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“All hail the new Archdruid,” a voice called out from the crowd.

A new Archdruid. Erthea had been waiting for this day for centuries. Azura stood amongst the crowd gathered outside the old palace in Varden City, Andovia. Her long silvery hair was tied back, and she wore a silver gown. The towering spires of the palace gleamed gold in the morning light with banners flying.

Azura clapped and cheered. This was a monumental day. She was happy Darius had become the new Archdruid. His coronation marked the beginning of a new era. Nyx, his wife and her cousin, seemed happy too. Her long red hair was adorned with pearls that caught the light as she smiled and waved to the crowd from the palace balcony, her silver amulet shimmering, marking her as the new queen of Andovia. Darius stood beside Nyx, his long blond hair pulled back, wearing a silver amulet and white robes.

But part of Azura couldn’t help but feel like she wanted to run away. The crowds pressed in too close. She flexed her fingers. She hadn’t lost control over her strange new powers. Yet. But it was only a matter of time.

Her mother, Lyra, noticed her discomfort and touched her shoulder. “You seem on edge. Is something wrong?” Lyra’s long dark hair fell in loose waves and her blue eyes were etched with concern.

“No. Why would it be?” Azura replied, forcing a smile.

“I know how much you’re struggling since you realised you have the sea witch’s powers.”

Azura flinched, drawing away from her mother’s touch. “Can you please not mention that?” she hissed. The memory of that day returned with crushing force — the battle, the blinding light, the sensation of drowning on dry land as unfamiliar magic flooded her veins.

It had been a few months since the battle between the Andovian queen and her sister Cliodna, the sea witch. Somehow Az had ended up with the sea witch’s powers. Since then her powers had been unpredictable. Volatile at times. Water responded to her emotions rather than her commands.

Some thought she had somehow absorbed the sea witch’s powers when the witch fell. Nyx thought Azura might be going through the Dawning. The Dawning was a transition where beings with immortal blood ascended until they became elders. Powerful beings who could live for centuries.

Nyx had recently gone through her Dawning. It had been hard since she’d also been pregnant at the time. Azura recalled her cousin’s screams echoing through the palace halls, the way the ground had trembled beneath their feet.

“You’ve been on land for too long,” her mother said, breaking through Azura’s dark thoughts. “You’re still mermaid. Perhaps it’s time to go back to sea for a while.”

“Half mermaid,” Azura corrected. “And I don’t need to go back.”

Finally having the chance to know her mother over the last few weeks had meant everything to her. After twenty years apart, each conversation felt precious.

She and Lyra had been prisoners of the Morrigan for so long. But it had been much worse for Lyra since she had been possessed by the queen’s spirit for over a century. Now the former Andovian queen was gone for good, they finally had a chance to know true freedom. To rebuild what had been stolen from them.

“Never thought I’d live to see this day,” Bones, the captain of Azura’s crew, said as he joined them. His ebony skin and bald head gleamed. He looked uncomfortable in formal clothing.

Jinx, a fellow crew member and a sprite, landed on Azura’s shoulder. Her dragonfly wings hummed with energy, giving off a faint blue glow. Her mop of lilac hair was curled back and her blue eyes glittered. “So, fishy, when are we headed out to sea again?” she asked. She was barely the size of Azura’s palm, but her presence was impossible to ignore.

“We’re free, Jinx. We have no reason to go out to sea anymore,” Azura snorted, though the thought of open water made her heart race with longing and dread in equal measure.

Az, Jinx and Bones had all been enslaved to the Andovian queen. The queen used to send them to be her spies and often sent them on missions around Erthea. They had often spent weeks at sea or sometimes under the sea, carrying out the queen’s orders or facing punishment if they failed.

“Azura, we’ve never stayed on land this long. You can’t deny part of you is dying to go back to sea,” Jinx scoffed, tugging at a lock of Azura’s hair. “Your gills are practically gasping for salt water.”

She shook her head, dislodging the sprite. “I like having the choice to stay on land. I don’t need to go back.” The lie tasted bitter on her tongue. The sea called to her, to the magic that now surged within her.

“You’re just afraid to go back,” Bones remarked, his dark eyes knowing. He knew her too well. “I’m with Jinx on this. I’m not built to stay on land. I’m taking the Bounty and heading out.”

“Me? Afraid?” Azura narrowed her eyes. Energy crackled between her fingers, blue sparks dancing across her skin.

Oh no, not again. “I have to go,” she muttered and pushed her way through the crowd, panic rising with each step. Her control slipped, just as it had a few days past when she’d flooded the entire great hall.

Tides, she needed to get out of there. Away from people who might witness her failure. Away from people who might be harmed.

The sea called her, beckoning. Begging for her to return to its embrace. She didn’t want to go back. Not with these new powers, not with the chaos they brought.

If she had somehow received the sea witch’s powers, being in the sea would only make things worse.

Why couldn’t these people move out of her way? The crowd pressed in, their celebration an obstacle to her escape. Panic clawed at her throat.

A massive wave shot up and swept people out of the way, drenching the cobblestones and sending onlookers sprawling.

Az stared at her hands, cold dread pooling in her stomach.

What had she done? They were nowhere near the sea. The nearest body of water was the river.

How could she have conjured a wave out of thin air? What power was this that defied the laws of nature itself?

All she wanted to do was get away from there. From the startled cries, from the accusing glances. She thought of her room in the palace, of the sanctuary it offered.

She gasped as her body turned into water and vanished, her consciousness stretching and thinning before snapping back into form. A moment later she reappeared in her room, droplets cascading to the floor around her.

She didn’t know whether to be relieved or alarmed at her newfound power. Transportation through water was a rare gift. She had usually only been able to do that when she was in the sea itself. She always struggled transporting between land and sea, especially if she had been on land for a long time.

“This is a nightmare,” she muttered, collapsing onto her bed. The silk coverlet darkened beneath her, damp from her transformation.

Azura took a few moments to calm herself, watching as her hands stopped trembling. The blue scales along her forearms pulsed with an internal light, responding to her agitation.

Get it together, she told herself. This was a day of celebration, not fear.

She wanted to enjoy the coronation. It wasn’t every day she got to be part of history. After drying herself off, she changed into a fresh gown of seafoam-green and steel-blue, colours that honoured both sides of her heritage.

Heading back down to the great hall, she grabbed a jug of wine and gulped some of it down. The hall was filled with dignitaries from across Erthea, their finery a riot of colour against the ancient stone walls. Musicians played in one corner, the melody weaving through the buzz of conversation.

“Since when do you drink so much?” One of Nyx’s triplet sisters, Niamh, came over and frowned at her. She clutched baby Rhiannon to her chest, the child wrapped in a blanket embroidered with silver runes. Niamh’s long blond hair was swept into a long plait; she wore a red velvet dress. Unlike her usual tunic and hose.

“Since when do you like babies?” Azura retorted, taking another swig of wine. The familiar burn helped steady her nerves.

“She’s my niece. I have to like her. Plus, look how pretty she is.” Niamh smiled as she rocked the baby up and down. Baby Rhiannon already had wisps of blond hair and her father’s blue Valeran eyes. It was uncanny how much she looked like her father. “Besides, she likes me best. I’m the only one who’s been able to stop her crying. Having more power problems?”

“No. Yes,” Azura sighed, setting down the jug.

“I think you need to return to the sea.”

“Everyone keeps saying that,” she demanded.

“Because we know you. And you don’t do well being stuck on land. What are you so afraid of going back to?” Niamh asked, raising her eyebrows.

Az scoffed. “I’m not afraid.” She crossed her arms, the wine warming her blood and loosening her tongue.

Niamh snorted. “Right. Even Rhiannon here can tell you’re lying. You won’t even go in the river. It’s like you’re denying you’re even a mermaid anymore.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Azura protested, though the accusation struck closer to home than she cared to admit. The thought of transforming, of her legs fusing into her iridescent tail, filled her with dread. What if the witch’s power took over? What if she became something monstrous?

“You’re afraid because Erik bound you to him, aren’t you?” Niamh’s question cut through her defences.

“He linked us. It’s not the same. It’s not a full soul bond.”

“I need some food. Can you hold her for a while?” Niamh held out the baby, interrupting Azura’s protest.

“Oh no, I can’t...” Azura backed away. Rhiannon’s powers were already formidable, unpredictable. Like her own. She didn’t want to risk harming the baby.

“Az, she’s a baby. She won’t hurt you. Well, she might set you on fire, but you can put it out.” Niamh shoved Rhiannon into her arms. “Thank you.” She hurried off before Azura could protest further, disappearing into the crowd.

“Hello, little princess.” She forced a smile and cradled the baby. Rhiannon’s weight was slight, but Azura could feel the power thrumming beneath her delicate skin. “For the record, I’m not afraid of the sea.”

But she couldn’t deny her link to Erik terrified her. Yes, he’d only linked them to save her life during the battle. Even so, the connection between them was undeniable, a constant presence at the back of her mind.

She couldn’t stop thinking of him. Or resisting the urge to go find him. That was a common side effect of a soul bond. It pulled like the tide, constant and impossible to ignore.

Az had seen him on the day the queen had been defeated. The day Rhiannon was born. He had stood tall amidst the chaos, his sea dragon form casting a shadow over the battlefield before he returned to his human form to help the wounded.

The baby was a few months old now. And she seemed to get bigger by the day. Her power growing stronger every day.

She kept watch on the baby as she walked, moving through the hall with cautious steps. The celebration continued around them, but Azura remained apart, her thoughts drifting to the sea, to Erik, to the power that now resided within her.

“People need to stop telling me to go back to the sea. I’m happy right here. I have my mother. My family. That includes you, little one. So why would I need to go back?” she said, finding comfort in the one-sided conversation.

Rhiannon waved her hand, tiny fingers grasping at the air.

Oh no, was she about to cause another fire? The last time the baby had been upset, she’d set three tapestries ablaze with a mere hiccup.

Nyx’s baby had very strong powers. No surprise given who her parents were. Darius, now Archdruid, commanded the elements. Nyx herself was a fae mind whisperer and daughter of the Morrigan and former queen of Andovia.

Orbs of silver light sparkled around Rhiannon’s waving hand, then formed into Erik, Az’s childhood best friend. One moment the space before her was empty, the next, he stood in front of her.

Azura gasped. Spirits, since when could the baby do that? Why would the baby do that?

“What — what are you doing here?” She gaped at him, taking in his familiar features. His dark hair still curled at the temples, his eyes still the deep-blue of the ocean depths.

Erik frowned. “I’m not sure how I got here.” He looked down at himself, as if checking he was whole. “I was in Althea, then I was here.”

“I think she may have done it.” Azura motioned to the baby, who gurgled with what sounded like satisfaction.

“She’s a baby. How could she have summoned me from Althea? That’s impossible.”

“She has the powers of an Archdruid. You’d be surprised what she can do.” Azura tried to keep her voice level, tried not to reveal how his presence affected her. The bond between them hummed, stronger now they were close to each other.

“Erik, good to see you.” Nyx came over and smiled. “Azura never mentioned you were coming to the coronation.”

“He didn’t. Rhiannon brought him here,” Azura explained.

Nyx’s eyes went wide. “Why?” She looked from her daughter to Erik and back again, understanding dawning on her face.

“I’d like to know that,” Erik remarked.

You and me both, Azura thought and held the baby out to Nyx.

“She must think you need him here,” Nyx said as she took her daughter.

“Can you send him back to Althea?” Azura asked, desperate to escape the pull of the bond.

“Nonsense. Erik, you’re welcome to stay if you like,” Nyx said, bouncing Rhiannon on her hip. “The coronation feast continues tomorrow. You must join us.”

“Thank you. I’d be glad to.” Erik smiled and nodded.

“Wonderful. I’ll leave you two to catch up. Excuse me.” Nyx wandered off, shooting Azura a knowing look over her shoulder.

Azura wished she’d kept hold of the baby. At least the baby would have given her an excuse to ignore Erik.

“I’m sorry. About what Rhiannon did.” She gestured, struggling to maintain her composure.

“Don’t be. I’m curious to see why she wanted me here.” Erik’s gaze was penetrating, seeing too much.

Azura shrugged. “She’s a baby. She is impulsive, I suppose.” She turned to leave.

“Why are you avoiding me?” He stepped closer, his presence overwhelming in its intensity.

She froze. “I’m not.” The lie was transparent, even to her own ears.

“Yes, you are. We barely spoke after you left Althea. Even after the battle here. Don’t you think we should talk?”

“About what?” She raised her eyebrows, feigning ignorance though her heart raced.

“You know what. I know you’re still upset about me bonding us.” He reached for her hand, but she pulled away.

“Linking. We are linked. Nothing more.” She scowled. “I understand why you did it. You saved my life and I’m grateful for that.”

“Yes, but you’re still angry about it.”

She sighed. “I’m...” She didn’t know what to say.

What could she say? Yes, she was angry. But beneath the anger lay fear, and beneath the fear, something deeper still.

“Why?”

“Because I feel I have traded one prison for another.” The words escaped before she could stop them, raw with emotion.

Erik grabbed her arm and pulled her outside, away from the celebration and prying eyes. The night air was cool against her skin.

“You really think I’d do that to you? Force you to be with me?” Erik demanded.

“Yes. No. I don’t know.” She shook her head, conflicted. The link between them pulsed with his emotion, his hurt radiating through the bond.

“Glad to know you think so highly of me.” Erik turned and shifted into a sea dragon form. His human shape dissolved, replaced by scales of midnight-blue and purple. Wings unfurled from his back, massive and powerful.

“Erik, wait!” She reached for him.

But he flew off before she had the chance to say another word, his wings catching the wind. Azura watched him go, feeling the distance grow between them like a physical pain.

She stood alone under the stars, the sounds of celebration muted by distance. A cool breeze blew in from the sea, carrying with it the scent of salt and freedom.

Azura wrapped her arms around herself. The water in the fountain nearby rippled in response to her agitation, tiny waves lapping against stone edges.

“You really have a way with men, don’t you?”

Azura turned to find Bones leaning against a pillar, his expression amused despite the concern in his eyes.

“I didn’t ask for your opinion,” she snapped.

“No, but you might need a friend.” He stepped closer, his tall frame silhouetted against the palace lights. “I saw Erik leave. In quite the dramatic fashion, might I add.”

“He has always favoured the dramatic exit.” Azura attempted a smile that fell short. “It’s nothing. He’ll cool down.”

“I doubt it. That link between you — it’s not something easily ignored.” Bones offered her a small flask of amber liquid. “Dwarven whisky. Helps dull the ache.”

She accepted the flask, taking a deep swallow. The whisky burned a path down her throat, warming her from within. “Thanks.”

They stood in companionable silence for a moment, watching the stars emerge one by one

“You know,” Bones said finally, “the sea isn’t going anywhere. It will wait for you to be ready.”

“And if I’m never ready?”

“Then you find a different path. But denying what you are has never served anyone well.” He took back the flask, his fingers cool against hers. “Whatever power you’ve gained, whatever link binds you to Erik — they’re part of you now. Running only delays the inevitable.”

Azura looked towards the distant horizon, where the sea lay beyond sight but not beyond feeling. It called to her still, a constant tug at her core.

“I should get back,” she said. “Darius will wonder where I’ve gone.”

“Remember — the tide always turns. Best to swim with it rather than against it.”

He left her with those words, returning to the celebration.

With a deep breath, she turned back towards the palace.

Tomorrow would be soon enough to decide her course. Tonight, she would celebrate her cousin’s triumph, would toast to new beginnings and old endings.

And perhaps, in the quiet hours before dawn, she would find the courage to face what truly frightened her: the possibility Erik had bound them together in ways that neither of them fully understood.

The sea called, as it always had. Sooner or later, Azura knew she would have to answer.
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Erik circled over the realm of Andovia, his massive wings cutting through the night air. Moonlight reflected off his midnight blue scales as he banked through the clouds, putting distance between himself and Azura.

He was glad to see Az. He’d only seen her once since she left Althea. But he couldn’t help but feel angry Az would think he’d force her into anything. The accusation stung.

He only bound her to him to save her life when she had been possessed by the queen. The link had been the only way to release her from the queen’s control.

Az had barely spoken to him since. Aside from the day Darius and Nyx vanquished the former Archdruid. Even then they hadn’t been able to talk much in the chaos. Just enough time for a nod of recognition, a brief clasp of hands before duty pulled them apart once more.

He considered telling Az he had feelings for her. The words had been on the tip of his tongue for years, held back by fear and circumstance. But he knew she wouldn’t reciprocate them. So he decided against it. Her heart was guarded, surrounded by walls built over years of captivity and pain.

What would be the point? Rejection would only hurt more.

He needed to let go of his feelings for her and move on. The link between them made it difficult. He could sense her presence even now, a warm glow at the edge of his mind. But he had to try.

Perhaps even move on from Althea. It had been the only home he’d ever known. But everything there reminded him of Azura. Especially living in her father’s house and all the memories they had shared there.

Besides, he couldn’t help wondering where he’d come from.

He’d been sold into slavery as a young child until Azura’s father took him in as his ward. Arthur had been kind, treating Erik as a son rather than a servant. Teaching him to read, and how to navigate the undersea.

Before that, his memories were vague. He did remember being stuck on a ship filled with the stench of decay and dampness. Finding out who he was before had never mattered. He had always assumed he was a merman, despite not being able to change into mer form. Up until Azura had come back into his life he had always assumed he had been cursed into dragon form. Until Az had helped and realised he was a shape shifter. One of the last sea dragons.

There were no sea dragons in Althea or the realms around it. But he had to come from somewhere.

But where? Erthea was vast, its waters deep and largely uncharted. Still, he couldn’t ignore the feeling of wanting to find out where he’d come from with equal ease. If anyone could guide him to his origins, it would be her.

No one in Althea had been able to help him. Sea dragons remained a mystery, creatures of myth rather than flesh and blood.

He circled lower until he finally spotted the Bounty in dock. The wooden vessel rolled and swayed against the tide. Azura’s ship was moored at the furthest berth, its sails furled tight against the night air. A lantern glowed at the stern. Erik knew Morwenna would be on board since she rarely left the ship.

From what he knew, Morwenna didn’t do well around people. She always stayed in her cabin below deck. Her powers came at a cost — each vision left her weakened.

Erik hesitated as he dove into the water. The sea embraced him, cool against his scales as he transformed.

Should he visit Morwenna? He didn’t want to upset her. The last time he’d seen her, after a powerful vision, she had been as pale as seafoam, her eyes sunken into her skull.

Erik. A voice rang through his mind. Come to me.

Morwenna.

Of course she would know he was here.

Erik swam through the water and landed on deck, water cascading from his scales as he pulled himself onto the weathered planks. Shifting into his human form, he headed down to the mermaid’s cabin. The transition was smooth, scales yielding to skin. Only the faint blue markings along his forearms betrayed his true nature.

Seawater hit him hard and fast as he knocked and opened the door. The cabin was partially flooded. “Thanks for seeing me,” he said, stepping into the knee-deep water.

Morwenna lay in her usual spot in her hammock, suspended above a pool that had been built into the floor. Her long tail hung over the edge, blue scales shimmered in the dim light. “I’m glad you came. I’ve been having visions of you.”

“You have?” He gaped at her. Morwenna rarely spoke of her visions unless the matter was urgent.

Morwenna was a powerful seer. She’d been the Morrigan’s prisoner for the last century. The queen had used her powers constantly, forcing visions for her own gain.

Erik had no doubt the Morrigan had tortured her and he pitied her. The scars were evident not just on her flesh but in the haunted look that never quite left her eyes.

He couldn’t imagine why she would have a vision about him. He wasn’t that important. Just one creature in a vast world filled with magic and mystery.

“Your people are at risk from Mannanan. Mannanan fears the new Archdruid and Nyx. He searches for Cliodna’s power. If he finds it, he will become unstoppable.”

“My what? I don’t have people. I’m the last sea dragon.” He shook his head, confusion creasing his brow. “There are no others. I’ve searched.”

Morwenna snorted. “There are more, but they are a dying race. Imprisoned by Mannanan. You must go to his island and stop him, along with Azura.” Her tail flicked, sending ripples across the water’s surface.

“Az wants nothing to do with me. She never —” He broke off. Az never wanted me as more than a friend. She never appreciated what I sacrificed for her. She never understood how much it hurt to let her go.

“Talk to her and give her time. She closed off her heart because she fears losing anyone she loves.” Morwenna reached out to touch his arm. “The sea witch’s power flows through her veins. She struggles to control what she doesn’t understand.”

“I don’t know how. She doesn’t want to see me or talk to me.” He pulled away, pacing the small confines of the cabin. Water splashed around his boots with each step.

“You’re her friend. She will listen to you.”

“Where do I find this island? Tell me. Do I have any family left?”

He had always wondered if he had any family out there. People who were like him. Others who knew what it was like to shift between forms, to fly through air and swim through sea.

It had taken him a long time to accept being a dragon. The transformation had first occurred when he was twelve, terrifying both him and those around him. At one time, he saw it as a curse. Last year Az had helped him find out it wasn’t a curse. Instead, it was what he was. His true nature, his birthright.

“Manannan’s island is hidden by magic. You will need Azura to find it.” Morwenna ignored his question, her gaze turning distant as another vision claimed her. “The witch’s blood will guide her through the veils.”

“Forgive me, but Az and I are much better off apart. Thank you for your help.” He turned and left the cabin, frustration building with each step. Always more riddles, never straightforward answers.

“Wait, come back,” Morwenna called.

But he’d heard enough to find that island. It might be hidden, but he wouldn’t stop until he found it. If there were others like him, imprisoned and suffering, he had to free them.

The next morning he travelled at least a thousand leagues from Andovia. He stopped and rested a couple of times, but determination drove him. The ocean passed beneath him in a blur of blue-green, islands rising and falling.

Somehow he thought he would sense other sea dragons, but so far he had found nothing. No tug of recognition, no distant call through the depths. Just the endless stretch of sea and sky.

He would travel all five oceans if he had to. He’d passed Althea. Going back there no longer mattered. As much as he loved growing up there with Az and her father, Althea had never felt like much of a home after Arthur died and Azura had been taken by the queen. The underwater city was part of his past now.

No one seemed to know where Mannanan actually
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