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The pain came without warning.

Az doubled over, clutching her chest as a burning agony ripped through her body. The sensation of being torn apart sent her crashing to her knees on the weathered deck of the Bounty. Her vision blurred, the world around her dissolving into smears of blue and grey as she gasped for breath.

It wasn’t her pain. It was his.

“Erik,” she whispered.

The bond between them thrummed with distress. Something was wrong. The steady pulse that had become as familiar to her as her own heartbeat now stuttered and flared with panic and rage.

Rough hands lifted her. Through her haze, Az recognised Bones’s craggy features, concern etched into his face as the gargoyle captain carried her towards her cabin.

“Erik,” she managed again. “He’s hurt. They’ve taken him.”

“Who’s taken him, lass?”

“I don’t know.” Az closed her eyes, trying to focus on the bond, to see through Erik’s eyes. But there was pain and darkness, the feeling of cold metal against scales that refused to retreat beneath human skin. “But he’s moving away. East... no, southeast.”

By the time Bones had settled her onto her bunk, Az’s mind had cleared enough to push herself upright. The pain had subsided to a dull throb, but the sense of wrongness remained, pulsing through her veins.—

“We need to find him.” Every minute she and Erik spent apart made the separation more unbearable.

It had been several days since Erik had gone on patrol around Manannan’s island and been captured. From what she’d found out so far, he’d been taken by the Undercurrent, a group of sea sorceresses who served Áine. A group of pirates led by Captain Malachi Thorne had come and captured Erik. Ever since then Az and her crew had been searching for him.

Bones hesitated, his brow furrowed. “The tidal council won’t like this. They warned you about —”

Since they had defeated Manannan, a group called the tidal council had formed to govern the groups of merfolk who had been under Manannan’s control.

“The tidal council can protest all they want after we’ve rescued him.” Az swung her legs over the edge of the bunk, ignoring the residual dizziness. Her fingers traced the pattern of scales that had appeared along her forearms — another reminder of her new elder status. They shimmered between blue and green. “Erik wouldn’t have been taken if he hadn’t been meeting with merfolk diplomats on my behalf.”

Bones nodded, knowing better than to argue. “Aye.”

As he left, Az closed her eyes again, focusing on the bond. I’m coming for you, she said into the void between them. Hold on.

She couldn’t tell whether Erik could hear her or not. But the act of reaching out steadied her, gave her purpose. She rose, moving to the ornate chest at the foot of her bed. Inside lay the trident she had claimed after defeating Manannan.

Az flinched as her hand brushed the cool metal. The trident hummed with energy, as if greeting her. She drew back, unsure. The last time she had wielded it, the raw power had overwhelmed her. Even now, as a new elder, she doubted her ability to control it.

A soft knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.

“Az?” Jinx’s small head poked through the doorway, her dragonfly wings beating. “Bones told me what happened. Are you alright?”

“I’m fine.” Az straightened, trying to look more composed than she felt. “It’s Erik who’s in danger.”

Jinx fluttered into the room, settling on the edge of the bunk. Her mischievous face was solemn. “Do you know who’s taken him?”

“No, but...” Az hesitated, her hand drifting back to the scales on her forearm. Through the bond, she’d caught glimpses — a ship with black sails, the glint of strange symbols, a face half-hidden in shadow. “I think it was Captain Malachi.”

Jinx’s wings stilled. “Malachi? The pirate who serves —”

“Áine.” The name tasted bitter on Az’s tongue. “Manannan’s wife.”

“Oh, curses.” Jinx’s dust flickered, casting dancing shadows on the cabin walls. “If she’s involved...”

“Then this is about revenge.” Az’s jaw tightened. “She wants to punish me for my part in defeating her husband.”

“But why take Erik? Why not come after you?”

Az’s hand drifted to her chest, where the bond pulsed beneath her skin. “Because she knows hurting him is the same as hurting me. And because...” The realisation hit her with such force she sank back onto the bunk. “The soul bond. She knows about our soul bond.”

Jinx gasped, her dust flaring with alarm. “But that’s impossible! The ones who know are —”

“The tidal council.” Az’s eyes narrowed. “Someone there has betrayed us.”

Another knock came and Bones reappeared in the doorway. “The crew’s assembled on deck, and I’ve sent a messenger to the sea dragon colony.”

Az nodded. “Good. Tell Serena to plot a course southeast. And have her bring the ancient charts — the ones that show the hidden currents.”

Bones frowned. “You think they’ve taken him to the sunken spire?”

“That’s where Áine would go.” Az reached for the trident. This time, she didn’t flinch from its power. “And that’s where we’ll find Erik.”

Serena came over with the ancient charts tucked under one arm. Her pink hair gleamed in the sunlight.

“I heard about Erik. The currents to the spire are treacherous, the seas so restless.”

“Can we make it?” Az asked, forcing herself to focus on practicalities rather than the growing ache of Erik’s absence.

Serena unrolled the chart on the deck table, weighing its corners with shells. “Yes, but we’ll need to navigate the Sorceress’s Waters.” Her finger traced a swirling pattern near the edge of the map. “The Undercurrent protect their territory.”

Az’s grip tightened on the trident. “They serve Áine. If she has Erik...”

“Then they’ll be expecting us,” Morwenna said, emerging from below deck. Unlike her sister, Serena, Morwenna rarely ventured on deck. She preferred the flooded chambers below where she could remain in her true form. “I’ve had a vision.” Her long blue hair dripped seawater onto the wooden planks. “Erik is bound in chains forged by the Undercurrent coven.”

“That’s impossible,” Jinx protested. “No magic can bind an elder!”

Morwenna’s eyes, unfocused and distant, drifted across the horizon. “It would be enough sever a bond, if the ritual is completed.”

Cold fear washed over Az. “What ritual?”

Morwenna’s gaze settled on her, sharpening with an unusual clarity. “An ancient one. One that requires the blood of a bound pair — dragon and mermaid, sea and sky. A ritual to strip an elder of their power.”

Az’s hand flew to her chest. “Áine wants my elder powers.”

“With those powers, she could reclaim the control of the seas that Manannan once held,” Bones growled. “And take revenge on all who opposed him.”

“How long do we have?” Az asked.

Morwenna’s eyes drifted closed. “Three days until the ritual can begin. But...”

“But what?”

“Erik fights his bonds. His rage grows. If he surrenders to it, he may break free, but at a cost.” Morwenna’s eyes took on the distant quality they held when she spoke of visions. “The sea dragon’s nature and the human form can’t remain in balance if rage consumes him.”

Az felt a chill run down her spine. Erik had spoken of this fear. That one day, the dragon within would overwhelm him, leaving nothing of the man she loved.

“Then we have no time to waste.” She turned to Bones. “Set sail at once. Jinx, I need you to prepare your dust. We’ll need it to detect the Undercurrent’s traps.”

As the crew dispersed to their duties, Az moved to the bow of the ship, gazing out at the endless expanse of sea. Somewhere out there, Erik was fighting his bonds.

And somewhere out there, Áine waited, ready to use their bond — the thing that had saved them — as a weapon.

But balance be damned. Erik was her balance. Without him, she feared what she might become.

A flurry of movement on the water caught her attention. A young sea dragon, a juvenile, was approaching the ship, its iridescent scales flashing in the sunlight.

“Captain!” Jinx called to Bones. “Sea dragon off the port bow!”

Az moved to the rail, recognising the young dragon as one of Erik’s colony. As it approached, it transformed mid-leap, landing on the deck in human form — a slender youth with the same iridescent scales scattered across his skin.

“Azura,” he gasped. “I came about Erik.”

“We know,” Az said. “We’re setting sail to rescue him.”

“There’s more.” The young dragon’s eyes were wide with fear. “Before they took him, he managed to send a message through our colony bond. He said...” The youth hesitated, glancing at the crew gathered around.

“Go on,” Az said.

“He said Áine plans to use your bond to access something called ‘the ancestral memory.’ That with it, she could control all the seas, all the creatures within them.” The dragon’s voice dropped. “Even the sea dragons would be forced to serve her.”

A heavy silence fell over the deck. The ancestral memory was a sacred thing, a collective knowledge passed down through generations of sea creatures. For merfolk like Az, it manifested as instinctive knowledge of currents and tides. For sea dragons like Erik, it was the primal connection to the deepest parts of the ocean.

If Áine gained control of it...

“Thank you for bringing this message,” Az said. “You’ve served your alpha well. Return to your colony now. They’ll need protection whilst he’s gone.”

“We’ll set course for the sunken spire,” Bones said. “Erik’s life depends on it — and perhaps the future of all who dwell in the sea.”

As the Bounty’s sails filled with wind, Az closed her eyes, focusing on the bond once more. It was weaker now, but still present.

Hold on, Erik. I’m coming for you. We’re coming for you.
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Cold.

It was the first sensation that registered as Erik clawed his way back to consciousness. Cold metal against his wrists, his ankles, his throat. Cold seawater lapping at his bare feet. Cold fear in the pit of his stomach.

He kept his eyes closed, feigning continued unconsciousness as he assessed his situation. The sway beneath him suggested he was aboard a ship. His captors hadn’t bothered to gag him.

The chains were troubling. They hummed against his skin with an ancient magic that made his dragon nature recoil. Not iron, then. Something crafted to contain creatures like him.

His mind raced back to his last clear memory. He had been patrolling around Manannan’s island then he’d seen a ship. Magical nets had trailed alongside the ship and somehow captured him.

Erik shifted, testing the chains’ give. Almost none. Whoever had crafted them knew how strong a sea dragon could be. He pushed deeper, trying to change forms.

Pain lanced through him, sharp and immediate. The chains constricted, burning where they touched his skin.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

The voice came from somewhere to his left. Erik stopped pretending to be unconscious and opened his eyes.

He was in what appeared to be the captain’s cabin, secured to a heavy wooden chair bolted to the floor. The room was austere but elegant, with strange symbols carved into the wooden panels of the walls. Maps and charts lined one wall, their markings unfamiliar to him.

Standing by the cabin’s single window was a tall figure. As he turned, Erik caught his first clear glimpse of the man’s face — handsome in a severe way, with sharp cheekbones and eyes the colour of a storm-tossed sea.

“Captain Malachi, I presume,” Erik said. “I’ve heard stories about Áine’s pirate. Tell me, do you enjoy kidnapping people, or was this a special commission?”

A flicker of something crossed Malachi’s face. “I was following orders.”

“Orders for what?” Erik tested the chains again, more subtle this time. Still no give, but he needed to keep trying. He needed to find a weakness.

“That’s not for me to say.” Malachi moved closer. “I admit, I expected more... resistance. I always thought sea dragons were supposed to be strong and powerful.”

Erik met his gaze. “Why waste energy fighting when I can wait for my colony to track me? Or have you forgotten sea dragons can sense their alpha across vast distances?”

It was a bluff, but Malachi didn’t need to know that.

“Your colony won’t find this ship,” Malachi said. “We sail under a shroud that even elder eyes can’t penetrate.”

Erik’s thoughts turned to Az. Had she felt his capture through their bond? Was she searching for him? The thought both comforted and concerned him. If she came after him, she would be walking into a trap.

He reached for their bond, that warm, steady pulse that had become as much a part of him as his own heartbeat. It was there, but muted, as if something interfered with the connection. Still, he pushed against it, trying to send her a warning: Danger. Trap. Stay away.

Sharp pain shot through his chest, and the chains around his wrists flared with blue light.

“That’s another thing I wouldn’t recommend,” Malachi said. “Those bindings are designed to dampen any... connections you might have.”

Erik forced himself to relax, to breathe through the pain. “What does Áine want with me?”

“You’ll have to ask her yourself.” Malachi moved to a cabinet, withdrawing a bottle and two glasses. “We’ll reach the sunken spire in three days’ time, weather permitting.”

The sunken spire. Erik suppressed a shudder. Even among sea dragons, the spire was a place of dark legends. Áine’s sanctuary and the seat of her power. No one who entered uninvited ever returned.

“And until then?” Erik asked, eyeing the glass of amber liquid Malachi now held out to him.

“Until then, you are my guest.” Malachi set the glass on a small table within Erik’s reach. The chains allowed enough movement for him to grasp it if he wanted.

Erik ignored the offered drink. “Why serve her? You’re not one of the Undercurrent. You’re not even merfolk.”

Something dark passed across Malachi’s face. “Not all chains are visible, sea dragon.”

Before Erik could press further, the cabin door opened, admitting a slight figure wrapped in layers of midnight-blue fabric. Her eyes were visible — eyes that gleamed with an unnatural light.

“The binding holds?” she asked.

“It holds,” Malachi confirmed. “He won’t be able to transform or communicate through his bonds.”

“Good.” The sea sorceress approached Erik, studying him with those glowing eyes. “She feels it, you know. Your mate. Even now, she rallies her forces to rescue you.”

“Then you know she’ll come for me. And when she does —”

“When she does,” the sorceress interrupted, “the ritual will be complete. Her elder powers will flow to our mistress, and the natural order will be restored.” She reached out a thin hand, stopping just short of touching his face. “The half-breed should never have been granted such power. It’s an abomination.”

Erik’s restraint snapped. He lunged forward as far as the chains would allow; teeth bared in a snarl that was more dragon than human. “Speak of her that way again, and no chains will keep me from tearing out your throat.”

The sorceress laughed, a sound like waves crashing against jagged rocks. “The dragon rises close to the surface, I see. Good. Your rage will feed it.”

She swept from the cabin, leaving behind the scent of brine and ancient magic.

Malachi watched her go. “The Undercurrent can be... zealous in their devotion to Áine.”

“And you?” Erik asked, forcing his rage back down. “Are you zealous as well, Captain?”

“I serve because I must.” Malachi turned back to the window, gazing out at the expanse of sea. “As do we all, in our ways.”

Erik settled back in his chair, mind racing. Three days until they reached the spire. Three days to find a weakness in these chains, to warn Az, to plan an escape.

He closed his eyes, focusing inward to where his dragon nature roiled beneath his human skin. The chains burned wherever they touched him, preventing full transformation. But perhaps he didn’t need to transform to access some of his dragon strength.

He called to the most ancient part of himself — not the part that would burst into scales and wings, but the part that remembered when dragons first swam the primordial seas. A time before humans, before merfolk, before even the elders themselves.

Deep within, something stirred in response. Something old and powerful and patient.

Three days was time for a sea dragon to remember what it was.

Hours passed in silence. Malachi left the cabin, leaving Erik alone with his thoughts and the constant burning of the chains. Through the cabin window, he could see the sky darkening as day gave way to night.

He’d made attempts to test the chains, looking for any weakness, any flaw in their construction. So far, he’d found none. The Undercurrent’s craft was as flawless as it was cruel.

The ship creaked and groaned around him; the sounds familiar yet foreign. He’d spent centuries in the ocean depths, but as a dragon. The human perspective — bound to a ship that skimmed the surface — was still new to him, even after decades in this form.

His thoughts turned to Az, to their unlikely bond. A sea dragon and a half-fae, half-merfolk. The soul bond had formed several months ago during a battle in althea. Azura had been possessed by the former queen of Andovia, Manannan’s sister, Evony. He had bound her to him to save her life. Both of them had resisted the bond at first until they realised they both had feelings for each other.

He reached for the bond again, trying to sense Az without triggering the chains’ magic. There was a faint pulse, like a distant heartbeat. She was alive, searching for him. He needed to warn her, but how?

The cabin door opened, interrupting his thoughts. A young sailor entered, carrying a tray of food. The boy’s eyes widened at the sight of Erik.

“Your dinner, sir,” the boy said, placing the tray on the table within Erik’s reach.

Erik watched him. The boy couldn’t be more than fifteen, with the gangly limbs.

“Thank you,” Erik said. “What’s your name?”

The boy hesitated, glancing at the door. “Finn, sir.”

“Finn.” Erik nodded towards the tray. “Does your captain always feed his prisoners so well?”

The tray held a mix of food. Bread, cheese, dried fruit, even a small portion of what looked like fresh fish.

“Captain says you’re to be treated as a guest,” Finn replied, though his expression suggested he found this as odd as Erik did.

“A guest in chains. Your captain has an unusual definition of hospitality.”

Finn’s gaze darted to the chains, then away. “Those are the sorceress’s doing, not the captain’s.”

“You don’t approve of the Undercurrent?”

“Not my place to approve or disapprove, sir.”

“How long have you served on this ship, Finn?”

“Born to it, sir.” Finn straightened with pride. “Third generation. My grandfather was with Captain Malachi when he first took command of the Sea Serpent.”

Erik blinked in surprise. “That would make your captain old.”

“Older than he looks,” Finn agreed, then seemed to realise he’d perhaps said too much. “Will there be anything else, sir?”

Erik considered the boy for a moment. There was more to this crew than met the eye — more to Malachi himself, perhaps. “Just one thing. When you return to your duties, remember that not all chains are visible. Isn’t that what your captain says?”

“Yes, sir. That’s what he says.”

As the boy hurried from the cabin, Erik turned his attention to the food. He needed to keep up his strength if he was to have any hope of escape. And more, he needed to understand the strange dynamics aboard this ship. Captain Malachi, his mysterious crew, the Undercurrent who seemed to command yet not command...

There were layers here, currents beneath currents. And in those hidden depths might lie his salvation and Az’s.

Night deepened outside the cabin window. Erik dozed, alert for any change, any opportunity. The chains continued their low, burning hum against his skin, but he was learning to ignore the discomfort, to push past it to the dragon instincts that lay beneath.

He was slipping into a deeper sleep when a new presence jolted him awake — a presence that made the chains flare with painful light.

“So,” said a voice like the deepest ocean trench, ancient and cold and vast. “This is Az’s chosen mate.”

Erik looked up to find a woman standing before him — though “woman” seemed an inadequate term for the being that watched him with eyes the colour of abyssal waters. Her form appeared human enough at first glance. The longer he looked, the more he sensed the wrongness of it.

“Áine,” he said.

She smiled.

“You recognise me. Good.” She moved closer, her midnight-blue gown seeming to flow around her like living water. “That will make this easier.”

“Make what easier?” Erik asked, though he knew the answer.

“The separation, of course.” Áine reached out, tracing one finger along the chain at his throat. The metal flared a brilliant blue at her touch. “Soul bonds are such annoying things. So... agonizing when the couple is separated.”

Erik struggled to maintain his composure, to not reveal how her words chilled him to the core. “If you think you can use our bond to harm Azura —”

“Harm?” Áine laughed. “Oh, Sea Dragon, I don’t wish to harm her. I wish to... reclaim what should never have been given to her.”

“You mean take her powers,” Erik realised. “You can’t take that from her. It’s not something that can be stolen or transferred.”

“Can’t it?” Áine’s smile widened, revealing teeth that seemed just too sharp. “The old rules are changing. The balance shifts. When Manannan fell, a vacuum was created — one that nature abhors.” She circled him, her movements fluid as the tide. “Elder powers were never meant for lower beings. Not someone with connections to both fae and sea. It upsets the natural order.”

“There’s nothing natural about what you’re planning,” Erik growled, feeling his dragon nature surge closer to the surface despite the chains’ restraint.

“No?” Áine stopped behind him, her hands coming to rest on his shoulders. Her touch was like icy water, seeping through his skin. “What could be more natural than restoring balance? With Manannan gone, the seas require a strong hand to guide them.”

Erik jerked away from her touch as much as the chains would allow. “The seas were doing fine without your husband’s ‘guidance.’ They’ll do better without yours.”

Áine’s expression hardened, the sea goddess’s mask slipping to reveal something ancient and terrifying beneath. “You know nothing of the forces at work, Sea Dragon. The pressures that build beneath the surface. Without a proper elder to channel and direct them...”

She left the threat hanging, but Erik could fill in the blanks. Tsunamis. Floods. Disasters on a scale not seen since the great cataclysms of the distant past.

“Azura is handling those pressures,” he said with more confidence than he felt. “She’s stronger than you give her credit for.”

“For now, perhaps,” Áine said. “But for how long? The power grows within her, untamed, uncontrolled. You’ve seen it. The way her abilities surge and falter, the way the sea responds to her moods rather than her will.”

It was true, and Erik couldn’t hide his reaction. Az’s new elder powers had been unpredictable, sometimes frightening in their intensity. More than once, he’d been the one able to calm her when those powers threatened to overwhelm her.

Áine saw his hesitation and pressed her advantage. “I offer an alternative. A clean separation. The soul bond broken, her elder powers transferred to someone who knows how to wield them. She can return to being what she was, but no longer burdened with power she was never meant to possess.”

“And in exchange for this ‘mercy’?” Erik asked, though he suspected the answer.

“Your cooperation,” Áine’s said. “The ritual requires a willing participant. Fight it, and the process becomes... messier. More painful. For both of you.”

Erik’s breath caught in his throat. A choice, then — cooperate with Áine’s plan and spare Az pain, or resist and make things worse for them both.

No choice at all.

“I will never help you harm her,” he said. “And neither would she want me to surrender to spare her pain.”

Áine’s expression shifted from persuasive to contemptuous. “Then you condemn her to suffer. Remember that when she arrives at the spire and finds herself caught in a ritual that will tear her essence apart.”

With that, she turned and swept towards the cabin door. At the threshold, she paused. “Three days until we reach the spire. Three days to reconsider your position. For her sake, I suggest you use them.”

As the door closed behind her, Erik sagged in his chains, the confrontation having drained him more than he wanted to admit. Áine’s words circled in his mind like predators, seeking a weakness, a way in.

Was she right? Would the ritual be less painful for Az if he cooperated? Or was it just another manipulation, another way to break his resolve?

He closed his eyes, focusing once more on the faint pulse of their bond. It felt weaker now, more distant, but still there — a lifeline in the darkness.

I won’t surrender, he promised her, though he knew she couldn’t hear him. I won’t let her use me against you. Whatever happens at the spire, we face it together. As we have.

Outside the cabin window, the first hints of dawn were lightening the sky. One day gone. Two remaining until they reached the sunken spire.

Two days to find a way to warn Az, to escape these chains, to prevent the ritual that threatened everything they had fought for.
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Dawn broke over the Bounty in ribbons of pink and gold. Az stood at the bow, eyes fixed on the horizon. She’d slept little, the phantom pain from Erik’s chains clinging to her skin like sea foam. The trident hummed in her grip, its power responding to her inner turmoil.

The sea here looked different. Deeper, wilder, with currents that twisted in unnatural patterns. They had reached the edge of the Sorceress’s Waters, the vast territory claimed by Áine and her coven.

“We should reach the outer perimeter by midday,” Serena said, approaching with charts clutched to her chest. “From there, we’ll need to be watchful. The Undercurrent don’t take kindly to trespassers.”

Az nodded. “Is Bones making preparations?”

“We’re readying the ship,” Serena said. “But weapons won’t be our main defence against what lurks in these waters.”

No, they wouldn’t. Az’s grip tightened around the trident. She’d been reluctant to wield it since claiming it from Manannan. She hadn’t found the weapon until after they had explored his underground castle. Nor had she planned on using it but now... now she had no choice. Erik’s life depended on her mastering its power.

Jinx fluttered down from the crow’s nest, her wings a blur of motion. “Ship spotted to the north! Black sails!”

Black sails meant only one thing in these waters: Captain Malachi’s vessel, the Sea Serpent. The pirate who served Áine, who’d taken Erik.

“Change course,” Bones bellowed from the helm. “Southwest! We can’t face them in open water. The Sea Serpent is twice our size with three times our weapons.”

“No.” Az turned to face him, scales shimmering along her arms as her emotions surged. “We follow them. That ship is our path to Erik.”

“That ship will blast us to splinters with its spellfire,” Bones said, hands firm on the wheel. “We need to reach the spire by a different route.”

“There’s no time.” Az strode across the deck. “Erik’s on that ship. I can sense him.”

Bones shook his head. “Little sister, I understand your need to find him, but if we charge after the Sea Serpent, we’ll never reach the spire at all.”

“We don’t need to engage them.” Az pointed to the distant black speck on the horizon. “Just follow them. At a distance. They’re headed to the spire — let them lead us through the Sorceress’s Waters.”

The two stared at each other, a test of wills. The crew watched in silence, waiting to see who would prevail.

“She’s right, love,” Serena interjected. “These charts are decades old. The safe passages through the Sorceress’s Waters shift with the tides and Áine’s moods. Who better to guide us than her own pirate?”

Bones hesitated, then nodded. “At the first sign of trouble, we dive beneath the waves. The Bounty wasn’t built for sea battles.”

Relief flooded through Az. She turned back to the horizon, to the black sails now visible to the naked eye. Hold on, Erik. We’re coming.

A sharp pain flared in her chest, so bright and sudden she gasped. Through the bond, she felt Erik’s resistance, his struggle against something — or someone. Áine. It had to be. She was with him, testing his limits, perhaps beginning the ritual.

“Az?” Jinx landed on her shoulder. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“She’s with him.” Az’s teeth clenched against the pain. “Áine. She’s trying to break our bond.”

“Can she do that?” Jinx’s wings fluttered with anxiety. “Break a soul bond?”

“No.” Az placed a hand over her heart, feeling the pulse of their connection. “But she can cause pain through it. Try to weaken it.”

“And what if she succeeds?” Jinx asked.

Az had no answer. Soul bonds were ancient magic. There were stories, legends of what happened when a bond was broken by force rather than death. None ended well.

“She won’t succeed,” Az said with more conviction than she felt. “Erik is strong. The bond is strong.”

But as the pain subsided to a dull ache, doubt crept in. Was she leading her friends into a trap? Would they reach the spire in time? And if they did, what then? Áine was an ancient power, one who had ruled the seas alongside Manannan for centuries. Could Az even defeat her? Did she have the power?

These thoughts
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