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      To queer readers of all ages. May you always find a new adventure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Sweet mother, I cannot weave⁠—

        Slender Aphrodite has overcome me with longing for a girl.”
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      A small blonde girl, not over the age of six, hid behind a large rock and silently cried for her mother and father. She did not know where she was, and the darkness frightened her. The room surrounded by damp, stone walls reminded her of the sea caves that she was not allowed to climb around. The ones near the beach past the forest behind her house.

      How did she get here?

      She remembered a tall man walking toward her in her bedroom. He had climbed through her window like a monster from her bedtime stories. He looked like a person, only his eyes were all white, and his smile looked mean. She had already been tucked into bed by then, but she could not sleep. Chocolate eaten too late before bedtime had left her restless. She was wide awake when the man had noisily opened her window.

      He had slithered into the night—a stranger, a monster. She had pulled her lavender covers up to her cheeks and peeked over them, as if her blankets could protect her. As if she could hide her small body beneath the mountain of her duvet.

      He had held a finger to his lips, a motion the girl knew well. Shhh. Breath caught in her throat, heart pounding furiously in her chest, the girl could do nothing but remain frozen. She trembled, a scream for her parents only a thought. She was paralyzed as he crept closer and swung something at her head.

      Now, the same man talked to another person. Their voices drowned by the distant crashing of waves against a shore. They did not look down at the bodies sleeping on the floor. All children. All around the girl’s age. All asleep with their eyes open. Fresh tears spilled down her cheeks as she desperately tried to remain hidden and quiet. Having woken while the two adults had dealt with a struggling child, the girl fled to a dark corner of the cave and willed herself to disappear.

      She treated it like a game of hide and seek, knowing that if she was found, she would be asleep with her eyes open too. She shook from the cold and from something else. It smelled in here. Like dead fish. She breathed through her mouth to avoid the awful scent lingering in her nose, but it only made her taste the fishy tang. The girl clutched onto her stuffed bunny that had made the trip with her, hidden in her robe’s pocket. Her parents gifted it to her last week for her birthday. She had turned six, a grownup age in her mind. The bunny did not save her like she hoped it would. She continued to silently cry. Her nose stuffed but she did not dare clear it.

      The man held a little boy in his arms who struggled to break free. The man looked at the woman standing beside him. She nodded once, and he ran his dagger across the boy’s throat. His hands and clothes covered in blood. His face was blank, but hers was happy. It frightened the girl even more. He threw the boy’s body to the ground as he had done with the others. The boy slept with his eyes open. Blood spread. So much blood.

      The girl was going to be sick.

      “Dalton, my dear. We seem to be missing one,” the woman said.

      Her crimson eyes flickered from the bodies back to the man named Dalton. A shiver went down the little girl’s spine. They were monsters, the girl was certain of it. The ones that dwelled in her closet and under her bed. The ones that scared her awake in the middle of the night. She kept pinching her arm as if to wake herself up from this terrible nightmare. What she wouldn’t give to be back in her bed, safe in Zephlus.

      Dalton looked around for the missing girl, his eyes scanning every corner of the cave. She ducked further behind the rock, willing herself to disappear. The echo of approaching footsteps rang throughout the cave. The girl’s heart beat loudly in her chest, and she wondered if they could hear her panic. She was seconds away from passing out. If only she had screamed when he had appeared at her bedroom window. If only her parents checked in to be sure she was fast asleep at the exact time he broke in.

      If only, if only, if only…

      Perhaps the girl could have a different ending, in a different life. A happily ever after, like the fairytales. She held her breath, willing her lungs to expand and keep quiet.

      Dalton’s face, covered in blood, overtook the girl’s vision. She kicked and hit him as he dragged her out of her hiding spot. Her stuffed bunny landed on his face multiple times. She used her free hand to dig nails into the skin of his forearm. It did not deter him.

      “Help!” she cried out, kicking at him again. It was no use. He was much stronger than her. She resorted to screaming, hoping someone would hear and come to her rescue. Her throat burned, but she continued to shout through the pain as fear tore through her.

      “The spell is soon to be ready. Place the bodies outside once you are done with this one. Then, carve out each of their hearts.” The woman with the crimson eyes caressed Dalton’s cheek. He leaned into her hand and nodded, ignoring the thrashing body in his grip. Without another word, Dalton, with his blade, slit the girl’s throat.

      The screams silenced.
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      My jawline pulsed in tune with my beating heart as I pressed my pint of beer to the fresh bruise. Other than the blooming injury, this morning had been more or less the same as every other morning. A routine I had carved out for myself, one that I sought solace in. And this damn bruise was sure to leave a nasty mark on my routine. My plate of grits had gone cold, barely touched as I used my refill of liquor to ease last night’s pain. I had no stomach for food at the moment.

      The tavern sat by the ocean, along the main street that led to the kingdom’s harbor. The sea swayed to its own rhythm, void of any incoming ships. The horizon held no answers either. No ships were returning this early in the day. Especially not the one steered by the man who had stolen my heart.

      The buzz of the morning crowd quietly settled as background noise while I focused on the sound of waves crashing against the docks. The ocean breeze drifted through the open windows, the smell of sea salt fighting against the scent of fresh eggs. I downed my rum and left some extra silver on the table. The barkeeper often took pity on my long mornings spent in her tavern, giving me extra portions and free refills while I zoned out facing the window. Said, a man as strong and tough as I was shouldn’t be spending my days pining over a lass. As if.

      Dalton had disappeared six months ago without a single trace left behind. After the greatest fight of our lives, he left. I had just assumed he needed time to himself. Time to heal. But it was only weeks after his absence that we discovered he had stolen a fishing boat. It was unlike him. No letters, no explanations, nothing.

      The chair scraped against the wooden floor. I tipped my head in thanks to the barkeeper as I headed out onto the teeming streets of Avalon. Many shopkeepers spent the early morning taking down decorations from the winter solstice. Piles of white lanterns that resembled snowfall were placed beside wreaths, waiting to be stored away until next year. I tried to avoid the foot traffic the best I could, nearly bumping into bustling shopkeepers more than once.

      A year ago, I would never have dreamt of stepping foot in the upper sector, let alone the royal castle. Now, it was a daily visit. Given that my best friend was the Queen and I… her High Advisor, there were many meetings to attend. I wasn’t the most trained for the position, but as a former first mate, I knew how to navigate my way through difficult discussions. As Queen, Kae knew she had to put the sailing behind and delegate an entire kingdom. It was an honor that she had given me the title, claiming that I could not so easily be rid of her yet.

      Today, however, I was not going as an advisor, but as a friend. A best man. Today was the day before Kae and Aqeara’s royal wedding. The whole kingdom prepared for the big event, rushing to clear out any old festival decorations and replacing them with the Avalon crest: a gold flag with waterfalls cascading down the middle. In the center of it all was the castle. The flags flew up everywhere, fluttering in the wind like feathered wings.

      The nearest carriage post was not too far of a walk in the middle sector. A driver sat in front of a carriage, staring at the cloudless sky.

      “Name?” the driver asked as I walked toward him.

      He scrunched his nose as he took in my squalid state. I knew my attire was far from regal, resembling scraps of fabric that somehow made an outfit. The aching in my jaw left me certain a large bruise was visible. I instantly recalled the fight I’d had with a stranger last night, flashes pulling my attention to the aches in the rest of my body. The blurred vision, swinging fists. All over an ordeal that seemed rather pointless now that a sober mind could pick apart the scattered memories. I huffed a sigh.

      His attire was the opposite. Meticulously pressed so that no wrinkles formed. Fitted and tucked in all the appropriate places. Hair gelled back so not a strand fell out of place. Skin clean and clear of any blemishes.

      I straightened my shoulders and looked the driver in the eye. It was no question that I looked like a common criminal, yet I didn’t care to indulge anyone by changing my entire wardrobe just because of my new job in the castle. My ragged clothes suited me just fine, as they had my entire life.

      “Ruff Trench. High Advisor to the throne,” I said dramatically, mocking his tone.

      The driver stiffened and leapt down from his seat. He opened the door for me and beckoned me to enter the carriage. I smiled and hopped in. Immediately, the horse trotted forward in the direction of the kingdom’s center.

      The sectors flowed meticulously from middle to upper. The divides were not as stark in contrast anymore. The poor fared better under Kae’s rule. Her father had been less benevolent, less generous, but had still been a good ruler. Kae followed in his footsteps with her own unique viewpoint. Citizen approval of the Queen had gone up, far higher than that of the king before her.

      Trash did not scatter the streets and sidewalks as it once had. The homes had undergone renovations, appealing to tourists and locals alike. Fresh painted exteriors reminded me of the tropics, an oasis in the middle of this cold winter. Children stuck their tongues out at mothers trying to get them to wear a hat or scarf, things that were more affordable now that market prices had gone down. Visible breaths of air escaped the mouths of shoppers as they made their way through their list of errands.

      As I leaned against the side of the carriage and stared out the window, my thoughts drifted again, always back to Dalton.

      

      I was on my way up from below deck, about to help with docking the Mar Daemon onto the Zephlus harbor, when Dalton walked in on me pulling my coat on. It was just the two of us—the rest of the crew’s voices echoed through the door from the upper deck.

      “I figured you’d be upstairs,” he said.

      I shook my head and focused on fastening the buttons on my jacket. He pulled off his heavy coat, pulling my attention as he slipped into a leather jacket. I internally cursed myself for staring at the exposed skin just below his navel where his shirt rode up slightly.

      “Is that new?” Dalton motioned to the coat I was wearing. I blinked several times and quickly brought my eyes up to his face.

      “Yeah. Bought it in Avalon before we left,” I said.

      Before Kipp was killed by sirens. My little brother who wasn’t my brother. A close friend, an innocent kid. Dalton pressed his lips together and nodded. Kipp had been a close friend of his, too.

      “Feels like we’re throwing ourselves into this. Which is great. But I worry about Kae.” Dalton looked away, and I knew tears were starting to form in his eyes.

      Dalton and Kae were inseparable best friends. It was no question that he would worry about her. I worried about her, too, but I trusted her judgment. If she was ready to set sail again, then so was I. Kae always got us out of tough situations. She always had our backs.

      “You care about her. Of course you’re going to worry. But she’s strong. We all handle grief in our own ways.” I tried to keep my voice steady. This crew had become my family. Losing one was like having my heart stepped on each time. Dalton looked up at me and his eyes shone.

      “It’s hard,” he said. His voice cracked with emotion.

      I walked over and patted his shoulder in an attempt to comfort him. I allowed my hand to linger on his arm.

      Dalton did something I would never have expected. He pulled me by my jacket collar and kissed me. Not a normal kiss. Not a peck. No, this was deep and burning. Dalton shoved me into the wall and kept kissing me. I gasped, and he inhaled it. I kissed back, and he deepened it. My hands went to Dalton’s shirt, wanting it off and-

      “Whoa,” I broke away from the kiss and stared at Dalton.

      His face was a bright shade of pink. My head spun as I took him in, staring at his rumpled shirt where my hands had roamed just seconds ago.

      “I am so sorry. This was a mistake. I was emotional and instinct took over.” Dalton rushed through his words nearly as fast as he strode out of the room. I stood there in shock. Dalton had kissed me. I had kissed him back. And I still wanted to kiss him.

      But he had run away. He had not meant to kiss me.

      My face twisted in regret for pulling away from the kiss first. It was just so overwhelming. Up until then, I had never kissed a man, and I knew now that kissing him was what it was supposed to feel like when you were truthfully attracted to someone. But Dalton wasn’t attracted to me, just riddled with emotions.

      I couldn’t blame him. After all, I had said we dealt with grief in many ways. That was just his way of dealing with it, I supposed. I pressed a finger to my swollen lips and sighed.

      

      I smiled at the memory of how we both ignored that kiss and went on like nothing had happened for weeks, pretending we both weren’t falling for each other. What idiots we both were.

      Another image, one that haunted me in my sleep, replaced any warm feelings I felt when remembering my first kiss with Dalton. Flashes of memories flooded through. Images of lightning striking the darkened sky, slimy anglera with fangs poised for attack. A burning sensation in my neck where one of them bit me. Dalton cradling me in his arms while I bled out. We had both confessed our love for each other, then. The words that left me warm inside, tainted by bloodshed.

      “Mr. Trench, we are here.” The knocking against the carriage door startled me awake. I rubbed at my eyes in an attempt to appear livelier. I reached a hand to my throat to ensure that there wasn’t blood pouring out.

      Where are you, Dalt?

      “Thank you,” I said hoarsely as I stepped down from the carriage. My throat no longer felt like it closed in on itself, but the strange feeling lingered like dying embers in a hearth. I ignored it and dropped several gold coins into the driver’s gloved hand. He raised his eyebrows at the large tip but said nothing. Kae had been insistent on giving me more money than I could spend.

      Unlike my first time ever visiting the castle, I strode forward without a dumbstruck expression of how huge and shiny it looked, how the marble and gold reflected brightly beneath the sun, and how a man like me would never have dreamed of roaming around a place like this.

      I walked through the main doors and made my way to the throne room without any of the guards stopping or questioning me. They all knew my face by now. Though they disapproved of the state of my clothing. I didn’t care. Everyone knew by now that the Queen had dressed as a pirate and captained a ship for a good year. There had been less judgment about appearances since then, and more efforts to steer clear of her bad side. Not that I had ever seen her display anger since ascending to the throne. People seemed hesitant on whether she would take after her father.

      So much had changed in the transition of power, but the castle remained the same. Kae kept most of the ornate decor in place, but many of the marble-and-gold statues had been replaced by those made of sapphire and obsidian. Several tropical fish carved of pure gold lined the main corridor. I smiled, acknowledging the lack of the marble and gold mixture was a result of Kae’s hatred for the alloy.

      “Her Royal Majesty is not in the throne room.” One of the guards, Lance, looked to me as I approached the doors. His navy suit held golden tassels on the sleeves, indicating a higher ranking among the Queen’s guard.

      “Where might I find her then?” I asked.

      “I am told she went to the courtyard,” Lance said with a grin. He looked me up and down with slow, appreciative eyes, and I suddenly felt underdressed. Lance winked and I blinked several times, thoughts momentarily scattered.

      “Uhh…So. Okay, thanks,” I said and hoped my cheeks hadn’t turned any shades of blush.

      After hiding any signs of fluster from Dalton and the crew for over a year, I had grown stealthy at keeping my composure intact. That was, however, before I confessed my feelings for him. Before I realized I was in love with a man. Now, I had nothing to hide. Especially with the Queen of Avalon about to marry a woman. The citizens of Avalon had embraced the wedding announcement wholeheartedly. For the most part. There were still a few that held traditional stances on the matter, as they liked to call it, but they were not the majority. And they did not know where Aqeara was truly from, which helped a lot with acceptance.

      Either way, Lance seemed to enjoy openly flirting at any chance he could get. Though it almost became a usual form of greeting, a man flirting with me was not something I think I could ever grow used to. Not that I wasn’t flattered by it, but I had my eyes set on someone else. A missing someone else. I sighed.

      “Apparently Her Royal Majesty got into a spat with her fiancée. Though we certainly were not eavesdropping,” the other guard, Vira, chimed in. Their hair was slicked back like Lance’s, perfectly pristine. They gave me a coy smile. I rolled my eyes. These two were always willing to gossip with me. Or anyone within hearing range.

      “And where is Aqeara?” I asked, hoping for a more concrete answer. The two shrugged. I shook my head and started walking in the direction of the courtyard. Leave it to the lovebirds to fight the day before their wedding.

      The bells chimed from the tower just outside the castle’s walls. I counted the number of rings and scowled at myself for being an hour late to my meeting with Kae. I planned out an excuse in my head that sounded more productive rather than me taking extra time this morning to wallow in my self-pity.

      The courtyard was located on the far north side of the castle grounds. Various exotic plants imported from many kingdoms filled up most of the space, creating a small jungle within. Large green leaves swamped the yellow and orange flowers. A manmade waterfall cascaded off a concrete wall. Kae sat on the wooden bench next to it, staring at the water.

      “Seems like tomorrow’s weather is going to be perfect,” I said and sat down next to my friend. Kae looked over and smiled at me.

      “Any luck?” she asked without directly saying the question. I shook my head and stared out into the water. Our conversations always started out with Dalton’s whereabouts.

      “What’s with you and Aqeara?” I asked in return, not wanting to talk about him.

      “You’re an hour late,” she noted, not answering my question. We were both experts in deflecting. Kae’s eyes roamed to the bruise on my jawline and got the answer to her question. She knew where I had spent my morning, even though she had advised against it a countless number of times.

      It isn’t healthy, Ruff. He’ll come back whenever he’s ready, she had said. But we both knew that it wasn’t like Dalton to do this. He was going to miss her wedding.

      “Aqeara came this morning even though I asked her to come to Avalon yesterday. My tailors had to get her measurements again to make sure her dress was ready for tomorrow. She just didn’t understand my frustration and got mad, which she had no right to. She stormed off somewhere,” Kae finally said as she kicked a small pebble into the pond that pooled beneath the waterfall.

      As Queen of Meyrial, Aqeara had gained powers that came with ruling over the sirens. I wasn’t aware of all of them, but knew the main one allowed her to shift forms more easily. She could become human whenever she desired, meaning she could visit us all in Avalon.

      “What exactly did you say to her?” I asked, knowing the two were both equally stubborn.

      “I asked if she was even ready to get married,” Kae admitted, her voice filled with bitterness. I whistled lowly, and she punched my arm.

      “I know, I know. Not the best response. I’m just so stressed. I had to basically do all of the planning on my own because she refuses to stay here for long before going back to Meyrial. Meanwhile, I’m still running an entire kingdom. My parents are supposed to return from Evrelon tonight for the wedding which I think is cutting it rather close, don’t you agree? I’m grateful they stepped in for me to diffuse the rising tension between Evrelon and Vrolon but couldn’t everybody just pause their war narrative for one day so I can get married? Plus, one of my two best men hasn’t been seen for six months! Where the hell did that selfish, arrogant prick run off to? And if I have to sit in on another stupid meeting about what color the renovated library’s walls should be, I will honestly drown myself!” Kae kicked a larger rock into the pond and ignored the splash that soaked her shoes.

      I wrapped my arm around her, and she huffed out a sigh before leaning against me.

      “It’s a lot, I get it. You know, as a royal advisor, best man, and best friend that it’s literally my job to listen to this sort of thing, yeah?” I said in a cheery tone. Kae laughed against me.

      “Ugh. It’s just…” she trailed off, not finishing her sentence.

      “It’s just that you’re not even sure if you’re ready for the wedding,” I finished for her. Kae pulled away and looked at me.

      “Is it that obvious?” She grimaced and looked back to the waterfall.

      “You’re excessively stressed out about everything. It makes sense. This ceremony is supposed to bring happiness to your life, not added pressure. I bet Aqeara could even sense it. Which is probably why you lashed out on her instead of directing your anger at yourself,” I said.

      “Well. I am impressed at the analysis.”

      “Spending the past six months wondering countless things about yourself leads to critical thinking,” I stated. Now it was Kae’s turn to whistle lowly.

      “We’ll find him,” she promised. I wasn’t convinced it was a promise she could keep. I nodded anyway and returned to listening to the running water.

      “You should talk to her,” I suggested. Kae scrunched her nose, reminding me just how young she was. How young we both were. She had grown up in the months following her coronation, faster than she should have. I could never imagine taking responsibility over an entire kingdom right now.

      We stayed like this for several moments, silently leaning on each other both physically and mentally. It was in these heavy moments that I didn’t quite feel so alone. That the feelings of despair did not permeate as much. They were a reminder I had friends. Family.
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      I was utterly and royally screwed. The rise of my pulse did not help the situation nor did the twisted knots in my stomach. I stood in front of Aqeara’s closed door, hoping my hot-headed girlfriend would be inside.

      Fiancée, I corrected myself. I grew giddy at the thought but then frowned. If I was so elated about marrying Aqeara, why was I so hesitant?

      With a sigh, I knocked on her door. Aqeara lodged in a spare bedroom on the second floor, right above the library. Every time she visited Avalon, she stayed there. Aqeara had insisted on her own bedroom so as not to start any gossip about the two of us. It seemed rather dumb, given the fact that we were to be married, but I had conceded. Sharing a bed was only for married couples, as most of Avalon saw it that way. The traditional mindset, however, didn’t stop us from sneaking into each other’s rooms once the moon had reached its peak.

      Despite her own space, she didn’t visit as much as I had hoped. Since our engagement six months ago, I had anticipated that Aqeara would move in or at least stay for extended periods of time. She only spent a week–two if I was lucky–in Avalon. The rest of her time was spent ruling over Meyrial, the city of sirens. I couldn’t really blame her, she was Queen after all. I just missed her and the way we used to spend every waking moment together before we were both coronated.

      And while I understood what it meant to rule over a kingdom, it still ate away at me every night when I turned over to find her side of the bed cold. I missed her when she was gone and craved her every second when she was here. We were going to be married, and yet still we did not know what that life would look like. What it would entail, us being queens to distant kingdoms.

      Even while in Avalon, Aqeara loved to busy herself in everything that wasn’t royal. Meaning everything that was away from me. I understood her reason, she desired a break from the royal life back home when she came to visit. She got lunch with Ruff, drank with the crew, visited waterfalls, sketched at the local market. I barely got to see her. I was so busy running the kingdom that I couldn’t take time away from the castle. A few grey hairs, hidden amongst my brown curls, had not been there before I was coronated.

      “What?” Aqeara’s voice called out in an impolite manner. I frowned.

      If I had been anyone else, I would have expected Aqeara to be less hostile. It had taken a lot of convincing to my parents to allow us to marry, and even more convincing to the royal court members. Marrying a woman was not the issue. But marrying someone from a foreign kingdom where there was no guarantee of an alliance? It had caused strife in discussions. I had to do a lot of compromising while I made Aqeara kiss up to them.

      Everyone was told that Meyrial was an eastern kingdom far away from Avalon, which was true. I just didn’t see the point in mentioning that it resided hundreds of feet below sea and was also the infamous hidden kingdom of sirens.

      “I believe the proper response is, ‘yes dear?’” I joked as I opened the door and walked in, ignoring the small limp in my walk. My left leg had been broken six months ago, and though Aqeara’s tears had set the bone back in place, it had not healed right. My leg especially hurt at times like this, when the winter chill seeped into my nerves. I sat down on her bed with a sigh of content.

      Aqeara sat at her desk that faced the window. A journal lay open in front of her with a half-finished drawing of the garden sketched on white parchment. She held a silver dagger against the corner of her eye as she extended a line of kohl out. I stared as she casually used a blade to outline her eyes. Aqeara turned around with a sour look on her face, the dagger pointed at me threateningly.

      “Yes, dear?” she said in a sweet voice that oozed sarcasm. I rolled my eyes at her.

      “About this morning…” I started my apology before I really knew what I wanted to say.

      “Look, I understand. You are stressed about everything on your plate. I am too. Ruling a kingdom and dealing with so many things has proven beyond difficult. The wedding was always in the back of my mind until now. I should not have yelled at you before, and I should have arrived earlier than today,” Aqeara said.

      Her soft voice made my heart melt.

      “I’m not entirely sure either of us are ready for tomorrow,” I said.

      Aqeara gave some consideration before she replied, “I think I am in agreeance with you.”

      “Maybe we should postpone the wedding and start spending more time together? I know we’re both busy but—” I never got the chance to finish my thought. The ground trembled beneath us. Several small trinkets teetered off Aqeara’s bookshelf. A loud noise echoed in the distance. My breath hitched and a cold, sinking feeling had my stomach in knots. Aqeara and I locked eyes. I ran out of the room.

      The halls filled with screams and chaos as people stopped whatever they were doing to rush toward the windows. Several brushed past me, too distracted to see what had happened to realize who I was in their haste. The chaos elevated my heart rate. I slowed to steady my breathing. My hands twitched restlessly at my sides.

      “Your Majesty!” My personal guards, Lance and Vira, ran over to me. The look of fear in their eyes as they stood by my side snapped me back to the present.

      “What happened?” I asked. I looked around and noticed that Aqeara hadn’t come with me. I had a good guess as to where she might have run off to. One of the guards would spot her and protect her. She could more than hold her own in a fight if it came to it.

      “We aren’t certain yet. People are saying there was an explosion, though we obviously can’t be certain what happened. Our job is to get you to the safe room,” Vira said as they led the way down the grand staircase.

      Lance took up the rear, making sure no one could sneak up and possibly attack us from behind. I felt silly with guards, knowing it was more for easing the minds of my court members than it was for my actual safety. I could manage quite well on my own.

      “An explosion?” Panic flooded through me as the words sank in. The three of us reached the landing to the first floor where Ruff waited. His frantic eyes met mine.

      “The port blew up,” Ruff said. His face resembled parchment, drained of blood. No words came to mind in response. The harbor. Gone.

      Lance and Vira led the way without a misstep while I tried to process what was happening. To an untrained eye, there was nothing special about this small storage closet. When Lance pulled down a dusty book, the back shelf swung open, revealing a hidden passage.

      As we scurried inside, a hot flash of anger flushed my cheeks at Aqeara’s disappearance. I had guessed that she ran to her sister, but she should have said something before taking off. My heart raced wildly in my chest. Vira spoke in a hushed tone to Ruff, inquiring more about what he knew.

      “I was on the upper floors about to meet with Harrye about security for tomorrow. We both saw it. The harbor district went up in flames. A dust cloud spread out and it felt like the floor was going to collapse. I never ran faster in my life to the first floor.” Ruff’s voice shook while he recounted. Ruff, who used to fear nothing, came back a changed man when Aqeara’s tears brought him from the brink of death. I tried not to dwell on the thought.

      “I need the rest of my court here. Or I need to get to them. We have to discuss damages and any fatalities and prepare a response for the public. I want to know whether this was accidental or intentional. And dammit, where is Aqeara?” I yelled.

      Vira and Lance exchanged a look. I let out a frustrated noise at losing my temper in front of my guards. I was the Queen. I had to at least appear calm and collected despite my inner turmoil.

      “We must remain here until the threat is neutralized, Your Majesty. I’m sorry.” Vira spoke in a low but steady voice.

      Ruff placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. I was glad that he was here beside me, safe and providing an anchor in my sea of fear. If Ruff had stayed longer at that tavern by the water, who knew if he would have survived the explosion.

      Minutes passed in silence. My fingers fidgeted restlessly as I tugged on the ends of my sleeves. There was no control in a situation like this. I was going to go mad if nothing new happened in the next five minutes. The four of us stood there in the dimly lit passageway. Too shocked to move further down where the hall opened up into a small room. None of us wanted to stray too far away from the entrance in case someone came with answers. All I could muster were short shallow breaths.

      My mind feared the worst. My entire crew was dead. Someone attacked the city and set it aflame. Aqeara was captured or dead. Dalton had returned to the harbor right as the explosion went off. Every negative possible outcome swarmed in my mind, buzzing like angry hornets poised to sting.

      When an hour passed, my grip on reality began to slip. I was on the cusp of either passing out or having a heart attack. The walls seemed to grow closer, threatening to collapse in on me.

      Two knocks rapped at the shelf-door. A three second pause. Then four quick knocks. Vira let out an exhale of relief and opened the door. The three of us quickly followed them out.

      “We need the Queen. Everything is secure,” Harrye said from the storage closet. I nearly stumbled as I ran out of the room.

      “The court is hosting an emergency meeting in the throne room,” was all Harrye said as he rushed to keep up with me. His eyes darted every which way. Ruff had said he was with Harrye when they saw the explosions.

      I tried my best to remain calm in the face of those that worried. I was the one who had to be in total control, yet the only way I could truly feel that way was if I had my sword on me. My weapon collected dust in the back of my bedroom closet.

      “Now announcing Her Royal Majesty, Queen Kae,” Harrye called out as he strode into the throne room. The throne sat at the far end of the room, surrounded by twin pillars made of marble.

      A round table took up the center of the room, several yards away from my throne. A large chair was placed at the head of the table, saved for me. Aqeara sat closest to me while Ruff took the empty chair across from her. I looked for her sister and couldn’t find her. Aqeara caught my eye. I gave her a nod and reached out under the table to squeeze her hand. She tightened her grip around my fingers briefly before leaning back in her chair.

      Harrye sat further down amongst the other court members. There was only one empty chair left. A missing court member.

      “Fill me in on everything,” I ordered.

      “There was an explosion at the harbor just past the stroke of noon. It wiped out the port, several anchored ships, and every tavern that lined King’s Street. Damages to flats were seen up to two blocks into the lower sector. The rest of the lower sector and part of the middle sector are covered in dust from the aftermath. We are awaiting news on injuries and fatalities but have dispatched the local guards plus medics to the scene,” Caldwell, head of the royal guard, said.

      His grey-streaked hair was tousled with disarray, less than the pristine style he usually kept it in. The glasses he wore were smudged with dirt and for once, Caldwell did not bother to clean them. Caldwell strived for perfection. His current state added on to the strain felt in the air.

      “We believe this to be an intentional attack. I sent out word to Vrolon and Evrelon to see if they noticed any strange activity leading up to today. I also sent out word to see if your parents are okay, including in the letter that you were not harmed during the explosion. There are also guards speaking to any witnesses that should be already on their way here with an update,” Nikias, ambassador of Vrolon, stated.

      I had only met the ambassador briefly last year when I was in Avalon, but we had grown close in my short time as Queen. I let out a breath of relief that Nikias had taken initiative in making sure my parents were okay. I nodded to him in thanks.

      Instead of having me juggling the wedding and a potential war between Avalon’s neighboring kingdoms, my parents ended their retirement vacation a bit early to negotiate terms of peace on my behalf. I only hoped they were nowhere near the explosions and that they would return home safe.

      Vrolon and Evrelon, often getting into financial spats like an old married couple, were once again negotiating terms of agricultural profits that had turned hostile quicker than I would have liked. I could not have been more grateful for my parents and their long-standing personal relationships with the two monarchs.

      Shaking away foreign thoughts and returning back to my kingdom, I looked to my court members and took a deep breath. They needed a strong leader to get them through this and though I wished I could sit back and let the stress consume me, I had to pull myself together. For my own kingdom’s sake.

      “I want a statement released from all the guards of each sector that we intend to find and hold responsible the terrorists that have caused this attack. Any news comes to me directly and immediately. Alert the public that we will report to them all updates as they come in.” I tried to keep my voice steady. “This meeting is over. Whoever is travelling to the site, tread with caution. May Atdia protect you,” I said. Although I personally did not believe in Avalon’s sun god, I knew the prayer would provide them some comfort. Several members of my court stood, ready to leave when a girl burst through the doors unannounced.

      Isobel Manko ran forward with wild eyes. Soot and grime marked her clothes. Blood streaked the side of her face. The Manko family, second-richest behind my own, was notorious for being pretentious. The Manko siblings, Isobel and Eugene, and I had butted heads since the age of six. I quarreled less with Isobel than I did with her older brother, which was why she was a part of my court and not him.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      A medic came running after Isobel with a bloody rag. The others regarded Isobel with shocked expressions. Half of her dress was tattered and she wasn’t wearing any shoes.

      “The harbor. I was there. I…Eugene.” Isobel could not speak as the tears choked her.

      She broke down sobbing while the medic wiped the blood off her face. I stared at her and figured out what she was too emotional to say. I rose from my chair and strode over to her.

      “Isobel, I am so sorry,” I said in a soft voice.

      I knew what it was like to lose a brother. My hand rested on her shoulder. She looked like a rabbit caught in a hunting trap.

      “Please get her to the medical wing,” I addressed the medic. “Isobel, I will be certain to update you with more news as I come by it. For now, please allow yourself to be treated.”

      Isobel leaned against the medic as he helped her out of the room. My face fell at the reality of it all. Seeing Isobel go from primped and polished to broken and shabby, it was a wakeup call.

      I slumped into my chair. Only Ruff and Aqeara remained behind and I did not care if they saw the calm façade fall. My breathing was steadier than before, but still shaky.

      “Are you alright?” Aqeara asked as she leaned over to me.

      She looked shaken, but I knew she was trying her best to hide it. Loud noises frightened Aqeara, ever since we got back to Avalon. She would never admit it, but I saw the way she would flinch whenever a server dropped a tray or when the royal cannons fired during festivals.

      The pounding in my head did not relent. I hadn’t been Queen for a full year and one of the worst things to happen in Avalonian history occurred the day before my wedding. I felt a strong urge to board the Mar Daemon and hide behind the rum barrels in my small space where I often sought solitude. I didn’t have that here. My every move was monitored, and worst of all, my old ship was a wreck at the bottom of the sea.

      “Aqeara, I got word from Meyrial. It is awful. We need to go back, now.” Aqeara’s sister appeared behind her chair, having come from the side door to the throne room.

      Her face and hair were soaked. Water from her golden hair dripped down her dress and left a puddle on the floor. This wasn’t the strangest thing I’ve seen her do. After all, this was Aqeara’s formerly dead half-sister speaking.

      Hyrissa.
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      Hyrissa dragged me out of the throne room and across the long hallway that led to the eastern side of the castle. I glanced back to make sure Kae followed after us. Any sign of the argument we had earlier was gone. We hastily walked until the three of us were behind the closed doors of the library. I scrunched my nose at the smell of fresh paint.

      “What is it? What did you find?” I asked.

      When the explosion happened at the harbor, I had heard people talking for the entire hour in between the incident and the emergency meeting. Guards claimed that witnesses had seen a bright green glow that surrounded the explosion. It seemed an awful lot like magic to me. I had immediately used my trident to perform a communication spell and instructed Hyrissa to contact one of our sisters in Meyrial.

      Flashes came back to me in short bursts. Running to the library where I knew Hyrissa had been holed up all morning. The relief that loosened the knot in my chest to see her unharmed. Wandering the halls with her in a daze as guards and servants rushed by like a fleeting school of fish. Dread that sank in my stomach when I could not find Kae, as the guards ushered Hyrissa and I to safety.

      “Raiseis answered my call. Oh, Aqeara.” Hyrissa shivered as she spoke. “The same explosion happened at the border. We lost two sirens. Five others were injured, but they are expected to survive. No one has an explanation.”

      Next to me, Kae’s jaw hung open. I had no idea what my own face expressed though I assumed a mirror to hers. Where else could this have happened? Who could have possibly attacked two places at once?

      “What did the injured say?” Kae asked.

      Hyrissa looked at her and then at me, unsure of what to say. I trusted Kae with my life and any information regarding Meyrial. Hyrissa knew that, so her hesitance sent a shiver down my spine.

      “It is okay, you can tell us,” I said in a softer voice.

      “I am not entirely sure if I believe it, is all. Raiseis said the injured claimed to have seen a bright green light glowing in the water right before the explosion. They also said there were humans in the water.” Hyrissa scoffed at the impossibility.

      My blood froze over as the hairs on the back of my neck rose. Goosebumps shivered across my arms. Kae turned to me, brows scrunched as she gently squeezed my hand.

      “The humans, what was off about them?” I asked, knowing that these people must have something to set them apart, else they would not be able to survive that deep in the ocean. No human had ever been near Meyrial before.

      “Their eyes were completely white. They looked like the undead, with ashen skin that looked as if blood had never circulated their veins. The sirens said the humans caused
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