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TIFFANY SHAND



Chapter 1

“This is the Spirit Grove.” Taliesin motioned towards the glowing forest up ahead of them. “This place will give you the answers you seek. Remember everything I’ve told you and you will be fine.” The old druid towered over her; his blue eyes fixated on the treeline. His long grey hair fell in a loose plait down his back and he wore a long blue robe.

Azura hesitated and brushed her long silvery hair off her face. She needed answers, but Taliesin had told her stories about this unusual place for the last decade. Only people with pure intentions could set foot there. What if it wouldn’t allow her entrance? What if the years she had spent as the queen’s prisoner had tainted her?

“Don’t be afraid, Azura.” Taliesin squeezed her shoulder with his bony hand. “Go on through.”

“You’re not going with me?” She gaped at him.

“I’m not permitted there. Besides, you are the one who has questions.”

“I would prefer if you came with me,” she wanted to say, but didn’t. Instead, she stepped forward. Either the spirits would let her through, or they wouldn’t.

“Have courage, child.”

“I’m not a child anymore,” she pointed out. “I’m... grown.” She didn’t know what to call herself now. A woman? A half fae, half mermaid? What? One thing she did know: for the first time since she was eleven years old, she was free. Free from the tyrannical queen who had used her as a spy for the past decade.

Evony, the former Queen of Andovia, was an immortal fae whose spirit had possessed Azura’s mother. Now the queen had been banished into the nether, leaving Azura’s mother comatose. Az had no idea how to save her.

She took a deep breath and stepped through the Grove. To her surprise, she didn’t get struck down.

The trees flashed with light. Almost as if they faded in and out of existence. Odd. She had never been to a place like this. Although she had heard stories about it from Taliesin — the man who’d raised her. Taliesin, a fellow prisoner, was the queen’s father and had taken care of all of Evony’s slaves.

Voices whispered around her.

“Azura... Child of land and sea...”

Taliesin had told her to ignore the whispers. They were just murmurs from passing spirits. The veil between the physical and spirit world was thin here so they could pass through easily. 

Taliesin had said to go deeper into the Grove, then the Great Guardian would ask her why she had come there.

Azura flinched as balls of light shot past her. More orbs floated through the trees. She almost wanted to reach out and touch them, but she didn’t.

Taliesin’s warning rang through her mind. “Focus on what you seek. Touch nothing, speak to nothing but the Great Guardian.”

Azura had no idea what the Great Guardian looked like. Just that she protected this place.

Moving past the trees, the whispers grew louder.

“Born of land and sea, yet neither...” 

“Spy, traitor...” 

Traitor? Traitor of what? 

Azura shook her head. Keep moving and ignore them.

“Azura?” a voice called out. It echoed above the whispers. “Azura?”

Taliesin had said the Great Guardian might call for her, but hadn’t said what she should do.

Should she respond? 

“Azura?” the voice came again.

She kept moving. The trees grew denser and their fluorescent light stung her eyes.

“Stick to the path,” Taliesin had said. She would do that.

“Azura?” The voice grew louder and echoed around her.

The whispers grew more intense. Was that normal? Oh, why couldn’t Taliesin have come with her? As a druid, he knew this place better than anyone.

Maybe she should respond. Taliesin had never mentioned this place would turn into madness.

“Great Guardian, is that you?”

Laughter echoed around her.

Azura covered her ears. Gods, who was that? The Great Guardian was supposed to be benevolent. It almost reminded her of how the queen used to torment her.

No, it couldn’t be...

The queen’s spirit had been banished. Evony’s daughter insisted the queen would never return. Somehow, Az doubted anything could destroy her former captor. Not even being trapped in another realm.

She stumbled and fell headlong into water. Her body shifted into her mermaid form. What the...? She hadn’t chosen to change. Her body never shifted forms unless she had been forced to. Or she chose to. 

Evony was here.

“You... You’re supposed to be gone,” Azura snapped.

More laughter. The queen’s glowing form appeared. Her long ebony hair fell past her shoulders. Her blue eyes shimmered with light and enormous purple wings glistened at her back. This was the queen’s true form.

“Did you really think you could escape me so easily?” Evony demanded.

“I’m free now. We all are,” she spat. “I didn’t come here for you.”

“No. You came to ask how to save your mother.” The queen snorted. “You’ll never save her.”

“She’s still alive. That means she can be saved.” Azura gritted her teeth. “What do you want? I’m not your prisoner. You can’t force me to do anything anymore.”

“I still own you and you will do my bidding!”

Azura yelped as her body shifted between her human and mermaid forms. Gods, would she never be free of this woman?

“I have a new mission for you,” Evony snapped. “You will go to Althea and find the sea witch for me.”

“She’s just a myth.” Legends of the sea witch had been little more than fairy tales when she was a child. Every creature in the sea knew the stories.

Evony cackled. “She’s no myth. She is like me. Go to Althea. Find her and take her.”

“I’ll never help you again.” She clung to a rock and screamed as a blast of energy knocked her backwards and slammed her against some larger rocks.

“You will do as I say, or I will never release your mother’s soul.”

“You... You don’t have that. Her body — ” The queen had to be lying. Her mother’s body was free, even if Azura couldn’t reach her mind.

“Her body lives because I allow it to, but her soul is mine!”

Azura clung to another rock, her shoulders slumped. “What do you want me to do?” She wanted to fight back. To never listen to the queen again. But what choice did she have? Az had spent years trying to save her mother. She had always failed. 

“Take the sea witch’s power.”

“How?” She yelped as another blast of energy jolted through her.

“Use the crystal that you found near the old Althea ruins. It can harness power. Get it for me. Now.”

“And you’ll release my mother’s soul?”

“Of course.” Evony smirked.

“I want your binding word on that.” Azura wasn’t stupid. The queen always made promises she never kept. She needed something binding. “I want your word you’ll not only release her, but you’ll never possess her again.”

“You’re in no position to bargain.”

“No? If you don’t, I’ll find the sea witch and tell her your plan. You’ll get nothing.”

The queen shot towards her and sneered. “You’ll never risk Lyra’s soul.”

“I would if it meant stopping you.” Azura glared at her. “Give me your word.” Her heart pounded in her ears. Could she really bluff against this woman? Evony knew her too well.

The queen scowled. “Fine, you have my word as the Morrigan.”

Azura gasped as she found herself back in the Spirit Grove.

“You are brave to stand up to her.” A dark-haired woman with lavender eyes sat on a rock a few feet away. “But she will never keep her word.”

Azura winced as she shifted back and rose to her feet. “Who are you?”

“I’m the Great Guardian.”

“Why didn’t you do anything to stop her?”

“I cannot stop her. My daughter is beyond my powers.”

“Your daughter? Wait, you’re Taliesin’s wife? That’s why he can’t step foot here.”

“I was once.” 

“Tell me how to stop her. Am I never going to be free of her?”

“Stopping Evony is not your destiny. You know that already.”

Her friend, Domnu, who was a seer, had already told her that. She had said Nyx would stop Evony. That hadn’t worked, had it?

“You must not let Evony steal the witch’s power. Go to Althea and stop the witch.”

“How can I save my mother?”

“It won’t be easy. If the sea witch loses her power, Evony will not get free.”

“But how can I save her?”

“Break Evony’s hold on her.”

“But how?” She put her hands on her hips.

Why couldn’t elder magickind give straightforward answers?

“Go.” The Great Guardian raised her hand and Azura found herself back outside the Grove.

Going back to Althea would mean facing her past. But she would do whatever it took to save her mother.
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Azura took a deep breath as she headed inside the old palace. Inside she found Ambrose, the queen’s former husband and a friend of Taliesin. The great hall, with its ornate beamed ceiling, ivory walls and gleaming oak floor spread out around her.

“I need to talk to my mother. Ambrose, you have to help me,” Azura said. “I mean my real mother, not the thing that possessed her.” Her fists clenched. “Can you ensure that the queen’s spirit doesn’t come through again?”

Lyra would have the queen’s knowledge. She would be able to tell her about the sea witch. The Andovian queen had ruined any possible chance of her having a relationship with Lyra. Now the queen’s true body had been restored, Lyra remained a husk and a mere shadow of a person from what she’d heard. She knew there had to be a way to contact her mother’s spirit somehow.

She and the elder druid stood at the base of a massive grand staircase that led to the floor above. It glittered with ivory and gold. Ambrose towered over her. His long, dark blond hair fell past his shoulders. He had piercing blue eyes and wore a long dark robe etched with druid symbols.

“Azura, Lyra is very weak. Her body has been comatose ever since Nyx got the queen’s soul out of her. It’s not possible to speak with her.” Ambrose clutched his wooden staff, that had a large crystal set on top of it. “Evony’s spirit is gone. She can’t come through.”

She hesitated. Should she tell him what happened in the Spirit Grove? Could she risk it? If Nyx and Darius found out the queen had found a loophole in her imprisonment they would do everything in their power to stop her. If she didn’t hold up her end of the deal, she might never get Lyra’s soul back.

She crossed her arms. “We both know anything is possible. Please, she’s the only one who has the answers I need.” She didn’t just need answers about the sea witch. She needed answers about her own past. Things she’d always wanted to ask her mother but had never been able to. There had to be some way to summon Lyra’s spirit. If only for a few moments. She knew she wouldn’t be able to keep Lyra’s soul away from the queen unless Evony chose to relinquish it.

He sighed. “Nyx and Darius might be able to help. They are the only ones powerful enough to summon Lyra’s repressed spirit. My powers are still weak from my last battle with the queen.”

“Good. Call them.”

“You know there’s no guarantee Lyra’s spirit will come forth, let alone be able to talk. She’s been suppressed for over a century. There’s no telling what damage that might have done to her soul.”

“I understand.” She didn’t want to imagine what her mother might have gone through either. To be trapped inside your own body with no voice and no freedom sounded like a fate worse than death.

Azura headed up to the room where Lyra’s body lay propped up on a fourposter bed.

Nyx and Darius came with her. Nyx was the queen’s long-lost daughter. And Darius, her lifemate, was the son of the Archdruid. Together they had been the ones to defeat the queen. For a short time, Azura had taken Darius prisoner but eventually released him. Since then, she had become friends with them both.

Nyx was a fae with long pink hair that fell in a loose plait down her back. She had blue eyes, pale skin and massive purple wings stretched out on her back. Darius stood a head taller than her. His long, wavy blonde hair fell past his shoulders. He had blue eyes and a chiselled face.

Lyra’s skin appeared pale and hollow. Her frame was thin and gaunt. She hadn’t looked like this when the queen’s spirit had been inhabiting her body. Housing an immortal soul for over a century had taken its toll on her. It broke Azura’s heart to see her mother like this.

“Is she alive?” She furrowed her brow. It almost felt like looking at a corpse. If Lyra were dead, then there would be little chance left of ever saving her.

Nyx nodded. “She still has a heartbeat. But she hasn’t woken since we got rid of the queen’s spirit.”

“Her soul is still there,” Darius added. “But it’s locked away deep. Probably held back by the queen’s magic.”

“Then why won’t she awaken?”

“Her body is too weak after hosting the queen for so long. Her body was never meant to house an immortal. We’ve been doing what we can for her. But...”

But they didn’t know if she would recover. The words didn’t need to be said. She could see it on their faces.

Darius walked over to the side of the bed. “If Lyra’s spirit is in there, I can summon it. But there’s no guarantee this will work. I’ve never dealt with spirits who have been traumatised as much as she must have been.” 

“I’ll use my power and help connect with her mind,” Nyx said. “Hopefully it will be enough to bring her forth. If not, I might be able to find something in her mind.”

“Is her mind still intact?” Azura didn’t know much about minds or mind whisperers apart from what she had learnt from Taliesin.

“If parts of it are, I should be able to get her to be lucid. Like the druid says, there’s no guarantees. I have worked with broken minds before.” Nyx took hold of Darius’s hand.

“Fine. Bring her forth.”

Nyx hesitated. “Are you sure you’re ready for this? Damaged minds are very unpredictable. There’s a chance she won’t know you, or remember who you are. If she’s too traumatised, we might not be able to get anything from her.”

“I’m ready for whatever happens.” She took a deep breath then let it out again.

She had spent her whole life longing to know her mother, to talk to her. Being stuck with the queen, she never had the chance to learn much about her mother. Any fragments of information that she had learnt had come from Taliesin, Ambrose and the Outsiders. But it wasn’t the same as knowing her or sharing a life with her. The only memories she’d had were of the queen abusing her and trying to make use of her powers.

Nyx placed a hand on Lyra’s head and closed her eyes. Darius chanted something with strange words of power.

Wind whipped through the room and ruffled their hair. Darius continued the chant. Light flared over Lyra’s body and energy shook the air like thunder without sound as Nyx grasped her.

Azura winced from the force of Nyx’s magic as it rattled her bones. She knew the feel of a mind whisperer’s power well enough. The queen had tried to use the same power on Azura many times over the years but somehow she had been immune to its effect.

They waited as the light faded.

Lyra didn’t move, nor did her eyes open.

“Did it work?” Azura knew magic wasn’t instantaneous.

Nyx and Darius shared a look.

Nyx shook her head. “I can’t find much inside her mind. It’s like a void. Perhaps the queen’s hold on her is stronger than we thought.”

“You said the queen was gone. How can her magic still hold my mother’s soul?” She gritted her teeth.

Nyx shrugged. “I can’t be sure how much magic she might have left in this world. Her powers are beyond mine and some of the magic she used is permanent. Or perhaps Lyra can come forth and doesn’t want to.”

“Her spirit will only come forth if it wants to,” Darius added.

“Can’t you force her to come out?” She didn’t want to force her mother to do anything. The gods knew Lyra had been through enough already. But how else could she talk to her? This was the only way to reach her. Maybe if Lyra’s soul reconnected with her body it would be enough to bring her back. Perhaps she just needed a shove in the right direction.

Darius was the son of Mercury Valeran, a sorceress infamous for commanding spirits. He had her power and she had seen him compel spirits before.

“I can’t fully control spirits unless they’re damned souls who deserve it. Lyra isn’t a bad soul.” Darius grimaced. “She’s been forced to go through enough.”

“Maybe you can call her. The link between a mother and a child is one of the strongest connections,” Nyx told her.

“How? How will she even hear me?”

“Just touch her and call her with your mind. Wherever she is, she’s probably afraid.”

Az hesitated and touched her mother’s hand. She closed her eyes. Mother... Please come to me. I need to talk to you.

The word ‘Mother’ sounded strange even in her mind. She waited a few moments, then opened her eyes again. “It didn’t work.”

“I’m sorry, Azura.” Nyx squeezed her hand.

Orbs of light sparkled next to her as Lyra’s glowing form appeared.

“What’s happening?” Lyra asked. “Where — ”

“It’s all right, Lyra. You’re safe now. Your daughter needs to talk to you.” Nyx took Darius’s hand. “We’ll give you a moment alone.” They headed out of the room.

“Alone?” Azura couldn’t believe they had abandoned her. She wanted them to stay for moral support.

What would she even say? Her mind went blank as she stared at her mother’s spirit. Now she stood face-to-face with her mother she had no idea what to say.

“You’re so grown-up.” Lyra reached out as if to touch Azura’s face. “You’re so beautiful. I haven’t seen you before now.”

“You haven’t? The queen — she tried to use me — ” Azura looked away. She didn’t want to remember any of that. “I was her prisoner just like you were. I-I need to ask you about someone. Gods, I don’t even know where to begin.” Her mind raced with questions. Would she ever have time to ask all of them?

“My time with Evony is so fragmented. I — she wouldn’t let me hold you after you were born.” Tears dripped down Lyra’s face. “I wanted to hold you. Just once.” 

“Evony told me you gave yourself to her as a host. Is that true? I thought she forced you to become her host?”

Lyra flinched. “No, I offered to help save her. My devotion to her was so blind. If I’d known what she’d do, I never would have — ”

Azura took a deep breath. This felt more unbearable than she could have imagined. “I-I need — how did you come to be with my father?” She knew she had to focus and ask the most important questions.

“Your father was merkind, but he could change into human form like you.”

“Did you love him?”

She’d grown up on tales of romance — they were her favourite kind of stories. Of couples risking everything just to be together.

“He — no. I can’t — ” Lyra asked. “I can’t speak about him.” 

“Why not? Don’t I deserve to know after all these years?” Her father had never told her very much about her mother growing up. He’d forbidden her to speak of Lyra, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t been curious.

“Azura, don’t push too hard,” Nyx’s voice rang through her mind. “Or she will close up further.”

She clenched her fists. “I’m sorry. I just want to know more about that side of my heritage.”

“You have magic?” Lyra stopped shaking. “I wasn’t sure you would. I thought you would just take after your father.”

“How did you meet my father? Did you go to Althea?”

Lyra shook her head. “I can’t.”

“Can’t or won’t?” She sensed Lyra’s hesitation. “I have a few memories of him. When I was eleven, he gave me to the queen. I never knew why. He said it was to keep me safe.”

“Can’t remember...” Lyra rocked back and forth.

“Mother.” Azura reached out her hand, then remembered she couldn’t touch Lyra’s spirit. “You’re safe now. The queen will never harm you again.” She knew she had to be careful not to push Lyra too far. At the same time, she needed answers. “My father never spoke about you. I think he found it too painful. He just said you had to leave us and that you belonged on land.”

Lyra continued to shake. “She... She sent me to Althea. To search for something. A witch, I think.”

“The sea witch? What do you know about her? Why does the queen want her power?”

“I don’t know.”

She went over to Lyra’s body. “Maybe I can heal you.” Part of her mermaid magic not only allowed her to control water, but to heal others. Although often it proved unpredictable. She gripped Lyra’s hand and let her magic flow free. Warm light washed over Lyra’s body.

“It’s too late to save me,” Lyra murmured. “I should have died long before now.”

“I can’t accept that. I won’t. Everything happens for a reason. Maybe now you have the chance to have the life the queen stole from you.” Azura gasped as her magic faded and winced as her head spun.

“The queen wanted the witch’s power. The answers you seek are in Althea, but don’t let Evony get what she wants,” Lyra said, then faded away.

Azura let her hands fall to her sides. She would have to go to Althea and find the sea witch for herself. One way or another, she would make sure Lyra got the freedom she deserved.
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“Is everyone ready?” Azura asked, glancing around the deck of the Bounty. “We are headed to Althea.”

She had called her crewmates, Bones and Jinx, and told them the news. The three of them made up the ship’s crew along with their friend Dahlia. But Dahlia hadn’t been around much and Az doubted she would come with them. Az hadn’t decided how much to tell the crew. Her story would be they were going there to find buried treasure. Now they were free to travel and go wherever they wanted to. Despite the ship’s massive size, most of it was controlled by magic and didn’t need dozens of people to keep it running. But the Bounty was an old vessel and it needed repairs. For that they needed gold.

“As we’ll ever be. Are you sure about this, little sister?” Bones came out on deck. He towered over her with his massive frame. He had ebony skin and a bald head. He was all rippling muscle from years spent at sea and working on the ship. He might intimidate most people but his brown eyes were warm as he stared at her.

She smiled. Bones called her ‘little sister’, even though they weren’t related by blood.

“Bones, we’re finally free from the queen’s control. We can go anywhere. I thought you of all people would be happy about that?” She quirked an eyebrow and a pit of guilt formed in her stomach. The lie tasted bitter on her tongue. They weren’t truly free of the queen, and she didn’t know if they ever would be. But her friends deserved to experience freedom. She wouldn’t shatter their dream. This was her burden to bear, not theirs.

For years they had been in the ruins of an ancient city that was protected by a shield and isolated from the rest of Erthea. The queen only allowed them to leave the city when she sent them on missions around the lower realms.

“It’s just... the city is safe again with Nyx and Darius in charge. It’s being rebuilt and more people are arriving. Now this place is becoming a resistance stronghold.” Bones rubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw. “I offered to help with the resistance in any way I can.” 

“We can help the resistance, but don’t we deserve a chance to be free? Don’t you want to travel like you used to? Without having to follow someone’s orders?” 

Bones shrugged. “We do have to be careful. There are dangers all over Erthea. Not just here in the lower realms. But I made a promise to take you home if we ever got free, and I’ll keep it.” 

“Good, get ready to set sail. Where’s Jinx?” She glanced around for the sprite. “Set course for Althea.”

“Az, are you sure we will be able to reach this city? Althea exists beneath the waves. I know the Bounty can travel on and above the tides but — ”

She nodded. “I lived in Althea before the queen took me prisoner. I know how to get in and out of it.”

Jinx appeared in a flash of light. The sprite hovered over their heads and sparkled with dust. “Ready and reporting for duty, Captain Bones.” She gave him a mock salute. Jinx had a mop of short purple hair, pointed ears and gossamer wings.

“Have you got everything you want to take?” Azura asked. She knew how forgetful the sprite could be. Sometimes she wondered how Jinx could have served as a spy for the queen.

“All ready, fishy. Let’s go.” Jinx jumped on her shoulder. “Is Dahlia coming with us?”

Az scowled. “No, she’s staying. Curses! I wish she would come.” 

“Coming aboard.” Dahlia bounded onto the deck. Her long midnight hair fell past her shoulders and her skin glittered with silver tattoos. “So you’re really doing this?”

“You know how much I have always wanted to go back to Althea. Now’s my chance to do that,” Az replied. “No one in Andovia is a mermaid like me and it will be good to be around merkind again.”

“Still, you know I worry. You’ve rarely been out of this realm, and you’ve spent more time on land than in water.” 

“You could come with us.” Azura gripped her friend’s hands. “You can breathe underwater like Bones and Jinx can.”

Dahlia shook her head. “I can’t. For now, I’m needed here with Nyx and her sisters. Someone has to keep the peace in the old city.”

Azura threw her arms around Dahlia. They had rarely been apart during their long imprisonment together. It would be strange not seeing each other every day. Dahlia didn’t always join them on missions but Azura had no idea how long they might be gone for this time. Most of the queen’s missions hadn’t lasted more than a few days. Somehow she doubted this would be an easy task to complete.

Dahlia returned her embrace. “We’ll see each other again soon, I promise. Just be careful. You don’t know how the merfolk will react to your presence.” 

“I can take care of myself. You be careful too. If things turn bad here — ”

“You don’t need to worry. The city’s in good hands.”

“I’ll come back if you need me,” Azura added. “I guarantee that.”

“You just focus on finding what you need.” Dahlia gave her another squeeze. “Take good care of her, Bones. You too, Jinx.”

“Little sister can take care of herself, Dee.” Bones chuckled. “But we’ll all miss you.” He squeezed her shoulder but didn’t embrace her.

Taliesin then came on deck. “You are leaving then?”

Azura nodded. “Want to join us? It must be decades since you left Andovia.” As much as she would enjoy travelling with Taliesin she knew she would have a hard time keeping a secret from him. He knew her better than anyone in some ways. 

Taliesin laughed. “My place is here. I’ll miss you, child.” He wrapped his arms around her. “Take care of yourself. Enjoy your new freedom. You deserve it.”

Azura clung to him and a tear dripped down her cheek. Taliesin had raised her as his own daughter. With her parents gone, he was the closest thing she had to family. Along with her crew. Leaving him would be hardest of all.

“But don’t worry about me. These old bones have weathered many storms.” Taliesin kissed her forehead. “Your mother will be taken care of. Go, enjoy being among your own people again. Embrace the call of the tides.”

She flinched at the mention of her mother. “I know.”

Orbs of light formed as Nyx and Darius appeared. They said their goodbyes and gave them several parting gifts. Including crystals to let them pass safely through the city shield.

Azura’s stomach lurched as the Bounty set course up the river. She never got used to the feeling of the ship’s roll and sway.

“This is exhilarating.” Jinx flew alongside the ship.

The Bounty was a wooden vessel with cream and white sails and cannon ports. It never carried a realm flag or adornments. The queen always insisted on keeping the ship as inconspicuous as possible so it could pass in and out of any realm undetected. It also had crystals attached to the helm to cloak it from prying eyes and ones that allowed the ship to float under the waves.

“In a few hours, we will be on the other side of the realm. Then we should be in the area where merfolk are known to frequent.” Bones stood at the helm and stared out over the churning waves. 

She and Jinx got to work checking the sails and rigging. 

Jinx landed on Az’s shoulder. “This is it, fishy. Our chance at freedom.”

Jinx always called her ‘fishy’ as a pet name. Az had hated it as a child but had grown used to it.

Az headed over to a table bolted to the deck and pulled out a map of the lower realm. “We need to be careful near the Ring of Sorrow.” The floating island that hovered in the centre of the lower realm proved to be a hazard to vessels in the sea and the air. Especially since it often moved around.

“I’ve sailed around that thing hundreds of times. Don’t worry, little sister. We’ll find some merfolk soon enough.”

“How do we get to Althea?” Jinx asked. “I always thought only merfolk could access the underwater city.”

“I know where it is. But we need to stop somewhere first. There might be clues there about the treasure.” She knew of a place where the sea witch was rumoured to have lived and they might find information there about her.

“Tell me more about this treasure. Who did it belong to? How much coin do we stand to make?” Bones wanted to know.

“I don’t know very much. Just that it used to belong to someone called the sea witch. People used to worship her as a goddess centuries ago. If we could find her treasure, we will be set for life.”

Bones’ smile faded. “The sea witch? Gods, she is just a myth.”

“No, she’s not. The queen used to talk about her. That’s why she sent us to retrieve that crystal not long before Nyx defeated her. Trust me, we can find this treasure. We always said we would go on our own adventures once we got our freedom.”

“We should at least see what we can find,” Jinx agreed.

The ship bounced a little as they emerged from the river and out into the open sea. Then it swayed and rolled as the waves smashed against the sides. Azura yelped in alarm.

Bones chuckled. “Not used to the open sea, little sister?”

She gripped the side of the rail. “Not exactly.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll soon get your sea legs back.”

Azura’s mind raced as the ship got further away from Andovia.

What would meeting other mermaids again be like? Would they welcome an outsider? Would anyone be able to help her find what she sought? She would have to come up with a plausible explanation for getting into the city. People couldn’t just come and go from Althea. Perhaps it would be safer if she went in alone. There were ancient ruins outside the city. She could keep her crew occupied there whilst she searched Althea for information about the witch.

“Bones, can I take the helm? I just want to know what it feels like.” 

“Go ahead. Steady now.” Bones stepped aside as she took hold of the wheel. “Feels good, doesn’t it?”

She laughed. The ship turned and moved with her. Time seemed to fly by. After a few hours, she got used to the roll and sway of the ship.

“We are deep into The Strait now. This is the main crossing for the lower realms,” Bones said. “Mermaids often attack ships here.”

Azura headed below deck to check on their other crew mate. She gasped as cold water hit her. Part of the Bounty remained flooded, as this was where Morwenna lived. 

“Mor?” Az called out as she trudged down the passage. “Mor, where are you?”

Morwenna, a fellow mermaid, rarely left her cabin. Everyone called her the sea seer. She’d spent decades making predictions for the queen. She’d had so many visions they often overwhelmed her. Some people said it had driven her to madness, but Azura couldn’t be sure. Morwenna often had moments of lucidity.

Azura hated to ask her for help, but the other mermaid had often given her good advice when it came to different missions. She wouldn’t have succeeded most times if Mor hadn’t forewarned her about things. Maybe Mor would know something about to sea witch. The other mermaid never talked about her past very much, but she did know Mor was related to the queen. That meant she had probably been around for centuries. The queen had to have had some dealings with the witch at some point.

She pushed the door open and stepped into deep water that engulfed the cabin. The sea was held back by a shield. And prevented the ship from sinking. Morwenna had to remain in water since she didn’t change forms like Azura.

“Mor?” 

“Azura.” Morwenna’s luminescent form came over. Her blue hair swirled around her and her dark eyes darted everywhere. 

Good, maybe today would be a lucid day. One where the visions didn’t overwhelm her.

“I need to ask you something. We’re headed to Althea.”

Morwenna froze. “You seek her.”

“The sea witch.” She shouldn’t have been surprised. “Listen, you can’t tell the others. They can’t know you-know-who still has a foothold in this world.” She knew she would have to tell the others sooner or later. But wanted them to enjoy their freedom as long as possible.

“You seek her. She hides in shadow. Hidden yet visible,” the other mermaid rambled. Her azure scales shimmered along her tail as it wrapped around a chair bolted to the floor.

“Focus. What do you know about the witch?”

Morwenna carried on rambling and Az couldn’t get anything else from her. Mor’s words would no doubt make sense to her at some point. She headed back up on deck.

“Time to look around. If we can find some merfolk around here, we can find out what they know about the area.” Azura dove over the side of the ship. Light enveloped her body as her legs shifted into her mermaid form. Her dress and boots faded. Her legs shifted into a blue tail with iridescent scales that matched her eyes. Breathing in water felt like breathing fresh air. Now she wore a metal breastplate that covered her chest and part of her torso. She didn’t need to wear much in her mer form as it proved too cumbersome to swim in.

She swam underneath the ship and the pace of the Bounty slowed. Az’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the blue expanse that shimmered with light. Azura hadn’t had any encounters with her Merkind since she was a child. She’d have to be careful asking questions about the sea witch. It would be easier asking people here than in Althea since she had no idea what she would find in her old city.

There had to be something around here that had belonged to the sea witch. Or someone who knew about her. She couldn’t remember if merfolk lived out here, but they did attack ships here. All sailors knew to be on their guard in The Strait.

Can you see anything? Bones asked in thought.

Not yet.

By the way people told tales of the sea witch, she had occupied this stretch of water regularly and people had told stories of sightings of her. Or were the tales she’d heard false?

She swam deeper. Nothing but darkness greeted her below. There’s nothing here. No sign of any merfolk. But merfolk could cover many leagues quickly so that didn’t surprise her. Still, she thought they would be close to the biggest shipping lane in the lower realm. It was the perfect place to loot.

A ball of glowing blue light shot towards her. “Maybe you need to call for them.” Jinx swam alongside her. “Fishes!”

Azura winced as the sprite’s shout echoed through the deep. “I don’t think they will like being called fishes.” She chuckled and called out, “Hello? Is anyone down here?” She stilled for a moment, but no movement or sound greeted her. Other than the constant rolling waves. “Nothing.” She shrugged at Jinx. Bones, are you sure this is the right spot? Maybe we’re in the wrong area.

This is it. I’ve been attacked by merfolk out here more times than I can count. That’s why most ships fly through here. It’s much safer than sailing through.

Then where are they? She swam deeper.

We only have a small vessel. Mermaids tend to attack larger ships. There’s more pickings for them then.

I’m checking around the seafloor. Maybe I’ll find something. 

“Wait for me.” Jinx flapped her wings to move faster. 

“Look, there’s something down here.” She pointed to a dark object further along the seabed. 

“I don’t have your mermaid sight, fishy. I can’t see anything.” Azura flapped her tail fin harder, gaining more speed. The object became clearer as she drew closer. Azura groaned. “Oh no. It’s a wreck. Curses, I thought — ” Power pulsed through her. The tides around her grew restless. Churning and gaining momentum.

The wreck loomed like a silent shadow, dark and foreboding. It didn’t make for a pretty sight, especially not from further away. Like discarded waste, it didn’t seem to belong in these waters. It slanted to one side and the absence of a crew left a deafening silence. A few crates and barrels were personal reminders of the crew now lost to time. Their contents still unknown and untouched. There was no sight of any remains, hopefully because they made it out safe when the ship had sunk.

“Fishy, don’t do that. Remember, stay calm.” Jinx floated around her head. “Come on. Let’s go back to the ship. We’ll keep looking.”

Keep calm? How could she be calm when her mother’s soul was at stake?

Azura sighed and swam towards the wreck. She at least had to have a look to satisfy her curiosity. Though she doubted she’d find anything about the witch there. Fish darted out of the wreck as she got closer. Odd. Fish usually favoured wrecks as it kept them safe. Or at least they had in the river back in Andovia.

She swam around, but found nothing on the broken deck. Would mermaids hide out here? She liked searching wrecks to look for interesting things. But there wasn’t much to find in the river back in Andovia.

She moved towards the ship’s hold and glowing eyes stared back at her.

What was that? She hadn’t expected to find anything in here. Most creatures didn’t have glowing eyes either.

Something enormous and black shot out of the hold.

Oh, holy spirits!

The glowing eyed beast shot straight towards her.

She yelped and shot away from it, swimming out of the wreck and back to the open sea.

“Jinx, get back to the ship!” she yelled and flapped her tail fin harder to gain more speed.

The creature roared and lunged after her. A glance behind her revealed a massive dragon. It had iridescent dark blue scales, horns and webbing on its head. The dragon’s massive wings propelled it through the water. Instead of claws it had what almost looked like... fingers. 

Impossible, no sea creature had fingers apart from merfolk. She had heard of sea dragons before, but thought they were a myth. Most people had said they had died out centuries ago. Sailors sang songs about them. What was one doing out here in the middle of the open sea? Dragons were supposed to live out in deep water. Not busy fishing areas.

Bones, get ready to leave. A dragon is after me. She drew in more air through her gills as she gasped for breath.

Dragon? Where? In the sea? Bones’ voice grew concerned.

Yes.

“Hurry, fishy!” Jinx started throwing bolts of energy.

The dragon roared and swam faster. Jinx screamed as the beast came towards her and snapped at her, its jaws barely missing her.

Azura wouldn’t let that creature hurt her friend. She drew magic to use the waves to slow the dragon down. Energy pulsed through the churning sea.

“Jinx, go. Get back to the ship.” Azura carried on heading to the surface. It made it harder to focus on her magic. 

In the end the dragon forced its way through her energy. Why wouldn’t her powers work? Now when she needed them most?

The dragon grew ever closer.

Curses! She drew energy and shot out a blast from her palm, knocking the dragon backwards.

Good enough. Azura shot towards the ship and leapt into the air. She landed with a thump.

“Bones, go!” She shifted back into human form, her boots and dress reappearing. Then used magic to dry herself off. “I think it’s close. Come on, we need to hurry!”

“I’m going as fast as I can.” Bones tapped the runes to increase the ship’s speed. 

“Can’t you use magic to make it faster?” Azura scrambled up and brushed her hair off her face. “Get us into the air. It’s not safe for us to be on the water.”

Jinx settled on her shoulder. “Where did that come from? Told you, you should stay away from that wreck.”

Water hurtled against the side of the ship as the dragon breached the surface.

“Dear gods,” Bones gasped. “A sea dragon. I haven’t seen one of them in almost centuries.”

“I’m not sure we’ll be able to outrun it,” Jinx murmured.

“Please tell me the cannons are working.” Azura knew where the cannons were, but they hadn’t had much need for them in the old city.

“They’re loaded, but I don’t know if they’re strong enough to take down something like that. Dragons are too fast,” Bones said. “Their hides are impenetrable.”

“Guess I’ll have to do then.” Azura raised her arms. A huge wave batted against the side of the ship. The ship banked hard to the left. Bones and Azura grabbed onto the rail to stop themselves falling.

“Az, do something!” Bones clutched at the wheel. “Or we’ll capsize.”

“You know I can’t control it!” She let go of the rail with one hand and directed the water towards the dragon. It batted the ship instead, forcing it to bank further.

The dragon shot down alongside them and used its body weight to push the ship back the other way.

Azura yelped. “Is it helping us?”

The ship groaned as it righted itself. The dragon leapt into the air and a net of energy wrapped around the ship.

They were trapped.
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Erik wrapped his fingers around the net and yanked the ship off the water. It felt good to be out of the sea and flying through the air. He didn’t get to come above the currents very often. Flying through the air still felt odd to him, though.

It was about time some new prisoners showed up or Fulcia, the lady of Althea, would have the merfolk start attacking ships.

He clutched the net between his claws and flew in the opposite direction. An ocean of blue swept across the horizon. Erik stretched his wings; lurking in that wreck for so long had made his muscles sore.

No mermaid ventured out this far. Not unless Fulcia sent them to attack ships. Finding a mermaid had been a stroke of luck. She must be a rebel from one of the other underwater cities since he didn’t recognise her. Odd, she had used magic against him. How was that possible? Most merfolk didn’t have magic anymore.

Fulcia would be happy to learn he had found a rebel. People had been trying to overthrow her rule for the last decade, but no one had succeeded. Most didn’t even bother trying now.

Stranger still, that mermaid had some kind of pixie with her. That thing had stung him with bolts of energy. Erik would have to make sure he didn’t have any injuries when he got back to Althea.

Since when did pixies breathe underwater? And why did they have a ship? Merfolk didn’t travel on ships.

He craned his long neck to get a better look at his captives. The mermaid had shifted into human form. Impossible. No merfolk had been able to do that in centuries.

Light flashed around the net as his captives tried to break through it.

Something slammed against the net.

What the tides?

Erik craned his neck further and squinted to get a better look. A dark-skinned man punched against the net again.

What was he doing? The net was made from unbreakable magic. No one could escape from it.

Waves rose below them and formed into a massive wall of water. Tides, that had to be the mermaid’s doing. But how could she use magic from inside the net? The net held magic in. He’d have to watch himself around her.

Erik roared and ascended higher into the clouds until the waves grew distant. She’d need to be close to the water to control it. Waves couldn’t reach this altitude.

The pixie kept striking the shield.

Erik huffed with laughter. Fools. They had no idea what they were dealing with. He wondered what he should do with the other prisoners. The only one of them that would be valuable to Fulcia would be the mermaid. The pixie and the dark-skinned man would be of little use to her. He doubted either of them would be able to survive in the underwater city. 

Being up this high made the air colder. But he wouldn’t be able to keep them up here for long. Fulcia would be livid if they froze to death before he had a chance to present them to her.

He descended lower. Up ahead heavy mist awaited him. Another wall of water formed below them.

Not again.

How did that mermaid possess such strength? No one except for Fulcia could control the tides. What was this mermaid?

“Stop that,” Erik growled.

“Oi, dragon boy. You put us down right now.” The pixie glowered at him as she flew up to the top of the net. “Or I will fry your wings off.”

Erik huffed with more laughter. If the pixie thought she could harm him, she’d be wrong. Why was the mermaid even with them? She didn’t look like a prisoner.

The dark-skinned man punched the net again.

Curses, what was he? Most magickind didn’t possess such strength. He didn’t look like a mermaid either.

“Where are you taking us?” The mermaid, who’d been slumped on the deck, glared up at him. She chanted strange words and magic pulsed around her.

Perhaps she had used druid or fae magic. There weren’t any druids or fae in Althea, but he had met a couple of them when he was a boy. How could she do that? He needed to find out who this mermaid was and what she could do.

“What are you doing? Release us or I’ll vanquish you!” The mermaid glowered up at him. “I’m warning you. If you don’t release us — ”

He huffed out another laugh. “You’ll do what? You can’t harm me.”

The dark-skinned man continued to punch against the net and the sprite carried on hurling bolts of energy. The net’s magic flickered. Tides, if they continued that much longer it might break. These pirates must be a lot stronger than he had suspected. 

He had to get rid of them and take the mermaid back to Althea before any of them had a chance to escape. He didn’t need the other two. Nor would he risk them becoming a potential threat to him. In his dragon form, he was usually impervious to most things, but he didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks.

Erik knew he had to be careful or the mermaid would use her magic against him again. He craned his neck and turned around then roared. A loud boom echoed through the air — another perk of being in his dragon form. All three of his captives covered their ears and yelped in pain. Erik reached a paw through the net and caught hold of the side of the ship, then yanked it through the net. Leaving the mermaid inside.

Then he released the ship and let it fall back towards the sea. Good, it didn’t matter what happened to the other pirates. He had what he wanted.

“No!” The mermaid screamed as she watched the ship disappear below them. “You bastard! What have you done?” She raised her hand and waves whipped around them again. It didn’t matter. They weren’t far from Althea now.

He ascended higher and flew off. A quick glance back revealed the ship to be floating against the churning waves. Somehow it survived the fall. That surprised him. Most ships wouldn’t survive slamming back into the sea. But it didn’t matter. The pixie and the muscular man would no longer be a threat to him. 

The heavy mist parted like a curtain and a vast city stretched out below them, blurred by the waves. Erik circled around it and headed towards a wooden dock that hovered above the waterline.

Erik descended, landed on the edge of the dock and raised his front paw. The net grew smaller and dropped the mermaid onto the deck.

“What are you doing?” she repeated. “What did you do to my friends? If they’re hurt, I’ll — ”

“You’ll what?” Erik demanded.

The mermaid struggled against the tangled net of energy. “Why are you doing this? I didn’t do anything to you.”

“Because you trespassed in the Lady of the Tides’ territory.”

“Lady of the Tides? Who is that?”

Eric gaped at her. “Lady Fulcia. How can you not know who she is?” He shook his head. “You must be more of a rebel than I thought.” 

She glanced around and gasped. “We’re in Althea, aren’t we?”

“Yes, and now you are the lady’s prisoner.”

“Prisoner? You can’t — ” She gritted her teeth and shifted into human form. “I’m no rebel.”

Erik raised a paw to silence her. “Save your protests.” Light engulfed his body as bone and muscle popped and he shifted. He took a deep breath and took a moment to adjust to his human form. His mop of short dark hair plastered around his face and his piercing blue eyes narrowed on the prisoner. He motioned with his hand and shackles enveloped her wrists and ankles. “Come, we need to get moving.” He grabbed her arm and yanked her to her feet.

“Erik, is that you?” The mermaid furrowed her brow.

His eyes widened. “You know me?”

“Yeah, it’s me. Azura.”

His mouth fell open. “Az? But you can’t — you shouldn’t be here. Why would you — ” He couldn’t believe his childhood best friend was here. How could she be here? He hadn’t seen her in over a decade. Not since her father had handed her over to someone and she had been taken away on a ship. “Why would you risk coming back here? Are you mad?”

“I was looking for Althea. It’s been ten years. I came back to find my — ”

Erik held out his hand and ran the other through his hair. “You have no idea how dangerous — ”

“Erik? Do you need a hand with the new prisoners?” Another man rose to the surface and swam over to the dock.

Tides, this couldn’t be happening. How could she be here? If Fulcia found out who she was, Azura would be put to death.

“No, I’m fine.” His mind raced. 

“Alright, but don’t take too long bringing in the new prisoner. Fulcia wants to see you.” The man disappeared back beneath the waves.

He couldn’t just hand Azura over to Fulcia. Eric waved his hand and her shackles disappeared. “Come with me.” He shifted back into his dragon form and winced as his bones and muscles throbbed.

“Why should I go anywhere with you?” Azura narrowed her eyes. “You’re taking me prisoner.”

“Az, please just come with me so we can talk.” He gave her a pleading look. Or what he hoped was one. They couldn’t talk out in the open like this, or Fulcia would overhear them. Then he would never be able to keep Azura safe from her. “It’s not safe here.”

“No, I don’t trust you anymore. The Erik I know would never take anyone prisoner. You always wanted to help people, not hurt them. And since when are you a dragon?” she demanded. “You never changed into a dragon before.”

“Please just climb on my back. I swear I won’t hurt you.”

“Why should I believe you?”

“Because we used to be friends. You can either come with me or you will end up Fulcia’s prisoner and there’ll be nothing I can do to help you.”

Azura scowled, then scrambled onto his back. He took to the air, flapping his massive wings.

Azura yelped. “Oh, holy spirits, why did I agree to this? Where are we going? Why are you a dragon?”

“That’s a long story. But first, tell me why you came back here.”

“That would be obvious. You took me prisoner. You better hope my friends are okay or I’ll — ” She gritted her teeth. “Never mind. Just take me down to Althea.”

“Az, Althea’s a different place than when you used to live there. It’s not safe for you or any other merfolk. Most of them are enslaved now, even the ones who work in the Mer Guard.”

“Is that why you were going to take me prisoner? Spirits, Erik, how could you ever work for Fulcia? I thought you were better than that.”

“I didn’t have much choice about working for her. It’s either that or die. I chose to live.” He circled around and rose higher until clouds came into view. “I’m sorry... For almost taking you prisoner. If I’d known it was you, I never would have done that.”

She scoffed. “You still haven’t told me why you’re a dragon.”

“Like I said, that’s a long story. You should leave. I can fly you a good distance away and you can return to your ship.”

“No. I need to go back to Althea.”

He couldn’t believe her. Why couldn’t she understand how dangerous it was for her to be anywhere near the city?

“Az, why are you here? I thought you had the sense to never come back.”

“I came to find my father. What’s going on? Why were you taking me prisoner?” she demanded. 

He still couldn’t believe she was here. After all these years. It had been over a decade since they had last seen each other. He had spent weeks searching the sea for her. Had even ventured into some of the land realms in the hope of hearing some news. But he’d never found anything. No one had been able to tell him who had taken Azura and her father had never told him why he had handed her over to someone despite years of asking.

“Because that’s the law. Anyone who comes close to Althea and isn’t invited is considered a threat.” Erik hesitated. “I’m sorry, your father was killed not long after Fulcia took power. You have come all this way for nothing.”

Azura flinched. “I’m not surprised to hear that. I feared he might be dead.” Her shoulders slumped. “I wanted to ask him why he gave me away.”

Erik wanted to know the exact same thing but didn’t say so. It didn’t matter. All that mattered now was that she left. He wouldn’t risk her becoming one of Fulcia’s prisoners and becoming a slave, or worse.

“I have to get you out of here before anyone else realises you’re here. Tides, Az, you should have known how dangerous — ” 

“I’m not leaving. So forget about that.”

He craned his neck to turn around and look at her. “You have no reason for being back in Althea.”

“Believe me, I have reasons.” She crossed her arms.

“What could be more important than your safety? Your freedom? You are free now, aren’t you?” Erik asked. “What happened to that woman who took you?”

Azura bit her lip and hesitated. “I’d rather not talk about her. Yes, I’m free. Some things are more important than my freedom.”

“Such as?”

“Since you are Fulcia’s lackey now it is probably safer if I tell you as little as possible. Please, take me down to the city.”

“Althea is a different place than it was when your father ruled it. Magic is forbidden there, and those who do use it are only allowed to do so under strict circumstances. Most of the merfolk there are trapped in human form. That’s why it’s too dangerous for you to be there.”

“Fine, I’ll stay in my human form and I won’t use my powers. That won’t be too difficult.”

“Only prisoners are usually allowed into the city. No one else is allowed in unless they are invited.”

“Invite me then. Find a way to get me in.”

Erik shook his head. “It’s not that simple.”

“I’m getting into that city one way or another. I work with the resistance now — if you tell Fulcia that or turn me over to her I swear I will vanquish you.”

Erik pondered her words for a moment. He didn’t know if she meant the undersea resistance or the resistance that the land walkers had. Either way it didn’t matter.

Finally, he conceded... Perhaps it was better to help, or she would no doubt get caught. “I promise I’ll do everything I can to get you in, but you need to be on your guard. You can’t tell anyone who you are and under no circumstances use any magic.”

“Fine. Just get me into the city.”

“I can’t risk you being seen.”

“The other merman already saw me,” she pointed out. “If you need a plausible explanation for me being in Althea why not tell them I’m here?”

“You can’t use magic, remember?”

“I don’t need magic to heal anyone. Now take me down there!”

“Hold on to me tight.” Erik flew back towards the water, then pulled his wings back, spun around and dove headlong into the sea. 

Azura yelped as he shot through the water like a tornado, dragging her with him. “Please don’t do that again. Fulcia won the war, didn’t she? What — ”

“Keep your voice down. Fulcia has spies everywhere.” He flapped his wings and swam back towards the city. “I still don’t know why I’m bringing you back here. Your father would kill me if he wasn’t already dead.”

“I thought you’d at least be happy to see me. The resistance sent me to help. The question is, do you want to help Althea or be Fulcia’s lackey?”
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Azura knew she was taking a huge risk by letting Erik know she worked with the resistance, which was partly true. But she had to say something to convince him to let her stay. She still couldn’t believe she had come face-to-face with him again after all these years. She had already known he was still alive but hadn’t expected to run into him so soon.

“So are you going to help or not?” Az asked as she clung to his back. “I’m not a kid anymore. My life is complicated.”

“I’m not sure I can help you.” Erik shook his head. “You’re putting us both in danger just by being here.”

“Guess I was wrong. The Erik I know would have done the right thing. Don’t worry, I will leave.” She let go of him and floated there for a moment.

“I said I would take you to the city and I meant it. Climb back on. You can’t swim all the way to the city without raising suspicions from the Mer Guard.”

Az still found it odd to see him in this form. She wanted to know how and why he’d been turned into such a creature. But he didn’t seem eager to answer her many questions. From what she could remember he’d never changed into a dragon when they were children. He had unusual strength and been able to withstand the pressure and challenges of the sea more than anyone else. She’d always wondered if he had mermaid blood.

She had to think fast when she’d convinced Erik to take her to the city. She hadn’t expected to face so many challenges entering Althea. When she was a child, merfolk were allowed to come and go freely into the city. Along with the land walkers who lived there.

But Erik was right. Althea had changed from the sounds of it.

One of the few good things she had learnt from the queen was to adapt quickly. Posing as a healer would be easy enough. Taliesin had taught her numerous healing remedies that didn’t involve magic. Although it would be harder to get ingredients down here.

Azura reached out to Bones with her mind. Bones, are you and Jinx alright? She hoped Fulcia wouldn’t hear her mind speak.

We are alive. Luckily I managed to shield the ship. Never mind us, where are you?

On my way to Althea with the dragon. Don’t worry, he won’t hurt me.

Az, he took you as his prisoner. And Morwenna is a rambling lunatic which is never good.

It’s Erik — my best friend. Well, he used to be. I don’t think he’ll hurt me.

Jinx and I are on our way.

I think you’ll be safe if you stay outside the city. Magic’s forbidden in Althea now. I’m not sure you and Jinx would be safe there.

Az, we are family. We are not leaving you alone in a dangerous city, Bones snapped. And you’d better tell us why you’re really going to Althea. Don’t just say it’s because of treasure because that’s a lie.

Azura gulped. Bones knew her better than she had thought.

Azura? Bones persisted. Has she come back?

Stay outside the city. I will contact you later. She ended the connection.

Althea loomed in the distance. A massive, towering stone city with bright lights. A growing shield enveloped the city, creating an air bubble that allowed land walkers to dwell here. Under the massive stretch of sea.

It felt odd seeing her former home again. Like a memory from a distant dream. Part of her thought she would never return. Besides, even if she’d escaped earlier, what would there have been to come back to? A father who gave her up without explanation?

One way or another, she had to find the sea witch and take her power. But she wouldn’t give it to the queen. Evony would stay gone. She’d make sure of that.

As for Bones and Jinx coming to the city — it would only lead to unwanted problems. It would be safer if they stayed outside. Bones could hide his magic but as a sprite Jinx couldn’t. Azura could blend in as a land walker. If anyone asked, she would say she was fae.

Creating a new identity didn’t worry her
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