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Adima Radi Kashinda (Adi): Princess of Antovan, captain of the High Dragon.

Alharden: Country outside of the Alliance. 

Allidean: Coastal town in Belfarren.

Allirayn: Country outside of the Alliance.

Andolin: County in the Alliance of Kingdoms.

Antovan: Head of the Alliance of Kingdoms. Houses the yearly Scaera Dumeda for the testing of new Alliance Ambassadors.

Arrothray: Ravin’s homeland. Part of the Alliance of Kingdoms.

Arrow: An orphan with no family, last name, or papers. Sailor.

Ash: Former thief, newly released from prison.

Bataraval del Mankayl: One-eyed assassin, Ravin’s uncle.

Belfarren: Country in the Alliance of Kingdoms.

Belhallen: Coastal town in Hifen.

Bonnie Clearwater: A noble girl and Adi’s cousin, presumed dead.

Colyn: Pirate captain, presumed mad.

Elias: Adi’s mentor.

Flannigan: Country in the Alliance of Kingdoms.

Garrenad del Mankayl: Assassin.

Genady: Coastal town in Antovan, where the royal family lives.

Gerrard del Mankayl: Ravin’s three-year old son.

Halfa ‘sad: Coastal town in Allirayn.

Hawthorn Ballard: An army general’s son. Bookworm.

Heather Hill: Expectant widow of Jay Hill, healer.

Hifen: Country outside of the Alliance of Kingdoms.

High Dragon: Ex-pirate ship.

Jaco del Mankayl: Assassin. Treynair’s second son, and Ravin’s younger brother.

Jay Hill (James Renwick Martin): Deceased captain of the Red Wind, son of Rev Martin.

Josiah Wornstaff: Son of a violin-maker, sailor.

Justin Case: Ex-pirate, tea enthusiast, sailor.

Kelsy: A siren, and good friend of Justin’s. 

Liz Telveda: Scaera Dumeda contestant. Deceased.

Malachy Aladale: Deceased assassin.

Marius Blackstone: A son of a mobster, presumed dead.

Maxence Kashinda: King of Antovan. Adi’s father.

Merrida Hill: Jay’s aunt, noblewoman by marriage.

Nissa Hill: Jay’s cousin, noblewoman.

Ocean’s Mist: Merchant ship.

Port de Catru: Coastal town in Viccily.

Ralivaen (Rah-lee-VAY-un) del Mankayl (Ravin): Ex-assassin, now on the run.

Red Wind: The fastest ship to ever sail the seas. 

Rev Martin: One of the most feared pirates to ever sail the seas. Deceased.

Rillian: Country outside of the Alliance.

Riyar: Country in the Alliance of Kingdoms.

Rykinsvik: Coastal town in Belfarren.

Sandaline Ferense: Orphaned sailor.

Shade: Bad-tempered sailor.

Theobald (Theo [pronounced tay-OH]): Prince of Antovan. Adi’s brother. 

Tillum: Used to be a Belhallen town, now a small self-proclaimed country.

Treynair del Mankayl: Known as the Blooddrinker, Treynair is the leader of the del Mankayl assassin clan.

Viccily: Country outside of the Alliance.

To the Ravin and Adi shippers:

This one’s for you!
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I used to not believe in sea magic. Sure, I heard the stories passed around in taverns and crowded marketplaces, but I grew up on the ocean. My father’s ship never talked. The winds never carried the song of sirens. There was nothing but sea and sky and sea dragons on the horizon.

Ravin had faced pirates, sea dragons, sirens, and his father (twice). He had been trained as an assassin and spent the last year sailing the seas as a pirate hunter. And so far, the most terrifying sight he had ever seen was Captain Justin Case sitting on the deck of the Red Wind and drinking tea.

To be fair, Ravin was about to get married.

By Justin. To Adi. In front of the entire crew. And whoever happened to pass through Genady harbor and notice a big to-do on one of the ships. And the port was busy today. And people liked to stare.

The largest bell tower in Genady chimed the mid-day hour, echoing over the rooftops and streets. Ravin’s eyes darted to the Red Wind’s hatch. The women were all below decks, getting Adi ready, waiting for noon.

And noon had come.

And Adi had yet to climb the stairs and step on deck.

Three seconds after noon. Four. Five.

Maybe Adi had changed her mind.

Six seconds. 

Gerrard, Ravin’s four-year-old son, fidgeted as he stood with the crew.

Seven.

Maybe Adi’s family had talked her out of it.

Eight seconds.

The glimmer of something black coming up the stairs from the hold caught Ravin’s attention. Slowly, carefully, Adi stepped onto the deck of the Red Wind, and Ravin forgot how to breathe. She wore all black, with a knee-length skirt that shimmered like dragon scales in the sun. The skirt swayed as she walked, giving glimpses of the red lining underneath. Red like the panther tattoo hidden under Ravin’s long black sleeve.

She stopped in front of him and held out her hand. He somehow managed to take it without breaking his gaze from her eyes. Her usual feathered hat was gone, leaving her curls free for the sea breezes to toss every which way. Clad in Ravin’s Arrothraen clan colors, she looked every bit like a wild and dangerous del Mankayl assassin.

Adima del Mankayl. She would be the first female in history to take that last name as her own. Men in Ravin’s clan didn’t marry. They had sons (to continue the bloodline) and that was it. The mothers of their sons were killed (and any daughters, as well).

And yet here Adi stood, ready to join in his lifetime battle of facing the wrath of the del Mankayl clan for running away from them. Every day he lived and breathed was an affront on their traditions and their way of life. Every day Ravin lived, he was a reminder that one could break free from them and survive.

“To the crew of the Red Wind and the High Dragon,” Justin began. He held the ship’s logbook in one hand and a cup of tea in the other. No matter how hard they tried to convince him that he didn’t need the tea, Justin insisted. He claimed it helped his nerves.

Ravin had no idea what Justin could be nervous about (after all, Justin wasn’t the one getting married).

“You all will bear witness to this union, which may go forever unknown and unregistered, save to those here watching today.” Justin’s tea sloshed dangerously towards the edge of his cup. “Before me stand Ralivaen del Mankayl and Adima Radi Kashinda. You know them as the assassin who ran, and the princess who left. Tonight, they will be formally wed under different names for all the Kingdoms to recognize and respect, but here, before us, they are simply themselves: Ravin and Adi. Our protector and our captain.”

Adi shifted, her hand gripping Ravin’s even tighter. The tiniest tear slid down her cheek, but she still smiled, so Ravin hoped her crying was in joy. Not regret.

“So today, we come...”

A slimy tentacle rose out of the harbor, dripping water onto the deck of the ship. Justin choked on his words and the teacup fell to the deck and shattered. Adi’s hand slipped from Ravin’s grasp and she grabbed for a knife at her belt only to find that her wedding dress was sadly empty of weapons. Shade, standing with the other crew members, muttered a few words that Ravin hadn’t heard in a while (and hopefully would never hear again).

“Oh, yeah.” The High Dragon’s voice echoed across the harbor. “There’s a kraken.”

“Don’t you think you should have told us?” Justin dropped the logbook and dashed madly for the little kitchen cabin under the quarterdeck. “A warning would have been nice!”

“Didn’t want to disturb the wedding.” The Red Wind sounded embarrassed. “Sorry. I thought it would just go away.”

A warning would have been nice. Ravin slid his rapier out of its sheath and twirled it once. Beside him, Adi held out a hand. He understood the gesture and pulled out two knives from a kilt pocket. With his not-quite-yet bride armed beside him, he raced to the railing.

Ravin had never seen a kraken before. Until now, he hadn’t really bothered to give such creatures much thought. But now that one was here, right before his eyes, he wasn’t really surprised. Talking ships, sea dragons, sirens...he’d faced them all and survived. A kraken wouldn’t really be much of an issue.

The harbor was already buzzing with activity. A few soldiers lined up in the little harbor courtyard, muskets at the ready. The navy soldiers in the nearby war galleon loaded their cannons. Perhaps they had already received some sort of warning from their ship, if it talked at all.

“Does it have a weak spot?” Adi adjusted her grip on Ravin’s knife.

Ravin watched as tentacles continued to erupt all across the harbor, breaking sails, smashing docks. A sailor was yanked from a rowboat and pulled underwater, barely given enough time to scream. The surface of the water rippled, growing more and more agitated.

“It just has...legs. Or arms. Or whatever the tentacles are,” Ravin muttered. “But where’s the head or body?”

He shouldn’t have asked.

The kraken rose out of the water and climbed onto the navy galleon, its slimy green belly scraping onto the deck, tentacles slapping away soldiers and snapping the sails like twigs. The faintest scream from the ship itself carried across the wind as the largest mast cracked and fell into the water.

From the deck of the Red Wind, Heather’s baby started crying. The young widow held her daughter close, making soft noises and gently shaking the baby, though her eyes were fixed on the destruction in the harbor.

“Weak spot, Ravin, now!” Adi turned to face the crew, who stood in open-mouthed amazement. Despite the wedding situation they had been in a few moments ago, the entire crew was armed. They had, after all, wanted to look their best—and for most of the crew, wearing gowns or suits wasn’t possible or preferred. Proudly displaying every single weapon they owned was the best they could do. Even Kelsy the siren gripped her recently-polished trident.

Ravin studied the sea creature and watched as a soldier fruitlessly hacked away at a tentacle, as a cannonball ricocheted off the slimy head, as the worry over his own wedding slowly vanished. “Heat,” he said at last. “Let’s try heat. It’s just an ugly sea dragon, that’s all.”

“Shade, Josiah, get the swords hot. Ash, Hawthorn, gather all the weapons you can. Sandaline, Justin, spread the word to those out in the harbor. The more we can get to help us, the better.” Adi glanced at Ravin. “Let’s draw its attention away from the ships. Red, move out!”

Justin and Sandaline jumped over the railing, landing on the High Dragon’s deck. In a few strides, they were on the dock, running for the harbor. Arrow was already sprinting across the water, bellowing as only Arrow could. Kelsy ran right behind him, her voice rising high and beautiful as she sang a warning. Heather clutched her baby with one arm, grabbed Gerrard’s hand, and hurried towards the hatch and into the safety of the insides of the ship.

The Red Wind sailed closer to the galleon and the kraken, and the stench of deep sea creature hit Ravin in a wave of cold, slimy air. This was just like the sea dragons, only even nastier. He didn’t know much about krakens, but they probably kept to the very bottom of the ocean, where even sea dragons didn’t travel much.

“I’ve got a hot sword!” Justin pressed a hilt into Ravin’s hand. “Hurry up, before it cools!”

Ravin handed Justin the rapier and studied his new weapon. A simple sword, one he’d seen floating around on the Red Wind since the first day he’d stepped on board. Somehow, this blade had survived encounters with sea dragons, sirens, pirates, and even a sinking ship.

The Red Wind was close enough to rub railings with the galleon now. Ravin gripped the hilt a little tighter and jumped to the railing. The body of the kraken was close now, and at any minute a slimy tentacle might swing around and demolish a mast or swipe him into the ocean.

“I think there’s a soft spot, right behind its eye,” Adi shouted. “If you throw me, I think I can reach it!”

“Right.” Ravin spread his feet apart on the railing, cupping his hands together. “Three, got it?”

“Yes.” Adi placed her hands on his shoulders, put a boot in his hands, and took the offered sword. “Right behind its eye.”

Ravin nodded. “One...two...three!” He heaved upwards, tossing Adi up and out into the air. She soared across the distance between ship and kraken, and landed, sword-tip first, right behind the kraken’s milky-white eye. The hot metal penetrated between the dark scales and into the soft flesh, and the kraken jerked backwards, falling into the water. Tentacles flew in all directions as the beast thrashed, turning the water white and red. Adi was nowhere to be seen.

“Red, can you see her?” Ravin’s heart stopped beating and he nearly fell off the railing. “Can you see her?”

“No.” The ship went quiet.

The kraken stilled, and Ravin dove off the ship. Salt and blood coated his lips, and he tried to make out what was what in the murky water. Tentacles and bits of sails and masts and docks floated in the water. But Adi was nowhere in sight.

Ravin surfaced, took a breath, and dove down again. Still nothing. On his third dive, he caught sight of something dark under the water—something rising towards the surface. He swam closer, recognized Adi’s matted-wet hair, and hurried to the surface for air, only for Adi to accidentally spit out blood and ocean water into his face.

“I didn’t expect you to be there,” she gasped, still coughing out water.

Ravin turned away and found himself face-to-face with a pair of filthy bare feet. Arrow stood on top of the water, hands on his hips. “We were worried you died,” the boy announced. “And on your wedding day, too!”

“I suppose that’s one way to get out of it,” Adi laughed, throwing an arm around Ravin’s shoulders. “Escort me back to my ship and let’s finish this ceremony. We don’t have much time before we have to get to the castle.”

Ravin swam after the slap-slapping of Arrow’s feet on the water, and in a few minutes he and Adi stood, once more, before Justin. Only now Justin stared mournfully at his smashed tea cup and Ravin and Adi dripped sal water onto the deck.

“Hold hands, please.” Justin straightened, picked up the tea-covered logbook, and tried to regain his composure.

Ravin grabbed Adi’s hand again, feeling cold, wet fingers.

“As Captain Justin Case of the Red Wind, I pronounce you two, Ralivaen del Mankayl and Adima Radi Kashinda, as husband and wife. You may now-”

The final mast from the navy galleon cracked and fell into the water. Someone from the harbor screamed.

“You may now kiss.” Justin’s cheeks turned red and he glanced at the sky for a moment.

Ravin had no idea if Justin actually watched the kiss or not. He was too busy wrapping Adi in his arms and pressing his lips to hers.
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My first encounter with a talking ship was at a trading port in Flannigan. The ship sang merrily as her crew unloaded her stores, and at first I thought it was someone in the crowd. The voice was strange, as if erupting straight from my temples, and I learned it was the ship herself. The Night Storm, the ship was called, and they claimed she’d been touched by sirens.

Kraken blood doesn’t come out of hair easily. Nor does the smell. 

Perched on the side of a stool in her massive bathroom in the Genady palace, Adi scrubbed her hair for the third time, yet the smell was no better. Now it smelled of blood mixed with lavender. 

Why did there have to be a kraken attack on her wedding day?

Couldn’t it have waited for any other conceivable moment?

She’d imagined her first kiss with Ravin as his wife to be far more romantic. Not drenched from head to toe and reeking of dead flesh and salt water, but what could she expect? That was how things had gone from the moment they met. First accused of murder and now fighting krakens.

“Have things improved?” Adi’s mother called from the other side of the bathroom door. 

No, they hadn’t. Adi released her hair, letting the sopping mess hang down her back. Her robe soaked through almost immediately, causing her to cringe. With one look at herself in the mirror, she burst into tears. 

The door creaked open and in stepped Queen Radi. “Oh, Adima,” she said, crossing the room with her arms outstretched. “What’s the matter?”

“Today was supposed to be a good day,” she cried as she leaned into her mother’s embrace. “I was supposed to be happily married and everything was supposed to go smoothly, but it’s all a mess.”

The queen gently took Adi’s chin in her hands and tilted Adi’s head so she could look her in the eye. “It is a good day,” she insisted. “My daughter got married and I couldn’t be happier for her.” Patting Adi’s hair, she added, “No wedding goes as planned. There’s always at least one disaster that you can’t prepare for.”

Adi sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve. “Did you have issues at your wedding?”

Her mother laughed. “Oh yes.” She settled onto the stool and motioned for Adi to sit on the floor in front of her. Picking up the soap, she began to gently clean Adi’s hair. The soap bar rubbed back and forth on Adi’s scalp, creating a calming sensation. “On my wedding day, I was supposed to arrive at the ceremony on horseback, riding sidesaddle. However, the horse I was given spooked and began to act up on me. I was an excellent rider and could keep my seat well, but I’d never had to worry about keeping my skirts from flying up. You see, most times I rode, it was in a proper riding habit. Not in a magnificent wedding dress that could fly up at any moment. I struggled between controlling the horse and keeping my family’s dignity.” She laughed even harder, having to take a moment to contain herself before continuing. In the mirror, Adi could see her mother wipe a tear of mirth from her eye. “Your father was so valiant. He tried to calm the horse, but the creature had had enough of the crowds and took off, dragging him along the dusty street. Thankfully, he let go of the reins, but not before he sustained several bruises and tears to his clothing.”

Adi watched her mother closely in the mirror. She’d rarely seen this side of her. The side that allowed laughter and candid conversation. In the midst of meetings with dignitaries and at parties, it wasn’t proper to show unrestrained emotions. It refreshed her to watch her mother enjoy telling a story. “What happened after that?”

“Well, thankfully my mother-in-law had the foresight to prepare an extra set of clothing for your father. And once your father let go of the horse, I abandoned my quest to keep my dress from flying everywhere and managed to get my mount under control. The wedding continued as planned, but he had a nasty bruise on his cheek and my wedding dress had a dirty train. I was so embarrassed by the ordeal, but you know the truth?” She set aside the soap and led Adi over to the tub. Picking up a pitcher, she began to pour water over her hair. 

“What?” Adi asked. Her eyes squeezed closed as the soapy water threatened to splash into them.

“None of it mattered later. I was still married to someone I cared deeply for. Everything else went without trouble. And now, looking back, I’m able to laugh over everything that happened.” Setting down the pitcher, she grabbed a towel and dried off Adi’s hair. “So dear, I want you to enjoy the rest of your day. Don’t let this one thing ruin what will be otherwise a beautiful memory. If you don’t allow yourself to embrace the moment, you’ll regret it later.” With that, she turned her daughter around and gazed into her eyes. “Today is a good day.”

Adi held her mother’s gaze, feeling her love pour into her. “Thank you.”

With a smile, the queen began to bustle around the room. “Your hair is clean now. It just needed a little extra scrubbing. I will send in a maid to style it and help you get dressed. When it’s time, I will come back to get you.” Giving her daughter one last smile, she left the room.

***
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AN HOUR LATER, ADI studied herself in the mirror. Her dress, made of a soft white silk, hugged her waist, then billowed out at the skirts. Her sleeves had long ruffles that tickled her wrists. 

Hardly a year ago, she dressed like this every day, yet it felt so foreign to her now. She missed her comfortable sailing clothes and the familiarity of her weapons close at hand. 

Dressed like this, she felt vulnerable, defenseless.

She felt like a princess. 

“It’s just for one day, Adi,” she whispered to herself. One day, and then she’d be back on board the High Dragon, sailing the seas with her faithful crew, along with the man she loved.

A knock sounded at the door. Adi steeled herself as her mother stepped in again. For a moment, Queen Radi stood in stunned silence as she examined her daughter. “You look lovely,” she breathed. “Just lovely.”

Adi blushed. “Thank you, mother.” She swished her skirt. “I’ll admit, it’s strange to wear something like this again.”

“I can imagine.” Queen Radi held out her hand. “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” Adi answered, taking her mother’s hand and squeezing it tight.    

They walked through the halls and down towards the throne room. Adi’s heart pounded louder and louder with each echoing step she took. Around her, the portraits of her ancestors looked down on her. Despite her knowing that what she was doing was right, she couldn’t help but cower at the thought of their judgement. What would they think of today? Would they be disappointed? Or would they be proud? 

She shook her head. It wasn’t for her to worry about what they might think, but instead to do what was right.

At the end of the hallway, two guards stood at attention in front of double doors. They bowed to the queen, then to Adi. 

“I will see you in a few moments. Remember, chin up and don’t forget to smile.” Giving Adi’s hand a squeeze, her mother slipped away towards a side door leading into the throne room.

Taking in a deep breath, Adi clasped her hands in front of her and tried to calm her nerves. She’d already married Ravin once today. Twice would make no difference. So why was she still nervous?

Trumpets blared in the throne room. The guards moved to open the doors and stood to the side, allowing the occupants of the room full view of their former princess. Adi forgot all about the massive audience as she caught sight of Ravin standing next to her father and mother. He looked as stuffy and uncomfortable in front of such a large crowd as she felt. 

She loved him all the more for it. He wasn’t some prince marrying her for her title. He was Ravin, the man who understood her desire to make a name for herself. The man who sacrificed everything to do what was right. The man she would give anything to spend every moment of her life with, no matter if their moments were many or few. 

Music swept through the room, signaling for her to begin walking down the aisle. Her heart fluttered as she took one step then another. Slowly, nervously, she made her way to the front of the throne room, her tight shoes clip-clopping across the marble floor. There, she curtsied to Ravin and he bowed to her. Extending her hand to him, she smiled as his hand gripped her gloved fingers. 

The music stopped as seamlessly as it began.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the officiant began, “we gather today to witness the union of Princess Adima Radi Kashinda and Duke Colline de Rochers.”

He began to dive into a speech about how marriage was a lifelong bond and that the binding of two individuals was a significant contract that should never be broken, but Adi’s mind wandered far away. 

Why was there a kraken in Antovan? Were there more following close behind? Was the crew safe back at the ships? She would have to ask Hawthorn if he knew much about krakens and what their tendencies were. How many existed? Was it normal for them to come near land?

It wasn’t until Ravin took her shoulders and turned her towards him that she realized the officiant had moved onto the vows. Her thoughts snapped back to the moment. Her mother’s words played through her mind: Don’t let this one thing ruin what is otherwise a beautiful day. Now was not the time to worry about krakens and attacks. Now was the time she married her true love. She smiled up at Ravin, her heart swelling at the sight of his loving gaze. 

“Do you, Princess Adima Radi Kashinda, take Ravin Colline de Rochers to be your husband, promising to bind your heart to him, to bear him up all the days of your life, and to stand by his side, come what may, until death parts you?”

“I do,” she whispered. 

“And do you, Ralivaen Colline de Rochers, take Princess Adima Radi Kashinda to be your wife, promising to bind your heart to her, to cherish her all the days of your life, and to stand by her side, come what may, until death parts you?”

“Yeah,” he responded, with a twinkle in his eyes as he gazed down at Adi.

Adi stifled a snort. She adored this man with every fiber of her being.

“Then I pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

The second kiss as a married couple was far better than the first, now that there was no stench of blood filling the air. Adi felt like she was floating as Ravin held her tight. 

After a moment, the officiant gave a discreet cough. Ravin let her go and they pulled away. “Princess Adima, will you please kneel before me,” the man said.

Adi fought with her skirts as she sank to the stone floor. Ravin gave her his arm, which she gripped thankfully. 

“With your marriage to Ravin Colline de Rochers comes a new role as duchess, and this duty comes with vows.”

She tipped her head in acknowledgement.

“Do you promise to seek the welfare of the duchy Colline de Rochers, to honor the laws of Antovan, and to uphold the dignity of this title?”

“I do,” she said. 

“Then it is my pleasure to declare you the Duke and Duchess of Colline de Rochers.” He raised his hand. “Please rise.”

Adi gripped Ravin’s arm tight as she struggled to her feet.

As the two turned to face the crowd, the room erupted with cheers. For the first time that day, Adi found herself truly beaming, despite the messy start. She couldn’t help herself. 

Today was a good day.
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The years passed, I became a seasoned sailor, and I met more talking ships. Once, I think I even heard a siren song, faint and far away. I didn’t fear them then. Sirens were nothing more than the strange fish that sometimes come up in your nets—creepy, and rarely seen. I wish they’d stayed that way.

Ravin had been to many balls and parties before, but never at one thrown in his own honor. It took every ounce of determination he had to not leave the room as fast as he could and find somewhere dark to hide.

At his side, Adi chatted to the long line of well-wishers, all paying their respects and giving their congratulations. Decked out in jewelry and rich silks from the finest Antovanian merchants, the ladies and gentlemen rivaled sea dragons for shimmering gold and absolute terror.

Thankfully no one bothered to talk to Ravin except for brief “Congratulations.” Most of them had no idea who he was. All they knew was that he was a Duke. He had land somewhere. He had dark hair and dark eyes and maybe looked vaguely Arrothraen to anyone who knew the country well. And he had just married the princess of Antovan.

Maybe that last point explained the hostility in the glares of a few of the other young men there. Maybe some had wanted a way to the throne. Maybe some had loved her for her beauty. But now they had all lost their chance—and to someone they’d never heard of before.

Ravin raised a fork to his mouth, only to be interrupted again by another well-wisher. The cake on his plate threatened to melt in the hot room. Someone needed to open a window. Sweat dripped down his backbone as the old lady droned on about what Adi had been like as a child (was this person a relative? a grandmother? an aunt?). Ravin just continued to nod and slowly lowered his fork back to the plate. The cake no longer looked quite as appetizing. The door out to the hall looked amazing. As did the other door. And the opening out onto the balcony. And the tapestry that hid an entrance to the secret passages in the castle.

He didn’t need any escape routes. He was safe, really safe, for the first time in years. His father was long dead. His clan would leave him alone. These people only saw him as some noble-born duke. There was no need to worry.

But he still scanned the crowd, anyway.

Which is how he spotted Bonnie.

Bonnie Clearwater, cousin to Adima. And now his cousin by marriage. Which did not explain why she was at the wedding, considering the last time he’d seen her she was stuck on an island in the middle of the ocean after betraying Adi and the crew to the most feared pirate that sailed the seas.

Strange.

She wore the most ridiculous dress, with sleeves that billowed out almost as big as her head, and her pale blonde hair piled high as a bee’s nest. Her face, as always, was extremely pale, but when she turned to study the contents of a dessert table, Ravin could tell the whiteness was from paint, and no longer her natural complexion. Of course. Being stuck on an island had probably helped care for some of her pale skin. Or maybe not care for it.

But the real question was: what in the world was Presumed-Dead-Bonnie-Clearwater doing at his wedding? He knew for a fact they hadn’t extended her an invitation (sending invitations to dead relatives was not a Arrothraen or Antovanian wedding tradition).

Ravin glanced to his side and froze. Adi was gone from her seat. The line of ladies and gentleman had also left the dais, and now swirled across the floor as the musicians played a merry waltz. Bonnie found a partner and joined the line, a small grin spreading across her face. Her partner wore a black hat with a brilliant multi-colored peacock feather, making their position on the dance floor quite easy to see.

The dancers spun, and Ravin’s eyes dropped beneath the peacock feather to the man’s face. Marius Blackstone.

Presumed-Dead-Marius-Blackstone, that is. He had also been left behind on the island.

Ravin surged to his feet, nearly upsetting his chair. A few seats down, the queen’s face paled a little and she glanced at her husband. Of course, they didn’t really fear Ravin, but because they knew who he was, she likely couldn’t help that instinctive response to an assassin moving quickly and suddenly. It hurt, a little.

Forcing a smile to his lips, Ravin gestured to the dance floor. “I’ll be back.”

He wasn’t actually going to dance, and he very well might not be back for a while. Not when two enemies had infiltrated his wedding. A year ago, they had helped Captain Rev Martin kill two of Ravin’s friends. They had tried to kill other people. And they could kill again, here, right now.

Ravin pushed his way through the crowds of people, catching snippets of conversation and earning a few curious and annoyed stares. He was a mystery to these people. Someone they hadn’t even heard of until a few months ago, someone who claimed to own a duchy, someone who apparently had land and a title and a lot of money and the love of their princess.

The dance ended, and Ravin scanned the participants. The puffed sleeves and the peacock feathered hat were nowhere in sight. “Sirens and sea dragons,” Ravin muttered under his breath, earning a surprised look from a nearby noble lady.

Bonnie and Marius had vanished. And there was no telling where they could be.

“There you are!” The old lady from the congratulations line suddenly appeared in the crowd and grabbed Ravin’s arm. “I wondered if we would see you dance! Adima was always such a splendid dancer. She spent lots of time practicing, you know. Do you dance?”

Ravin shook his head. Technically he knew how to dance, as part of his del Mankayl training. But that didn’t mean he would readily volunteer that fact.

“Pity. You must learn. Will you be seen often at court?”

Ravin continued to shake his head. Not even his usual yeah could help him now.

“I must admit, I don’t remember hearing your name before. Colline De Rochers. Where are your estates?”

“On an island.”

Her eyebrows raised.

Ravin tried to recover his honor. “I mean, I have an island estate. That’s why I’m not at court a lot. Have to sail here. From my island.”

His father would be horrified at Ravin’s completely unnatural...no, don’t think about Treynair del Mankayl, he was dead now. But Ravin certainly wasn’t doing a good job at being natural and normal and not-at-all-suspicious.

“I see.”

“It’s not a large island. But it’s pretty.” What did old ladies like to talk about? “But it has some wonderful beaches, and the brightest blue flowers you will ever see. There’s a nice harbor, and you can sail your ships right up to the docks, and my house-” (should he have said mansion or castle or something a little more grand?) “-looks east, towards the sun rising, and you can watch the sun turn the ocean golden.”

“I hope Adima will be happy.” The old lady narrowed her eyes, as if daring Ravin to somehow hurt Adi (who was probably related to her, but how??).

“I assure you, I will do everything within my power to make her happy.” Ravin scanned the room. Adi, Bonnie, Marius. None of them were in sight. “I love her.”

“So she told me.”

Now would probably be a really bad moment to ask “now, who are you??” but Ravin was starting to get desperate. A grandmother? An aunt? A long-time family friend?

“If I hear even the slightest rumor that you are unkind to her, de Rochers, I will take action. I’m ninety-two years old. No one will suspect me. And I have contacts.” She narrowed her watery-gray eyes, glanced around the room, and leaned in closer. Her perfume attacked Ravin with the fearsome smell of oranges. “I have the ear of a del Mankayl. I can make people disappear.”

Ravin stared.

Old Lady Relative stared back.

This was awkward.

“It’s you,” she said, her voice still hushed. A smile broke out across her wrinkled face. “I’m just teasing you, Ravin!”

“Ohhhhh,” he said.

“Adima told me that you were awkward, but this, this was just too good of an opportunity to miss!” She grabbed his arm, squeezing tightly. “She says you’re a good man, and I trust her judgement. Anyone who can flee the del Mankayls and survive their wrath must be brave.”

Ravin had no answer to that. How much of his history had Adi told this woman?

“I’m sure you two will be happy together. Ever since she was little, Adima dreamed of having adventures. There was her story of riding a sea dragon across the ocean. The time she wanted to marry a pirate captain. And get a roc as a pet.” The old lady nodded satisfactorily. “I’m sure you two will be happy together.”

And then she was gone. Without another word. Without giving her name. Without even a goodbye.

That left Ravin with a slight paranoia and a burning desire to hide behind a tapestry or jump off the balcony railing. Instead of doing something to traumatize the guests, he continued his search for Adi.

He found her by the heavily-laden food tables, chatting and smiling and looking absolutely stunning in her white wedding dress. Nissa Hill stood with her, dressed in a brilliant red dress and white shawl. Her hair piled atop her head in a style only a member of the notorious Hill family could confidently pull off.

Ravin had met Nissa a few times, mostly in passing. She had offered to take Heather Hill’s place on board the Red Wind as healer. Heather hadn’t been too happy to take an extended leave of absence, but a new baby (and the insistence of the crew) gave her no choice.

A few other girls chatted with the twosome, though Ravin didn’t recognize any—not that that meant much, as he didn’t spend lots of time in the Antovanian court. Three of them glared at Ravin, but the fourth smiled and offered a tiny little wave.

Adi’s eyebrows shot up as he approached, and she quickly excused herself from her little group of young and potentially-jealous female well-wishers. “Ravin, are you okay?”

“Yeah.” No. Bonnie and Marius were at the wedding and there was a weird old lady who knew his history (or at least some of it) and the room was stuffed to the walls with way too many people that liked to stare at him and he couldn’t just disappear because everyone was there to see him.

“You have the murder-look on your face.” Adi’s voice dropped so low he could barely hear it. “What’s wrong?”

Was his distress that obvious? “There’s a problem.”

“Just in case you’re wondering,” one of Adi’s companions stumbled forward, spilling her bowl of eggdrop soup in her haste, “but I just feel like you should know.”

Adi looked rather concerned.

“But your dress is on fire,” the girl continued. “Sorry.”

Adi squeaked and turned in a circle. Ravin saw nothing but glittering white. No flames, no smoke, no ash.

“I didn’t know you had wings,” the other girl laughed, pointing at the air behind Nissa. “When did you get them?”

Ravin grabbed Adi’s hand and dragged her to the far end of the room. She tripped once, nearly ripping her
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