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Nyx Ashwood screamed as she and her animas, Ember, were thrown through the air. Nyx clung onto Ember’s back as they shot through the heavy canopy of trees. Branches and leaves whacked into them as they fell. Ember turned, regained his balance and darted out of the trees.

One of the Dragon Guards’ beasts had chased after them when they were on their way out of the old city.

How could they even track them? Nyx had glamoured herself so her long red hair and large green wings didn’t stand out. She didn’t look fae anymore. Ember had shifted into a black horse earlier, so they had looked normal enough. Only when the Dragon Guard attacked did Ember shift into dragon form so they could flee faster.

Damn the Archdruid’s guards. Would they never leave her alone?

One way or another, she and Ember were getting to the docks to meet their friend, Yasmine. Yasmine hadn’t said why she needed help, but Nyx had to get more supplies anyway. They were running short of food in the old city. But the Outsiders managed to plant crops, so that was something at least.

We should go back to the old city, Ember said in thought, then dove and banked sharp to the left.

Tree branches whacked against them.

Nyx winced and a nauseating wave of dizziness rushed over her. “No, we promised Yasmine we’d be there to meet her.” Nyx gritted her teeth. We just need to lose them. Time to fight back. Nyx lowered her mental shield and let her mind merge with his. She could see and feel things through his senses. Fire at them!

I thought you didn’t want me to kill Dragon Guards?

They’ll kill us if they have the chance to. She didn’t like killing, but it was either kill or be killed now. They couldn’t avoid the Dragon Guards forever. She would be damned if they would be stuck in the old city all the time. This was their realm and the Dragon Guards needed to learn that.

Ember roared and blew a column of blue fire straight at the oncoming dragon. The blast hit the dragon and its rider head on. It might not kill them, but at least it slowed them down.

Nyx and Ember vanished in a swirl of green orbs as she transported them out.

Hopefully the guards wouldn’t be able to follow her magic.

They reappeared close to the dock but stopped near the edge of the woods. The smell of salt, seaweed and smelly fish filled the air as they landed. Ember shimmered and shifted into a black horse. Nyx pulled her cloak lower. There would be guards everywhere and no doubt there would be a price on her head. She just hoped her glamour would be enough to keep her true appearance disguised. It felt strange to be out of the old city again. She hadn’t really left it since she’d escaped from her mother.

Come on, she told Ember in thought. We need to keep on our guard.

Strange. Up until recently she thought she’d never bond with her animas.

Ember trotted along beside her. Being a horse feels strange. Why do they insist on putting iron shoes on horses? It feels so unnatural and uncomfortable. Not to mention noisy!

Nyx shrugged. Maybe it’s to protect their feet. I don’t know much about horses.

Yasmine, can you hear me? She reached out to the druid with her mind.

Yasmine had been slow at replying to her mental calls, which was unusual. Had something happened? As a pirate, Yasmine knew how to stay one step ahead of the law.

Nyx and Ember headed through the bustling streets of Alaris. It felt odd being surrounded by so many people after the quiet of the old city.

Over the last few months since the queen escaped from when they last captured her, they’d all grown used to the old city and started helping the Outsiders with their crops and getting settled into different homes. Most of their previous homes had been destroyed after the Archdruid’s last attack. She was glad they hadn’t encountered the queen for a while, but at the same time it worried her. Evony had captured Nyx after their last battle. Although Nyx had managed to escape thanks to her powers advancing. Thankfully she hadn’t been stuck with her mother more than a day or so and had soon found her way back to Andovia.

Nyx raised her mental shield higher to keep the buzz of minds at bay. A couple of years ago, she’d have been unable to walk around so many people. Her control over her abilities had grown since she had come to Andovia and learnt about who she was. As a mind whisperer, she could hear and influence people’s thoughts.

Ships took up most of the space in the waters around the crowded dock. She moved past some of the larger trading vessels.

No sign of Yasmine or the Vanity. Where were they?

Yasmine, I’m at the dock. Where are you? Nyx scanned the area with her mind, careful to keep her shield up. I don’t see anyone.

Perhaps they’re not here yet or they had to leave because of the guards, Ember suggested.

Guards were everywhere checking ships and people were coming and going.

We shouldn’t linger here, Ember added.

We can’t miss them. She said she needed help. Yasmine had taken a big risk coming here. Walking along the dock, she scanned each ship. Yas, are you here? Please answer me.

Someone grabbed Nyx’s arm, pulling her behind a stack of boxes waiting to be loaded onto a ship. Ember ducked behind the boxes as well, shifted into a large black wolf and growled at whoever had grabbed her.

Nyx gasped and raised her free hand to unleash her power.

“Nyx, it’s me,” Yasmine hissed and pushed back her hood to reveal her face. Her long brown hair spilled out and her blue eyes were dark with fatigue.

Nyx blew out a breath. “You startled me. Why are you skulking about? Where is your ship?”

“It’s cloaked nearby. We can’t come into dock. That’s why I had to come and get you. The guards are checking every ship, and they have a damned woman with them who can read thoughts like you can.”

“Curse it. Maybe I can shield you with my power if I come on board.”

Yasmine shook her head. “I have dozens of refugees on board. People from Glenfel. I need to get them somewhere safe.”

Nyx gaped at her. “Dozens? How do you plan to get them anywhere?” She had half expected Yasmine to bring refugees, but not so many of them. She didn’t have a clue as to where they would put them yet. Or how they would move them.

“That’s the problem. The Archdruid’s forces have been attacking every resistance refuge in the lower realms. Can they go to the old city?”

“The old city? Are you mad?” Nyx’s blue eyes widened.

“There’s nowhere else I can take them, and my ship is overcrowded. It’s too heavy to fly.” Yasmine grabbed Nyx’s shoulders. “Please, Nyx, you’re my last hope.”

Nyx glanced around uneasy. “How do you expect to get them there? It will take forever moving dozens of people. I doubt you can cloak an entire ship and even the river into the old city has the Archdruid’s spies watching it.”

“That’s why I called you. You can transport them.”

Her mouth fell open. “I can’t move that many people. My powers aren’t limitless.”

“You could in smaller groups.”

She let out a breath again.

“You there. Show me your papers,” a Dragon Guard called out.

“Time to go.” Nyx grabbed Yasmine’s arm and transported them all out.

Nyx, Yasmine and Ember landed on the deck of the Vanity.

Ember stumbled, shaking out his fur. I don’t like being a horse.

“That was close,” Nyx breathed and lowered her glamour. At least here she could look like her true self.

“Nyx, you’re here.” Callie, a sorceress and member of the resistance, ran over and threw her arms around Nyx. “I’m so happy to see you.” She looked just as Nyx remembered with her long dark hair, blue eyes and pale skin.

Nyx returned her embrace. “Good to see you.” She smiled. “How many people do you have on board?”

“About a hundred,” Yasmine replied, taking off her cloak and tossing it aside.

Nyx gasped. “A hundred? Yas, we don’t have the resources for that many people in the old city.”

Nyx couldn’t believe Yasmine thought they could help. The old city had only limited resources in terms of food and other items. They couldn’t sustain that many people. Not even if they did manage to get some supplies today.

“We’ve got animals on board so that helps.” Yasmine grimaced. “Pigs, goats, sheep and even a cow.”

“Aidan and I are hoping we can join you,” Callie said.

“Why? I thought you were travelling around the lower realms helping the resistance?”

“We are — we have been but it’s getting harder to escape the Archdruid’s forces. Nowhere is safe for resistance members anymore. The old city is the only place left for us to go.”

Nyx shook her head. “How do you expect me to take care of these people? The old city is...”

“Empty, isn’t it?” Callie arched an eyebrow.

“No, there are some people there already. There are constant attacks from the Archdruid. I don’t see how we’re even going to get all these people into the city undetected.”

“There’s nowhere else for them to go,” Callie insisted. “Every refuge we go to gets attacked. How does the Archdruid know about every single safe haven we have? It’s like he’s reading our thoughts. Or perhaps someone has talked.” Callie brushed her hair off her face. “Ships have been following us wherever we go. Does the Archdruid have spies in the middle of the sea?”

“Oh gods.” All colour drained from Nyx’s face and another wave of dizziness washed over her.

“What?” Yasmine frowned. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Let’s just —”

An awful thought crossed her mind. No, surely her mother couldn’t be working with the Archdruid? Or did the Archdruid have Evony and possess her powers? The latter seemed more likely. If the Archdruid had the queen, why go after the resistance? Why not go straight for Nyx and her family in the old city?

“I’ll do what I can to help, but I can’t guarantee everyone will be safe in the old city. Let’s —” The dizziness increased, and she rushed over to the side of the ship as vomit rose in her throat.

Callie came over and put her hand on Nyx’s shoulder. “Nyx, are you sick?”

She tried to speak again but had to lean over the side once more. “No... I never get sick. I must have eaten something bad.”

Dragon Guards! Ember growled and shifted back into his dragon form.

“What? No, that’s not possible.” Nyx shook her head and used the sleeve of her tunic to wipe her mouth. She just hoped she wouldn’t be sick anymore. She didn’t have time to be ill right now.

Dark shapes filled the sky.

“We can’t take on that many dragons,” Callie said. “We need to go.”

“My ship isn’t that fast,” Yasmine protested. “No one can outrun the Dragon Guard.”

A plume of fire shot towards them. Nyx raised her hands, deflecting it away from the Vanity. “Ember, move!” Ember grew into a larger dragon, leapt into the air and grabbed the ship between his talons.

Nyx and the others screamed. Wood groaned as the ship rose out of the water.

“Your dragon is carrying my ship!” Yasmine cried.

“I need to be closer to the city to transport everyone.”

“My ship can fly on its own without a dragon.” Yasmine gritted her teeth.

“But it can’t fly fast, and you said yourself there’s too much weight on board for it to work now.” Nyx scrambled up. More dragon fire hurtled towards them. “Does the ship have protections?” Nyx glanced over at Yasmine.

“Yes, from the sea and sea creatures. Not against Dragon Guards.”

“Ember, hurry!”

The ship swayed from side to side as Ember dodged the oncoming blast of fire. Nyx put a hand on her mouth to suppress the vomit. No wonder she was sick. She had never been good on ships.

“Do you have any weapons on board? We have to fight back and keep the other dragons away from Ember.”

Yas shook her head. “Not anything that can fight dragons.”

“You’re a druid. You can use magic,” Nyx pointed out as another way of dizziness hit her. Spirits, maybe using magic had made her worse. Whatever this sickness was she would have to ignore it as best she could.

“My element is water. How will that help?”

“Try.”

Yasmine conjured a stream of water and made it engulf the ship. “So we don’t catch fire,” she said at Nyx’s quizzical look.

Callie raised her hands and fired energy bolts. “I’m not sure my magic is much good against the Dragon Guard either.”

Ember screamed as a blast of fire hit him. Nyx, we need to get to the old city.

I told you; I can’t transport all of us that far!

Try again. We are getting close to the old city now.

Nyx joined her power with Ember’s, closed her eyes and prayed it would work this time. Orbs of green light sparkled around them and engulfed the entire ship. Another wave of dizzying nausea hit her, and she almost lost her grip on the ship.

Why did this keep happening? What had she eaten that had been so bad? Or perhaps it hadn’t been food. She hadn’t felt like eating much over the last few days due to the constant nausea. Nyx tightened her grip on the ship and concentrated. She wouldn’t let this sickness get the best of her.

Despite how awful she felt, her powers felt stronger somehow. As if she could move much more.

A blast of dragon fire came straight at them, cutting into the transportation’s transference. Nyx gasped as she and the rest of the ship became corporeal again.

Ember yelped as he struggled to keep hold of the ship. Nyx, do something, we need to get out of here.

I’m trying! Keep flying. She gripped the side of the ship again and drew magic. Another wave of dizziness hit her, and she slumped down onto the deck.

“Nyx, do something!” Yasmine waved her hand and used a stream of water at the next oncoming blast of dragon fire.

Callie crawled over to her. “Just try to breathe.” She threw another bolt through the air, but it missed the Dragon Guard as both beast and rider dodged it.

“Nyx!” Yasmine yelled out again.

Nyx gritted her teeth and swallowed hard. Damn the Dragon Guards! She wanted them gone. Why couldn’t they just leave her alone?

Heat sparked between her fingers as flames appeared. She yelped in alarm. Good gods, she had never wielded fire before. And definitely not on this scale. Yet more flames sparked between her fingers, ready to be let loose.

Nyx raised her hands and two plumes of fire shot from her palms and straight towards the dragon and its rider. Both the beast and the guard screamed in agony as the flames engulfed them.

Nyx stared down at her hands in alarm. What had she done?
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Darius deflected Niamh’s blow and parried with his sword as they took stood in the courtyard. “You’re losing your touch.” He grinned and took a break to tie his long blonde hair at the nape of his neck. Dodging Niamh’s blows was becoming so easy it was almost amusing.

Niamh snorted. “Lies! No one in the Order of Blood could beat me and I’m not about to be bested by my sister’s husband. Let alone a Valeran.” She used her free hand to push her long blonde hair off her face and her blue eyes narrowed at him.

He dodged her next blow as she lunged for him and moved away easily. “Your footwork is sloppy and you’re too impulsive.”

Niamh scowled. “My footwork? Gods, remind me again why my sister decided to bind herself to you for all eternity?”

He shrugged. “Because she loves me.”

Niamh laughed. “Infatuation wears off eventually.”

Darius sidestepped her next blow. “You know I love her.”

“Yes, we all know that!” She rolled her eyes and made a gagging sound.

“You can always find someone else to spar with. Like your sisters. I’m sure they’d be happy to indulge you.” Niamh had been complaining for the last few days about not having anyone to spar with, so he’d finally agreed to help her.

Niamh shook her head and leaned on her sword. “I can’t spar with them. Novia is too lazy with weapons. Even though she knows how to use them. Nyx is too good at anticipating,” — she lunged for him again — “my every move. Are you somehow using her powers?”

“I don’t need to. Maybe you’re not as good as you think.” Odd, as someone who had trained to be an assassin for the Order of Blood Darius had expected Niamh to have better skills with a blade. 

Niamh scoffed. “Nonsense, I trained with the best assassins in the world.”

“Assassins, but not true sword masters.” Darius parried again, steel against steel then knocked her to the ground. “Like I said, sloppy.”

Niamh glowered at him. “Fine, oh mighty Valeran. If you’re so good, why don’t you teach me?”

He chuckled. “No.” Darius knew he’d never have the patience to teach someone like Niamh. Even if she was his wife’s sister.

“Why not?”

“Because we’ve got more important things to do, remember? Come on. We can’t afford to waste time like this.”

“We’re allowed to have fun sometimes, Valeran. I was trying to fight, not tend to crops. Have you seen me tending fields?”

He laughed. “Yeah, about as good as your skills with a sword.”

Niamh glowered at him and spun so fast he barely had time to register her sword pointing at his throat. “I wasn’t taught fancy skills. Just how to take someone down as fast as possible.”

Darius used his free hand to push the blade away. “Everyone has to help out. Without good crops we have less food.”

“Not sure why the Outsiders need our help. We should be out there looking for the queen, which is something we’re good at.”

“We’ve been looking, but nothing we’ve tried so far has worked. The queen won’t make her presence known until she’s ready to.”

“I don’t like waiting around. We should find a way to stop her.” Niamh swung her sword at him again. “We all know she wants her city — no, her realm back. Am I supposed to just sit here and do nothing?”

Darius pushed her blade away with his own sword. “We’ll be ready for her when she does strike.”

“I still say it’s suicide staying here. Sooner or later, we’ll have to leave.”

Darius shook his head. “Andovia’s been my home all my life. I won’t give it up without a fight.”

“Yeah, but it’s her home, not ours. We should leave so we can stay one step ahead of my mother and the Archdruid. You and Nyx might not be worried in your haze of marital bliss but —”

“We are worried. But the shield’s keeping my father out. In the meantime, we’ll get ready for whatever our enemies have intended for us.”

Novia shot towards them in a blur of light. Her long, curly green hair framed her heart-shaped face and her blue eyes sparkled. “I’ve got all the dragons to trust me now.” She beamed. “We can start training them.”

“Aren’t they already trained for battle?” Niamh arched an eyebrow at her sister.

“Yes, but they’re finally thinking for themselves. Without taking commands. They’ve made so much progress. I couldn’t have done it without you.” She gave Darius a smile.

“Happy to help.” Darius grinned and wrapped an arm around her. At least one of Nyx’s sisters liked him. But then Niamh acted indifferent to most people.

“Thank you, brother,” Novia added.

“Brother?” Niamh scoffed.

Novia nodded. “That’s what he is now. It’s nice to have family around.”

Niamh leaned on her sword again. “Speaking of family, druid, are you and Nyx going to start having baby Valerans now?”

Darius's smile faded and he rubbed the back of his neck. “No, we’re not. It’s too dangerous around here for children.”

“The Outsiders manage,” Novia pointed out. “I’d love a niece or nephew.”

Darius grimaced. “The Outsiders don’t have prices on their heads.”

He couldn’t believe the sisters would even suggest they have children. Their lives were too dangerous to think of that. Besides, Darius didn’t want to continue his father’s tainted bloodline.

Druid! Nyx’s cry rang through his mind.

“Nyx is in trouble,” he told the sisters.

“Where is she?” Niamh frowned.

“She said she was going to see Yasmine at the dock.”

“The dock? As in outside the shield?” Niamh’s frown turned into a scowl. “Why didn’t you go with her?”

“Because she insisted she would be fine. She and Ember are —”

Druid, open the shield. We’re coming through, Nyx called out.

How many are with you? Just Yasmine and her crew? Darius asked.

Nyx sighed. No, about a hundred people.

A hundred? Did I mishear you?

No, I said a hundred. It’s people from the Underlight. Refugees who need help.

Darius couldn’t believe they had come here of all places. Nor did he have the time to ask any more questions. “People from the Underlight are coming here,” he told the sisters.

“What? Why?” Novia gaped at him.

He shrugged and raised his hand to open the shield. The shield blazed into existence and flashed as it opened. Orbs of green light shot through. Darius closed the shield. Several dragons slammed into it with a loud bang.

The orbs flew towards Darius.

Nyx, are you alright? He knew transporting so many people would have drained her of energy.

People screamed as Ember carrying a large ship reappeared. Both the dragon and ship landed on one of the trees. Trees in Andovia dwarfed most buildings. The ship settled in the branches.

Nyx screamed as she fell off the ship.

Darius waved his arm and used the current of air to slow her descent. He caught her as she fell into his arms. “Why aren’t you using your wings?”

“I...didn’t feel like it. Think I got a little seasick earlier.” She winced and gave him a quick kiss. “Thanks, love. I didn’t mean for the Vanity to land in a tree.”

“Why is the Vanity here?” Niamh gaped up at the ship.

“Because it was the quickest way to move them. The Dragon Guard came after me when I left the city,” Nyx explained. “They must be tracking me somehow.”

“How are we going to get them all down?” Novia asked.

Callie, Aidan, Yasmine and a fallen man appeared on the ground near them.

“We need help over here,” Yasmine called out.

Callie knelt beside the man. “Do you have a healer?”

“Our healer isn’t here right now. But I’ll do what I can to help,” Darius said as he and the sisters rushed over.

“Jacob.” Novia covered her mouth with her hand. “Why are you here? How are you here?”

Darius recognised the man. “You were a prisoner at Glenfel. A priest from the Order of the Blessed.”

“I came to warn you. The queen... Is attacking people in the Order of the Blessed,” the man gasped for breath. “She’s trying... To find the others...”

“Others? What others?” Darius’ frown deepened. Nyx, can you read him?

She shook her head. His mind is so chaotic. I can’t make sense of his thoughts.

“She wants to find the other Twelve. She’ll kill anyone she suspects...” Jacob choked out. “You have to stop her.”

“You know where the queen is?” Darius leaned closer. Lucien, where are you? We need a healer. He reached out to his friend with his mind.

Lucien blurred over to them, knelt and held his hands over Jacob.

“She’s...” Jacob took one last shuddering breath before his soul left his body.
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Nyx cursed. Why hadn’t she been able to get a clearer sense of his memories? Was it because she was sick?

“No!” Novia wailed and tears filled her eyes. “He can’t die. He was innocent. He spent years locked up in Glenfel. I always hoped he would have a chance of freedom again.”

“Why would the queen attack the Order of the Blessed?” Niamh furrowed her brow. “They’re a religious order.”

“He wouldn’t have come all this way to warn us if it wasn’t important,” Nyx remarked. “But first, we need to get all these people to shelter.”

“A lot of the houses close to the palace have been cleared out. They can stay there,” Niamh said.

“There’s plenty of room in the palace,” Nyx pointed out.

“Yes, but there aren’t enough of us to keep an eye on them. Heck, there’s parts of the palace we haven’t explored yet.” Niamh crossed her arms. “We can't risk anyone putting themselves in unnecessary danger. There's no telling what kind of traps mother dearest might have left for us.”

“We’d better start rounding everyone up,” Darius said. “Move them into small groups.”

“How are the Outsiders going to feel about so many new people coming here? Some of them live within the city walls now too,” Niamh said. “Come on, Novia. Let’s get everyone moving.”

“The Outsiders will understand. They lost their homes too,” Nyx said. “We should talk to Yasmine to see if she knows anything about the Archdruid.”

Darius put an arm around Nyx as they headed over to the pirate. “Do you know anything, Yas?”

Yasmine shook her head. “Not much. Someone called me from Glenfel asking for help. I went and got them out. Your father’s forces were already there. We were lucky to escape with our lives.”

“The Underlight is gone?” Novia gaped at her, referring to the resistance’s underground stronghold on Glenfel island. “All of it?”

Yasmine nodded. “The Archdruid destroyed the entire mountain. These are the only survivors. There is no safety for the resistance in the lower realms anymore.” Yasmine glanced up at the Vanity. “How the heck can I get my ship down?” The mast groaned and fell off. Yasmine yelped. “Argh, my beautiful ship!”

Nyx gasped. “I’m sorry. I tried moving everyone as best I could. Besides, I got rid of the Dragon Guards, didn’t I?”

Yasmine blew out a breath. “I don’t do well with being stuck on land.”

“We have other pirates living here. Maybe they could help with your ship,” Nyx added. “They should be arriving back in the city later today.”

“What pirates?” Yasmine narrowed her eyes.

“I’ll introduce you to them later. With their help, we can get your ship back to the way it was.”

“But is it really so bad to be on land for a while?” Will the Black came up beside Yasmine and put her arms around her.

“Weren’t you two enemies the last time I saw you?” Nyx frowned.

“Oh, we were. Now we are together.” Yasmine flashed the other pirate a smile. “But who are these other pirates you mentioned? I won’t have enemies touching my ship.”

Will rolled her eyes. “She’s obsessed with her ship.”

“Captain Bones and his crew,” Nyx explained.

“Bones? As in the Captain Bones?” Yasmine gaped at her. “Impossible. He sailed the high seas until —”

“Until a century ago when he became a slave to my mother.” Nyx pushed her hair off her face.

Yasmine grabbed Nyx’s wrist. “Holy spirits, you’re bonded now.”

“Yes, we are.” Darius grinned as he came over and hugged Yasmine. “Good to see you.”

“You said you’d never get married.” Yasmine ruffled his hair. “I knew you two would get together. And now you’re rogues.”

“Didn’t have much choice about either of those things,” Nyx remarked. She still felt nauseated and hoped she wouldn’t be sick again.

“Are you feeling alright?” Darius asked her with a frown. “You look rather pale.”

“I’m fine.” She didn’t want to worry him. It would pass soon enough. Or at least she had hoped it would.

People wandered by them. Men, women and children.

“We have to get these people moving,” Niamh said as she walked away. “We’ll have to get up onto the ship to get the rest of the people down.”

“We have supplies and other things on the ship,” Yasmine said. “We need to get them.”

“Ember and I will help,” Nyx said.

Nyx headed with Yasmine back into the Vanity. Darius and his dragon Sirin went with her.

“Look at my beautiful ship.” Yasmine grimaced as they appeared on the deck. “This could take months to repair. No ship can sail or fly without a mast.”

“Yas, we’ll fix it.” Will rolled her eyes. “I swear she loves the ship more than me.”

“Where are these supplies?” Darius asked.

“Below deck. How are we going to move everything?” Yasmine replied.

“We’ll manage the best we can,” Darius said.

Together they moved and carried everything back towards the old city by putting things on the back of their dragons. Nyx struggled under the heavy weight of a wooden chest.

Nyx stumbled and the chest fell from her grasp. It fell to the ground and burst open. Inside lay a large black crystal that shimmered with red light.

“Holy spirits,” Niamh cursed.

“That’s a Nilanthian crystal,” Nyx gasped.

“Yes, it can destroy an entire city. We have to get it out of here. Baron!” Niamh whistled for her animas. Baron flew over to her in the form of a massive red dragon.

“I’ll get rid of it.” Nyx flapped her wings and took off.

Ember flew after her. I can fly faster than you can. Ember shifted her onto his back. Nyx gripped onto him.

Hurry, we need to get this through the shield before it releases its energy!

Ember flapped his wings hard. The shield parted and she threw the crystal into the air. Ember retreated into the shield just as light exploded above them.

Nyx clung to her animas. “That was close.”

Too close, Ember growled.

They headed back to the ground and rejoined the others.

“Who would have sent that crystal here?” Niamh asked.

“Probably my father. Or the queen,” Darius replied.

“The Archdruid helped the queen escape. For all we know, he could have the complete Twelve by now.” Nyx slid off Ember’s back.

“If he did, I think we’d know by now,” Darius remarked. “He would have found a way into the city no doubt.”

Nyx headed back onto the Vanity to help round up the rest of the refugees along with her sisters.

“You don’t look well,” Novia remarked as she stared at Nyx.

“Probably because she hasn’t been eating much,” Niamh said. “You’re sick. Maybe you should —”

“I’m not sick. I’ve never been sick.” Nyx scowled.

“You were sick earlier on the ship,” Yasmine pointed out. “If you’re not —”

“I’ll be fine.” Nyx gritted her teeth. “We need to get people off the ship in case it falls. Come on.”

“You should go back to the palace,” Niamh said.

“I told you, I’m...” Another wave of nausea hit her. “I hate ships!” She ran to the side and heaved but nothing much came out.

“The ship’s not moving. Plus, I can’t believe you’re blaming this on seasickness.” Niamh rolled her eyes.

“You’ve been feeling sick for days. Maybe you need to see a healer.” Novia gave her a worried look.

Nyx covered her mouth. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s probably something I ate.”

“You’ve barely been eating anything.” Niamh put her hand on her hip. “It’s obvious what’s wrong. I don’t know why you don't just admit it.”

Nyx raised her head and wiped the sweat from her brow. “Admit what?”

“You’re with child.”

That sounded so ridiculous Nyx laughed. “That’s absurd. I’m not. I can’t be.”

“Why not?” 

Nyx’s cheeks flushed. “Would you please stop? We have people to get off the ship. We can’t afford to waste time arguing about complete nonsense.”

Novia frowned. “Nyx, I think she might be right. None of us ever get sick.”

“I’m not pregnant. That’s impossible!” She shook her head.

Yasmine came over dragging a heavy box. “Did you say pregnant? That would explain a lot.”

Nyx gaped at them. “Would you stop!” Fire flared between her fingers.

Novia’s eyes went wide. “Since when can you conjure elements?”

“See, you have new powers.” Niamh grinned. “Do you need any more proof?”

Nyx clenched her fists and stormed off below deck. To her relief the flames finally went out.

Her powers were growing. That was all. Azura had said as much during the last mission together. Something about her transitioning into an elder. With everything that had happened recently she hadn’t been able to find out much about the process. Other than it was called a Dawning.

That must be what was wrong. Maybe it made her sick too. That made much more sense than her being with child. She couldn’t be pregnant.

People cowered in the corner and a whimpering sound dragged Nyx out of her thoughts.

“It’s alright. I’m here to help.” Nyx brushed her long hair off her face. It felt damp with sweat. If the Dawning made her feel this terrible, she hoped it didn't last very long.

Novia joined her. “I’m here. You’re safe now,” she told the refugees.

“Are you up to transporting so many people?” Niamh asked.

“I’ll...” Nyx said.

“You can’t keep using magic in your condition.” Novia gasped. “Your powers are becoming uncontrollable.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not with child,” she growled.

“You’re too weak. You should go back to the palace and rest,” Novia insisted. “All this exertion is bad for you and the baby.”

“There’s no baby!”

“Mood swings. That’s a symptom too.” Niamh grinned.

“I am not...” She swayed as another wave of dizziness hit her.

“Ember, Baron!” Niamh called out.

Both animas appeared in their smaller dragon forms.

“Take these people to the ground,” Novia told them. “Nyx, you should really —”

“If one of you mentions a baby one more time I’ll scream.” She gritted her teeth.

“You need to get some rest,” Niamh insisted.

“No, I’m needed here.”

“You’re no good to anyone if you make yourself more sick. I don’t know why you’re so in denial.” Niamh sighed. “This was bound to happen sooner or later. Did you bother casting a protection spell on yourself when you and the druid were together?”

Nyx gritted her teeth. “I can’t have children. The stasis made us all sterile, remember?”

Niamh scoffed. “Really? Because you have all the symptoms. I knew someone who got pregnant. If you don’t want to keep it, you don’t have to.”

“Niamh!” Novia hissed.

“What? It’s a choice if she wants to keep it or not. We’ll support you no matter what you decide.”

“I don’t have to decide anything because I’m not having...” Nyx put her head between her knees.

“She can’t get rid of the baby,” Novia hissed at Niamh.

“It’s her choice. Not all women want to become mothers,” Niamh snapped. “But denying the baby’s existence isn’t good. You can’t ignore this, Nyx.”

“Just sit and rest. We’ll get people off the ship.” Novia squeezed Nyx’s shoulder.

Her sisters went off, but Niamh left her a water canteen for her to use.

Nyx gulped down the water then gasped when she stood back up again and
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