does Tobias pose a real threat to Tariq and Bree? 
I don’t like them, but the bear people are known to be the most honorable of the mongrels, Alexius growled down their line. 
Thali thought it strange that Alexius still behaved so, but she would ask him why later. She sighed. She’d never liked Cerisa much. After all, it had rejected her mother. 
“I guess we’re going to Cerisa.” 






  
  Chapter Three


Thali spoke privately with Tariq and Bree before flying back to the rowboat with Alexius and Nasir. Thankfully, Tobias had disappeared for a walk. Thali was sure he had sensed their desire for privacy, as had Alexius and Nasir, the dragon having flown the guard to the rowboat.  
Bree took her hands after hugging her. “Be safe. You are so brave, and sometimes I worry about how brave you like to be. Try to remember there are those who love you as much as you love others.” She squeezed Thali’s hands tightly. There wasn’t a single sign of hurt or anger or blame in her eyes. 
“Bree, you don’t blame me?” 
“For what?” Bree looked genuinely surprised. 
Thali waved her arms in a wide arc. 
“Surely, you’re not confessing to being the mastermind behind all this? I know you well enough to know that you would never do something so reckless. You are not to blame.” 
Thali nodded, not sure if she could believe those words. 
Bree gave Tariq a look and left the tent. 
“Not enough time to ride to The Point?” Tariq grinned. 
“I wish.” 
I did not think our duty to our kingdom would keep us here, Tariq said. 
What do you mean? 
I thought when this was all beginning that I would be able to join you, be at your side, fight alongside you. I never thought I’d have to stay back and play sentry. Tariq’s face fell as he looked at her like a sad puppy dog. 
Did you always think we’d be involved in something this big? 
Yes? No? I don’t know. I always dreamed of adventure and big things, but what’s happening now is a little surreal. 
Thali grinned wryly. I just wanted to live at sea, on a ship, with an occasional fight here and there. 
Tariq chuckled. On a ship filled with animals. 
Thali laughed as she imagined a sailing barn. Perhaps she wouldn’t have ended up on an ocean for as long as she’d thought. 
Be safe. 
Did you do the thing I asked you to the last time we spoke? 
Yes. Here. Tariq opened the neck of his tunic to fish out a ruby the size of a compass. It was edged in gold and attached to a gold chain. He pulled it over his head.
“You didn’t,” Thali said. 
Tariq grinned. “You said to pick any gem and wear it after infusing some of my magic into it. I did that.” 
“You picked the most ostentatious gem you could find and gilded it in gold, on purpose,” Thali said, fishing out the much smaller, more subtle emerald Tariq had given her years ago. 
“Yeah, I’m going to have to replace that now,” he said, pointing to the one in her hand. 
“I think this is plenty, thanks,” Thali said as she took the ruby and handed him the coin-sized emerald. 
“It’s your color.” Tariq smiled, his teeth glaringly white. 
Thali narrowed her eyes at Tariq as she draped the ruby’s chain around her neck. She tucked it under her shirt, barely able to conceal it. 
“A gem like that is not meant to be concealed. You should wear it over your clothes,” Tariq pouted. 
“And steal all the attention from you?” Thali asked. 
Tariq shrugged and slipped the emerald around his neck where it joined the other chains of gems dangling on his sternum. 
Thali felt the thread in her mind strengthen, like threads expanding and weaving together more tightly. “I think this will work,” she said. 
Tariq nodded, looking thoughtful. 
A woosh of air waved the tent flaps, and a ping on her other thread told her Alexius was back and it was time to go. She threw her arms around Tariq. “Keep each other safe. If you need me, I’ll be here,” Thali said. 
Tariq squeezed her tightly too. I’ll be watching you … 
It sounded so intense that she laughed into his shoulder. When she pulled out of his arms, he was smiling too. She turned and stepped through the tent flaps, holding one open for Tariq. Then she strode over and climbed into Alexius’s claw. Before the dragon took flight, she glanced back at Tariq. Her Bulstan brother waved.
Did it work? Alexius asked her.
I think so. I’ll have to check when we get farther away. I wouldn’t be surprised if the barrier prevents the gems from working though. 
Perhaps. 
Hey, where’s that bowl I first climbed into when we first flew together? I think I prefer it.
That was to gain your trust. You had just found out I was a dragon, and I didn’t want to scare you. Also, I didn’t need tiger and dog claws gripping my scales. 
Ah. 
Thali was silent as they flew over Bulstan and back to the rowboat. They rowed it back through the barrier, but Thali looked over her shoulder. She hoped Bulstan would still look the same when she returned. 






  
  Chapter Four


The two ships had stored the supplies before Thali and Alexius were able to bring the news to Elric and her parents.  
“We have to go to Cerisa. Two gates are likely already open, and that should be the next one to open. It’s our best chance to stop Rommy.” Thali tried to hold her head high. 
Elric nodded, and her parents looked at each other. She could tell they were deciding something. Crab had joined the meeting, and he watched her parents too. They all looked so intense that Thali could have sworn they too must be linked in their minds. Was that what she looked like when she spoke to Alexius or Tariq? 
“It’s probably better if we don’t go,” her father said. His expression was quite serious. 
“We could go and hang back,” her mother suggested. She put a hand over Thali’s. 
Thali knew her mother was trying to keep her safe. 
Ranulf turned to his wife and continued before Thali could reply. “They’ll know you’re there, and as soon as they figure that out, they’ll clam up and refuse to help. Thali at least has a chance,” he said, resting a hand on his wife’s shoulder. 
Thali saw the pain on his face. She knew it was her father’s greatest regret that he’d taken her mother’s family away. 
“I’ll go,” Crab said. 
“They’ll recognize you too,” Ranulf said. 
“They won’t recognize me.” Lobb stepped forward. 
“Or me,” Mouse said as he too stepped forward. 
“We do have guards, if you’re worried about our protection,” Elric chimed in. 
Ranulf finally turned to Elric. “Your Highness, we’re not worried about your safety. You’re going to need help in Cerisa, which means you’ll need to speak with Amah. Thali has a chance at an audience with her as her granddaughter—one who is now a princess. But if Jinhua is so much as seen—or any of our known crew—Amah will turn Thali away, and that woman’s people will follow suit for fear of angering her.” 
“Oh.” Elric was left with his mouth hanging open. 
Thali reminded herself to bring Elric up to speed with the family politics. She glanced at her mother. This was clearly difficult for her. 
Her mother whispered with her father but hung her head low. 
Thali swallowed. As much as she would like her family’s strength and support, she was going to have to do this on her own. “Mom, I need you to do something for me,” Thali said. If she could just make sure her family was safe, that would be enough for her. 
Her mother turned to give her daughter her full attention. 
“I need you to go home and protect Densria. Not only the animals there and the citizens, but also the silky white chickens. They’re magical and might attract larger, more dangerous creatures. They also have the ability to heal. If we can protect them, they might heal the injured. We need to keep them safe,” Thali said. She bit down on her tongue, hoping her mother couldn’t tell that she wasn’t telling the whole truth, that she was giving her own mother a mission. 
Her mother’s eyes narrowed a millimeter. She suspected. 
Thali could only hope her mother believed enough of her words to follow along. 
“All right,” her mother finally said.

      [image: image-placeholder]It was only a few days, thanks to the whales Thali recruited to help pull the ships, before their ships had to part ways. Thali and her crew would sail to Cerisa, and her parents would return with their crew to Densria. 
Thali and her parents exchanged their customary letters after morning training, then had breakfast together as a family once more before Thali hopped back onto her own ship with Elric. She watched as her parents’ ship sailed away. It slowly became a speck on the horizon, then it was just them—her and Elric—on their ship, in the middle of the ocean. Though she didn’t feel alone, she did feel a little lonely. This had been what she’d wanted all these years, to sail off on her own, but now that it was finally happening, Thali was scared. 






  
  Chapter Five


“Captain,” a voice said from behind Thali as she stood at the bow.  
Thali smiled. She’d wanted to hear that word for so long, but it didn’t seem to have the same effect now as she’d thought it would. It didn’t feel as chest-inflating. She turned. 
“Or do I call you Your Highness Captain? Your Captainness?” Daylor looked confused. 
Thali grinned and threw her arms around him. She suddenly realized she didn’t have to feel lonely. Her friends were here. 
“Did you forget who your crew is?” Tilton piped up. Daylor pulled him into the hug. 
Thali had been so preoccupied with what was going on that she had forgotten. 
She patted Indi’s head, and Ana leaned into her thigh as she turned her attention to her ship. Her ship. It was crazy to think that’s where she was, finally on her own ship and sailing it on her own. 
Tilton ran off to help with a sail as Isaia and Nasir coiled more rope. Lobb had the helm, and he nodded at her as she smiled. Then she saw another familiar face that made her smile as she swung on a rope from the top deck to the main deck. “Mouse.” She hugged him. 
He’d been showing Mia how to tie a knot, so he nodded at her and gave her the rope before patting Thali’s arm. “Glad I’m not known enough to catch the kind of attention your parents would so I can come along,” he said. 
“Thank you.” 
“Chip and Dog are here too,” Mouse said, and he jutted his chin toward the two sailors beside them, also tying rope and tidying the main deck. 
Thali felt overwhelmed. She’d grown up with these men; they had been sailing long before she was even born. In fact, they had probably been there when she was born. “I’m so grateful to you all.” Thali’s eyes filled, and she swallowed down the emotion. 
Chip looked at her and grinned. “Maybe we followed you here, or maybe we just followed the best cook.” He raised an eyebrow at her. 
Thali spun around and ran down to the galley. It was the tiniest galley there was, but there, humming to herself, was Carthy’s large frame filling the tiny space. “Carthy?” 
The large woman turned and smiled, waving a ladle at Thali. Carthy had been her family’s cook since before she was born. Where her parents were, Carthy was, whether onboard or at home. Thali had never seen her anywhere else. “I can’t save the world, but I can make sure you get a good meal while you do it.” Carthy put the ladle back in the pot to stir some chopped vegetables. 
Thali swallowed again. There just weren’t words for how her family was supporting her. 






  
  Chapter Six


Thali sat down at the desk in her captain’s quarters. She had asked Isaia to make sure she wasn’t disturbed for the next hour—by anyone. Now that they were in the middle of the ocean, Lobb was teaching Elric how to man the helm. She appreciated that her crew was taking Elric on as one of their own. Now, she took a moment to luxuriate in being alone and put her booted feet up on the desk. For a moment, she could believe she had fulfilled her childhood dream: to captain her own ship. Thali ran her hands along the wooden desk, then looked out the back window to the wake cutting through the sea behind them.  
She smiled. It felt like such a simple life now. She glanced at Indi and Ana on the bed nearby, Bardo curled on a corner of her desk, catching a sliver of sunlight. Ana raised her head as if asking if she wanted something, but Thali just smiled and looked back out the window. Minutes later, she finally opened the bottom drawer and drew out the orange silk pouch. 
Three years ago, Ming had given her this thick cloth envelope. He’d said inside was a letter from her grandmother, the grandmother who had refused to see her family, who had disowned her mother when she had chosen her father. While Thali could understand the disappointment, for her mother had been promised to a Cerisan prince, Thali had seen nothing but hurt cross her mother’s face whenever her family was mentioned. 
Thali had been eight when she had asked her mother, “Why doesn’t Grandmother want to see us?” 
Her father had scooped her up, but her mother had placed a hand on his arm. So, he’d put her back down. Rommy had shot her a look and shaken his head. 
Thali only remembered being confused. 
“I love your daddy so much,” her mother had said, “But when I decided to marry him, I left behind the life I was supposed to have. Your grandmother is angry with me for making that decision.” 
“So she’s angry at all of us?” 
“No, sweetheart, your grandmother is only angry with me, maybe your daddy. But she’s not angry with you or Rommy.” 
“Then why doesn’t she want to see us?” 
“You know how you have Mommy’s face but Daddy’s eyes?” her mother had asked, and Thali had nodded. “Well, you remind Amah of my decision, so it upsets her, that’s all.” Her mother had wrapped Thali up in her arms and kissed her head a dozen times until Thali had forgotten all about her grandmother and broken into giggles. 
Thali stared at the silk envelope on her desk now. She’d buried it in her trunk all these years because she’d truly never had any interest in what her grandmother had to say. Maybe she was being stubborn, but if her grandmother had treated her mother that way for so many years, then to Thali, she wasn’t worth knowing. 
But now, now she could really use her grandmother’s help. Resources, information, relationships, anything could help her. And now it was about more than her family; this was about saving the world. Thali swallowed her pride. 
Finally, she took her dagger and sliced open the thread that kept the pouch closed. Inside were pages of parchment and a cloth. As she opened the pages, the red cloth slipped out, and she recognized it as a family flag. She turned her attention back to the parchment.
Granddaughter, 
I am sorry that we have never had the opportunity to meet. Even though the way you came into this world is a complete disgrace, I have realized that you did not choose this. 

If you choose to join our family, please fly this flag upon entry to Cerisa, and we will show you Cerisan hospitality at its finest, welcoming you into our family. I ask only that you sever your contact with the one who is lost to us. 

This family is only for the honorable. 
Amah 
Thali laughed out loud as she remembered how this letter had landed in her hands: through the Cerisan prince of thieves at a meeting of global thief princes and princess. It was incredibly hypocritical to say “honorable” when a prince of thieves had delivered this letter. Thali looked at the cloth flag for a moment. It was a rich red with a large, black, rectangular box embroidered on it. Inside, unfamiliar strokes formed words Thali had never learned. She guessed it was her mother’s family name or crest. The most impressive part was that both sides of the singular cloth had the same image. She’d have to ask Mia how it was done. The back of most embroidered images was a mess where Thali came from. 
There were only two more pieces of paper. One had a drawing of a building on it. It was U-shaped, with a garden within and what looked like walls around that. In the corner of the paper, a tiny “X” with an “I” on each side within a square made Thali’s heart skip. She recognized that symbol. It was Ming’s, Cerisa’s Prince of Thieves. Her hand went to the medallion she had tucked into her waistband, the one Garen had given her so many years ago. Had her grandmother given her a way to find Ming? 
Thali pulled the third piece of paper out; it was a recipe. She recognized most of the ingredients, and interestingly, the recipe was not written in Cerisan. Why would her grandmother have sent her a recipe for some kind of bread? 
The recipe didn’t make any sense, and the letter was useless. There was no way Thali was about to hurt her mother and father just to be accepted by a family member who had never cared. The image of the building could be useful though. Thali dropped the flag in a drawer in her desk, ignoring the letter and the recipe.
Alexius knocked on the door. She knew it was him because he knocked on her thread too. 
So much for Isaia keeping everyone out for an hour. “Come in,” Thali said. She couldn’t help but smile at how “captainy” that sounded. 
“I felt distress and confusion,” Alexius said, “And before you get mad at Isaia, know that it’s been past an hour since you holed up.” 
Thali checked the time. It had indeed been an hour and a quarter. She wondered how she’d wasted so much time already. “What do you make of this?” Thali asked. She handed him the recipe she’d taken from the cloth pouch. 
Alexius scanned it carefully, then turned back to her. “What am I supposed to glean?” 
“I don’t know. My grandmother sent it to me. I don’t think it makes any sense.” She handed him the other page.
“Ah,” Alexius said, then read the letter. When he finished, he scrunched his brows. “Is your grandmother a seer?” he asked. 
“I have no idea, Alexius. I’ve only ever seen her from a distance. I’ve certainly never had an actual conversation with her.” Thali crossed her arms. 
“Do you know where you got your magic from?” Alexius asked. 
Thali shook her head. She didn’t know anyone magical on her father’s side. 
“Historically, seers often give mysterious gifts, things that will only make sense when the time comes. Perhaps that’s what this is?” he asked, lifting the page. 
“A recipe though?” Thali asked. She wasn’t as sure as Alexius about that. 
Thali looked over the recipe again after Alexius handed the papers back. She searched through the letter again then, reading it carefully, trying to find another meaning. Were her grandmother’s words as cruel as they had sounded the first time?  
Alexius stood behind her and stared at each page too. When Thali looked over her shoulder at him, his forehead was scrunched in concentration. “I’m sorry about your grandmother,” he said. 
Thali shook her head. She’d done fine without her grandmother for so long, Thali didn’t need her now. Especially after she’d hurt her mother so. 
Eventually, she folded the papers and tucked them into her inner vest pocket. She sat back, and Alexius sat on a bench by the window. “That was anticlimactic,” Thali said as she put her booted feet back up on the table. Alexius raised his eyebrow, but she didn’t care what he thought. It felt like such a captain thing to do. 
“What were you expecting?” 
“Some kind of apology.” Thali crossed her arms. She was angry, on behalf of her mother, herself, and her family. 
“If she’d apologized and you’d made her wait three years for your reply, would it still count?” Alexius asked as he stared out the window at the ocean. 
“My mother has waited over twenty years for an apology,” Thali said. 
“I don’t think your mother is waiting for an apology,” Alexius said. 
“No … no, I suppose not,” Thali said. She watched a little row of marbles roll gently from one side of their tiny tray to the other. Bardo was wrapped around the tray, but the marbles didn’t bother him at all. Her parents had always taught her to keep marbles in windowless rooms belowdecks so she could tell if she was actually dizzy or if it was just the ship listing from side to side. Now, even though Thali had a window, she found the rolling marbles comforting. “What do you think we’ll find in Cerisa, Alexius?” 
“I don’t know. Hopefully a closed gate,” he said. 
“What do dragons think of Cerisa?” 
“I can’t speak for all dragons, but I can say that it’s interesting that the people of Cerisa have ancient dragons in their drawings, but Adanek and the rest of the world depicts dragons as most of us are: young.” Alexius crossed one knee over the other. 
“What’s an ancient dragon look like again?” 
“You remember Xenon? He’s an ancient dragon. My father is also an ancient dragon.” 
“What happened to your mother?” 
“I don’t really want to talk about it.” 
Thali nodded. The last thing she wanted to do was upset him. He may be one of her dearest friends, but he was also a powerful dragon. 
Alexius sighed and looked out the window. “My mother was much like my sister, perhaps an older version. She was smiling, fun, strict. She had specific rules, and I didn’t much mind them, but she always preferred loving and caring. She softened my father,” Alexius said. 
Thali was afraid to nod. She was afraid to move. It wasn’t like Alexius to divulge what he didn’t want to. It almost made her uncomfortable. 
“As I understand human relationships, you ask hard questions to get to know me better, yes?” Alexius asked. 
Thali nodded. 
“You need not fear that I will injure you. After all this time, Thali, I won’t hurt you.” 
“Well, you could. But it wouldn’t make you happy in the long run,” Thali retorted. 
Alexius rolled his eyes. 
Thali thought that was a very human thing to do. “You also don’t have to answer any of my questions. I’m curious, but it doesn’t mean you have to revisit something painful.” 
“Thank you for clarifying, but you should probably know a bit about my sister. Well, my other sister.” 
“Her name was Danx?” 
“Yes.” Alexius looked out the window. “Danxing, because she came out with her arms above her head like she was already dancing. And she did. She danced whenever she could and sang and smiled and made everyone laugh.” 
“What happened?” Thali asked softly, waiting for Alexius to answer in his own time.
Many heartbeats passed before he continued. “She died so the rest of us could live. There aren’t many perfect creatures, but she was one. The crux of it is that it was supposed to be me. I was the weakest one. I was the sickly one. I figured—no, I knew—it was going to be me. It had to be. But Danxing wouldn’t have that. She said I was meant for something bigger. And then she died so we could live.” 
“I’m so sorry,” Thali said. Alexius’s pain shot through her heart. 
A knock suddenly sounded moments before the door flew open. Elric stood there, looking surprised at how quickly the door had flown open. 
Thali startled, her feet falling to the floor. 
“Hi,” Elric said. He walked in and leaned over the desk to give Thali a kiss on the forehead. 
“Hi,” Thali said. “How was the steering lesson?” 
“It was … slow?” Elric said. He chuckled and it filled the room, easing the tension. 
“It’s not quite like riding a horse or driving a cart,” Thali said. 
“But it was interesting. It really takes a lot of teamwork to keep this thing moving smoothly,” Elric said. He carefully slid the tiger and dog aside a little so he could sit on the bed. “What are you guys up to?” He asked then, looking from Thali to Alexius. 
“Just trying to hash out what awaits us in Cerisa,” Alexius said soberly as he crossed his arms and fixed a stony expression on his face. 
“And?” 
“Your guess is as good as ours,” Thali replied, though she turned to Alexius as she spoke. As she examined his face, it suddenly dawned on her that whenever Elric was in the room with them, Alexius was grumpier, or at least seemed grumpier. 
“If you’re done, how about teaching me that game you promised? I want to win tonight.” He paused and looked from Alexius to Thali again. “Unless you want to talk more about Cerisa?” 
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