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Chapter 1
“Ship to starboard!” came the call from the crow’s nest.
“Whose colours is she flying?” Sanda demanded, pushing herself up from the deck of the Sea Witch, where she’d been seated. She’d been looking over her maps, trying to figure out where to go next, what to do, so news of a ship was a welcome distraction.
“She’s flying Larosia’s colours, Captain, and she’s damaged.”
Sanda glanced over at Tilly, her quartermaster and second-in-command, who was currently at the wheel. “Larosia? What’re they doing so far south?”
“If they’re damaged, they were likely blown off course by the storm a couple days back,” Tilly suggested with a shrug.
“That’s a bad bit of luck…or poor sailing,” the captain commented. “Still, we should likely offer what help we can.”
Sanda moved to the railing at the edge of the quarter deck, looking out over her crew at work. She knew that they were expecting her to call out orders to give chase — that’s what pirates did, after all, and they were supposed to be pirates — but Sanda just didn’t have it in her.  
“Move us closer!” she ordered, her voice ringing out over the deck. “And try not to scare them.”
Her crew jumped immediately to follow her orders, unexpected as they were, trimming the sails and making better use of the wind they currently had available to them. Sanda moved toward the wheel, ready to take control of the Witch. 
“Offering to help? What happened to turning pirate?”
Looking at her quartermaster, Sanda bit back a surge of temper. Tilly rarely questioned her, and never without good reason, but she wasn’t in the mood to be teased right now. Still, he’d pledged himself to her, so she owed him at least some consideration, she figured.
“I was angry when I said that,” Sanda explained, flipping her long, sun-bleached brown hair back over her shoulder, “and lashing out. You know as well as I do that we are merchants, not pirates. So yes, we’ll offer help to the Larosians, but not for free. They need our help, and we need theirs. I’m not going to let everyone starve, and we don’t have a lot of options, Tilly, you know that. If we don’t get some food and something for trade, we’re all dead for real.”
Ever since pirates had run the Sea Gypsy aground a couple of weeks ago, capturing Sanda and leaving her crew to die on a barren stretch of Mythesti’s shore, she’d been playing catch up. Simon, the despicable merchant who’d stolen her business with a simple, forged marriage certificate, had left her with nothing — not even her name. It was only luck that had let Sanda make off with the Sea Witch, the newly commissioned ship not yet on her public books at the time of Simon’s incredibly hostile takeover. As far as Sanda knew, Simon had declared her dead, along with all of the Gypsy’s crew, inheriting her assets as her grieving husband… and forcing Sanda to start over with nothing.
Sanda wanted her business back, and she planned to take it from Simon in pieces, if need be. But starting over with nothing was a lot harder than just deciding to do it, she was discovering. After rescuing her stranded crew, she’d given everyone the choice to continue to work for her, without pay while they got their feet under them, or get dropped off back in Calyso. Most had stayed, something that had surprised her, and Sanda was going to do her upmost to ensure that they’d ultimately made the right choice. And right now, that meant getting some food and trade goods from the Larosians… by force, if necessary.
The Sea Witch, like the Sea Gypsy before her, was built for speed. Sitting higher in the water than most ships in her class, she was a little light on the cargo space, but also light on the waves. For some, that could be a dangerous thing, but with Sanda at the wheel, it was a different story. She had a gift — the ability to sense the waves and how they moved — and that let her navigate the oceans with more safety than most. 
“We’re gaining, Captain!” her lookout shouted down from the crow’s nest, and Sanda stepped close to Tilly.
“My turn,” she stated firmly. Tilly moved aside with a nod, taking her place at the edge of the quarter deck.
As soon as her hands closed around the warm, smooth wood of the wheel, Sanda closed her sea-green eyes, feeling for the ocean’s waters. The way the waves moved, the way the ripples danced across the water’s surface, all of it spoke to her and told her where the wind was and how the current flowed. Her crew, used to the oddities of sailing with her, or with her father before her, were quick to make any necessary, small adjustments as Sanda changed course, following the waves. They drew ever closer to the Larosian ship.
“Slow us down,” Sanda finally stated, and Tilly relayed her orders to the crew.
“Get the white flag up!” the quartermaster ordered. “Ready weapons, in case this goes badly, but nobody makes a hostile move.”
As one of the men ran the white flag up the mast, hopefully signalling to the Larosians that they meant no harm, Sanda edged the Witch closer to the damaged foreign ship. She could see that the northern seamen weren’t terribly trusting, and many had weapons in hand, but as long as they behaved themselves, that was fine with her. With some last careful maneuvering, and a few more orders for the crew, Sanda matched her speed with the Larosians and signalled to her second.
“Let’s get what we came for, Tilly. One way or another.”
Tilly nodded his understanding, then made his way down to the main deck, drawing the attention of the sailors on the deck of the other ship. He muttered a few things to the waiting crewmen as he passed, but by the time he reached the railing, his blue eyes were fixed on the foreigners. Tilly waved to ensure he had their attention.
“Looks like you’re taking on water, and your sails are damaged,” he called out. “We’d like to offer you a deal.”
“A deal?” a skeptical officer repeated. “What kind of deal?”
“A fair trade,” Tilly explained. “Supplies to help repair your ship for an equal weight of food and trade goods. We’ll even point you in the right direction to Karasot for nothing.”
“Food?” The tone of the man’s voice was incredulous. “Why don’t you just make port and restock your supplies?”
Sanda sighed to herself, listening and watching from her place at the wheel. These were logical questions, but unfortunate ones, since they would only lead to more questions.
“Do we have a deal or not?” Tilly asked, refusing to be drawn into a discussion about the Sea Witch’s current lot in life. 
The Larosian officers exchanged looks.
“Who do you sail for?” one of them demanded. “You’re not flying any colours.”
“No, we’re not,” Tilly agreed. 
“Pirates!” one of the foreign sailors shouted, a call immediately taken up by the majority of the Larosian crew.
“Well, we are now,” Sanda muttered, cursing under her breath. 
Tilly looked over his shoulder, meeting her gaze. He knew as well as she did that they needed food, desperately. With a sigh, she made a ‘go ahead’ gesture, and the quartermaster straightened to his full height.
“Ready those hooks!” Tilly yelled, and Sanda saw the sailors he’d spoken to earlier start to swing the ropes they’d picked up, building momentum. “Throw ‘em when you’ve got the shot!”
Sanda found it oddly surreal to watch her crew prepare to attack the Larosian ship. They were used to repelling boarders, not being the attackers, and she didn’t know if her men had it in them. She desperately hoped that she hadn’t led them to their deaths with her desire to regain what she’d lost. 
The first of the sailors let his grappling hook fly with a shout, the metal hook sailing through the air to hit the edge of the Larosian ship’s railing and bounce off. Even as he started to pull it back up, two more sailors let their grappling hooks go, both hitting their targets and digging in. Sanda felt the drag of the other ship immediately, and turned the wheel to compensate.
“Ready your weapons!” Tilly commanded, as some of the crew raced to grab the ropes attached to the grappling hooks, pulling on them to draw the ships closer together. “Attack!”
Sailors in the boarding party leapt across the space between the pair of ships, weapons in hand, with Tilly right behind them. The Larosian sailors had their weapons ready, and the sound of metal clashing immediately filled the air. Grunts of effort, shouts of pain or surprise… the cacophony rose, and Sanda lashed the wheel loosely before stepping to the edge of the quarter deck.
“Where are you going, Captain?”
“Over there,” she told the first mate, gesturing to the other ship. “Isn’t that where I’m supposed to be?”
Gage shook his head. “Not yet, it isn’t. Wait until the fighting’s done.”
“What? Am I just supposed to stand here and watch our men fight, and possibly die?”
“Yes.”
Sanda glared at him, but Gage’s expression told her that he wasn’t going to compromise. She suspected that Tilly had likely given him orders to keep her on the Witch, and she resolved to speak with her second-in-command about this, later.
“You’re the only captain we have,” he explained. “We can’t risk you, not yet. Besides, Tilly knows what he’s doing. ”
She opened her mouth to argue anyway, but then the Witch’s deck tilted under her feet. Running back to the wheel with another curse, Sanda adjusted their course to bring the two ships back together, reducing the stress on the grappling lines. 
“Get rid of whoever’s on their wheel,” Sanda commanded. “Use an unlit fire arrow. That should knock him out quite nicely.”
With a nod, the first mate went to get the weapon he needed, pulling a fire arrow out of a barrel of them on the main deck. The end of the arrow, where the point should be, was a long cloth wrapped around the wooden shaft and secured with twine. The projectile was unwieldy and weighted wrong for nice, smooth flight, but if Gage hit his target properly, he’d likely do some damage without killing the man.
As the battle continued on the deck of the Larosian ship, some of the foreign sailors turned their attention to the ropes holding the two ships together. Not all of Sanda’s men had crossed to their target’s deck, giving the Larosians a distinct advantage of numbers, and if they managed to cut their ship free, Sanda’s boarding crew was doomed. With a sharp whistle of warning, Sanda turned her wheel to starboard, bumping the Witch into the other vessel and sending most of the Larosian men on deck staggering. Sanda’s sailors, forewarned, jumped to take advantage of their enemies’ momentary weakness.
Gage let loose his arrow, the projectile streaking toward the other ship’s poop deck, where the ship’s officers stood. He missed the man at the wheel, but hit one of the others in the shoulder, making him cry out in pain. The other men on the poop deck took cover, and Gage fired another arrow to keep them down.
“Surrender and you will not be harmed!” Tilly shouted. 
He stood over a kneeling man, his cutlass levelled at the man’s chest. Gage fired a third shot at the command group, this one hitting someone in the back of the head. The officer went down, unconscious on the deck, and that seemed to be the breaking point for the Larosians. Sanda watched as the foreign sailors dropped their weapons and raised their hands away from their bodies in surrender, and Gage turned to his captain.
“Now you head over, Captain,” he said with a smirk. Sanda shook her head, but decided not to bother saying anything about his somewhat irreverent attitude. This was an unexpected turn of events, after all.
Leaving the quarter deck, Sanda hopped down onto the main deck of the Sea Witch, and then leapt easily across to the deck of the Larosian ship, her brown hair trailing behind her like a flag. Tilly joined her at the railing, leaving the majority of their boarding crew to deal with the Larosian sailors, and together, the pair walked up the stairs to the top of the poop deck and the waiting foreign officers. A pair of her men were keeping an eye on them, but the Larosian officers were behaving themselves.
“A woman?” one of the Larosians asked, disbelief obvious in his tone of voice and his expression. Sanda guessed that he was the captain of this vessel.
“Be respectful!” Tilly demanded, hand on the hilt of his weapon.
The captain made a placating gesture. “I meant no disrespect,” he stated, not entirely sincere. “I was simply… surprised.”
“I’m sure,” Sanda commented, suppressing the desire to roll her eyes. “I’m certain that you’ve had a rough couple of days, considering the storm that blew through, and the fact that you’ve spent the past little while sailing in the wrong direction.”
“The wrong direction?” the Larosian repeated.
“Karasot is two days north-west of here, so yes, the wrong direction,” Sanda told him with a smirk. “And then, to add insult to injury, you had to cross into my waters, and here we are.”
“You can’t possibly lay claim to the waters in this area,” one of the other officers objected.
“Why ever not?” Sanda asked. “You didn’t even know where you were sailing, so I feel entirely entitled to lay claim to whatever I’d like. And that, my friends, is going to be twenty-five percent of your cargo.”
“What?!?”
Sanda smiled, using an expression that she’d used many times across the negotiating table in her previous life. The smile was a little cold, and not entirely welcoming.
“I have all the power here, Captain,” she pointed out. “Your men are still mostly unharmed, but your hull is leaking and your sails are far from whole. All of that can change, for the worst, if you’re choosing to argue with me. I think a quarter of your cargo is a very reasonable amount, considering the huge favour I’ve done for you, correcting your course… and the fact that you turned down our initial offer.”
The Larosians exchanged a look, and Sanda decided that she’d had enough of trying to play nice. Drawing her dirk from the sheath at her waist, she lunged, plunging the sharp, double edged blade into the chest of the nearest foreign sailor. Her movement was so quick, and so unexpected, that none of the men on the poop deck had a chance to do anything. As the dead man fell to the deck, Sanda flicked her blade, pointing the tip at the captain with a spray of blood droplets.
“Your men are now a little less unharmed than they were a short while ago,” she growled. “Would you care to keep arguing, or can I take my twenty-five percent?”
“Go ahead,” the captain told her, his eyes wide. “Take what you want.”
“Thank you. Tilly, if you would?”
The quartermaster left her side, calling to some of the men still aboard the Witch. He knew what they needed, and made short work of sorting through the cargo, taking no more than the quarter Sanda had stated. As soon as their pirated cargo was aboard the Sea Witch, Sanda ordered her men to retreat back to their own deck, leaving the Larosians to try to make port as best they could.
“Now remember, gentlemen,” Sanda prompted as she made her escape, “you need to head north-west if you want to reach Karasot. And if you ever happen to drift this far south again, I recommend taking my deal, when I offer it.”
Sanda watched the Larosian ship circle around the Witch and start to head back north. With a shake of her head, she closed her eyes and sent her gift reaching out over the waves. If the maps were to be believed, and if the stories her father had told her were true, then they were close to what she was looking for.
“So much for the nice and easy way,” Tilly commented softly when he rejoined her a little while later. “You did try, though.”
“I regret having to kill anyone, but they weren’t taking me seriously.”
“You did what you had to, Captain, and there will be more of it in the weeks to come. It’s inevitable.”
Sanda nodded her agreement.
“I think I found our safe harbour, though,” she told her second. “If I’m right, we’ll be there soon.”
“Safe harbour sounds lovely, but why do I think it won’t be quite that simple?” Tilly asked, and again, Sanda nodded.
“You’re probably right. If we’re lucky, we’ll have fresh water and maybe something to eat. Regardless, we need a harbour, if only for a few days, to rest, recover, and plan.”
Gripping the wheel of her ship firmly, Sanda adjusted their course, calling out to the crew to trim the sails and get them back up to speed. The men did as commanded, and the Sea Witch danced through the waves, heading farther out into open sea.
 

Chapter 2
“We’re almost there,” Sanda muttered, mostly to herself. Tilly heard her anyway and moved to stand beside her.
“Almost where, exactly?” he questioned.
“Our temporary home… I hope.”
Sending her gift out over the waves, Sanda searched for where the sandbars started. They were there, she could feel it in the way the waves moved, the current eddying around the shoals.  
“There’s nothin’ out here but empty water, Captain.”
“It’s just a trick of the light,” she told him before raising her voice to address the sailors on the main deck. “Half speed!”
As her crew rushed to adjust the sails, Sanda closed her eyes and concentrated on sending her power out farther than before.  She knew this was the right place, could feel it in her bones, but she was a little worried about their reception. The archipelago wasn’t uninhabited, after all.
“By all that’s holy…” Tilly gasped, telling Sanda that they’d breeched the protections around the string of islands. “Trick of the light, my a—”
A sharp look from Sanda cut him off.
“Sorry, Captain,” her second apologized with a shrug. “Where are we?”
“Talothis.”
“What? How did you find this place?”
“My father washed up here once, after a storm,” Sanda explained. “He told me about it, wrote about it in his journals.”
“And you think that this could be a safe harbour for us?”
Steering the ship carefully around the barrier islands that protected a lagoon, Sanda shook her head.
“Not here, no,” she clarified. “We’re here to ask permission to anchor off one of the other islands.”
“And how do we go about doing that?” Tilly asked. “I mean, do you walk up to the Seer’s door and knock?”
Sanda laughed. “I don’t think that will be necessary. I’m sure she already knows that we’re here, and is expecting us.”
The sailors dropped the anchor, the splash disturbing the silence that surrounded the beautiful island and sending a small flock of colourful birds into the air. As her crew crawled up the rigging to tend to the sails, Tilly moved to the main deck to oversee the process, leaving Sanda alone by the wheel. 
“My mistress will see you now.”
Turning, startled, Sanda saw a woman standing a short distance away, by the railing. She had long, unbound brown hair that moved slowly in the gentle breeze, and her bright blue eyes were serious. She was dressed in a long robe that reminded Sanda of something a priestess would wear, and Sanda knew that this was one of the Seer’s handmaidens.
“That’s wonderful, thank you,” Sanda replied, bowing at the waist. “We’ll be right over.”
“Not we,” the handmaiden corrected, shaking her head. “Just you, Captain.”
“Okay. Where do I go?”
The handmaiden gestured, and Sanda followed the movement. On the shore, she could now see a pathway leading deeper into the trees, a pathway that Sanda was certain hadn’t been there before. “Just stay on the path.”
Sanda nodded, turning back to thank the handmaiden, but the woman was gone. 
Leaving the quarter deck, she walked over to one of the two skiffs hanging on ropes, ready to be lowered. Calling Tilly over, Sanda passed along her orders.
“I hopefully won’t be gone long,” she told her quartermaster. “Let everyone eat and rest, and make sure that you personally check over everyone’s injuries; I don’t want anybody dying from infection, if we can avoid it.”
“Understood. Be careful, Captain.”
“I will, but I don’t think we’re in any danger here, Tilly.”
Tilly lowered the skiff, and Sanda scurried down the ropes right behind it. Taking the oars from their places, she locked them into position and set out toward the shore, rowing with strong, even strokes. It didn’t take her long to reach the shore, and Sanda hopped into the water, dragging the small boat up onto the sandy beach. 
The path leading into the trees was right before her, and Sanda stepped into the shade without hesitation. Every time her father had told her about his long ago meeting with the Seer of Talothis, he’d never shared any feelings of danger or apprehension. She had no reason to be afraid, and she walked quickly down the sandy, gently curving pathway until she reached a set of large stone steps that led up into some sort of temple.
The temperature seemed to drop a few degrees when Sanda entered the building, and she felt a chill run up her spine. All of the fine hairs on her arms stood up as goosebumps rose along the skin exposed by her shirt, but she didn’t think it was from the cold. This felt like something more, something she knew but couldn’t quite identify; she didn’t have the words to explain what she was feeling.
There was only one way for Sanda to go, and she walked deeper into the temple, looking around her with curiosity. There were statues, bowls and other interesting works of art on display, but they were arranged more like treasured artifacts than treasure. This place wasn’t like Ffion’s temple back in Karasot, the one where Sanda had frequently prayed. The only way she could describe where she was right now was someone’s home.
The corridor opened up into a garden. Here, the ceiling was open to the sky, and large trees spread their leaves above the level of the walls. A small pond lay off to the right, and Sanda could see the bright flash of fish swimming just beneath the surface. There were beds of flowers scattered throughout the space, and a stonework pathway led through the gardens to the far end of the room, where the Seer was waiting.
“Thank you for seeing me, my Lady,” Sanda greeted the woman, bowing low.
“Welcome to my home, Aleksandra.” 
The Seer stepped forward, the sunlight catching the fine, pearlescent scales the covered the woman’s arms, neck and face. She wore a pale, golden coloured dress that was a few shades darker than her hair, and Sanda could see that her eyes were milky and sightless.  
“You’re a Dragonblood,” Sanda blurted. Blushing at her rude comment, she bowed again. “I’m sorry.”
“No need to the apologize,” the Seer told her. “I am, most certainly, a Dragonblood. And I’m blind too.” This last was said with a twist of her lips, not quite a smile. “Now, tell me about why you’re here.”
Sanda quirked an eyebrow. “Surely, you know that already, my Lady.”
The Seer nodded. “It’s still polite to ask.”
“Well… I was hoping that my crew and I could seek safe harbour here, in the archipelago,” Sanda said. “We need somewhere safe to recover and figure out what to do next.”
“There is an island about halfway through the island chain,” the Seer commented. “It is marked by a waterfall tumbling down the cliffs. There are fruit trees there, and fish and game. You and your crew can hunt and gather, so that you don’t have to use any more of your precious stolen food while you rest and plan.”
Sanda winced and the Seer inclined her head in question. 
“Your recent act of piracy doesn’t sit well with you,” she observed, and Sanda nodded her head in agreement.
“I know what I want,” she told the Seer, “but I honestly have no idea how to go about getting it.”
“I can see diverging pathways for you, Aleksandra, like your father, when he came to see me.”
Something she’d always wondered finally clicked into place. “You introduced my father to Krasson, didn’t you?”
“Indeed,” the Seer agreed. “That was the path your father chose. What is it that you want, Aleksandra?”
“I want my business back,” Sanda replied, without hesitation. “My father worked hard for what we had, and he left it to my care when he died. I want it back.”
The Seer nodded, apparently unsurprised by her answer. 
“Then go back to your crew, and plan your next steps.”
“Thank you, my Lady,” Sanda said sincerely, bowing once more before turning to leave. The Seer’s voice stopped her about halfway through the garden.
“I can get you training, if you’d like.”
“Pardon?” Sanda turned around, confused.
“Your gift,” the Seer explained. “I can get you training for it. You could be very powerful.”
Sanda blinked. “Training? Are you telling me that I’m a mage?”
The Seer shook her head. “You’re not a mage, Aleksandra, but you are gifted. You’re a witch, and what you can do right now, reading the waves, is but a small portion of what you could do, with training.”
It was an interesting proposition, but Sanda shook her head after a few moments. “Thank you, but no,” she answered. She had a crew to think of, and a business to reclaim. “I have others who are relying on me. I can’t leave them.”
“The offer stands, if you change your mind.”
Sanda bowed one last time, then turned and left the Seer’s temple. 
The walk back through the trees didn’t take long, and Sanda was entirely unsurprised when she reached the beach and found that the pathway had disappeared behind her. Pushing the skiff into the water of the lagoon, she rowed herself back to the ship, her mind whirling. The Seer had granted the crew of the Sea Witch safe harbour, and had provided them with food, which was more than she’d expected, but just what she’d hoped. Now, she just needed to get everyone to the island and get them settled before night fell; fresh food for dinner sounded heavenly.
“How was your visit, Captain?” Tilly greeted her when she reached the Witch’s main deck. 
“Excellent, Tilly. We’ve been granted safe harbour and directed to an island deeper into the archipelago. I need you to organize hunting, fishing and gathering parties for when we drop anchor. How are everyone’s injuries?”
“Healing, with no signs of infection.”
Sanda nodded, pleased. “Let’s get underway, shall we?”
Tilly got the sailors organized, weighing anchor and raising the main sail, while Sanda jogged up to the quarter deck to take the wheel. They were underway without difficulty, and in short order, Sanda slipped the Witch back out into open ocean. Turning the ship’s nose, she headed deeper into the archipelago.
“Keep an eye out for a waterfall,” she called up to the scout in the crow’s nest. “That’s our destination.”
It was mid-afternoon by the time Sanda dropped anchor again, and Tilly started sending sailors to the island. The first group over started to set up temporary shelters, and some of the sailors took spears and slipped into the trees to go hunting. Soon, the gathering and fishing groups were also busy, and Sanda was able to take the opportunity to sit in the sand and just watch the waves wash up on the beach.
“The Witch is secure, and everyone is busy gathering food, water, and wood, or getting camp set up.”
“Thank you, Tilly.”
Her quartermaster dropped down into the sand beside her. “So what’s next?”
Sanda shook her head. “I honestly don’t know.”
“What are our options?”
She looked over at him. “Well, there are a few things we could do, Tilly. I know that I want to be a merchant again, and I have the Witch and her crew. I’m concerned about my contacts, though, as it’s possible they’ll tattle to Simon and let him know I’m alive so that he can take from me again. On top of that, what I certainly don’t have is any capital, so how do I get it?”
“You can take goods or you can buy them,” Tilly told her.
“Exactly,” she agreed. “I can’t buy them without money, so I could hire us out to someone and earn us some money that way, or we’re back to stealing.”
Tilly looked thoughtful. “There’s stealing, and then there’s stealing.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you told me that you wanted your business back from Simon. Do you want to steal goods to trade and rebuild, or do you just want to steal stuff from him? That way, you’d technically be stealing from yourself, so maybe it wouldn’t weigh so heavily.”
Sanda sighed. “If I started over, built a new business, Simon could likely take that from me, too. I mean, on paper, we’re married, and based on Calyso’s laws, his word trumps mine. Heck, if I start earning any money legitimately, Simon technically has claim to it.”
“Could you petition for a divorce?”
“If I was granted one, Simon would still be entitled to half of my assets,” she pointed out. “I need an annulment, and the best way to get that would be to find the priest who signed the marriage certificate in the first place, and make him tell the truth.”
“And we’re back to needing money to pay for courts and bribes.”
Sanda nodded. “We can run it by the crew, but maybe smuggling is a better option for us than piracy. If legitimate business isn’t a possibility, those are our options, right?”
Tilly looked thoughtful. “The Witch is fast, and you have your gift to help see us through difficult waters. It might work.”
“I guess we need some new contacts then.” Sanda shook her head. “At least we already know where to look.”
“Back to Archerkon it is,” her quartermaster agreed. 
~   ~   ~   ~   ~
“So that’s your witch.”
“Yes, your Grace. Or at least one of them,” Celonia said, turning toward the voice coming from behind her. She heard the soft sound of footfalls on the pathway, and bowed deeply.
Celonia had always pictured the leader of the Dragonlands as a tall, thin woman, regal of bearing and with a kind expression. She imagined that her hair was long and dark brown, while her eyes were so pale, they seemed nearly white. Of course, since the woman was a dragon, she could appear however she wished, but still, Celonia couldn’t help but fill in the blanks left to her by her blindness. The only thing she knew for certain was that the Empress would be wearing her necklace, the choker set with the gems that represented the five types of dragon and Dragonblood that she ruled over.
The leader of the Dragonlands shook her head slightly, then sighed. “She didn’t even accept the training you offered.”
“No,” the Seer agreed, “but she will be trained, regardless. Events haven’t quite aligned properly, yet, but if you agree to my plan, then—“
“If I agree?”
“Yes, your Grace,” the Seer stated. “The outcome of this meeting is far from certain, but if you’ll follow me, I’ve had some of your favourite dishes prepared, to help sway your opinion in my favour.”
There was a brief pause, and then the dragon Empress laughed. It was a musical sound that Celonia couldn’t help but echo. She gestured and started to lead the way deeper into the temple.
There were a number of short passages and corridors that led away from the main temple courtyard, and Celonia chose one that led to a smaller secondary garden, a favourite of hers for eating her meals. There was a large fountain here, one that mimicked a waterfall, and she found the sound of falling water soothing. 
When they reached the small table that was tucked into a natural bower of flowering plants, the Seer waited to sit until the sound of cloth on wood told her that her guest had already done so. One of her pair of handmaidens immediately began to serve the small meal, and Celonia turned her face toward where she knew her ruler sat.
“The way I see it,” she stated, getting right to the point, “there are two choices. We can flee, and leave the humans of Obyra to face the threat alone, or we can join forces with Obyra, and face the threat together.”
“And your tone of voice tells me which of these options you prefer,” the Empress stated dryly. “Continue.”
“It’s not really a preference,” the Seer corrected. “It’s just that if we flee, they will simply follow, once they’ve finished with Obyra.”
“You’re certain of this?”
“Yes,” Celonia asserted with a nod. “When the spell was broken, all of the magic contained within it… splashed outward. The effect of that was far reaching, and as the magic trickles back into the lea lines and nodes, they will follow, likes dogs with a scent. And they will simply pursue us, and our scent, if they need to.”
“So flight isn’t really an option, then, is it?”
“Not an option with any hope of a permanent solution, no.”
The dragon Empress sighed. “Then what do you suggest, Celonia? What do you see?”
“The Dragonlands are united, under your rule, but Obyra is not. What we need is some way to unite all of the important factions, and so I propose the creation of a group of Guardians; a triad of paired dragons and human witches.”
“To what end?”
“Both as a method of drawing our peoples together, and a method of protection and leadership. If what I can vaguely see can come to pass, the Guardians will be able to lead our combined forces to victory against the coming threat.”
A sound of creaking wood told Celonia that her guest had shifted her weight, and she fell silent, giving her words time to sink in. This idea, this vision, was still unclear, even to her, and Celonia hoped that she was doing a good job explaining what she’d seen.
“So you think that three dragons, paired with three witches, can somehow face down a tide of magic-consuming monsters set on destroying or enslaving us all?” The tone of her ruler’s voice was doubtful.
“Not alone, no,” the Seer explained, “but without them, I fear there will be no unity among the kingdoms of Obyra, or between Obyra and the Dragonlands. And without that unity, there will be no victory.”
Another sigh. “How long do we have?”
“Not long enough,” Celonia stated bitterly. “If there isn’t already a scout on the way, he will be soon. And when he lands in Calyso, he will seek an audience with the king, and there, in the Court of Roses, he will find his first witch.”
The Empress cursed in the most unexpected way, and Celonia felt an expression of surprise and disbelief cross her face before she managed to school her expression.
“And the witch will confirm the presence of magic, without anything else having to occur.”
“Yes, your Grace,” Celonia confirmed, even though it hadn’t quite been a question. “We have until next spring, I believe. Once the scout returns with word of a land ripe for plunder, they will mobilize. The winter will buy us time, but that’s it.”
“So less than a year,” the dragon summarized. “That’s not long to train the witches.”
“It will be fine,” the Seer assured her ruler. “That I know.”
“Then what do you need from me?”
“Three dragons. A blue, a white and a green. A teacher, a diplomat and a tactician.”
“You have no preference? No names?”
Celonia shook her head. “The dragon partners are not clear to me, implying that there are multiple good choices. When you choose the blue, your Grace, send the dragon to Archerkon, to meet up with Aleksandra and her crew, using the Dragonblood Krasson as an intermediary. Send the other two to me, when you choose them, and I will direct them to their witches.”
“It will be done,” the Empress promised, rising with a rustle of clothing. “If anything else becomes clear, let me know immediately.”
“Of course, your Grace,” Celonia agreed, rising herself.  
“She’s gone,” one of the handmaidens told her a few moments later, and the Seer sank back down into her chair with a sigh of her own.
“Is there anything you need us to do?” the other handmaiden asked quietly.
“Not yet,” Celonia answered, “but likely soon. A warning will need to go to the Court of Roses, if nothing else, but not quite yet. There are too many pieces that need to fall into place in Calyso, before there’s any hope… for any of us.”
 

Chapter 3
Ducking beneath the elbow coming straight toward his face, Kaylix narrowly dodged a black eye. With a muttered curse, he returned the attack, snapping his arm straight and driving the palm of his hand hard into his opponent’s sternum. The man facing him stumbled backward with a wheeze of pain, and Kaylix moved to close the distance between them once more.
A quick glance around the area showed him that he had to hurry and subdue his opponent; his instructors were looking more than a little impatient. This was his last assignment, the last impression he got to make before his instructors passed judgement on whether or not Kaylix would be allowed to join the ranks of the Protectors, the force that was responsible for all policing and military within the boundaries of the Dragonlands. Joining the Protectors was something Kaylix had wanted for a very long time, and he had been in training for decades to achieve that goal. It all came down to this.
Punching out, Kaylix managed to score a glancing blow to his opponent’s cheek. As the man turned away from the strike, he shifted much of his weight onto his right leg, and Kaylix was quick to take advantage. Kicking out at the man’s knee, he hoped to bring his opponent to the ground, ending the combat. Instead, the man accepted the blow, turning with it and mitigating some of the damage.  He did stumble, and the man turned that into a roll that sent him right over the edge of the cliff.
“Oh, come on!” Kaylix exclaimed, running forward. Gathering himself, he leapt into the air, tucking his arms against his body to streamline his free fall over the cliff’s edge, while scanning the area below him for his opponent.
He couldn’t see anything that marked a falling or flying body, so Kaylix drew his magic around himself and shifted into his favoured flight form. Making use of the raptor’s keener sight, he scanned the area again, searching. Tucking his wings close to his body, he dove for the distant trees, hoping to find some sort of disturbance to indicate his opponent’s position. Unfortunately, it didn’t take long for Kaylix to realize that absolutely nothing was moving, in the forest or on the cliffs. With a raptor’s cry of anger, he flew back up the mountain side, regaining his human form as he landed back on the flat practice area.
“You shouldn’t have left your opponent with an escape route,” one of the instructors informed him. Kaylix bit down on a sarcastic reply that wasn’t going to earn him any points.
“And if you’d shifted forms faster, perhaps you wouldn’t have lost him in the trees,” one of the others stated, her voice cold.  “Go and wait until you are summoned. We have our final deliberations to complete.”
Kaylix bowed, acknowledging the order, and slipped back into the large building that took up about half of the area of this particular plateau. As soon as he turned the corner in the hall, he lashed out in frustration, his fist slamming into the stone wall.
“Hey, hey, hey!” a familiar voice chided. “Surely it can’t be that bad.”
“I lost him over the edge of the cliff,” Kaylix revealed, running his hands through his short, black hair in frustration. 
“Well, in that case, my friend,” he was told, “go ahead and beat that wall into submission. Not that I think it will help your scores any, of course.”
“There’s nothing wrong with Kaylix’s scores, in anything, and you know it, Ryn, so leave him alone.”
“Yes, Vallith,” Ryn said in a sugary sweet, mocking voice. “Whatever you say.”
Kaylix laughed, his anger dissipating under the assault of his friends’ teasing. Ryn and Vallith were his closest friends, and the ones most likely to be with him when he got into trouble. They’d all started training for the Protectors together, and they’d all kept each other in the training program when things inevitably got hard along the way. Kaylix had no idea what he would have done without them, and being with them now, while he waited for their instructors to determine their fates, made perfect sense. Leading the way down the hall, the trio walked into the lounge area where about a half dozen dragons and Dragonbloods were waiting as well. 
“All joking aside,” Ryn commented, dropping
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