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  Prologue


Tariq 
Three days. 
Alexius the dragon had whispered those three words in Tariq’s head just as Thali had disappeared with her new dragon friend and protector through a mirror. Ever since his boyhood, Tariq had wished to live among dragons, pegasi, and the creatures in the tapestries and books in his father’s library. Never had he thought his childhood fantasies would come true. But there he’d been the other day, conversing with a dragon telepathically.
Now, Tariq was on his way back home after hiding in the forest of his kingdom for a few days. He’d needed to give Thali an excuse to disappear without suspicion, so he’d disappeared into his childhood treehouse deep in the forest. His family and staff knew he wasn’t to be disturbed there. Bree had taken the brunt of whatever fallout had resulted from his disappearance, supposedly, with Thali. His darling Bree was too good for him. She had probably smoothed things over with Thali’s betrothed, her golden prince Elric, with a single cup of tea. 
Tariq paused at the crest of the hill where the trees started to thin out. “Home,” he said with a sigh as he gazed upon the shimmering shapes that were the outline of his palace. Even though he’d only been gone three days, he felt a shift in the world. Maybe it was because of his magic that he could sense it. He’d wanted so badly to show Thali his magic ever since he’d used his mind to make a leaf move when they were kids, but his father had forbidden it. He had instructed Tariq to only reveal his weather magic if Thali revealed her own magic first—but to be careful. Magic hadn’t existed in Adanek for centuries, and the people would be frightened. Tariq had always suspected Thali’s magic was with animals, but when she’d explained it to him initially, she’d described it as threads of magic connecting her to animals. That made sense to him. His magic was like wind to him; hers was like threads. 
He’d started vibrating when Thali had finally told him about her magic. He’d sensed its strength when she’d visited this last time. She’d developed her magic much farther and faster than he had. It had taken him years to learn to control wind currents, and there was still a limit to his abilities. 
Tariq swallowed as he strode back into the palace. He nodded to a guard as he snuck back in through a quieter, less-used entrance, one Thali could also have snuck through without much notice or fanfare. He hoped she would show up today; he couldn’t justify staying in the woods any longer. Alexius had said three days, and three days it had been. 
Tariq silently made his way across the cool stone floors, moving from gem-encrusted statue to gem-encrusted alcove on his way to his rooms, careful to stay on the plush gold rugs. Finally reaching his destination unseen, he slipped inside and closed the heavy stone door, hoping Thali would come back before anyone could notice he’d returned alone. 






  
  Chapter One

Thali


As Thali and Alexius walked through the thick fog, the ground alternately soft and hard beneath their feet, she felt the effort of each step as if she were fighting through water. Thali had just leaped through a magical doorway in Tariq’s bedroom and was starting to have doubts the farther she and Alexius ventured into this numbing place in search of her brother—the brother she’d thought was dead. Did Alexius really know how to get to her brother? Where were they going? Was her brother actually dead after all? What if they were traveling to an afterlife? And why hadn’t Alexius brought her to her brother before? What had he been waiting for? The questions came at her furiously. 
Alexius hadn’t let go of her during their trek so far, and she was grateful for that. The fog was so thick she couldn’t see anything past her own nose, so she was trusting him and his dragon senses on their journey. Though the air was thick with moisture, she couldn’t smell the salt of the ocean anymore as she could at Tariq’s palace. She listened to the deafening silence as closely as she could; all that filled her ears was muted, stuffy quiet, and she felt Alexius’s tension in the warm, dry hand that grasped hers tightly. 
Just as she thought about reaching out into the white abyss with her mental threads, her magic, to see what they could detect, Alexius spoke in her thoughts. We’ll be there shortly, so keep your threads wound tightly on their spools. And one more thing, Thali. They don’t know I can talk to you telepathically, so let’s keep it that way for now.  
Thali gave Alexius’s hand a squeeze in confirmation. 
They walked on for what, to Thali, felt like another ten minutes. She kept her breathing calm as her mind spun out a hundred more questions. 
Suddenly, Alexius stopped. He crouched and placed Thali’s hand on the edge of an archway, then took her other hand and put it on his shoulder. In her mind, he whispered, Duck, so she did as he bid and ducked her head, sensing as she did that they had entered a tunnel. They inched their way through the cool stone tunnel in silence. When they stepped through another archway, Thali shot her arm over her face to cover her eyes as sudden brightness blinded her. 
Gone was the fog, and at her feet was smooth white stone. As her eyes adjusted to the brightness of their new location, she realized they were at one end of a wide stone bridge. On the other side of the bridge towered a faded, once-white, gray castle. It looked to be made of a single piece of stone rather than of many stones. Arched doorways had been carved out along the bottom, and battlements had been hewn into the top row. Oddly, while the dense fog surrounded the small castle on all sides, the castle seemed to be holding the fog off, forcing it to hover just yards away. 
Thali looked at Alexius, confused. Nothing about this place shouted “afterlife.” This looked too … well, nice, despite the menacing feel of the fog and the dullness of the castle. Thali had the distinct feeling that this building, this area, had once been beautiful. So, if this wasn’t the afterlife, then where was she? Was her brother a prisoner here? She didn’t understand. 
Shaking her head, she followed Alexius as he stepped onto the bridge. As they hurried along its length, their boots clicked and clacked on the stone, barely echoing before the fog absorbed the sound. Thali worked to keep stride with Alexius as she looked around her. 
Remember, I will keep you safe. No matter what happens, I have made an oath that I will keep. 
Thali nodded at Alexius’s reassurance.
They approached sun-bleached, faded blue doors, and before Alexius could knock, the doors opened to reveal a hallway and a grand staircase in multitudinous shades of white and light gray. After a first tenuous step across the threshold, the pair continued down the hall until Alexius suddenly turned right and stopped, making Thali crash into his back. Looming before them was another set of doors, which opened from the inside to reveal a cozy room, cozier than the facade or the hall. A gray-and-white checkered floor was flanked by soaring white walls, a coal-black fireplace set into the middle wall boasted a roaring fire, and a set of plush, plum-purple couches huddled by the fireplace. 
A slender man rose from the depths of one couch as the doors opened, his familiar dark brown hair a little longer than the last time she’d seen it. When his gray eyes met hers, Thali froze, his name also frozen on her lips. 
“Rou.” The tentative smile grew on his face, and in three long strides, he reached her, arms open wide. 
“Rommy.” She squeezed him back tightly, tears running down her cheeks as she felt the dampness drip off her chin. 
He pulled away, grasped both her hands, and led his sister to the plum couches, where they sat down next to each other. 
“Rou, there’s much I need to tell you.” 
“Rommy. You’re alive.” Thali cupped his face, then his shoulders. He was really here, alive. “We all thought you were dead. Why are you here? Why didn’t you come home?” 
Rommy looked down, his square jaw resting on his chest as he slowly took a deep breath, as if he had to focus on that one task. “Something happened on my last trip, Thali. I can’t go home,” he murmured. “I have to live here now.” 
“Rommy, are you a prisoner?” Thali whispered. She noticed the new creases around his eyes, the sharpness of his jaw, the hollowness of his cheeks. 
“No, Rou, I’m not. But I can’t go back.” 
“Why?” Thali asked. 
Rommy looked away and swallowed. 
Why did it seem painful for him to tell her what kept him here? Thali looked around, trying a new tactic. “What is this place?” She shivered at the monotone stone surrounding them despite the roaring fire. 
“It’s my new home, Thali.” Rommy looked up, at once hopeful and homesick. The loneliness oozed from his face, the shadows under his eyes telling a truth he didn’t need to say. “Rou, I’ll explain everything, I promise. But first, I want to introduce you to some of my friends.” 
Thali glanced at the doors as they opened again. Alexius stood there, now in the company of three others. They were all impossibly beautiful but had strangely bright hair and eyes. 
“This is Xerus …” Thali’s brother, Rommy, motioned to the tallest. The stranger was even slimmer than him and had a sharp nose, the same emerald eyes as Alexius, and long, cobalt-blue hair elegantly tied back. 
“… and Jaxon …” This time, Rommy pointed to a figure as wide as a human could ever be, with shoulders broader than any blacksmith or farmer; short, orange hair; and again, the same emerald-green eyes as Alexius. 
“… and Aexie.” Rommy nodded to the third: a woman. Her short green hair was angled sharply and stylishly—and exactly matched her green eyes.
They must be Alexius’s siblings, Thali concluded. Each wore different clothes but all in various tones of gray. Xerus sported a more formal coat with tails, Jaxon looked like he’d come from weapons practice in a loose shirt and pants, and Aexie had chosen a form-fitting, ankle-length dress. Alexius looked small standing next to his three siblings. 
When Thali turned to Alexius, she noticed his expression was grim, his lips drawn into a thin line, and Thali knew in that moment he didn’t trust his siblings. She tried not to narrow her eyes as she wondered whether one of them had tricked her into letting mythical creatures into the world back when she’d taken her first final exam at school. 
“Rou, Xerus and his family have been most generous, saving my life and providing for me here,” Rommy explained. He stood and Thali heard his breathing come heavier just from standing. 
Each sibling bowed a head to her before exiting, Alexius only waiting a beat longer than the others before leaving her alone with her brother. 
When she turned back to Rommy, tea and a small bowl of ramen sat in front of her. 
“Hungry, Rou?” he asked. 
The gurgle in her stomach gave her away, and she gladly ate as her brother began his tale. 
“I wanted to marry Rania, Rou. You must have guessed I would at least try.” Thali nodded. “I had gone to propose, but her father was hesitant. I thought he would refuse me, so I got angry and I left. I was planning to come back, but I needed a day or two at sea to sort out my next plan to win her hand.” 
Thali opened her mouth to speak, but Rommy raised a hand, forestalling her words. “Unfortunately, I didn’t realize the storm was as bad as it was. We were tossed around like toys, and half my crew was thrown overboard. Then, my ship capsized, and I couldn’t figure out which way was up. I thought I was drowning. I woke up here. Xerus had found me and taken me in. He’d saved my life, but he’d had to use a lot of magic to save me. I’m mostly made of magic now, so I can’t survive in your world anymore. I have to stay here.” He looked away sadly. “Xerus is kind, and we get along superbly. I told him about your talents, Thali, and he sent Alexius to you. The world, your world, is changing, and I wanted to make sure you would be safe.”  
Thali stopped mid-slurp. She put the bowl down and took her brother’s hands in hers. “You told Xerus about me? When?” 
“Xerus is trustworthy, Rou. He saved me. He lets me look out into your world sometimes. And when I saw magical creatures roaming your school’s woods, I pleaded with him to send you some protection.”
Still suspicious, Thali narrowed her eyes. “And what does Xerus want in return for my protection?” 
“He doesn’t want anything. Xerus’s family just wants peace. Your wild magic, the way you communicate with living creatures with your mental threads, was causing a lot of disruption.” 
Thali stopped to think for a beat, but as she looked at her brother, she knew there was no one she trusted more. Sustained by magic as he was or not, she hadn’t yet encountered any reason to doubt him. She nodded. “Thank you for sending me help.” Something was still wrong though. Thali could feel it. Rommy didn’t quite seem himself, but he was her brother. If there was one person she trusted most in all the worlds, it was him. She wondered whether he truly believed the words he said and if he had been misled. Picking up her bowl of noodles, Thali filed the information away for later and changed the subject. “Rommy, Mom and Dad are worried sick. You need to show them you’re all right.” 
“I can’t do that, Rou. I won’t,” he said. A shadow passed over his features. 
“But why, Rommy? What happened?” 
“I told Papa what I wanted to do.” He didn’t look at his sister as he spoke. “I thought, of all people, he would understand. After all, he stole Mom from that prince, and he was just a common merchant then.” 
“He didn’t understand?” 
Rommy looked surprised at her question. He glanced down quickly. “No, Rou, he didn’t.” He focused on his own wringing hands as he continued. “He told me Rania would have to marry a royal. Her father was already negotiating with other royals in other lands.” 
“I don’t believe it.” Thali was stunned. 
“I didn’t either.” Rommy’s voice was full of sadness. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you where I was going.” He reached absentmindedly for the oyster shell hanging on his chest. 
Thali had thought it was still in her father’s office. The backside of the shell was facing her. Her brother didn’t move to fix it but instead stroked it with a finger. Thali’s own fingers itched to turn it back around, but she clenched her fingers instead. Then Rommy cupped Thali’s face, as if he didn’t quite believe she was really there. 
“What are you going to do now? What do you do here?” Thali’s heart broke thinking of how lonely her brother must be.  
“I help Xerus. I advise him about human behavior mostly. We’re trying to find a way to get all the magical animals through the portal and back into this land.” 
“Wait, that’s where I am?” 
“Yes, sorry, Rou. I forgot to mention. Welcome to Etciel, the land of magic.” 
“Is Xerus the king or something here?” 
“Xerus is the crown prince. His father, the king, is missing. Xerus has taken over his father’s duties until they can find and bring the king back.” 
“So this is a royal castle?” 
“I’m afraid it’s not much right now. I’ve been assured it once teemed with the colors of all the creatures around it before, well, before you opened the portal and let them out.” A small smile appeared. “There are some pretty amazing sights here. I’ll show you sometime.” But then sadness replaced his weak smile once more. “Thali, I’ve seen glimpses of your life since Alexius joined that school. Are you sure you want to marry Elric? Are you sure you want to be a princess?” 
Thali nodded. She had indeed decided that after much thought but was glad she wouldn’t have to fill her brother in on everything that had happened to her. She was also relieved she clearly wasn’t going to be scolded for falling for a prince of thieves. What saddened her though was realizing her own brother wouldn’t be able to attend her wedding. 
Her brother read her mind, as always. “Tariq is a good man. He can take my place at your wedding. Thank him for me, will you?” 
Thali nodded. She was happy to be with her brother, to know he was here and alive, but something about the entire situation was starting to bug her, and she couldn’t figure out what it was. 
“You have to leave now.” Rommy sounded sad, as if a timer had gone off in his head.  
“Why? I just got here. Alexius said we had three days.” 
“Rou, time moves differently here. Two days have already passed in your world. You have to go back now.” 
“Can I come back?” Thali asked. They hadn’t had nearly enough time together. 
“Yes. Please do. There’s still so much I need to tell you. But only you. Xerus has said only you are allowed to visit.” 
Thali nodded. A soft knock revealed Alexius at the door, and Thali embraced her brother, wishing she could bring him back with her.
“Rou, don’t tell Mom and Dad I’m alive, all right? They wouldn’t understand.” 
“Are you sure?” Thali asked into her brother’s shoulder. 
Rommy pulled back and nodded. Thali’s brows furrowed as she looked into his sad eyes, and she nodded again and waved before heading out the door and back down the hallway with Alexius. They traveled in silence, Thali following Alexius, holding onto his shoulder, as they retraced their steps back through the fog. 
She knew she’d been lied to. But she couldn’t figure out if Rommy was lying to protect her, if Xerus was holding her brother hostage and had some kind of spell over him, or if Xerus had just plain lied to Rommy. She had many questions and no answers. 
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Alexius pulled a chair up to Thali’s. “You have questions.” 
She looked up at him. “Do you trust your siblings?” 
“No.” 
“Is Xerus bad?” 
“No. Of all of them, he’s the one I’d trust the most.” 
Thali was really confused. She absentmindedly pulled at Ana’s curly fur and waited for Alexius to elaborate. Why wouldn’t he trust his own siblings? But Alexius’s lips remained firmly shut, and Thali knew there was no way to force answers from a dragon. Her head spun as she sat back. She would have to mull it over and ask strategic questions later. 
Then Elric drifted into her mind. Her eyes widened and she sprang up. Without saying anything to Alexius, Thali asked her animals to stay and hurried over to the painting of a beach landscape and slid it aside. Tariq had taught her about the tunnel system within Bulstan when they were kids. She crawled in, pushing the door inward and letting Alexius follow silently. A couple turns later, she stopped short at another small door. She felt the surface for the short rope she knew would be there and pulled it toward her, pausing and listening to the ruckus beyond the painting she hid behind. 
“What do you mean, you left first?!” Elric yelled. 
“She’s fully capable of handling herself,” Tariq replied calmly. Thali recognized the worry in his voice but only because she’d known him so long. 
Thali swung the painting to the side and crawled out, Alexius right behind her. 
Elric’s eyes bulged with surprise, then relief, as his betrothed popped out of the painting. “Thali. You’re safe.” Elric rushed over to her, and clearly not caring at all who was present, pressed his lips urgently to hers before kissing her cheeks and hands. 
Thali looked beyond Elric to see Tariq’s shoulders relax. 
“Elric, Tari, there’s a lot I have to tell you,” Thali said once Elric had released her. 
Elric ushered her to a white velvet couch, and they all took a seat. He didn’t let go of her hands as they sat down. For once, Thali didn’t mind the attention. Once they were all settled, she wove a bubble around them and took a deep breath. She would need help to figure this puzzle out. 
“Tari, Elric, my brother’s alive. He’s in some magical world, Alexius’s world. I’m not sure if he’s being held hostage or if he’s even truly himself. He seemed … different. He told me he almost died at sea, but Alexius’s brother saved him. The problem is, Rommy says he can’t come back to this world because there’s not enough magic here to sustain him. I guess it took a lot of magic to save his life.” Thali thought it sounded even crazier when she said it out loud. 
A shadow crossed Tariq’s and Elric’s faces, but neither one said anything. 
“Do your parents know?” Tariq whispered. 
Thali shook her head. “I’m not supposed to tell them.” Then, she thought about what her brother had said about her father. It contradicted what she knew of her father, but she wasn’t sure who to believe. 
“And what do you have to say about all this?” Elric turned to Alexius. 
Alexius had been silent till then. “I was not present during their conversation.” 
Tariq now turned to him, too. “Surely, you must have some insight.” 
“I cannot say.” Alexius looked like he was struggling with something. 
“You cannot, or you will not?” Tariq asked. 
“I cannot,” Alexius said. 
Tariq leaned closer to Alexius until their faces were an inch apart. “Someone has some kind of gag order on you.” Tariq eyed Alexius and nodded only slightly when he got the answer he was looking for. “So, what can you do?” 
“I am to protect the lady and teach her to use her magic.” 
Elric jumped in. “Can we trust what we say around you?” 
“When we’re in here, you can,” Alexius said as he pointed a finger up and around them. 
“In this room?” Elric asked. 
“No, in Thali’s bubble,” Tariq said, sitting back down, still watching Alexius. 
Elric looked from Thali to Alexius and back, waiting for further explanation. 
“Thali sees magic as threads, and I’ve been teaching her to use it for more than just connecting with animals. She’s woven a bubble around us now, so our conversation remains private,” Alexius explained. 
“What else does this bubble protect us from?” Elric asked. 
Thali answered first. “Only the flow of magic. Nothing physical.” 
“And you knew?” Elric turned on Tariq. 
“She told me earlier. And I know that look on her face, like she’s concentrating on the air around her, so I knew she’d created a bubble,” Tariq lied. 
He’d told Thali he could feel the air stop moving around them when she’d first formed a bubble with him, but apparently, he wasn’t about to reveal his secret to Elric. Thali wasn’t pleased Tariq didn’t trust Elric enough to tell him, but it wasn’t her secret to tell, so she played along. 
“To clarify, Thali, you were not with Tariq these past three days out on some spiritual retreat in a treehouse?” Elric stood and crossed his arms, staring Thali down. 
Thali couldn’t help but laugh. “Really, Tariq, a spiritual retreat in a treehouse?” 
“You said you’d do that with me next time you were here, anyway.” Tariq waved her off. 
Thali gripped Elric’s hands and said, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, Elric, but I didn’t have time. Alexius said we had to go right then. You have to understand … he's my brother.” Thali felt guilt crushing her insides. 
Elric sighed. “It’s all right, Thali. If Tariq didn’t go with you, I assume you weren’t allowed to take anyone with you. As much as I would have protested, at least you’re back in one piece. Next time, will you promise to at least leave me a note?” 
Thali nodded. Elric brushed her cheek with his hand, and she leaned into it. She wondered if she’d be able to keep the promise. She hoped so. Elric was an only child, so she knew he didn’t understand the bond she had with her brother—or with Tariq for that matter. There was always just that little bit of jealousy. Everyone was his adversary. Thali was almost glad her brother and Elric would never meet. She suspected someone would come out bleeding. 
“Well, Thali, I think you should go get ready for dinner. Now that they surely know I’ve returned, our families will be expecting us.” Tariq interrupted Elric and Thali’s moment. 
Thali glared at Tariq while Elric offered Thali his arm. “May I have the honor of escorting you to your rooms?” He flashed her one of his dazzling smiles, and Thali couldn’t help but melt. 
She stood and curtsied, taking Elric’s arm as Tariq rolled his eyes at them as they left his rooms. 
They walked a while in comfortable silence before Elric patted her arm. “Thali, I know you had a life before you ever met me. I know there are people in your acquaintance that will continually astound me, but I’d rather hear about them from you than have to piece together whatever information I can find. I love you. I trust you. But you need to trust me, too.” 
Thali nodded, letting go of the fear that he was going to scold her and instead, tucking herself inside his arm, holding him—her ray of sunshine—as close to her as she could. “I promise I’ll try. How were your trials?” 
Elric laughed. “I cleaned the palace sculptures with a toothbrush, I mucked out all the royal stables, and I polished the entire armory.” 
Thali looked up, surprised. Bulstan’s armory was extensive. 
“Oh, I know.” Elric flexed his hand as if remembering how sore it was. “But I think I passed your uncle’s tests.” He grinned and Thali returned it as she squeezed him. Elric leaned over to kiss the top of her head.

      [image: image-placeholder]Thali chose the simplest dress she could from the new closet Bree had installed in her rooms. Still, even magnificently dressed, she was strangely nervous about seeing her parents and having to lie about her brother.
A knock on her door brought her back to the present. 
“Come in.” Thali tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear and checked to ensure the fancy hairstyle her lady had created wouldn’t fall apart before she rushed out of her dressing room. 
“Daughter! You look beautiful.” Her father opened his arms as he walked into her sitting room. 
“Papa!” Thali smiled. She had expected Elric to escort her to dinner but was happy to see her father. She ran to embrace him, but he grabbed her hands before she could reach around him. 
“A lady mustn’t show so much enthusiasm.” A twinkle in his eyes told her he wasn’t truly scolding her. He bent to kiss the tops of her hands. “Plus, that dress doesn’t look like it’s meant to stretch for hugs. I will, however, take a kiss.” 
Thali smiled. She leaned up and kissed her father on the cheek as he took her arm in his elbow and escorted her out of her rooms. 
“Come on.” Her father held the door open for Indi and Ana, who bounded ahead of them. Thali stroked Bardo, who was draped around her neck, as she thought again of what Rommy had said about their father discouraging him. It sounded unlike their father.  
“Where’s Mother?” Thali asked as they glided down the hallway.
“Well, Mupto is lavishing his attention on her to try and get a better deal for the gems he wants to sell us. I thought I’d come and bring you to dinner. Tell me, how was the retreat in the trees?” Her father looked at her with a single raised eyebrow. 
“It was … good. Nice. Uneventful.” Thali felt heat rise to her face as she lied. 
“You’re going to have to do better than that at supper time. Maybe I’ll ask Tariq first.” Her father’s mischievous glint told Thali he’d keep her secret. “You should take Elric the next time you and Tariq go on an adventure. The prince was awfully mopey the entire time you were gone.” 
Thali nodded. She stepped on the edge of her skirts and was glad her father’s strong arm halted her headlong pitch to the ground. Regaining her composure and balance, Thali took a deep breath as they paused before entering the banquet hall for supper. She reminded her animals to be on their best behavior. 
“He’s a good man, your prince,” her father said so faintly she barely heard him as they watched Elric head their way. 
“I know, Papa.” 
“But now I know it, too.” Her father smiled, turning then to greet Elric. 
When they were all seated, Thali watched her parents interact from her seat at Tariq’s right. Elric sat on her other side, Bree on Tariq’s other side and next to the king. To the king’s left was her mother and then her father. Thali wondered if her father had really been capable of refusing to support Rommy when he’d told their father of his plans to ask for Rania’s hand in marriage. Yet, when Thali had been a kid, her father had always been harsher on her brother than on her. Not unfairly so, but with higher expectations and less coddling than she’d received. Her father had always been sweet and generous and soft to her. He was a jovial person in general. Even when a deal was going badly, he laughed it off and made the best of it. It was her mother who was harder on people, staring them down or leaping into defensive mode. It was always her father who lightened the mood in the room. 
Their dinner was filled with joy and laughter, though Lady Jinhua turned her head away as the king, better known to them all as Mupto, fed Indi and Ana straight from the table. They had abandoned Thali the moment they had entered the room to rest their heads on Mupto’s shoulders, and he happily showered them with chunks of meat. By the time dinner was coming to an end, Thali realized she was disappointed to have hardly seen Rania during her stay in Bulstan. Tariq’s sister never came to supper for being too ill. Thali would have liked to talk to her about Rommy’s tale. 

      [image: image-placeholder]After dinner, Elric escorted her back to her rooms. “You’ve been awfully quiet this entire night,” he commented as he sat beside her in her sitting room. He had taken off his jacket, folded it neatly, and draped it on the arm of the couch so they could enjoy some tea together. Indi tried to wedge herself between them from behind the couch one body part at a time, while Ana took up her own soporific nap on another seat cushion. Even Bardo lay on the table, snuggled up against the teapot. 
Thali smiled to see her animals so comfortable with Elric before she frowned. “My brother said something that’s been bothering me. He said my father discouraged him when he told him his plan to ask for Rania’s hand in marriage.” 
“Oh? And you don’t think your father would have?” 
Thali pressed her lips together. “I suppose he isn’t exactly fond of royalty. Even when I told him about you, he wasn’t excited, nor was my mother, but Rommy and Rania have loved each other since they were ten. Everyone knew. Everyone expected them to get married.” 
“Wait, your parents don’t want you marrying me?” 
“Oh.” Thali looked down as she realized what had escaped her mouth. Unable to look at Elric’s face, she tried to explain. “Well, they just know how much duty and responsibility comes with marrying into a royal family. They’re worried for me. On a positive note, my father told me today that he likes you.” 
“Oh?” Elric threw himself into the back of the couch and burst into laughter, startling Indi, who turned and went to bed. 
“What? What’s so funny?” Thali was confused. 
“You keep me on my toes, Thali. That’s all. I’ve been avoiding young ladies and parents pushing their children on me since I was thirteen. Then when I finally find my queen, she’s the only one with a reluctant family.” 
Thali smiled. She kicked off her shoes and tucked her feet under her skirts before cuddling under Elric’s arm. 
They sat in silence for a few minutes before Elric spoke. “Thali, what happened to Tariq’s mother?” Elric asked after some silence. 
Thali’s vision blurred even now as she thought of it. “She was a lot like Rania, well the old Rania from before Rommy’s shipwreck, beautiful, shy, demure in public. But she loved playing tricks on people. You would have really liked the queen. She was like you in the way that people were entranced by her. She was like a beacon that drew everyone near. Tariq adored her. I adored her. She and my mother were close friends, too. My mother was a lot more lighthearted around her, quicker to laugh, more carefree.” 
Elric produced a handkerchief from a pocket for Thali as tears rolled down her face. He rested a cheek on her head, holding her close as she continued. “I wasn’t here when it happened, but we came for the funeral. All they know is there was an accident. She loved animals. She was working with a horse when he reared up and kicked her in the head. Tariq and Rania weren’t allowed near the horses for years after that. Even now, the king refuses to ride horses.”
“Did you … talk to the horse?” Elric whispered into her hair as he ran his fingers through the strands.
“I did. Well, not talk, but connected with. That’s how only I know what happened, but I didn’t tell anyone. The poor horse felt terrible. A loud noise startled him, and he was young and didn’t realize how long his legs were. He loved the queen as much as anyone.” 
“They didn’t destroy the horse?” 
Thali sat up. “It wasn’t his fault.” 
“I know, but sometimes when people are angry, they make bad choices. They need to blame something, make someone pay.” 
“No, the king never really blamed anyone or anything. He was just immensely sad. The queen was her own person, always independent. Even if he’d known the horse would hurt her, there was no stopping the queen when she wanted to do something.” 
“So much for shy and demure?”
“In public, she was the perfect lady, but in her own home, she was her own person.” 
“She sounds a lot like you.” 
Thali snorted. “Perfect lady? Umm … no.” 
“Your own classmates admire you. Respect you too. Haven’t you noticed more girls signing up as merchants in the last year?” 
Thali snorted as she stood up to turn and look at him, rebuttal filling her stormy eyes. 
Elric pulled Thali back down next to him on the couch. “It’s true. You have a lot more influence than you realize. You’re going to make a wonderful queen.” 
Thali turned her face into Elric’s chest and couldn’t stifle the laughter that followed when she thought of herself in a pink dress and a golden crown atop her head. She started to snort yet again, she was laughing so hard. 
“What’s so funny?” Elric looked down at Thali, who had dissolved into a fit of laugher against his chest. 
Breathing deliberately to calm herself down, she told Elric about the image she’d envisioned of her as a princess. 
“The crown is silver, not gold. And you don’t have to wear pink, you know,” Elric retorted, looking down at Thali, who had finally calmed herself down. He reached under her chin, bringing her lips to his own. All thoughts of pink dresses and gold or silver crowns disappeared.






  
  Chapter Two


Thali had promised she’d go for a ride with Tariq the next morning, after weapons and combat practice. Though her tiger, dog, and snake had joined Thali in Bulstan, Arabelle, Thali’s horse, didn’t travel by sea very well, so Thali rode an unfamiliar horse. She missed her equine friend. She was happy to ride Bulstani horses, though. They were all pride-filled, magnificent midnight horses with long wavy manes. She barely needed to connect with them as they were already tuned into people. Once they were both astride, Tariq signaled for Lari, his hawk, to fly out ahead of them. Ana and Indi followed in pursuit. 
As they rode to their favorite tree in the jungle, they slowed when Thali held up her hand. She always felt better in the wild, surrounded by animals, but sensed a few threads approaching. Indi stiffened and eyed the path ahead while Thali called Ana closer and brought her horse next to Tariq’s on the narrow path. Tariq tensed but didn’t reach for his sword. The guards behind them did, but Tariq stayed them with a raised hand. Lari landed on his hand as two baby tiger cubs tumbled onto the path ahead as they played. The mother tiger leaped onto the path. Thali sent the mother tiger feelings of calm and stillness. Indi and the other female tiger looked at each other for a few minutes before the mother tiger picked up one cub, turned, and loped off, the other cub following dutifully behind as they left the path and wandered farther into the foliage. Thali could feel Indi’s fond acknowledgment of her fellow species and a curiosity at watching the two little cubs. In another breath, the jungle resumed its normal chatter. 
Tariq and Thali arrived at their favorite tree and climbed up to the very top, where they could see most of the land around them. Indi climbed up without issue, and Tariq gave Ana a boost. Bardo wrapped himself more tightly around Thali’s wrist for the journey, and Lari settled into the branches above them. Thali grinned at being surrounded by her animals. “At least it’s too crowded up here for anyone else now,” she said pointedly, glancing down at the guards below as the animals spread out on the platform she and Tariq had built in the tree as children. 
Tariq didn’t reply but rather jumped right into what was bothering him. “Lili, I don’t have a good feeling about all this business with your brother. I know he’s your brother, so I won’t waste my breath saying you shouldn’t go there again. But …” 
“I know, Tari, I feel it too. Something’s not right there, and I can’t help but feel like Rommy’s gotten himself involved in something bigger than he realizes.” 
They were quiet a moment, watching as a bird soared high up in the air. It was a comfortable silence, the kind that exists only between two people whose bond is so close there’s no need to speak.
“Lili, what happened with the other fellow?” 
Thali’s knuckles turned white as she gripped the branch and swallowed. “What other fellow?” 
Tariq looked directly at her now and lowered his voice. They hadn’t intended to bring guards with them, but being the crown prince of one kingdom and the future princess of another meant they had no less than six guards on the ground, and neither wanted them all to overhear. 
“The Prince of Thieves,” Tariq mouthed.  
Something clenched around her heart as she whispered, “He told me he wasn’t good enough for me. That I couldn’t do what I needed to while connected to him.” 
“What else?” 
“What do you mean?” She looked at her best friend. 
“Lili, you told me all of that in your letter. Was there someone else involved? Someone like an oracle?” Tariq paused, his brows furrowed. “Lili, was there a prophecy?” 
Thali was glad for her strong grip and having nestled herself into the tree. Her hands froze as her heart stopped momentarily. Four years ago, oracles had existed only in stories, and now it seemed everyone had encountered one. “How did you know?” 
Tariq sighed and slumped his shoulders. “An oracle said you couldn’t be together, is that it?” Then he repeated the words that haunted Thali’s many dreams and reverberated in her mind: 
"Centuries locked away, 
Legends await the one 
To bring the worlds together,
A queen to weave 
The future of humans and creatures."
Unable to open her eyes, Thali whispered, “I don’t recognize the last two lines.” 
Tariq sighed, putting his head in his hands. “I was hoping it wasn’t you. When I first suspected your talent with animals, it occurred to me you might be the one the prophecy spoke of, but I’d hoped I was wrong.” 
“Tari, why didn’t you ever tell me?” Thali suddenly felt like the whole world was in on a secret she had only gotten a peek of.
“Tell you what? I wasn’t allowed to. You know how oracles and prophecies are. If it happened, it happened. There was no way I’d be able to know for sure until it did.” 
“And now?” 
“My father made you a lady of this court for many reasons, Thali. You have our protection and our help.” 
They fell silent again. Even the air seemed heavy with all there was to think about and sort through. 
Then, Thali smiled. “Remember the first time we climbed up here?” 
Tariq smiled back. “Bree kept yelling that we’d break our necks. I was so scared, but there was no way I was going to let you climb higher than me.” 
Thali laughed. “I was terrified, too. I wanted to prove I was just as brave as you.” 
“You are. Braver even. But I’ll always be here for you,” Tariq said. 
After a few heartbeats, Tariq asked, “Lili, have you ever considered Alexius …”
“For what?” She had a feeling she didn’t like where Tariq was going with this. 
“As a lover.” Tari wiggled his eyebrows. 
“What?!” In a panic, Thali sent her threads out to wrap a bubble around them magically so Alexius wouldn’t hear this conversation.
“You have a lot in common. And is this—” Tariq pulled at the collar of his shirt and motioned at the air around them, “—necessary?”
“He’s a dragon, and he’s connected to me, in here.” Thali pointed to her temple. Her cheeks became as hot as fire as she thought of how mortifying it would be if Alexius did hear this conversation. “And not every male I know has to be in love with me.” 
“I know. I’m just exploring the possibilities.” 
“I’m engaged.” 
“Not married.” 
Thali put her face in her hands. “Tariq, why can’t things be simple? Why is it men are all so …” Thali waved her hand to let him think what was too embarrassing to say out loud. She turned instead to picking invisible fleas from Indi’s fur. 
“Hey. I was joking. Alexius has great respect for you. But he certainly doesn’t look at you like Elric does.” Tariq snorted. 
“Good. I’m glad. Because I don’t know how to turn down a dragon.” 
Tariq laughed at that. “But just because you’re only noticing it now doesn’t mean you haven’t had male attention before.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“You’ve been surrounded by about a thousand protective male figures your whole life. Every time your ship was docked, your crew glared at anyone who dared a glance your way. Crab is one of the largest men I’ve ever seen, and he’s by your side every time you walk into a market—when he’s with you, that is. And even here, we’ve had to rearrange some guards because I don’t want anyone ogling you either.” 
Thali was stunned. “You’re being ridiculous.” 
“Oh really? Take Assam, for example. He was your guard when you were here last time. Do you remember him?” 
“Yes, he was always helpful and kind. He smiled a lot and often offered his assistance.” 
“Because he had a crush on you! I reassigned him to town for the duration of your time here because of the way he looked at your rear end.” 
“What? Why would he be looking at my rear end? Was there something on it?” Thali asked in earnest. 
Tariq slapped his own face, running his hand downward in exasperation, "I have no words for your naivete, so I'm not even going to try."
Thali was confused but glad to leave the subject behind them. She decided she didn’t want to know what she didn’t know anyway and changed the subject to reminiscing about more of their childhood exploits. 






  
  Chapter Three

Elric


Elric had insisted Alexius and Thali practice magic in his rooms to avoid suspicion, but they were starting to feel a little small and cramped. Tariq had also started to attend her lessons with Alexius, though there wasn’t much to see since most of Thali’s practicing took place in her mind. Most of the time, Alexius asked her to weave certain shapes with her threads or ask some critters to perform tasks while simultaneously observing other animals in their daily life. It was clearly a lot to focus on because Elric always saw beads of sweat covering her forehead, but Thali took it in stride. She said she was strengthening her ability and diversity with each lesson and that she could follow fifty animals of varying species and distances at the same time now.  
Today, Alexius did something different. “Your Highness,” he said. 
Both Elric and Tariq turned to him, putting their books down in their laps. Thali pressed her lips together, stifling a laugh. 
“My apologies, Highnesses. Prince Tariq, is there a place we may practice outdoors? Somewhere we can see the ocean?” Alexius asked. 
“Yes, of course. We can go to The Point,” Tariq said. 
After Thali whispered a few words to her animals to stay put, all four rode west into the forest, nine guards trailing them as they made their way toward a grassy clearing that jutted out into the ocean. After tying up their horses to the branches, Thali and Tariq raced to the farthest point of the cliff before quickly disappearing below the ground. Worried, Elric ran over and realized there were stairs carved into the cliff. Following them, he soon discovered the stairs curved back out along the cliff’s side, then ended abruptly at an expansive cave chiseled out of the rock face. It looked as if a giant had taken a bite out of the side of the cliff. It was brighter inside than he’d expected; it was a cozy, private space surrounded by ocean. A sitting area filled much of the space, with heavy waxed cushions gathered in the middle of the flat gray floor and lamps set along a low bench etched in the back wall. Thali and Tariq moved in unison as they went to each lamp and lit them with a match, their backs to the open ocean. They looked at each other before dropping their lit match in a bowl on either side of the cave’s opening. Flames raced up and across the ceiling to a central point above the multicolor plushness of cushions and then spread along other spokes across the room. The entire room glowed then, a warm light keeping the cool ocean winds at bay. 
“This is amazing,” Alexius breathed as he appeared at the opening. He even seemed a little surprised to find such a comfortable spot in such an unlikely place. Thali grabbed a couple of the oversized cushions and dragged them closer to the mouth of the cave where she would have ocean on both sides of her, and Alexius joined her. 
Elric strode over to where Thali and Alexius were setting up near the cave’s edge. He had to take a step back. The roaring of the waves, the humid mist from the ocean soaking his face and shirt, and endless open seas staring back at him were overwhelming. 
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it? It’s like being on the ocean.” Thali took a deep breath, closing her eyes blissfully.
“It’s incredible.” Elric put his hands on her shoulders. He didn’t understand, but he was happy for her. Guilt crept into his gut though, as palace life would tear her far away from this. 
A cough made Elric turn to look at Alexius, who sat waiting to start his next lesson with Thali.  
“Right. My apologies, Alexius,” Elric said. 
“Your Highness.” Alexius nodded, and Elric returned to the other colorful cushions in the middle of the room where Tariq was sprawled, head back, likely listening to the roar of the ocean as it echoed along the surfaces of the cave. Elric sat down, cross-legged, watching as Alexius and Thali sat next to each other, cross-legged as well, eyes closed and concentrating on something Elric couldn’t see or be a part of. 
“When did you know?” Tariq asked suddenly. Elric was surprised he could hear him clearly over the crashing waves. 
“What do you mean?” Elric asked, still wondering how they could hear each other. Looking around though, he realized perhaps the cushions had been placed specifically in this spot because the acoustics allowed them to speak normally and still hear each other despite the ocean echoing around them. 
Tariq looked over, a smile on his face as if he held a secret. “I mean, when did you know you loved her?” Tariq’s eyes flicked to Thali’s back before returning to Elric’s face. Elric wondered if Thali could hear them. 
Elric watched Thali’s back for a full minute before replying. “I think I fell in love with her the moment I saw her. She was arguing with her instructor, so passionate about her point that she didn’t even see me walking in the same space, even with the crowd that was following me. I’d heard her arguing before she even turned the corner and ran right into me, shoulder first. If I hadn’t had that warning and braced myself, she might have knocked me over.” 
“Love at first sight?” Tariq asked. 
“I said, I think. I knew I loved her when I first danced with her. By then, I’d watched her spar, and it was beautiful. But it was the way she treated everyone in her class: It doesn’t matter to her whether they’re nobility or common. They’re all equal in her eyes.” 
“Huh. Well, speaking of sparring, would you care to spar with me tomorrow morning?” Tariq asked. 
Elric sensed the change in Tariq. He sighed. He’d faced her father, her secondary father figure, and a whole ship full of paternal protectors. Now, he had to face her adoptive brother. But he smiled as he thought of all the people who loved Thali without her probably even realizing it. 
“Of course, Tariq, I’ll spar with you. Just return me to my kingdom in one piece, please.” 
“You haven’t had an easy time with her family, have you?” 
Elric shook his head, remembering the bruises that had come with boarding her family’s ship. He’d been shoved by accident more times than he could count and been watched like a hawk. 
A sharp cry interrupted them, and they jumped up to see Thali hugging her knees, shaking. 
They ran to her. Alexius put a hand on her shoulder. 
“What happened?” Tariq and Elric demanded together. Thali was sobbing into her knees, curled into a rocking ball, but she pointed to the ocean. 
Tariq and Elric looked up to see a boat on a patch of ocean filled with red in the distance. A glint caught their eyes, and Tariq disappeared back up the stairs while Elric sat down on the cold wet floor, gathering Thali into his lap and holding her tight. 
“We were practicing the number of minds she could touch and see. I’m always scanning for magical creatures, but I never thought to check for humans, too.” Elric looked up to see even Alexius looked startled. “The whaler didn’t realize she had a baby.” 
Elric’s heart broke in two. He couldn’t imagine what Thali was feeling.  
“She was with both the mother and the baby when it happened,” Alexius whispered, flapping his elbows as he shuddered. Alexius turned away from Elric and Thali, looking to the ocean instead. Thali and Elric sat there, Thali’s sobs turning into quiet tears as she buried herself into Elric’s chest. 
“I felt it, Elric. I felt the mother’s panic and anger as the boat came upon her. She was shielding her baby. And then the baby got confused when her mother wouldn’t keep swimming with her, and her heart started breaking when she realized her mother wasn’t responding. I can’t even describe it properly.”
Elric sat and stroked Thali’s hair. He kissed the top of her head, wrapping himself around her in an effort to protect her from the world in that moment. 
“Thali, I know you’re hurting, but you can help the baby.” Alexius’s voice was a whisper. 
“Maybe she should be done for today.” Elric stared meaningfully at Alexius. 
They all looked up to see a small fleet of ships—Tariq’s Royal Navy, Elric assumed—chasing the whaling ship as it left a wake of red behind it. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Thali
I can’t, Alexius. Thali burrowed into Elric. Maybe the pain would subside if she could burrow into her sunshine. 
Alexius’s voice piped up in her mind. I know it hurts, but you can do something about this. Find it a family. Bring them to her. Convince them to take care of her. 
Knowing he was right, knowing she could help, she carefully retreated into her mind with Elric’s arms still around her. Shakily, she opened the door to that part of her mind and cringed at first, afraid of the feelings she would encounter through that doorway. She reached out carefully along the hundreds of strands she could see, looking for a periwinkle-blue one, a whale of the same species. Thali searched far into the ocean, surprised at the increase in her range, and finally found a traveling pod. She sent a feeling of worry down their threads, showed them the stranded, orphaned baby, and compelled them to care. 
Be careful. Not too forcefully. 
She deserves a family.  
Thali pushed feelings of need to take the baby in down the threads then. She didn’t care if they wanted to or not, so she pushed anyway and compelled them to swim toward the baby, but from the opposite side so they wouldn’t run into the whaler. For a brief moment though, she considered getting them to sink the whaling ship.
She willed them blindly into the area, forgetting to think of what else the blood might attract. Thali was so set on bringing the whale pod to the baby, she didn’t sense the other whales coming in from the baby’s other side until it was too late. As her whales found and surrounded the baby, a large pod of orcas arrived to investigate the blood that had been spilled. The whaling boat was now surrounded by the Royal Navy in the distance and being guided back to shore, having been forced to cut their whale carcass loose. But the orcas didn’t focus on the already dead and floating whale. Instead, they homed in on the whale pod directly in front of them, who had been foolish enough to have unwittingly put themselves near shallow water on their way to the baby. 
Thali reached out to the orcas, but the horror of her own mistake upset her to the point where it was difficult to focus. The orcas were already in a frenzy for the kill they were about to achieve. 
Elric’s grip tightened around her as he looked up when the whales called out. A muscle twitched as Alexius clenched and unclenched his teeth. 
Thali was desperate to prevent the massacre. Instead of sending images or feelings, she grabbed hold of the threads in her mind that were orca and simply shouted in her mind, LEAVE NOW! 
They cried out and turned tail to flee, abandoning everything. The effort to keep her mind divided so she could keep the pod of periwinkle whales calm and still send the orcas off urgently was exhausting, so once she’d made sure the orcas were far enough away
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