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One thousand years before the Old Gods return,

the Moon Goddess reigns supreme.

 

And by her side . . .

the Stars shine glorious and bright.

 


Chapter One

 

 

In the undersea city of Stelune, a mermaid tried to wish her mother farewell. 

“I’ll be fine,” Tallora insisted, placing a quick kiss on her mother’s cheek. “What can the storm do? Drown me?”

Her mother caught her hands, worry etched into her features. “There’re no stars out tonight, my Tallora. What if you’re swept away? You won’t find your way home. The king’s guards even spoke of a ship on the horizon—what if you’re seen?”

“Then I’ll wave or sing a song like the sirens they think we are.” Tallora laughed, though a glimmer of regret panged in her heart at her mother’s obvious worry. “Not that I can sing.”

 “Perhaps, but Goddess Staella will understand if the weather is too dangerous.”

“Mother—” Tallora cut herself off, guilt filling her at those apprehensive eyes. Instead, she wrapped her arms around her mother’s torso and held her tight, her pearlescent skin familiar and warm. “I have to do this. I made a mistake, and this is my penance.”

Her mother kissed her hair and silently nodded. 

“I’ll return in an hour. No need to worry.” With those final words, Tallora swam out of their little shared home. 

The city of Stelune was a beacon of light, her beloved home, but the dark sky held its own wonders. As she swam higher, the waters grew turbulent, but not wilder than she could master with her powerful tail. She clutched the string of beaded sea stars and pearls around her neck, the sigils of her goddess reassuring her of her safety.

Water sprayed as she breached the surface, both from the waves and the pelting rain. Lightning tore across the sky, illuminating a distant ship struggling against the storm. Black clouds hung low, blocking any view of the stars, but they were ever-present all the same. 

Last night, the dark moon had reigned, no light cast from its silver mass. It had been a clear sky, the night the stars shone brightest, a perfect time for worshippers of the Goddess of Stars to pray and bask in her love and light. Priestesses-in-training were required to attend, lest they lose their vestments, and Tallora was nearing the end.

But she had been absent. 

As she lay upon the tossing sea’s surface, she thought fondly of the beautiful girl she’d met—not that she ever cared to see her again. She hadn’t meant to get so carried away, but she’d always been weak for charming smiles and full lips and had spent the night admiring them.

And so, after begging the high priestess for a second chance . . . or a tenth . . . she had been told to perform her prayers tonight instead.

Tallora’s body rose and fell with the turbulent waves, and though she would have preferred to perform her small ritual on a peaceful night, she laid on her back and steadied her breath. With each influx of air, the waves became a lull in her mind, and Tallora finally whispered the first words of her prayer: “Blessed Stars who bring us light—”

Thunder rumbled across the sky, the bellowing roar assaulting her concentration. When Tallora opened her eyes, she floated in the shadow of the approaching ship. Blinding light struck the mast; fire burst from the wood, despite the wind and rain.

Tallora’s sensitive eyes saw stars and spots. In her panicked daze, she dove beneath the water. Her powerful tail kept her steady despite the tumultuous waves—

A human plunged into the sea.

A trail of bubbles followed the rapid descent. Tallora barely dodged, then watched fear and shock flash across the mortal’s face. This was a woman, Tallora realized, a lengthy braid of hair floating beside her, trousers covering the slight curve of her hips. The human’s body suddenly stiffened, and she did what all mortals did when plunged beneath the waves at night—swim the wrong way.

Humans were feared, yet this woman was helpless, having fallen into Tallora’s domain. She dove, wondering if there was any salvation she could bring. Perhaps this had been her purpose this night—not to pray, but to deliver the mercy her goddess always preached of.

When Tallora grabbed her, the woman fought, shaking in her grasp. She spared a moment to smooth the woman’s hair, touch her face, emphatically scream: I have you, you’re safe . . .

In the dark waters, the woman’s eyes followed the necklace of sea stars floating among Tallora’s locks of hair. Realization flashed through her features. She clutched Tallora, and Tallora swam.

The woman gasped for breath once the water broke, only to be splattered by ripping waves and a spray of foam. She coughed over Tallora’s shoulder, her gloved hands rough against her slick skin. Tallora swam toward the ship, and the woman at her shoulder yelled, “Lower a rope!”

Amidst the spray and the thunderous rumbling of the sky, her voice was a drop in a bucket. Tallora held her tight, her own mind frantically weighing options, when from the woman’s hand burst a flash of silver light. Startled, she nearly released her, but the light combusted into flame, shooting up into the air as a vibrant beacon.

Within seconds, a knotted rope fell into the water, its damp fibers clinging to the ancient wood of the ship. Was this woman some kind of sorcerer? The concept of silver fire rang somewhere in her memory, but Tallora’s focus rested in the moment. She swam to the rope, even helped the woman grasp it—

Who wrapped the rope around Tallora’s core, expertly tying it into a knot. Tallora heaved when she was forcibly dragged into the air. As she struggled, a strong hand gripped her hair—

And slammed her head against the side of the ship.

Stars flew across Tallora’s vision. She hung limply, rope digging into her stomach as darkness threatened to steal her sight. With all her waning will power, she fought to stay awake, but next she knew she toppled against the deck.

Her body smacked against the damp wood. The woman’s hold released; Tallora whimpered and curled into a ball, clinging to her sleek, scaled tail.

Footsteps sounded amidst the rain. Tallora’s hair splayed across the deck, the stark white locks greyed in the dank atmosphere. Her head ached, but when a gloved hand clutched the string of stars and pearls around her neck and yanked, it broke apart. 

Suddenly alert, she dared to look up and saw an array of sea-faring men, drenched and exhausted from the storm, and her captor inspecting the religious sigils. The fire on the mast still smoked.

“We thought we’d lost you, princess,” said one—an old man who wore not the breeches of the men daring the storm but opulent robes of purple and gold. He spoke Solviran Common, and Tallora understood him well enough—their languages hailed from the common root of Celestière.

The woman scoffed, standing tall amidst the winds, silhouetted by a distant flash of lightning. “Magister, the gods wouldn’t dare.” Her braided hair clung to her face in matted, salt-drenched loops, like dried seaweed. Tallora had heard of uplander princesses, known in stories for their legendary beauty and ostentatious tastes in clothes and jewels. Instead, the woman wore boots and a tunic dirtied from the salty spray, no finery on her person, her skin tanned and cracked from the sun. 

The princess tucked the broken necklace into her trouser pocket and knelt, her gaze matching Tallora’s. “You are an unexpected bit of luck, mermaid,” she continued, her eyes calculating as they studied every curve and scale of Tallora’s body. She stiffened, curling tighter into her protective ball. “My name is Dauriel Solviraes, eldest daughter of Empress Vahla. You are now property of the Solviran Empire.”

Fear washed over Tallora, colder than the icy spray of the sea. It stiffened her tongue; when Princess Dauriel signaled for her men to take Tallora below deck, she could not manage a scream as she batted away their hands. Her tail knocked one back, but she could not fight them all. A rough hand grabbed her hair and dragged her forward—she clawed at him with her nails, but a man twice her girth nearly crushed her against his bare, weather-beaten chest. She trembled and covered herself, exposed among her clothed captors. Light appeared as he stepped through a doorframe, the dark clouds replaced by glowing receptacles lining a narrow wooden hallway. 

She was taken to a small room—a storage closet, filled with supplies Tallora had never seen before. When she was unceremoniously dropped, she released a slight cry, biting back tears at the throbbing pain in her head and back. Already, her skin itched from dryness, and she wondered if she would waste away, crusted and starved.

The magister had followed, studying her from the doorway as the large man stepped aside. “Do you speak?” he asked. 

She merely stared, struck dumb by fear. The magister released a disappointed, “Hmm,” then held his arms aloft. From the very walls, damp and moist, water emerged, collecting in an ever-expanding ball floating above Tallora’s head. When it matched her in size and a little bit more, the magister beckoned to his burly companion. “Put her in. This will serve her well enough.”

Tallora braced herself as work-worn hands lifted her once more, shutting her eyes until wetness enveloped her entire form. When the man placed her within the globe of water, she remained suspended—a bubbled prison undulating like the waves themselves. “It’ll only be a few days in here,” the magister said, his voice palpably bored despite the storm. “You’ll see the sun again.”

That did nothing to soothe her. Beyond, the seas still heaved, thunder bellowing across the sky. The door shut, leaving her alone and drenched in darkness.

 

***

 

Tallora had little to do but sob. She thought of her home, of her mother all alone in the world without her. She craved the seafoam, the stone castles of Stelune, decorated with a rainbow array of coral and life. She thought of Yaleris, the dragon within the Canyon of the Great Mother, whose scales glittered in opalescent shades of blue and white, who protected her people from evil and wondered if he could save her.

But he was not a god to pray to. Instead, Tallora prayed to her beloved Staella, Goddess of Stars, who painted the sky in illuminate art, used by her people to navigate the open waters, and known for her mercy and her gentle heart. “Mother Staella,” she recited, unable to summon the heart to sing, “deliver me. Take my burdens; set me free . . .”

The passage of time was felt only in the growing, gnawing hunger in Tallora’s stomach.

When light expanded from the door, Tallora cowered, hiding her head behind her arms, her back facing the interloper. The light burned her eyes, and a familiar, feminine voice said, “If you ignore me, you’ll starve.”

The seconds grew long, tension settling. Tallora covered her eyes, letting them slowly adjust to the light and the princess’ silhouette in the doorframe. Though she’d tried a thousand times, she pressed once more against the swelling walls of her prison, but never touched air—the water merely shifted around her. “What do you want from me?” she managed to whimper.

Even as she spoke the question, countless horror-filled options flooded her mind: to be eaten, to be displayed, to be held as a pet until the end of her days. 

“Your name, actually,” Princess Dauriel replied.

There was magic in names. Names could bind. Tallora merely stared, tongue stiff.

“No?”

Tallora shook her head, daring to stare into her captor’s silhouette. 

“Lost your tongue? Fine.”

The door shut, and Tallora sobbed in her dreary cage.

Her hunger grew. She had nowhere to relieve herself save her magical pen, and her stomach and bowels ached in her stubborn refusal to swim in her own shit. 

Tallora thought often of her mother, surely out of her mind from grief and worry. Once, her mother had said to move through hardship one day at a time, lest you lose your mind from grief. Tallora wasn’t sure how to apply that counsel when she couldn’t tell day from night. 

Light filtered through the door once more, and this time Tallora did not flinch, instead forcing her composure to steady. 

Princess Dauriel entered, holding two buckets. When she placed them down, she said, “Good evening.” From her hand, Tallora saw a spark, then a burst of silver flame. She touched some sort of receptacle with her fingers, which quickly caught fire—first silver, then fading to orange. Dauriel’s eyes reflected the vibrant colors, the fiery tones mingling with what Tallora realized was a striking silver. 

Whatever their soft color, they held cruelty unmatched. “I brought supper.” She gave Tallora an expectant stare, eyebrow raising in the ensuing silence. “Nothing? No greeting? No gratitude?”

Tallora’s mouth filled with obscenities, but she swallowed them back. This woman was irked to be ignored, and so she merely crossed her arms and sneered.

Dauriel lifted the two buckets. “I don’t quite know what merfolk eat,” she continued, and Tallora glared at the cruel twist of her lip. “I brought options, one alive and one dead.” She held up one. “Blue Flounder, caught this morning by an off-duty sailor with a penchant for fishing. He said you might like it—it’s raw but prepared, wrapped in seaweed and given a hint of Zauleen spice.”

Tallora’s mouth watered, but she held to her pride and said nothing at all.

“This one’s alive,” Dauriel continued, holding up the second. “Onian Octopi—”

Tallora’s skin crawled at the mere name.

“. . . starved a day or two but just a beauty, don’t you think?” 

The poisonous octopi promised boils to last for days, and if ingested would cause a miserable death spent puking blood and your own ravaged entrails.

“Which would you prefer?” Dauriel kept her mischief, either a fool or as evil a person as Tallora had ever met. “I wouldn’t want you to starve—I suppose I could dump both inside your pen if you refuse to tell me.”

Tallora fought to control her breathing, instinctively floating to the edge of her prison when Dauriel hoisted up the bucket with the Onian Octopi. She had tried time and time again to breach the barrier, but though her cage pulsed like the waves, it held a wall stronger than stone. 

Dauriel held the bucket against the cage and tilted it, the water within steadily spilling inside. The multi-limbed monstrosity flopped and pulled itself closer—

“No!” Tallora cried, shaking at her own weakness. 

The bucket fell back; Dauriel placed it onto the floor. “There’s your lovely voice,” Tallora heard, victory in every hateful word. “Blue Flounder?”

Tallora cursed her tears as she twisted away from her heartless captor. Clenching her fists, she bit back the urge to sob. “Why are you doing this?”

“I’ll do all manner of things if it gets me what I want,” Dauriel said, holding up the bucket. “I’ll take your name in exchange for a meal.”

Her stomach weakened her will, but she was not defeated yet. “Go to hell.”

“Starve, then.” The light snuffed out. 

Tallora breathed, the creaking wood of the ship all she had to soothe her troubled mind. “Mother Staella,” she whispered, lest her captor hear. “M-Mother Staella . . .”

The relevance of Silver Fire struck her like a blow to her stomach.

She was a fool to forget that while she called Staella ‘mother,’ for Dauriel and her lineage, it was more literal. Staella was the wife of a feared and ruthless deity—of Neoma, the Moon Goddess, progenitor of the very line of sorcerers Dauriel descended from, and whose callused justice had led the people of Solvira to topple countless kingdoms and dominate the continent. Tallora knew little of history, but the whole world feared Solvira. The world trembled before their tyrants’ power—the mysterious Silver Fire, wielded by Neoma herself and passed on to her descendants.

She shut her eyes, crippled in her tiny bubble, heart sinking from no plan and no hope.


Chapter Two

 

 

Despite her best efforts, Tallora did sleep. She prayed and wept and slept.

For the third time, light from beyond cast into the room. The princess did not come alone—with her followed the magister and at least two men, though they waited in the hallway. “We’ve made port in Tanill,” she said, as though this might mean anything to Tallora. She gestured with a tilt of her head, power conveyed through a mere flick of her eyebrow. “Adrael.”

The magister—Adrael—held out a hand. Tallora’s prison slowly lowered to the floor. Upon touching the deck, it burst, water draining through invisible holes in the wood. Tallora stared up, surely a pitiful sight. With little ceremony, one of the men scooped her up, taking no caution to avoid groping her nude form. Tallora trembled, exposed and embarrassed as he set her into a worn metal cage, large enough to hold a shark. 

Tallora flopped within, cringing at the sensation of rust against her scales and skin. She tried to pull herself up, balancing upon her scaled tail, but when her head breached the open top, the princess’ hand shoved her down—in time for them to swing it shut and lock it. “Take her out,” Dauriel said, and two men hoisted her new prison up.

Tallora’s stomach churned, both from starvation and their unsteady gait. As they climbed the stairs, she blocked her eyes from the offending sunlight, the heat abrasive on her sleek skin. 

With care, she blinked, realizing she no longer saw the open sea but a human town.

Upon the ship’s deck, the entire crew had come to gawk at her. Humans found merfolk to be an exotic sort of attractive, or so she’d heard. Unhindered by sweeping rains and winds, they leered at her like some animal in a pen, and Tallora curled her chest against her mighty tail—brilliant pink in the light, and utterly useless out of the water. 

The sunlight cast her opalescent skin in glimmering hues of pink and blue and purple across a pale palette. She hid behind the shade of her white hair as tears streamed down her face. Beneath the sea, the water carried them away; here on land, they dried upon her face, leaving her raw and vulnerable.

The sound of their steps changed, the hollow clomping of their feet replaced with sturdy, creaking wood. She dared to glance up, noting the seafaring village, hating its bustling inhabitants. Humans held upperworld shades, from sand to earth to cliffs, and Tallora thought them ugly, like vermin, each of them bearing the face of her captor. Princess Dauriel stood beside her glass prison, imposing in her steps, a true empress in the making. 

For the first time, she saw Dauriel in the light and wondered if she were ugly only to Tallora or particularly plain for a human. She held herself like she owned the world, yet there was little femininity in her broad jaw and sharp cheeks. Perhaps on the open sea, she simply gave no care to beauty.

Nevertheless, Tallora wished a curse upon the wretched woman, for Tortalga’s Ocean to eat her whole. Sadly, when they stepped off the dock and onto dry land, the princess remained.

She withdrew some sort of pendant from her leather pocket and tapped it with a gloved finger. It illuminated her face, though Tallora could not see what image it held. “Mother, we’ve returned,” Dauriel said to the pendant. “And with a gift.”

Tallora heard a voice from the pendant but not well enough to decipher. Dauriel set it back into her pocket. “Any minute now. Brace yourselves.”

In Tallora’s heart, she knew some impasse would soon be crossed, that what happened next would seal her fate—whatever horrendous fate that was. Swallowing her pride, she stuck her arm through the metal bars and gently tugged the princess’ tunic.

Dauriel immediately swatted her, perhaps out of instinct given her noticeable shock. “I’ll have you left out in the sun to dry next time you touch me without permission.”

Tallora’s tears had not staunched since she’d been dropped in her new prison. “Princess Dauriel,” she said, her first words in days, “I’m begging you—”

“Good luck with that tactic,” Dauriel interrupted, quirking her eyebrow. 

Tallora swallowed a sob. “Please. I don’t know your quest, but I’ve done nothing to hurt you and yours. I don’t know what justice you subscribe to—”

Sudden sickness lurched her stomach. All at once, the world vanished, replaced by a sea of stars. Weightless, Tallora attempted to reach beyond her prison, wondering if it were all in her mind as a nameless force ripped her across the planes. 

She suddenly dropped, her cage all that prevented her from rolling along a cold, stone floor. Nauseated, she might have vomited if her stomach had something to process. Instead, she retched. Hardly proper, but what use was groveling now?

“Dauriel, Solvira celebrates your return.”

The world had changed. Tallora dared to look about and saw sweeping walls of finery and great windows showing the sky and mountains far beyond. Dauriel stood beside her, as well as Magister Adrael. Before her was a gilded chair upon a pedestal, and approaching was a woman with Dauriel’s soft eyes and a dress decorated with delicate gold chains and studded with more gems than Tallora had ever seen in her life. While the princess had been tanned by the sun, this woman’s skin bore shades of porcelain. 

“Thank you, Mother. I’m happy to be home.”

Tallora knew her name from her studies—this was Empress Vahla of Solvira. The empress stared directly at her, intrigue passing through her breathtaking features. “By the Triage,” she whispered, hardly breathing it.

Behind the wickedness in Dauriel’s grin, Tallora swore she saw relief. “A gift for you. A mermaid from the Tortalgan Sea. But this was found on her person.” The princess pulled Tallora’s beloved necklace from her trouser pocket. “She’s a Priestess of Staella. I think you’ll find a use for her.”

Tallora’s face paled, her limbs numbing in tandem. 

Vahla looked to Dauriel, the unspoken words between them indecipherable, then took the offered necklace. When her gaze returned, the empress placed a hand over her mouth. “Have you ever seen anything so beautiful? Call the council—they must see this.”

Elsewhere, Tallora heard people scatter, unsure if they were of human or angelic descent—the latter of whom were deemed ‘Celestials.’ The empress, she knew, held angelic blood, thus setting her apart from humanity with unearthly beauty and an inborn talent for magic. Descended of Neoma and thus her daughter, Ilune, The Great Necromancer, who it was said handpicked a man to impregnate her—only to slay him in the afterglow of their lovemaking.

A brutal beginning for a tyrannical empire.

Tallora cowered as the empress studied her. “Does it speak?”

“When it chooses. I’ve yet to know its name.”

The empress smiled, practiced charm in her visage. A true monarch, and Tallora hated her. “What is your name, Mermaid?”

Tallora merely pressed herself deeper into her cage. 

The empress’ kind façade slipped by degrees. “My name is Vahla Solviraes, Empress of Solvira, the greatest country upon this mortal realm. I hold the power to drop you from the highest tower of the Glass Palace and let vermin pick at your corpse. I’ll ask again—what is your name?”

Death was a predictable path, the chance to rest in the arms of her chosen deity. She said nothing, merely stared at the stern monarch. 

“Perhaps not killed—merely flayed.” She returned her attention to Dauriel. “Starve it until it’s compliant. Rel can keep it at the brink of death until it bends—”

Beyond, Tallora heard a door echo across the high walls. “Empress, we hear you have something worth seeing?”

Tallora turned to the new voice, one bearing the guttural tones of the De’Sindai tongue—the descendants of demonic and mortal blood. Three figures approached, each of different sizes and builds, and the one who led them held a giant’s size but a demonic form—hooved and horned, with deep blue skin. Striking, with her glowing eyes and silver tattoos, she led the rest.

Two human men followed, one in robes to rival the empress, and the other bearing dark clothing and a hood, yet the hands peeking from the engulfing sleeves and the hint of his countenance suggested this might be the oldest person Tallora had ever seen. 

“General,” the empress said, practically biting the word, “I would never purposefully waste your time.”

“Only accidentally,” the De’Sindai replied, and Tallora saw then the extent of her vast musculature—her height made her imposing enough, given she towered above the rest, but her bulk made her massive. “This is a mermaid. I have seen mermaids.”

“And a lovely creature it is.” The richly dressed man practically fawned over her, causing Tallora to cringe. “My darling, what a fantastic gift, truly worthy of your title.” He kissed the empress on her cheek—somehow, Tallora found this strange, given his groveling tone. He, too, had eyes as silver as the moon’s light—perhaps this was a Solviraes trait.

“Where is Greyva?” Vahla said, her focus shifting to the ancient man.

He replied with far more power than his feeble pose suggested. “The High Priestess prays to her Goddess, esteemed empress. Neoma summoned her, for what we do not know.”

Neoma? The goddess herself? Whatever Tallora’s fears for her life, she realized it hardly touched the surface—she lay surrounded by beings of true power and influence. 

The empress looked merely perturbed. “High Priest Rel, this creature’s disrespect has set it and myself at odds. Prepare a prayer to Ilune—perhaps a bit of necromancy will sustain it until I’ve been appeased.”

The threat in the words caused Tallora’s breath to fail. Lightheaded and starved, her will steadily depleted. She could still speak, she could say her name, perhaps grovel an apology—

“Empress, give her time. What use is a tortured woman to your collection? None would look upon her and be impressed—only think you cruel.”

Tallora dared to stare at her savior, the blue De’Sindai who spoke with absolute disregard to the Empress of Solvira. “You would humanize this creature?” Empress Vahla said.

“I would.”

Tallora suppressed a nervous smile at the blatant disregard shown to the esteemed empress. Could she possibly have found an ally here? Beyond, she watched Dauriel fight the same amusement. Immediately, Tallora swallowed it.

Vahla looked murderous; her husband looked merely nervous. “My love, my heart, my dearest empress, perhaps we should turn our attention to creating an enclosure for her—for the creature, yes? Lest she dry out in the air.”

The empress had turned quite red, an unflattering color with her sea-green dress. “Take it out,” she spat, then her husband led her away, proclaiming apologies with every step.

Magister Adrael said, “Perhaps to the menagerie? We can set up a temporary enclosure until we’ve designed something grand.”

“I’ll supervise.” Tallora hated Dauriel’s voice and wished for a stone dagger to cut it out. “Whatever it takes for Mother to be appeased.”

Priest Rel went away. So, too, did the general, but Tallora reached out to touch her, desperate to cling to her only ally. “Wait,” she whispered, grasping the callused, blue hand, but it echoed all about. Everyone turned, each as surprised as the next. Save for the general—she remained utterly aloof. Tallora stared only at her. “Thank you.”

The general looked unimpressed. Tallora’s heart sank. “For what?”

Beyond, Dauriel stared at their interaction with absolute bafflement. Tallora ignored her. “For saving me from a terrible death.”

“Death would have been more merciful than the empress’ justice.” The general pulled her hand back. “You are welcome.”

She continued away, her steps more pronounced than the rest. “Khastra, wait,” Dauriel said rushing to meet the general. She whispered, too quiet for Tallora’s ears.

“I will not ask her name,” General Khastra said, making no effort to curb her volume. “This is your doing and thus your problem.” In an affectionate gesture, she patted the princess’ arm, but perhaps harder than necessary given Dauriel’s flinch. “I will see you tonight for training.”

Khastra walked away. Tallora’s hope went with her.

Dauriel returned, in tandem with scuffling servants. “To the menagerie,” she ordered, and Tallora prepared her stomach as she was hoisted up.

 

***

 

Tallora lay centered among a sea of exotic beings—animals with fur, with scales, some who roared and bared fearsome teeth and some from across the sea. A giant spider stared behind bars, its ominous web sweeping to the ceiling, and a smaller, insect-like creature clicked from a separate, shady enclosure, surrounded by strange green crystals. Nothing humanoid, save herself. They paced in cages, magnificent beasts enslaved to these royals’ whims, the greenery lush but tainted with cruelty. The sky sat open, no roof to trap them, allowing birds to enter, but not the ones kept within to leave.

Tallora stared out from her cage, watching as Magister Adrael created the same sort of water globe as he had below the ship—but enormous now, large enough for her to stretch her limbs and tail. 

The servants had scattered, leaving only Adrael and Dauriel. The princess heaved a great sigh when Adrael lowered his hands. “It will do.” She turned her attention to Tallora. “I’ll have to lift you. Fight me, and I’ll let you flounder in the dirt.”

The cage lid creaked as it tilted open. Tallora cringed at Dauriel’s touch, though the princess held her with care. Her hands, no longer gloved, held the roughness of work, not the softness of royalty. Tallora wondered at that, but more so at the glimpse of tattooed ink upon her wrists.

Still, Dauriel did as she said—she pushed Tallora through the watery barrier and released, then withdrew her hands and shook them off, her cotton sleeves and skin drenched. “Adrael, leave us. I wish to speak to her alone.”

Adrael merely nodded and left them.

Tallora trembled, filled with a sudden, overwhelming rage. “You would grant me the dignity of a gender, now?”

“I’d happily grant you the dignity of a name, if you would share it.”

Lip trembling, Tallora glared, struggling to control her breathing. Anger pulsed with every beat of her heart as reality descended—she would die here.

“No? Perhaps you’ll change your mind after a few more days of starvation—”

“You absolute bitch!” Furious tears welled in Tallora’s eyes, but by Staella’s Grace she would not cry. “How sick are you, to entertain yourself with my suffering?”

Dauriel’s silver eyes turned to steel. “Take care how you speak to me—”

“Or what? You’ll starve me more? You don’t want me dead; you want me compliant.”

“I can make your life hell.”

“And that would be different than this?” Tallora gestured about her orb of water, to the caged creatures beyond. “I am a person. I have a soul. I am a worshipper of the very goddess you’re descended from, yet you treat me like an animal—” The word broke her. Tallora gasped, all her will spent fighting her betraying tears. She drove her nails into her palms, desperate to hide her weakness.

 Dauriel watched, her captivating gaze utterly stoic, stinging Tallora’s pride. “I’m certain Staella herself will come down to save you, assuming she cares. Now, your name?”

“Make my life hell,” Tallora spat. “It’s where you’ll go, upon your death.”

“And Staella will let you weep upon her breast? A pity for you that our goddesses are aligned. Perhaps we’ll live out eternity together.” Dauriel stepped back, hands held up in a grand gesture. “Make yourself comfortable. My mother will surely bring my brother here to see you as well. He’s the heir apparent, so you’d best make nice. He’ll decide your fate upon her death.”

She left Tallora alone. Tallora barely withheld a scream, longing to shout obscenities at her hated conqueror. Instead, she swam around her new prison, body reeling from hunger, from her absolute
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