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“How much do you want for them?” the slave trader asked. The rotund man with greasy hair and beady eyes towered over them.

Mama Habrid, the woman who had reluctantly taken care of them since they were children, tapped her chin. Her brow creased. “They are strong girls – my husband never bought weak slaves. I’ll accept no less than fifty gold coins for each of them.”

Fifty gold coins? Domnu would have laughed if the pit of fear in her stomach didn’t weigh on her like a heavy stone. The price was outrageous, and they all knew it.

The slave trader laughed. “No girls are worth that much. Look at them, they are skinny. They won’t cope well with hard labour.”

“These two are special. They have been touched by the gods and have unnatural abilities. The one with the red hair can see the future. Her visions always come true. And the other one can heal people with her touch. Imagine the money you could make off them.”

Domnu looked away and her long red hair fell over her face like a heavy curtain. Her visions didn’t always work. Most of the time, she couldn’t even control them.

If they could make someone so much money, why wouldn’t Mama Habrid let them stay at the tavern? It wasn’t much of a home, but it was the only one they had ever known.

“Fine, let’s see their powers. Tell me, girl, what do you see in my future?” The man sneered at her and grabbed her by the collar of her tunic.

She almost gagged under the stench of his foul breath. “I don’t see anything.” She almost wanted to have a vision just to get the awful man away from her.

“Hold her hand. She has a much better chance of getting visions if she touches someone.” Habrid motioned towards Domnu.

The man grabbed her by the throat. “Tell me what you see, girl.”

Her sister, Kyri, whimpered in the corner and buried her face in her knees where she sat in the ground.

She gasped as pain shot through her head and her eyes snapped shut. An image of a boat rising out of the water came to her. At the helm stood a dark-skinned man with a glowing orb above his head.

A few moments later, the vision faded. She winced as her ears rang and pain stabbed through her skull.

Gods, what did that even mean? The vision had barely shown her anything, and what she had seen made no sense.

“Well, what did you see?” The man shook her hard.

“I saw you in the tavern tonight having a drink.” She glared up at him. “That is all I saw.”

The man gave a harsh laugh and shoved her backwards. “Perhaps you are gifted after all. I will give you fifty coins for both of them.” He tossed a coin purse at Mama Habrid. “That’s all you will get for them. Slaves with magic can be harder to sell.”

The old woman’s eyes gleamed. “Good riddance to them. Those girls have been a plague in my life since the day my husband brought them home. I always said they would be the death of him, and I was right. Kill them both for all I care.” She slammed the door shut in their faces. Leaving Domnu to wonder what would happen to them now.

Domnu kept her eyes on the ground as the trader dragged her into Joriam’s slave market. The stench of sweat, animal manure, and heat filled the air. Shouts rang out and people hurried in all directions.

She couldn’t believe it. Harland, the man who’d bought and raised her, was dead. Her foster sister, Nyx, had been accused of his murder. It didn’t matter she had been innocent, and Domnu had told them that. They had wanted Nyx and Domnu gone for years. Being gifted with magic when you lived among a tribe of humans never boded well.

Nyx had been sentenced to death; her execution was supposed to have been carried out by burning her at the stake. Domnu had helped her to escape. Nyx was long gone. A druid had come and arrested her. Then the tribesman kept saying the druid had killed her. Domnu didn’t want to believe that, though. Nyx had always been the strong one, the one who protected them from Harland’s abuse. Domnu had no idea if they would see her again. She would have to be the strong one now.

Kyri whimpered beside her. The sound grated on her nerves. Fury burned through her. At Nyx. Harland. Mama Habrid. At all of them.

Her visions, or curse as Harland called it, had helped bring in coins. Whether it was telling fortunes in the tavern, or picking pockets on the streets with Nyx.

“Hush, Kyri,” she hissed. “We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves.” She knew they had to keep their heads down.

Their hands had been tied behind their backs, so neither of them could use their power. Why hadn’t her visions warned her Habrid had called a slave trader? Mama Habrid had always been jealous of the attention Harland gave them. Habrid had grinned with glee when the slave trader handed her a bag of gold for them.

“Dom, where’s Nyx? Why hasn’t she come back for us?” Kyri sobbed. “I don’t understand. She said she would come back to help us.”

“Because she can’t. Now keep your mouth shut.” Domnu wanted to comfort her sister, but she was still furious with her. Kyri never spoke on Nyx’s behalf. But deep down, she knew it wouldn’t have made any difference.

“What do they do with us?”

“What do you think they’ll do?” Domnu snapped. “People come here to buy slaves. No doubt we’ll be sold to someone else or forced to work for someone.”

“They will let us stay together, won’t they?” More tears streamed down Kyri’s face.

“Don’t bet on it. Now keep quiet. Don’t draw any attention to us.”

“Quiet down.” The slave trader gave Kyri a hard slap across the face. The girl cried harder.

Domnu gritted her teeth and looked away. She wished her power would give her some sign of what would come next. Or a glimpse of what happened to Nyx. The tribe said the druid had killed her, but she didn’t believe it. She had seen how much that druid wanted to find Nyx. Why go to so much trouble just to kill her? It made no sense. But her power remained quiet and showed her nothing.

She cursed under her breath and willed her power to show her something.

Anything.

Touching things made it easier to trigger her curse. Sometimes she didn’t need to.

Come on, show me something. Anything. She prayed to whatever gods might be listening.

Her eyes snapped shut. The druid stood beside Nyx and held her arm tight. He waved his hand and her appearance changed into that of another woman.

A few moments later, another girl that looked like Nyx ran towards them. The druid threw a fireball at her. The girl screamed as she exploded in a burst of flames.

“Get moving!” The slave trader pulled her out of her vision.

Domnu gasped as the vision faded.

What did that mean? Nyx was dead? No, Nyx had changed. Or at least Domnu thought she had. Curse that man. If only she could have seen more.

One by one, different groups of slaves were dragged onto a dais and examined. People inspected them, poking and prodding at them, then handed over their money. Domnu wanted to scream. They were people, not cattle. What gave them the right to sell people?

She and Kyri had no rights. No slave did. Not even if they were freed or had the money to buy their freedom.

Domnu glanced around at the other slaves. Men, women, children of various ages. Most skin and bone. No doubt she and Kyri would be more desirable since they were skinny but not haggard.

Domnu wished she could cover up her bright red hair. It made her stand out. Her tribe had called her a witch because of it.

If Nyx was alive, why hadn’t she used her curse to escape and come find them? Nyx was powerful. She could hear people’s thoughts and compel others to do things with a single touch.

Domnu blew out a breath. She had to put all hope of rescue aside.

The slave trader grabbed their arms and dragged them onto the platform.

“Two young, strong girls here. Perfect for labour. Start the bidding at twenty gold coins each.”

“Twenty for each? They are skinny. Plus, they’re cursed,” one man growled. “Look at them. No doubt they have magic.”

Domnu gritted her teeth. Why did all humans think magickind were cursed? Most of Erthea had hundreds of races of magickind.

It was too bad they couldn’t use their powers to help them escape. But their abilities weren’t defensive. At least hers weren’t.

“Kyri, use your power. Try to heal one of the men,” she whispered.

“What? Why —?”

“Do it. Instead of healing, use your touch to burn one. We have to get out of here.”

“I can’t.”

“Yes, you —”

“Quiet,” the slave trader snapped. 

“If they have magic, let’s see it.” A young man with a mop of dark blond hair stepped forward out of the crowd. Power clung to him and his clothing cost more than Domnu could make in ten lifetimes.

Only royalty wore fabric that expensive. But that made no sense. Joriam was a small island. It had no royal family.

The slave trader shoved Domnu forward. “Show him.”

“We can’t. We don’t have any magic.” Domnu raised her chin. “If we did, don’t you think we would have used it by now?”

The prince stepped onto the platform and moved closer to her. “Harland kept slaves with magical abilities. What’s yours?”

“Harland’s dead, in case you hadn’t heard.” Strange, she almost missed the old brute. At least if he were alive, she and Kyri would still have a roof over their heads. And the pretence of safety.

The prince narrowed his eyes. “I heard Harland had three girls. One a seer, one a healer, and the third could hear things and compel others. The third is gone. So, which one of you is the seer?” He glanced between them.

“We don’t have magic,” Domnu repeated.

“We shall see.” The prince chanted something in a strange tongue and grabbed her by the shoulders.

The image of Nyx being changed and killed flashed through her mind again.

“You’re the seer. Good, take them both.” He tossed a coin purse to the trader. “Bring them to my ship.”
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Domnu nearly screamed when the ship rose into the air. She and Kyri sat huddled in the hold. Their hands were still bound.

“Kyri, listen. We have to find a way out of here.”

“How? We’re on a ship. We have nowhere to go.”

“You need to stop the whimpering. You’re not a child. Why didn’t you speak up when they took Nyx? We both know she never killed Harland. That shadow creature did.” She shuddered at the memory of the shadow creature she had seen upstairs in the tavern.

“I never meant for Nyx to die. I was —”

“She’s not dead. I had a vision. That druid faked her death and took her away.”

“Why would he do that?”

Domnu shrugged. “Nyx is powerful. I think he needed her help for something.”

“Where are they taking us?”

“To Andovia, from what I’ve heard. That prince is the son of the Archdruid. God knows what they want with us.” Domnu tugged her bonds. “Sombre.” Fire sparked around her wrists and burned through the rope. She rubbed her wrists. “Much better.”

“Dom, we can’t jump out of the ship. We’ll die.”

“Maybe not. They must have lifeboats. If we can get to one of them, we can escape.”

“But where would we go? We are slaves.”

“We’ll go find Nyx. The druid that came for her came from Andovia, too. If we can find a way to get there, we can find her.” Domnu burned through Kyri’s bindings. “I don’t know how long it will take us to get to Andovia, but we need a plan.”

“We’re not jumping off. We’d die.”

Kyri had a point. They couldn’t jump while the ship was in the air. There weren’t any guards near the hold. If they could sneak on deck, maybe they could find the lifeboats and go from there. Domnu didn’t know much about steering a boat. Would a lifeboat even be able to float in the air like this vessel could?

“We’ll need weapons. Look around and see what we can find.”

“Weapons?” Kyri gasped.

“That prince doesn’t have anything good planned for us. Do you want to die?” Kyri shook her head. “Good. Look for potential weapons.”

Domnu opened one of the chests and gasped at the sight of jewels and gold. She rummaged through, looking for something sharp. She found a jewelled pendant with sharp points on it and shoved it, and some other jewels, into her cloak. They’d need money if they managed to escape.

She shoved some into Kyri’s hands and her sister put them into the pockets of her dress.

“I found this.” Kyri held up a hammer.

“Good. Hide it.”

Footsteps echoed above them.

Domnu grabbed Kyri’s arm and yanked her back over to the spot where they’d been left. “Quiet,” she hissed in her sister’s ear.

The door to the hold opened, and the prince came down.

“You’re the sisters I’ve heard about. Nyx’s sisters.”

“Nyx, is she —?” Kyri beamed.

“She’s in Andovia. My brother brought her there as my prisoner. I have been looking for a mind whisperer for a very long time.”

The prince clasped his hands behind his back. “I’m Gideon Valeran, heir to the Archdruid.”

“What is a mind whisperer?” Domnu kept her face impassive, but her heart pounded in her ears.

“Someone who can hear thoughts and compel people with their touch. I’ve heard many stories about her. When I met her, her power seemed... Negligible. So, tell me more about your sister. What can she do? Are you like her?”

Was that why he wanted them? Because of Nyx? If so, why? She couldn’t understand what purpose that would serve. They didn’t have abilities like Nyx did.

“We’re not related to her by blood.” Domnu shook her head. 

“But what are her abilities? Can she enslave others with her touch?”

If he already had Nyx, why would he need them? Was it to force her to do something? That would only increase the need for them to escape. She didn’t want her or Kyri to be used as leverage to force Nyx to do anything.

“Nyx is cursed like us,” Kyri said in a small voice.

“Cursed?” Gideon laughed. “Who told you that?”

“Harland did. We were cursed by the gods because we are slaves.”

“None of you are cursed. You are both magickind. Where did you and Nyx come from?”

“From Joriam. We’ve been with Harland since we were children,” Kyri replied.

Domnu gritted her teeth. Why couldn’t Kyri keep her mouth shut?

“What about before that? Who owned you?”

“We were born into slavery.” Domnu raised her chin. “We don’t know who our parents are. We were with Harland for as long as we can remember.”

Kyri nodded. “That’s true. Most slaves never know who their parents are. They died when we were young.”

“What about Nyx? She was older when she came to you.”

“She was around ten. She had no memory of her life before,” Kyri answered.

Domnu wanted to slap her. How could she tell this man so much about their sister? Had she gone mad?

Nyx would always be their sister. Nothing would change that.

Whatever the prince wanted with Nyx couldn’t be good, and Kyri backed away. No doubt the prince wanted to use Nyx’s powers. But what would he do with them after he learnt everything he wanted to know? Would he kill them or use their powers for his own gain?

The sooner they got away, the better. Her mind flashed back to the vision she’d had when the slave trader had come to collect them the day before. She had seen a vision of a ship sailing on the high seas. Could it have warned her about the ship? If so, what did the vision mean? What was her power warning her of?

Cursed visions. Why couldn’t they give her simple explanations?

“But Nyx can influence others with her touch?” Gideon persisted.

“Of course not. If she could, she wouldn’t have been stuck in a dingy tavern,” Domnu snapped.

She, Nyx, and Kyri had always planned to run away together. They had been saving every penny they could to buy safe passage out of the realm. Her chest ached with the thought of that never happening now.

Gideon’s eyes narrowed. “I think it’s the perfect place to hide the three of you. How long have you had your gift?” Gideon turned his attention to her now.

She shrugged. “I’m cursed.”

Harland had warned them to never tell anyone about their abilities. They were cursed by the gods, and that was all they needed to know. Domnu had never believed that.

Gideon scoffed. “You don’t believe that. You seem to have some control over your visions.” He turned to Kyri. “What are you? Do you control your gift?”

Kyri dropped her gaze to the floor. “I don’t have a gift. It’s a curse. I have no control over it.”

“Show me.” Gideon pulled out a knife and slashed the blade across his palm. “Heal me.”

“I can’t.” Kyra shook her head and her body trembled.

Domnu wanted to reach out and comfort her, but she couldn’t. If she did, it would probably only lead to Gideon striking her down. Her mind raced. She had to do something to get the prince away from them. But what?

Gods, please help us out of this. Help protect me and my sister. Tell me what my vision meant.

“Show me. Or should I start cutting your sister instead?”

Tears filled Kyri’s eyes.

“She can’t heal cuts that deep. Her power only works on minor injuries.” Domnu knew she needed to keep Gideon’s attention on her. She often did that with Harland when he got angry and took the blows to protect Kyri. She closed her eyes and gasped. “Danger is coming. Someone is going to attack your ship.” She wished that were true just to get Gideon away from them.

Gideon scoffed. “You expect me to —”

“My lord, we need you on deck,” someone called out.
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Light flashed around Gideon’s hand, and the wound closed. He grabbed Domnu by the arm and pulled her and Kyri on deck. “What’s going on?” Gideon demanded.

Domnu winced as the prince shoved her and Kyri aside. She quickly placed her hands behind her back to make it seem as though they were still bound. It was a good thing the prince hadn’t had time to search her and Kyri and find their hidden loot.

“We are having to descend. There’s too much wind to fly safely. We will have to continue on the water instead.” The captain was a large, muscular man that towered over all of them and had dark skin. A skull with two bones through it was emblazoned on his large hat.

“Look over there,” she whispered in her sister’s ear and inclined her head towards a set of three small wooden boats. “It’s the lifeboats. If we can make a run for it, we might be able to get off the ship once we are closer to the water.”

Are you alright? A voice rang through Domnu’s mind.

Domnu glanced around. Who said that?

Only Nyx could talk to people in thought and that didn’t sound like her voice. 

I did. The captain flashed her a smile.

But how —

Gods, how could that man hear her thoughts? Was he like Nyx? The prince had called her a mind whisperer. If the captain was powerful like her sister, why hadn’t he done something to stop the prince before now?

Do you need help? The captain swung the ship about as it descended lower.

“What do you mean? Keep us in the air,” Gideon demanded. “We can’t go through The Strait. Those waters are too hostile.”

The Strait? It took her a moment to remember it was a stretch of water that ran through the lower realm. Legend stated it was filled with mermaids and other magickind that filled the undersea realm.

“Sorry, my lord, we’ve got no choice. It’s too dangerous to fly in these winds.”

“Fly lower. We’re not entering those waters. I know what the merfolk are like.”

Please, you have to help me and my sister get away from the prince, Domnu said. He’ll imprison us or worse if you don’t.

Domnu knew the captain helping them was unlikely, but she had to try something. They were on their own. He could be taking them anywhere.

The ship descended lower. Waves crashed against the ship from all sides as he hit the water. Domnu winced as the spray stung her eyes.

More waves rose higher and hit the ship so hard it banked to one side. The prince and his men cried out as they went crashing into the water. Domnu and Kyri grabbed onto the ship’s rail to stop themselves from being thrown off.

“Watch out!” the captain yelled.

The captain brought the ship around, and it rose into the air.

“Stop!” Gideon yelled.

“Sorry, your highness, but this is where we part ways.” Bones gave him a mock salute. “I’m sure you can find a way back to Andovia. But these former slaves are no longer your prisoners.” He turned the ship's wheel. Wood and metal ground as it rose into the air again and floated away from the yelling prince as he threw bursts of energy after them.

“I don’t understand. Why would you help us?” Domnu asked. “Did you hear my —”

“I’m Bones, captain of The Bounty.” Bones tipped his hat. “You could say I’m somewhat of an outlaw in these waters. No, I can’t hear your thoughts, but I can use mind speak. Don’t worry, you don’t have anything to fear from me or my crew. We work with the resistance, helping former slaves like you and your sister.”

“We need to get to Andovia to find our other sister.”

“We won’t be able to go there for a while. Not until I get some new crystals fitted to my ship.” 

“The prince was right. Where can we go?” Kyri asked. “I doubt there is anywhere safe for us.”

“We are headed to Doringa, near the Dragon Islands next. You’re welcome to join us.”

“We need to find our other sister. The prince’s brother took her,” Domnu explained. 

“From what I hear about Darius Valeran, she should be fine. He works with the resistance.”

Kyri touched her arm. “Nyx said she would come and find us. Maybe we just need to wait for her.”

Domnu shook her head. Something didn’t feel right about this. Complete strangers didn’t help people out of the goodness of their hearts. The world didn’t work like that. Especially not for slaves like them.

She narrowed her eyes at the captain. “Won’t the prince come after you for what you did?”

From what she knew about the Archdruid’s family, they weren’t the forgiving sort of people. They would do everything in their power to avenge the affront of dumping Gideon right in the middle of the sea.

Bones laughed. “The prince won’t drown. He’s a Valeran, and he’s very powerful. Someone will come and get him soon enough.”

“Can you prove yourself at the nearest port?” 

Kyri scrambled to her feet. “Wait, why are we still headed in the same direction. Aren’t we still heading towards Andovia?”

Domnu frowned. “You said you were headed towards the Dragon Islands. They are south of Andovia. We’re heading in the wrong direction.” She had always collected maps whenever she could so she could get a good idea of the different realms. She knew the layout of the lower realm well enough. “Where are you taking us?”

“Clever girl. We are headed to Andovia. Jinx!”

A glowing orb of light appeared as a small woman, a Pixie or Sprite, with pointed ears and fluorescent wings appeared. Light flashed around the sisters as the Pixie threw bolts of energy at them.

“Sorry, girls. You are now prisoners of the Queen of Andovia. It’s up to her to decide what to do with you now.”
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Kyri trembled as The Bounty docked in Andovia. She didn’t know if it was from the cold air when they reached the surface or because of fear. Maybe both. Being on a ship that could move underneath the waves with a magical air bubble terrified her.

Her sister, Domnu, seemed more angry than anything. They had escaped from Prince Gideon — the man who had bought them at the slave market in Joriam. Being in their old realm felt like a lifetime ago. So much had passed in the last couple of days.

Their foster sister, Nyx, had been accused of murdering Harland, the man who had owned them. Their tribe had sentenced her to death by being burned at the stake.

Domnu, a seer, insisted Nyx had somehow escaped from what she had seen in her vision. She said Nyx had been saved by Gideon’s brother and taken to Andovia. Gideon had intended to take Kyri and Domnu there. Instead, the captain of the ship they had been travelling on had dumped Gideon and his guards in the middle of the sea. Kyri had thought the captain had meant to help them. But he’d claimed them as prisoners for the Queen of Andovia instead.

Kyri didn’t understand what that meant. The Archdruid ruled Andovia, not a queen. Captain Bones had told them that but not much else.

“Who is the Queen of Andovia?” Kyri spoke up. “I thought the Archdruid ruled this realm?”

Domnu shot her a warning look. “Be quiet,” she hissed.

“The Archdruid does rule here. The queen is a long story.” A sprite with purple hair landed on the helm. “The queen ruled this realm a century ago until the Archdruid overthrew her. Now she is in exile.”

“But why does she want us?” Domnu demanded. “We’re slaves, we’re not fit to serve anyone.”

“You’re both magickind with strong gifts. The queen ordered me to bring you to her,” Bones replied in a booming baritone. The big man towered over them, his body all rippling muscle. His dark skin shone like ebony and his dark eyes fixated on them.

“And what will she do with us?” Kyri’s blood pounded in her ears along with her racing heart.

Bones shrugged. “I can’t say.”

“You lied when you said you worked with the resistance.” Domnu glowered at him. “They help free slaves. They don’t pass them on to new masters.”

“I do what I can for the resistance, but I can’t ignore orders from the queen.”

“Why not? You ignored the prince’s orders,” Kyri pointed out. Her long blond hair blew over her face and she clutched her stomach. She hated the roll and sway of the ship. How could anyone stand being stuck at sea for more than a few moments?

Bones rumbled with laughter. “No one can disobey the queen. She can command others with her touch and walk through your mind as easily as breathing.”

“Is she a mind whisperer?” That was what Gideon had called Nyx. The term still sounded strange to her. Kyri had seen Nyx compel people then make them forget about the event.

Bones nodded. “She is the first mind whisperer, from what legend says. She’s immortal.” He tossed them some apples. “We’ll be going to see her soon. Here, you’ll need your strength.”

They took the apples as Bones disappeared below deck. “What are we going to do?” Kyri whispered to her sister.

Domnu narrowed her blue eyes and pushed her long blood-red hair off her face. “I say we make a run for it. We’re close to land now. We can find our way to the capital and get Nyx. Then get out of here. We have the jewels.” They had found boxes of treasure below deck and managed to smuggle some of the loot into their cloaks. They would need as much gold and jewels as they could get. Travelling as former slaves wouldn’t be easy in the lower realms.

Kyri glanced over at the sprite that still stood on the helm. “How do we get past her?”

“My power isn’t defensive, but yours can be. Use it.”

Kyri tucked the apple into her dress. “I’ve never used it to harm others.” She swallowed hard; her mouth now dry. As a healer, she never wanted to hurt anyone.

“We don’t have a choice. Concentrate your power on the sprite.”

“I need to touch her for it to work. You know that.”

Domnu blew out a breath. “Come on.”

They both got up and headed to the helm. “Play along,” Domnu hissed and said, “I never expected to see a sprite on a pirate ship.”

“It’s easier to travel by ship. Even for me.” The sprite stared up at them with big almond-shaped eyes.

“Are you a pirate like the captain?” Kyri asked.

The sprite tinkled with laughter. “Hardly. I’m more than that. My name is Jinx. You girls better not think of running. You won’t get far.”

“Why not?” Kyri furrowed her brow.

“Because the old city is shielded and cut off from the rest of Andovia. You can’t escape. Only the queen allows people in and out.”

Domnu scoffed. “You expect us to believe that?”

“Believe what you like. It’s the truth. Once Azura gets here, we’ll take you to —”

Kyri drew magic. Her palm flared with light and she grabbed hold of Jinx. She didn’t fully know how her power worked. Normally she just let instinct take over. Her power reacted to her emotions.

Freeze. You cannot move and you cannot stop us from leaving... You will not scream or call for help... She released the sprite and Jinx stood there, mouth open in a silent scream.

“Let’s go.” She tugged at Domnu’s hand. They hurried to the side of the ship. “We’ll have to jump.” Kyri scrambled over the railing followed by her sister. 

“Hey, where are you two going?” A silver haired young woman appeared below them. Water rose as she raised her hands and tossed them back onto the deck. Her magic drenched them with water. The woman jumped out of the sea, using the water to propel herself with magic.

Kyri gasped. “That’s a mermaid.”

The mermaid’s iridescent blue tail shone with light as she changed into human form. She landed on the deck on two legs. “You must be the new prisoners.” The woman’s azure eyes narrowed, and she tossed her silver hair over her shoulder. “What did you do to Jinx?” Light flared around her hands as she picked the sprite up. “Are you alright?”

Jinx screamed, then gasped for breath. “What did you do to me?” She shook her tiny fist at them.

Kyri’s mouth fell open. Her magic had worked, she’d felt it. What had that mermaid done? Kyri blanched. “I’m sorry, but we are not becoming your queen’s slaves.”

“You’re not going anywhere.” The mermaid glared at them. “You have to be brought before the queen. She is demanding to see you. Let’s go.”

Bones, Jinx and Azura led them off the ship and into an enormous great hall. Its high vaulted ceiling glimmered with chandeliers that sparkled like diamonds. The gleaming oak floor shone so bright they could almost see their reflections in it.

A dark-haired woman sat perched on a golden throne on a raised dais at the end of the hall. Tree branches and flowers were carved into the ornate gold.

“My queen.” Bones and his companions bowed before her. “We have brought you Gideon’s prisoners as you commanded.”

Bones remained down on one knee, but Azura rose and Kyri thought she caught a flash of defiance in the mermaid’s gaze. 

“It took you long enough.” The queen rose from her throne, her black robe billowed behind her. Her face appeared pale and striking. Her bright blue eyes narrowed on them, and her long raven hair fell past her shoulders.

Kyri resisted the urge to reach out and grab Domnu’s hand. She kept her eyes on the floor, counting the lines there.

The queen laughed as she approached them. “I love it when people try to hide their thoughts from me. As if you could.” She circled around them. “So you are the two slaves that were owned by Harland. I’ve been eager to meet you for some time now.”

“We — we’re no one important.” Kyri couldn’t keep the tremor out of her voice. “We won’t be of any use to you, believe me.”

Domnu shot her a glare as if to say, what are you doing?

Gods, she sounded pathetic.

Memories of Harland hitting her flashed through her mind. The familiar sliver of fear shot down her spine.

“You are a seer.” The queen put her finger underneath Domnu’s chin, forcing her head up to meet her gaze. “The sight is strong in you.”

“My visions are unreliable.” Domnu met the queen’s gaze head-on. “I won’t be of any use to you.”

That earned them another cackle.

“Don’t bother lying to me, girl. Mind whisperers can see the truth.” The queen gave Domnu a shove so hard Domnu stumbled. The queen turned to Kyri. “A healer. Interesting.” She laughed and forced Kyri’s head up as well.

Kyri trembled. This woman could look into her very soul. Power rolled off the queen like thunder. “I’m — I’m not very good.”

The queen snorted. “We both know that’s not true. You saw how you could use your power today. It excited you, didn’t it? To feel in control, to control another? I know that feeling well enough.”

“No — no. I...I hated it.” She remembered the feel of her power; the control she had over Jinx sickened her. She wanted to help others, not harm them. That wasn’t what healers were meant to do.

“Time to see if you’re both as powerful as the rumours say you are. I know Harland had a knack for finding powerful slaves.” The queen gripped Domnu’s shoulders. Domnu gasped and Kyri knew she was having a vision. “Good, you’ve shown me what I’m looking for.”

The queen had seen Domnu‘s vision. Gods, Kyri thought only Nyx could do that. But Nyx had never been able to trigger visions the way the queen had.

The queen turned her attention to Kyri and Kyri’s stomach dropped. Fire formed in the queen’s hand then she threw it straight towards Kyri. Raising her arms, Kyri screamed. Heat washed over her but didn’t burn her as she had expected. Instead, the fire dissipated and left her unharmed.

“I guess the two of you will have to do.” The queen headed back to her throne.

“What do you mean?” Kyri asked and flinched when the queen’s eyes narrowed at her.

“Azura, you and your crew are to bring me a dragon back from Elmyra. These two are going with you. Use them to bring me what I need.”
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“I don’t understand,” Kyri remarked once they were back on board the ship. “How can we bring the queen a dragon?”

“My ship can move anywhere. It’s why the queen uses us as her spies.” Bones tapped the runes on the helm. “But we need you to help us find and capture a dragon.” Azura pulled back the ropes that tethered the ship to the dock.

“How?” Domnu glowered at him. “We’re slaves, not dragon hunters.”

“You have visions. You can help.” Bones turned the wheel and led them away from the dock.

“What good can I do?” Kyri wrung her hands together. “My powers are no good against a dragon.”

“You are immune to the dragon’s fire since you can heal yourself,” Azura pointed out. “You can get close a dragon. Much more than the three of us can.”

“I — I can’t go near a dragon. I’m — I’m not a warrior.”

“Your healing powers are just what we need. So start acting like a warrior,” Azura said. “We’ll arrive in Elmyra within a day. You too should get some rest. There’s a cabin down below. You can sleep there.”

Kyri followed Domnu to the cabin. “What are we going to do?” she asked.

Domnu shrugged. “We’ll have to play along for now, I suppose.”

“But we can’t. I can’t go up against a dragon. They’re betting too much on my powers.” She paced up and down. “I can’t do this. I’m not brave like you and Nyx. My gift barely works even when I want it to!”

“You are brave. You’re just as strong as me and Nyx. Now you have to believe that.”

A tear dripped down Kyri’s cheek. “I wish Nyx was here. She always protected us.”

“Now we have to protect ourselves.” Domnu wrapped her arms around Kyri.

“I never got a chance to tell her how sorry I am.” When Nyx had been arrested, Kyri had been too afraid to say anything. She had let their human tribe sentence Nyx to death for a murder she hadn’t committed.

“You were afraid. Nyx will understand that.”

“Why me? I can’t face a dragon. I run away from mice!”

“We’ll find the damned dragon. Then we’ll escape. The queen didn’t use her touch on us.”

“Please tell me you’ve seen us escape in your visions.”

“Not yet, but I will find a way.”

“Have you seen Nyx anymore?”

Domnu shook her head. “This may sound strange, but I think she will be safe with that druid.”

Kyri couldn’t imagine how that was true. Another druid had come to arrest Nyx and he turned out to be the brother of the man who had bought them. How could she be safe with him?

“What about the dragon? Have you seen anything about that?” Kyri clutched her sister’s hand.

Domnu gasped as energy jolted through her. Kyri waited. Most visions didn’t last long.

Too bad Nyx wasn’t here. Sometimes Nyx could see into Domnu’s mind and witness visions for herself. Kyri had always envied that about her.

Domnu opened her eyes.

“Well, what did you see?”

“Nothing.”

“You must have seen something. I know what you look like whilst you’re having a vision.”

“I didn’t see anything.” Domnu shook her head. 

Kyri put her hands on her hips. “Domnu, don’t lie to me. You had the same look you always get when you have a vision.”

“I don’t have a look. And you don’t understand. I didn’t see anything when the queen touched me either. I think she did something to me. Like she somehow intercepted my visions so only she can see whatever they’re showing.” Domnu shuddered. “Gods, what if I can never see my visions again?”

“We’ll find a way to overcome her. We just need to have some faith.”

“Before we get to Elmyra, we need to learn everything we can about the ship and her crew.”

Kyri didn’t know how to feel as darkness fell over them like a heavy blanket. But at least the captain hadn’t taken the ship underwater again yet. He’d only done that as they were leaving Andovia.

“Where is Elmyra?” she asked when she found Bones on deck.

“It’s one of the dragon islands. Dragons are bred and raised there. Have been for millennia. The Archdruid controls the islands, but we’ll sneak in and get one.”

“You’re putting a lot of misplaced faith in my abilities and in me.” Kyri grimaced. “I’m no hero. Up until a few days ago, I worked in a tavern sweeping floors and serving ale.” She had thought life had seemed hard back then. But now she longed to go back to her old life.

Gods, she would even be glad to see Harland again. It didn’t matter he used to hit her and treated her the worst out of all her sisters. He always said she was slow and clumsy. Nyx had always been his pride and joy.

“We don’t put faith in anyone but ourselves. If the queen thinks you can do it, you can. She is rarely wrong. Certainty is part of her gift.”

“Why do you serve such a tyrant? Why don’t you leave?” Kyri leaned back against the railing. Bones had been kind enough to give her something for her seasickness earlier so at least her stomach had settled.

Azura laughed as she came on deck. “You make it sound so easy.”

“Good always triumphs over evil.”

Bones boomed with laughter. “You have a lot to learn about the world, kid. We don’t have much choice about serving the queen. I’m under her control, can’t change that unless she dies.”

“That will never happen. She’s immortal. Even the Archdruid couldn’t kill her,” Azura said.

“There must be a way,” Kyri insisted. “I know there are bad rulers all over Erthea, but there are good people too.”

“Name one,” Azura scoffed.

“The resistance. They fight against the Archdruid.”

“Yeah, and they pay for it with their lives. We’ve helped them out a time or two, but there ain’t no going against the Morrigan,” Bones remarked.

“What about you?” Kyri turned to Azura. “Does she use her power on you?”

“No. I’m immune to that. Maybe it would be better she did.” Azura grimaced.

“If you’re not compelled by her touch, then why serve her? Why not run away?” Kyri and her sisters had planned on running away for months. They scrimped and saved every coin they could. That dream hadn’t changed just because they had been separated from Nyx. Kyri knew she’d have to be strong. The weak didn’t survive in this world.

“You ask a lot of questions, little mouse.” Azura scowled at her.

“I’m not a mouse. And you didn’t answer my question.”

“I can’t defy the queen. That woman — the body you saw today — that’s my mother’s body.” Azura bared her teeth. “The queen — or at least her spirit — has possessed her on and off for an entire century. I won’t lose my mother. One way or another I’ll get her back.”

“But — but how is that possible?” She couldn’t fathom how a spirit could possess someone’s body. Especially not for so long.

Weren’t things like that just legends? Stories told around the campfire? The human tribe she used to live with had told such tales.

Azura looked away and a tear dripped down her cheek. “The Archdruid destroyed the queen’s body, so her soul left it and took my mother as her host. I never had the chance to know her. Instead, I have to watch that thing wandering around as her.”

“I’m sorry, Azura.”

“Don’t be. Just help me get her a damned dragon.” Azura headed over to the rail and jumped overboard.

“Let her go. Talking about her past and her mama always upsets her.” Bones tapped the runes on the helm.

“I didn’t mean to upset her.”

“She will get over it. That’s why she serves the queen. In the hope the queen will release Lyra. Doubt that will ever happen, though.”

“Why not?”

“Because Lyra was the queen’s priestess and now she pretends to serve the Archdruid. Ain’t no way the queen will ever give her up.”

“I wish I could help her. Prove to her not all people are evil.”

Bones chuckled. “It’s a nice thought, mouse, but we know the way of things.” 

“What happens if you try to resist the queen?” Thinking of Nyx made her chest tighten with a pang of sadness.

Would they ever see their sister again? Would Nyx be safe
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