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The fort overlooking the ocean at the southwestern corner of Vanris was built of the same black stone used in the border watchtowers and much of the city of Etrion. It was odd how just the sight of that stone made Veyl homesick for the black city even while she dreaded leaving the ocean behind. Weary after the voyage from Thaelis and heartsick from losing Lorek in the Sarketi attack on their ship, she followed her grandfather, Dhomvalen Arhk, through the grounds and into the fort’s main keep. The two Thaelian officers, Jinau and Nalika, accompanied them, along with Arhk’s trio of elite personal guards.

Lorek’s death hung heavy over a brief reunion inside the entrance with Gannon and Ahrin’s father, Darro, and his sharp-tempered tehnaak, Kince. Despite the sorrow weighing on them all, their warm welcomes eased some of the feeling she had of no longer belonging in her own homeland, brought on at least in part by the role she had assumed as an ambassador for Thaelis. These people, members of her father’s tehsheyn—his bonded spirit family—were as much her family in a way as her grandfather. Still, the Thaelian uniform she wore forced a distance between them, so she took her comfort from an unexpected source. Whenever they passed an open window, the rumble of the nearby ocean reassured her, provided she didn’t dwell too deeply on her connection to those untamable waters.

Ahrin, Gannon, and Iyvalin disappeared into a private room where they could grieve. Tath, the twins’ mother, and Nerith, both healers who had firsthand experience losing a tehnaak, followed them inside, bringing food, drink, and an abundance of empathy. Veyl watched them shut the door with an ache of longing. Her new role didn’t afford her the opportunity to join them as they mourned.

Instead, she followed Arhk to a meeting room where some attendants were also delivering food and drink. Kince, Darro, and the officer in charge of the fort joined them. At Veyl’s insistence, Jinau and Nalika also took seats at the table. She hoped to set a precedent for both sides by including them in proceedings from the start. Arhk’s elite guards stood along the wall behind him, their intimidating stares locked on the two Thaelians.

Arhk eyed her new companions. “What discipline of mind-crafters are you?”

“Charmer,” Jinau stated in his concise, less-than-charming way, his amber eyes taking in their company and the stark, utilitarian surroundings.

Veyl caught the faintest hint of a smirk on Arhk’s lips before he schooled it away and shifted his expectant gaze to Nalika.

“I am an Evoker, Dhomvalen.”

Arhk’s expression hardened, and he gestured to one of his guards. “Ahnvaris Zafyr is an Evoker as well. She will know if you use your ability here. Be warned that we will consider doing so a hostile act. I strongly advise against it.”

Nalika’s lips pressed into a tight line. The look she gave Zafyr when she nodded her understanding was far from friendly, but she didn’t seem foolish enough to believe she had a choice now that she was among the minority. Seeing the woman forced to rein in her temper wasn’t nearly as satisfying as Veyl would have liked it to be.

Arhk’s icy regard came to rest on her. “Let me see this agreement, Ahninveth.”

She had an instant yearning to be anywhere else. How would he react to the demands the Thaelian council made in those pages? What would he think of the terms she had agreed to, such as returning to Thaelis when this was over or maintaining the zenyal bond with Jinau? Would he consider her a fool for having signed it? He might be her grandfather, but he would always be Dhomvalen, the military leader of Vanris, first. That was just his nature.

Drawing a shallow breath to brace herself, she reached into the satchel and pulled out the papers, handing them to him. After neatly unfolding them and smoothing them out on the table, he inclined his head to read, some of his long, white-blond hair falling forward, conveniently masking his reactions from the Thaelians sitting off to that side. Veyl followed his progress from across the table, remembering every line from the hours she had spent studying their contents. The others took advantage of the opportunity to drink and partake of the fruit and bread. Hungry though she might be, Veyl’s roiling stomach and dancing nerves aggressively rejected that distraction.

Arhk’s expression remained diplomatically neutral until the exact moment she expected it to change, then darkness crept in at the edges of his eyes and pressure increased in the room. A ripple of tension moved through the group, most of them fully aware of how his Frightener ability manifested. Though his ability couldn’t manifest her fears because she was now a Frightener too, Veyl had somehow become more attuned to its other effects. Was that normal? It didn’t seem like the right time to ask.

Arhk’s gaze rose to Jinau, his voice dangerously calm. “You have the audacity to assume such control over a khesran of Vanris?”

The other three Vanrians at the table looked between Arhk and Jinau now, unspoken questions on their lips, though none of them appeared willing to step in front of Arhk’s anger and ask.

Jinau didn’t flinch before the dhomvalen’s fury or shrink from the darkening of his pale, gray-green eyes. “The Thaelian council ordered me to hold this bond solely as a method of protecting our people from her uncontrolled Frightener ability. I intend Ahninveth Veyl no harm, nor do I desire to demean her.”

Trying to ignore how disconcerting it was to hear Jinau use her title and actual name for once, Veyl said, “I agreed to leave it this way.” She had consented to those terms under duress because she believed she had little choice if she wanted to convince them to send her home, but the circumstances didn’t matter now. She needed to keep the situation from falling apart before negotiations got underway, or her role as ambassador would become meaningless. They hadn’t even reached Etrion yet. “Please, Dhomvalen, Ahndhomen Jinau suffered injuries shielding me from the explosion when Sarket’s ships attacked ours. I believe you can take him at his word when he says he means me no harm.”

Arhk’s nostrils flared as he drew a breath, and he clenched his jaw, the black slowly retreating from his eyes.

“Pardon, Dhomvalen Arhk, but to what control are you referring?” Kince asked, absently brushing some of his long blond hair away from his face, exposing the symbols of the dark blue ke’hanoath tattoo on that cheek.

“They have tethered her to this man using a zenyal bond.”

The three still looked lost.

“It is a type of nonreciprocal bond that allows the dominant half of the pairing the ability to, among other things, inflict debilitating mental pain on the submissive one.” Arhk’s voice was thick with disgust as he explained it. “A method of control that was outlawed soon after the first Vanrians set foot on Pandrea.”

Arhk turned his attention back to the agreement and resumed reading. It was the thoughtfulness that had stolen over Jinau in response to his words that intrigued Veyl now. Intense calculations were working behind his amber eyes, and she itched for insight into what they were.

Arhk folded the document and handed it back to her. “You signed your name to these pages. For now, it seems, you must abide by the commitment you made to Thaelis. We can revisit that, and the other terms discussed therein, once we reach Etrion.”

He turned his attention to Darro and the officer in charge of the fort, apparently not bothered by the scowls the implications behind his words drew from Nalika and Jinau. “Sarket’s attack on any ship in Vanrian waters is a breach of their fealty agreement. Not that it is the first such infraction they have committed in recent months, but it was the most public and one that will necessitate a response sooner than we might have preferred.”

“Is Jaysen here?” Veyl asked before either man could respond.

Arhk’s gaze returned to her. “The crown prince has gone into hiding in Etrion for now. Sarket is not yet aware that he lives.”

“And he did not vouch for the Thaelians who brought him here?” She had asked him on the beach, but frustration compelled her to ask again, hoping that he might at least elaborate on his earlier answer.

Arhk shook his head, confusion furrowing his brow. “As I said before, he did not. In fact, he encouraged us to imprison them and use them as leverage against their country. Why would he have defended his captors?”

Jaysen had not merely ignored her request, he had done the exact opposite of what she wanted of him. Granted, she was never able to explain the entire situation to him in Dagony, but she had asked him to work with Kyril. The Feral ahnkreth must have discussed his intentions with Jaysen on the voyage over. What convinced him to turn against them? Not that the Thaelian attack on Deepwater and their abduction wasn’t reason enough for him to want to. Jaysen hadn’t gotten to know people in Dagony the way she did. They never wanted him in Thaelis to begin with. But she had dared to hope the bond they had shared would be enough to get him to trust her. She was unlikely to understand why he chose not to until she talked to him.

“It doesn’t matter right now. We need to continue to Etrion. We can straighten all of this out there. There are negotiations to be held, and I wish to see the rest of my family.” She stood. “We’ve wasted enough time.”

Arhk rose, gesturing for the others to remain seated. “I would like to speak to my granddaughter alone for a moment. Stay and refresh yourselves.”

Nalika shifted as if she meant to follow, but Jinau caught her arm and shook his head. When she settled, he met Veyl’s eyes, and she nodded, offering him a look of gratitude. He answered with a slight nod of his own. She would grant him her trust, but she expected the same in return, and it appeared as though he would give it, for now.

Veyl followed Arhk through a door and up a narrow flight of stairs to a private study on the second floor. He strode to a window at the back of the room, looking over the outer fort wall toward the ocean. Walking up beside him, she gazed out at the water and the ships moving beyond the shore. The mighty expanse beckoned, and the prospect of leaving it behind sharpened the sorrow she was trying to keep buried.

“We have a Bondmaker here, Veyl.”

She was silent for a moment, considering his words. He was offering to remove the zenyal bond, but it would mean breaking the agreement with Thaelis before negotiations had even gotten underway. Not the most promising place to start from. “No. I will stand by the pages I signed as long doing so doesn’t bring more harm to my people.”

Arhk turned to consider her. “Why? The Thaelians cannot touch you here.”

She faced him, a flush of determination warming her. “Because I want to protect the Vanrians who are still on Thaelis. And because the people of Thaelis are good people, even if their leaders leave something to be desired. I refuse to see any of them harmed by this conflict if I can prevent it. Besides, I know Ahndhomen Jinau will not abuse the power of the bond. Seh’hali ne Kunua means Daughter of the Ocean. The natives on Thaelis, the Qwilki, believe I am blessed by their ocean gods. He is, as best I can tell, more Qwilki at heart than Thaelian. He would not harm me unless he felt he had no other choice.”

“He had best not,” Arhk stated flatly. “It will not end well for him if he does.”

Veyl removed the edge from his words with a fond smile. “I missed you.”

He looked her over, his gaze taking in her garments and the decorations in her hair. “It is unsettling to see you in their uniform, wearing their trinkets on your Vanrian braids.”

She touched the spiral shell, hearing the echo of Jinau’s remark in her head, noting how the one Kyril had given her was always the one she reached for. “These tokens are a Qwilki tradition. As is the hair stain many of the Thaelian crew members use. There is much I could tell you about why I want to protect them, but perhaps it makes more sense to save all that for when my mother and father are also present.”

Arhk drew a breath, sorrow pinching his brows as he considered her. “You are not the same young woman who left for Balarus with her parents. You have clearly grown and learned a great deal in a relatively short time. I hate to imagine what you must have suffered for the experience to have changed you this much.”

Veyl looked out at the ocean again. Memories flashed through her mind. Of the attack in Deepwater and the severing of her renewed tehnaak bond with Jaysen, of the voyage to Thaelis and her struggles with Kyril and her ability, and that moment of despair when she had tried to kill herself. And of when she lashed out at Gannon with her power and shattered the trust of her dearest friends, one of whom she would never have the chance to make it up to.

But it wasn’t all pain and misery. There was her newly discovered affinity for the ocean and the way Ceris had expressed a fondness for her from the start that left her feeling a little less alone. Many people in Thaelis had welcomed her warmly enough that she had felt compelled to protect them from the Ukhen’kya and to save Nagi from the kel’inuk. Through it all wove the thread of that strange and unexpected connection she had developed with the man who had taken her from her home. Her cheeks flushed at the memory of his touch, his kiss, of everything she had given him.

“It feels like years since I left here,” she murmured.

“I am skeptical of your support for these people,” Arhk said, drawing her attention to him. “I will not pretend otherwise, and I do not envy you the task of convincing your parents to negotiate with them after what they did to you and so many others. You have grown stronger out of necessity, I fear. But I will stand by you so long as I believe you are the one behind your convictions, and they are not the product of some outside influence.”

She looked deep into those eyes that matched her own. The one person who could truly understand the challenges she faced with her ability. “Thank you.”

He stepped close to place a kiss on her forehead, then gestured toward the door. “Let us rejoin the others. We have a few days of travel still ahead to return you to where you belong, and I am curious to see what your vision of the future regarding our relations with these people looks like.”

Veyl glanced out the window once more. She was finally back in Vanris, ready to negotiate with her own parents on behalf of those who had taken her from them. She had no intention of letting the Thaelian council come out on top, but she hoped to find a way the people of both countries might avoid more suffering. Whether that was possible didn’t matter. She intended to try.
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The sun blazed down on the desert, making a mirage of the massive black city of Etrion on the horizon for several miles before its edges became more distinct. Veyl could see the towering spires of the palace and a few other structures coming into focus around the time they slowed, letting the horses walk for a bit to rest.

The ride to Etrion from the coast took a little less than three days. Veyl traveled with Arhk, his trio of elite guards, and Jinau. The modest size of their group allowed them to travel at greater speed. They had run into a transportation problem when the time came to leave the fort. There were no horses on the islands of Thaelis, nor much need for mounts of any kind. Most locations were reasonably accessible either on foot or by boat. The bigger islands had a few small herds of large deer called kednu that people used as pack animals and occasional mounts. Jinau professed to having ridden them in races against other children on his island growing up. His quick competence when they put him on a horse supported that tale and made it possible for him to travel with their group.

Nalika, like Kyril, grew up sailing and had no experience handling a mount of any kind. Gannon, Ahrin, and Iyvalin were heading to Etrion as well, but they were traveling along with a wagon carrying Lorek’s body. Darro, Kince, Nerith, and Tath stayed back to ride with them and with Nalika, who would make use of the seat on the wagon. Veyl got the impression that the separation of the two Thaelians pleased Arhk, in that it would give the two Vanrian parties a chance to assess them individually. Nalika had grumbled about it, but Jinau appeared entirely unconcerned.

Arhk kept a demanding pace, allowing five hours of rest at night and a few brief breaks during the day, more for the sake of the horses than their riders. They changed out mounts at each of the watchtowers between the coast and Etrion to avoid injuring the animals with the speed they maintained. With the city and her family so close now, it was all Veyl could do not to push her horse to run ahead, but she stayed with the others, giving the animals a much-needed respite.

Jinau rode alongside her, behind Arhk and his guards. The Thaelian ahndhomen had seemed troubled by the massive black watchtowers along Vanris’s southern border. He appeared even more so now, gazing upon the looming black walls of a city designed using aggressive angles deliberately evocative of bladed weapons.

“Are all your cities like this one?”

Veyl welcomed the distraction of his question. “No. Etrion was just being built when war broke out with the southern kingdoms. The architect’s goal, once that happened, was to make it so intimidating that no one would dare to attack it. He took his design inspiration from Vareyl’s Warning, the black crag formation to the north of us.”

His eyes followed the line of her finger to the enormous spires of black rock jutting from the landscape on the horizon. “What began the war?”

Veyl cracked a smile. “Would you believe it started with a Charmer looking to impress a girl?”

He responded with a humorless chuckle. “I would.”

“Our southern neighbors decided they didn’t want us here once they discovered some of us had abilities that could manipulate minds.” She considered him for a moment; the harsh angles of his features made more severe by his ever-stern expression. A hint of danger, of threat, hung about him, reinforced by the way his eyes seemed to take in everything in a glance and the casual ease with which he carried himself. “You don’t strike me as a Charmer. Most of the Charmers I have known are more...”

“Engaging? Charismatic?” He offered. “Charmers are notorious for causing mischief, particularly the younger ones, but do not doubt that power. It can be as disturbing and dangerous in the right hands as your Frightener ability.”

Arhk slowed his mount to fall back alongside her, casting a look full of dark suspicion at Jinau. “What exactly do you do in Thaelis, Ahndhomen?”

Jinau met his eyes, his expression as guarded as the dhomvalen’s. “I solve problems.”

Arhk nodded, his mouth setting in a grim line.

“Not...” Veyl looked between them, then settled her gaze on Jinau. “Like an assassin?”

“It isn’t always about killing, but for simplicity’s sake, that’s close enough.”

A chill swept through her, that darkness he had spoken of on their journey over becoming more literal. “What problems have you solved?”

Arhk gave her a hard look. “I believe the horses have gotten enough rest if you are ready to bring this journey to an end.”

If his goal was to divert her from the subject, he had chosen the perfect way to go about it. She wanted nothing in the world more than to see the rest of her family and Jaysen. All the challenges that awaited her in the days to come would be worth it just for that. A reunion Lorek and his family would never have.

That thought subdued her excitement as they broke into a fast trot, and she focused her energy on managing her weight in the saddle to make it easier on her weary horse. When they reached the main entrance, the black gates with dark metal spikes on their fronts stood open. Two guards on the ground spotted Arhk and hailed him. They noticed her in the next moment, both individuals she had worked with around the city.

“Khesran Veyl!” one exclaimed, grinning excitedly as the other shouted, “You’re back!”

“I knew Dhomvalen Arhk would be the one to find you,” the first declared.

The smug look he gave his companion told her they probably had a wager going, and he had just won. She wasn’t sure whether she should be amused or offended by that.

“Open the side passage,” Arhk ordered before she could respond.

They continued through the gates and Jinau’s eyes widened a fraction as he got his first glimpse of the great city. Etrion boasted within its walls multiple barracks with training grounds, two vast academies, extensive neighborhoods, taverns, markets, beast habitats, and the grand palace with its highest spires towering over it all.

“Welcome to Etrion, the southern capital of Vanris.” Veyl struggled to hold her mount back beside him, the animal prancing in response to the flutter of excited energy coming from her.

Jinau’s brows rose a fraction. “You have more than one capital?”

“Yes. Our original capital, now the northern capital, is Doran, several days’ travel beyond Vareyl’s Warning. Etrion is home to the largest kanodrak and tethdrak populations in Vanris now. It was strictly a military city before the war ended.”

“The councilors are fools,” Jinau muttered.

She nudged her mount closer. “Why do you say that?”

He kept his voice low. “They arrogantly believed any new Vanrian civilization could not be greater than Thaelis, at least as we were before the Devastation. When our ancestors from the district of Thaelis left the original homeland, the larger population that remained was working to amass enough ships to bring more beasts and medicinal plants with them. The Thaelian leaders believed those who lingered would not have time to accomplish their goals before being forced to flee and that they would suffer much greater losses because of it. It appears they not only succeeded in what they set out to do but have since thrived here.”

“To be fair, they did lose hundreds of people because they stayed as long as they did, but on Pandrea, they recovered and came back stronger in time.”

Jinau nodded. “That I can see. I can also see that this land must be rich in resources. By its isolated nature as an island nation, Thaelis is less so.”

“Did you wish to return home or merely loiter at the city gates?” Arhk asked her, turning his shrewd gaze on them.

The doors to the large, enclosed passage that followed the inside of the city wall around to the palace stood open, waiting for them. The last stretch before she could finally step foot within the walls of the palace again. They urged their horses toward the entrance, stopping abruptly when a familiar voice shouted her name, drawing their attention back to the gate.

Veyl turned to see her father galloping up on Niskenya. The massive, vaguely feline predator, her silvery-gray scaled hide picking up a satiny sheen in the bright sunlight, skidded to a stop behind them. The lack of reaction from the horses that would normally be her prey made it clear he had used his Feral ability to assume control of them. Veyl leapt from her mount, hitting the ground a heartbeat before her father did, and rushed into his arms, knocking him back against the huge kanodrak, who grunted, but stood her ground, displaying an uncommon level of tolerance.

Joyful tears flowed as he hugged her so tightly she could barely breathe, and she loved it. Being smothered in his desperate embrace let her be a child again, if only for a moment, and she clung to him, burying her face in his shoulder.

“Never do that again,” he said in a voice choked with emotion.

She sobbed a laugh. “Get abducted?”

“Yes.”

“I have no plans to.”

He held onto her a moment longer, as if afraid she might disappear. When he eased them apart, she took one of his hands to maintain contact. Niskenya leaned in and nudged Veyl’s shoulder with the external bone armor on her head, knocking her a step to the side. It was a powerful show of affection considering the beast had little interest in anyone aside from her father most of the time. He looked her over, a slight furrow forming in his brow that she suspected she knew the cause of. Then he glanced at the rest of the group, his gaze lingering on Jinau a moment longer than the others before settling on Arhk.

“Did they send anyone else back?”

“We should discuss this in a less public setting,” Arhk evaded, glancing meaningfully toward the palace.

Her father nodded, releasing Veyl’s hand long enough to swing up on Niskenya. Then he removed his foot from the stirrup and reached down to her. Jinau was staring at the kanodrak with the look of a formerly blind man seeing the world for the first time as she swung up on its back behind her father. What was it like for him to encounter this beast, a creature his ancestors had revered, in the flesh for the first time?

Veyl wrapped her arms around her father and leaned against his back. Niskenya carried them through the city, too large and untamed to be comfortable in the enclosed side passage. The kanodrak was more of a partner to her father, with express opinions of her own about how to do things, than a companion like Irith. Speaking of whom...

A flicker of panic rose in Veyl. “Where’s Irith?”

Her father had one hand over her arm where it rested around his waist, maintaining the reassuring contact, and he gave it a small squeeze. “He’s with Jethan. Niskenya wanted to escape the habitat and I the city, so we went out for a run. Irith’s gotten a little old for such energetic adventures. I spotted your group approaching with the sandhawk I was scouting with.” His grip on her arm tightened along with his voice when he added, “I could hardly believe what I was seeing.”

Fresh tears stung her eyes as she hugged her arms more firmly around him. They had so many urgent matters to discuss, but those could wait a little longer. She simply wanted to appreciate being home.

“Did they send anyone else back?” he pressed, his low voice making the question for her alone this time.

Veyl heaved a sigh, but she couldn’t be angry with him for denying her the chance to bask in the moment given all that had happened. Her parents had a responsibility to Vanris and its people. “They let me bring the twins and their tehnaaks back with me, but Sarketi ships attacked us off the coast and... They killed Lorek.” Her voice cracked.

“Three Sarketi ships,” Arhk confirmed, having eased back beside them to listen. “Your daughter effectively disabled them with her Frightener ability. We had a simple task of taking them prisoner from there, but such a public incident could force a confrontation sooner than we would like.”

Her father nodded, saying nothing more, though Veyl could feel the fresh tension in his back. That he didn’t question the comment about her Frightener ability told her Jaysen must have shared what he knew of it with them. When they reached the palace, Arhk passed their horses to the stable hands, and Niskenya settled in the courtyard, an intimidating sentinel. Inside the entrance, her father beckoned over the first attendant he saw.

“Khemron Kasiel.” The woman’s eyes widened when they lit upon Veyl before she bowed. “How can I be of assistance?”

“Find Khevarin Velara and Khesran Tavin and send them to the...” He hesitated, looking at Jinau, then at Veyl, or rather at the uniform she wore, as if genuinely considering the implications of it all for the first time. His expression darkened. “Send them to the war room.”

“Yes, Khemron.” The attendant bowed again before hurrying off.

The moment the woman left, he turned to Jinau, who had been taking in the elegant interior of the palace with its marble floors and polished black stone walls. Lush floral arrangements sat on tables along those walls and in tastefully decorated alcoves, adding splashes of vibrant color. He was too observant not to notice that her father’s attention had settled on him, so he faced the khemron, inclining his head in a gesture of respect.

“I am Ahndhomen Charmer Jinau, Khemron.”

“Ahndhomen? You’re not part of the ahnkreth’s fleet, then?”

“He is not.” Veyl inserted herself into the conversation. She wasn’t ready to confront the zenyal issue with her parents, though with Arhk there, they likely wouldn’t avoid it for long. “Ahndhomen Jinau–”

“Veyl!”

She spun. “Uncle Jeth!”

Her father’s tehnaak caught her up in his arms and lifted her, spinning her around in a manner entirely inappropriate for greeting a visiting ahninveth and ambassador, but she didn’t much care. When he set her down, he drew her into a hug for an instant before releasing her. Irith, her father’s aging cliff cat, nudged in and came up on his hind legs, setting his paws on her shoulders. He licked her twice in the face with his abrasive tongue before she giggled and shoved her hands between them to shield herself from the onslaught.

At a fond, but stern, glance from her father, likely accompanied by some mental direction, the cat dropped to the floor and Veyl crouched with him, wrapping her arms around his neck long enough to press her cheek against his fuzzy head.

“I missed you, old beast,” she murmured.

As she straightened, she caught a candid look of unease that passed between her father and his tehnaak. She also noticed the shadows under her father’s eyes and the lines of worry that etched his brow. Guilt twisted in her chest, knowing she brought him the welcome news of her return, drizzled like a sauce over the top of a foul-tasting wagonload of complications.

“Let us continue to the war room,” Arhk prompted.

Veyl and her father answered with the same nod.

They were almost to the door when her mother and brother, along with their tehnaaks, Keyla and Ellaris, Jethan’s wife and daughter, came around the corner. Veyl rushed to them, losing herself in another series of warm, tearful embraces. Something about that overwhelming load of affection and emotion was exhausting. Not that she would trade it for anything else in the world. Being once again among the people who loved her was more than she had dared to hope for as little as a week ago, but her heart and mind were growing fatigued, and they hadn’t even gotten to the difficult parts yet. She yearned to curl up on a couch with her family and cry until her tears were spent, and she could laugh again.

Her mother wouldn’t let go of her hand when they turned to enter the war room, keeping hold of it so Veyl had no choice but to accompany her to the head of the table alongside her father, all the while using her free hand to dab at tears that trickled down her cheeks with a handkerchief. Her mother cast a venomous look at Jinau when he took a spot at the oval table to Veyl’s right. The Thaelian ahndhomen remained unnervingly calm as they gathered in the oval war room around a large oval table with a massive stoneglass and crystal candelabra of the same size and shape hanging overhead. Wherever Jinau got his composure, she wished he would share some of it. Although not if it came from the same place that made him able to kill without remorse. Arhk possessed a similar bearing. How much darkness did one have to accept in themselves to perfect that?

Just as Arhk opened his mouth to speak, the door flew open and Jaysen rushed in. Where there should have been only happiness at seeing him, there was a troubling mix of joy and uncertainty, the latter a cruel blade twisting in her chest. Extracting her hand from her mother’s, she stepped around the table and let him pull her into his arms, returning his embrace and clinging to memories from their childhood for a moment to quell her unease.

“I’m never letting you out of my sight again,” he whispered.

Veyl swallowed back more tears. By the Break, she was tired. She let him hold her a second longer, then eased away and gestured to the table as she returned to her mother’s side.

“Seh’hali,” Jinau murmured.

Veyl drew a deep breath and leapt into the storm before Arhk could do so ahead of her. “There are a great many matters we all need to discuss. Chief among them is the fact that the vessel we arrived on was set upon by Sarketi ships in Vanrian waters. An attack that cost Lorek his life.”

Ellaris gasped, and Tavin stepped closer to his tehnaak, though he didn’t seem aware that he had done so. Jaysen, who had taken a spot on Tavin’s other side, across from Veyl, lowered his gaze, anger in the set of his jaw that matched what she saw in her parents’ eyes when she looked at them.

“As much as I wish I could be here with you solely as your daughter and a khesran of Vanris, I’m afraid that is not the case, as I’m sure you suspected from my attire. I have accepted the role of Ahninveth na sek and Ambassador for Thaelis. For reasons I will explain as we move forward, the Thaelian council could not meet your demand to send the rest of the Vanrian abductees home at this time. To help resolve the situation, I volunteered to return to Vanris and negotiate on their behalf, along with Ahndhomen Jin–”

Jaysen slammed a hand down on the table. “Why would you help them?”

Arhk gave him a sharp look, the hint of black at the edges of his eyes warning him to silence.

Veyl met Jaysen’s eyes, anger stirring like poison in her blood. “Why didn’t you stand up for them? Ahnkreth Kyril brought you here to warn Vanris about Thrasser’s actions at my request. I asked you to work with him. Why didn’t you vouch for him and his fleet?”

“They attacked Deepwater! They killed people and tore us away from our lives!” Jaysen’s fist hit the table this time. “How could you expect me to offer them my protection?”

Veyl looked at her parents. “You must have interrogated the Thaelians. You know what I’m saying is true.”

Her mother’s hard gaze offered no support. “Ahnkreth Kyril did claim to have come here at your behest,” she admitted, “but the members of his crew that we have had time to question could not corroborate his story. His beast companion provides him with a remarkable level of protection from our Evokers, even with them separated. We could not verify his claim.”

“The creature denies all my efforts to take control of it,” her father added. “It has the mental fortitude of a kanodrak.”

Veyl found a spark of hope in the note of admiration in her father’s words, and a fond smile curved her lips. “And you would never harm it.”

He met her eyes. “The beast is innocent of its bonded companion’s crimes. To be honest, we also haven’t had the time we needed to deal with the Thaelian prisoners properly. Between investigating Sarket’s activities and handling the increasing unrest up north—”

“What unrest?” Veyl interrupted.

Her parents exchanged a look with Arhk.

“We would like to speak with our daughter alone,” her mother said then. “Dhomvalen Arhk, can you see to arranging guards and quarters for our guest?” She gestured to Jinau. “The rest of you may leave. We will summon the council when we are ready to engage in more formal discussions.”

Tavin and Ellaris walked out with Jethan and Keyla. Jaysen stared at Veyl, looking like he wanted to argue, but when she avoided his gaze, he allowed Arhk to usher him out.

Jinau turned to Veyl, leaning close and keeping his voice low. “Remember the people you risked your life twice to protect.”

She nodded. “I ask you to trust me, Jin. I will do everything I can for both our countries. Please believe that.”

“I am linked to you, Seh’hali, so I know when your heart speaks true. I also recognize that these people have a powerful, and justified, hatred for my country right now.”

She realized suddenly what he was really getting at. If they did something to him once they had him away from her, he wanted reassurance that she would still follow through for Thaelis.

“Dhomvalen.” She paused until Arhk turned to her, aware of Jaysen stopping in the doorway to listen. “Please ensure Ahndhomen Jinau is treated as a political guest and not a prisoner.”

Arhk cast a glance at her parents, waiting for a nod from each of them before responding. “Of course, Ahninveth.”

“Thank you.” She wasn’t sure she liked the way he spoke her new title, but she inclined her head in a gesture of respect, first to Arhk, then to Jinau. “I will seek you out when we finish here, Ahndhomen.”

“Ahninveth.” Jinau offered her a partial bow and left the room, Arhk accompanying him with his personal guards and a few of the dedicated palace ones following.

The moment the door closed behind them, she turned to her parents. “I am sorry if I’ve made this more difficult.”

Her mother pulled her into a hug, and her father wrapped his arms around them both.

“You are home,” she murmured, placing a kiss on Veyl’s forehead. “That’s what truly matters. We can figure the rest out together.”

Veyl drew back from them. “What were you saying about conflict in the north?”

“You know that, before your disappearance, there was a growing movement demanding that your mother and I step down and let you take the throne. They want a leader who better represents most of the population. Someone who is not a mind-crafter. Although if what Jaysen told us is true...” he trailed off, inviting her confirmation.

“It is. I am a Frightener, which will make me exceptionally unpopular, I’m afraid. But Grandfather has agreed to work with me on controlling it.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “As extraordinary as it is to have two mind-crafter children in one family, it also means you are no longer what these people hoped you would be. After your disappearance, they spread rumors that we had conveniently disposed of you so we could make Tavin our heir and keep a mind-crafter on the throne. There were demonstrations that turned violent. We put most of our Evokers and Charmers to work trying to weed out malcontents who were using this as an excuse to promote chaos. We’ve faced many challenges in your absence.”

He shook his head then, his gaze sweeping over her, lingering on the tokens in her hair the longest. “You can’t truly mean to argue on behalf of a country that violently attacked two of our towns and took innocent people—took you—captive?”

Her parents looked faintly hopeful, as if they suspected she might have merely said those things because Jinau was watching. How she hated having to be the one to disappoint them, but she couldn’t abandon the people of Thaelis any more than she could her own.

“I can. I signed an agreement with the Thaelian council stating as much. The residents of Thaelis have suffered terrible losses. What their leaders ordered done to us was reprehensible. I won’t try to deny that, but the populace is not to blame for their actions. I intend to see our people returned to their homes here, but I do not want the citizens of Thaelis hurt in the process. For their sake, I will represent Thaelis as agreed. They need someone whose voice carries weight here to do so.”

Her father’s expression hardened a fraction. “Veyl, you can’t—”

“Save everyone? I know. I also know that back when Arhk told you that, you didn’t listen, either.”

Her mother arched a brow at him, and he gave a tired chuckle and shook his head at Veyl. “This is a lot to process. I’m still trying to move past the fear that I’ll wake up in a minute and find that having you back was all just a dream.”

“As am I, my love,” her mother said, taking his hand and twining her fingers through his.

Veyl drew a deep breath, hoping they would take her next words as well as they had taken the previous ones. “There’s more. I would like Ahnkreth Kyril released to assist with negotiations.”

Her mother yanked her hand free, using it to cut the air in a sharp gesture. “Under no circumstances!”

Her father’s jaw tightened, a dark, predatory anger rising in his eyes. “Jaysen told us what that man did to you in Deepwater and during the voyage. I will not permit him to be anywhere near you.”

“Jaysen? He witnessed very little of what happened on the crossing. They barely allowed us to be around each other during that time. Ahnkreth Kyril brought him here to warn you that Thrasser was up to something after I asked him to. If he hadn’t, you still wouldn’t know where to find me, and I would certainly not be standing with you now. He risked everything because he realized what they had done to us was wrong and wanted to help me protect my people. All of that aside, as a higher officer of Thaelis, he possesses a knowledge of Thaelian culture that could help expedite the negotiation process, and it would provide Thaelis more representation at the table.”

“You have the ahndhomen to assist with that,” her father countered.

“Ahndhomen Jinau doesn’t have the extensive knowledge of their naval complex that Ahnkreth Kyril does. Thaelis is an island country. That information could be invaluable.” Technically, Nalika shared that knowledge, but she was Kyril’s subordinate. Besides, her parents didn’t know about Nalika yet. She hoped they wouldn’t hold the omission against her later. 

“Veyl.” A ready argument hung in wait behind her mother’s tone.

It was easy to want to give in and relent to the comfort and safety of the life she had once known, but the people of Thaelis would suffer if she did so. Kyril and Ceris would suffer. “We’ve all gone through a lot of unnecessary misery because of what Thaelis’s council did here, using Ahnkreth Kyril and his fleet as one of their weapons, but I believe this can have a peaceful resolution. Perhaps one that is even beneficial to both sides. We’re dealing with Sarket and internal conflict in Vanris. They are recovering from massive population loss because of illness and the threat of attacks from hostiles in the region. Neither side needs more problems.” She ran a hand through her hair, reminding herself not to touch the spiral shell. “Please don’t force me to let everyone down without at least giving me a chance to prove that I can make this work for all of us. Please.”

Her father let out a heavy breath. “It’s moving on toward evening. We can set a time tomorrow afternoon to bring everyone together to look over this agreement and open discussions. Tonight, I would like to put it all aside and have dinner as a family for the first time in far too long.”

“That sounds amazing.” Veyl smiled, though she still wasn’t finished yet. “Before we do that, can I at least check in on the wave dancer?”

Her father narrowed his eyes slightly. “The ahnkreth’s companion beast?”

She nodded.

He looked at her mother, who exhaled softly and said, “I don’t see any harm in it, do you?”

“No.” He narrowed his eyes at Veyl. “Though that mostly makes me wonder what we’re missing.”
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Before going to see Ceris, her father left them to return Niskenya to the kanodrak canyon. Veyl stayed with her mother, who called upon a few attendants and gave orders to begin preparations for a special dinner. Tonight, they would limit family to Veyl, her grandfather, her parents, her brother, and their associated tehnaaks. Once again, she found herself without a tehnaak, though with Arhk there, she wouldn’t be the only one. With that arranged, once her father returned, the three of them went out into the evening city with an accompaniment of four guards. Veyl and her parents were all capable fighters, but recent events inspired greater caution, even within the walls of their own city.

They strolled to the cliff cat habitat, where they had the wave dancer locked in a smaller enclosure used for separating out injured or sick beasts during their recovery. Along the way, Veyl told them what she had learned about the amphibious canines, starting with how tribal Qwilki on Thaelis revered them much as people in Vanris revered the kanodraks. She recounted her experience watching Ceris communicate with the whales and seeing him chase off the beautiful but deadly serpents, though she amended that tale to leave out her own interaction with the creatures at the time. Those stories and the resulting questions kept them occupied along the way to the enclosure, as she had hoped they would. By controlling the conversation, she ensured they didn’t have time to inquire about other subjects that might lead to more challenging conversations.

Given that cliff cats were naturally alpine creatures, the canyon habitat they resided in had plenty of overhangs and rock shelters for shade and more water than the tethdrak and kanodrak areas. Since the wave dancer also wasn’t a desert animal, they had placed Ceris there to give him more options for escaping the baking sunlight, with a stone pool to provide additional water. But, for all their efforts to make him comfortable, they had still separated him from the ocean and his companion, and it showed.

The wave dancer lay panting in the shade of an outcrop, his glossy black coat and scales dull and dusty. Those bright sea-green eyes, when he raised his head to watch them approach, had lost their brilliant shine.

Veyl walked to the bars and crouched there. “Ceris.”

He stood, peering at her, and she thought she felt the faint touch of his presence within her, the way she had when she was zenyal to Kyril, though it shouldn’t be possible in the absence of that connection to his companion.

“He hasn’t expressed an interest in anyone other than his bonded companion,” her father warned.

“You separated them and locked them up. Did you expect him to love you for that?” She held a hand through the bars.

“Veyl.” Her mother sounded worried now.

Ceris padded over and stopped before her, his long drooping tail drifting tentatively from side to side, sweeping the sandy ground. Reaching his nose out, he licked her hand, then shifted his weight back and regarded her expectantly.

Veyl stood. “Unlock it.”

“I can’t control him,” her father stated, as though he expected that to be adequate to deter her.

“You mentioned that earlier.” Veyl fought back a somber smile. How it must frustrate him, the most powerful Feral in Vanris, to encounter a beast other than a kanodrak that he couldn’t influence at will. “He won’t hurt anyone. I promise you. Ceris was my one comfort aboard the ship to Dagony. I can’t bear to see him locked up like this. Look at him. His coat’s dull, his eyes listless. He’s miserable.”

Her father walked up to the gate, digging a key from a pouch at his belt. “The stupid things I do for love of you,” he muttered. When it was unlocked, he stepped back and placed a hand on the hilt of his sword, something he hadn’t often worn around the city before her abduction, back when there weren’t threats coming at them from so many quarters. “If he attacks, I will not hesitate to cut him down, even as magnificent as he is.”

“You won’t have to.” She placed a hand on the gate, wary of her ability reacting to her nervousness when she opened it and stepped through, but the moment she looked into those sea-green eyes again, she calmed. “Ceris.”

Her father followed her in, and she heard him lock the gate behind them.

The tall canine walked up to her and pressed his head against her hand, emitting a melodic, sorrowful whine that reminded her of his interaction with the whales that she had been telling them about. Heart aching, Veyl sank down next to him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders the way she had the night he slipped his head between her shackled arms to comfort her. It was her turn to do the same for him now.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “This is my fault.”

The wave dancer leaned into her embrace, and she closed her eyes. All this suffering, heartache, and loss. All this separation. And why? Because a few people thought they could take whatever they wanted and not pay a price. She would never be one of those people.

Veyl released him and stood, turning to face her parents. Her father specifically this time, where he waited inside the gate, his hand now drifting away from the sword hilt. Ceris stepped up beside her, and she set a hand on his shoulders.

“You understand the torture you’re inflicting on the two of them, keeping them apart like this. Reunite them and let me offer Ahnkreth Kyril a place in the negotiations. When that is done, I can tell you over dinner the many reasons I am willing to represent the people of Thaelis in this process.”

“The man has a dangerous bearing, Veyl. There’s something about him that’s...” he trailed off as though searching for the right word.

Dark and beautiful. She kept that thought to herself. “Confident and somewhat predatory. He moves a little like a wild animal.” She smirked and glanced at her mother. “Remind you of someone else, Mother?”

The barest hint of a smile touched her mother’s lips when she looked at her husband. “Your words hold truth, darling, but perhaps those similarities lead you to trust where you should not.”

“Please. Let me offer him a place in the negotiations. If he accepts, we can keep him under guard just like Ahndhomen Jinau and give him quarters in the palace as we would any foreign dignitary.” The resistance in their eyes faded a fraction, so she leaned into the one factor that might nudge them in her favor. The problem of finding time to handle all the issues vying for their attention. “I believe his knowledge could significantly expedite this process.”

Her father shook his head again. “Veyl, Jaysen told us how the ahnkreth nearly strangled you to death the night they took you prisoner in Deepwater. We didn’t put him to death because we thought he might be useful for bargaining with his people, and I was loath to do that to his companion. Even then, it was sorely tempting.”

She bit back her frustration. “But did Jaysen explain to you that I had just broken the mind of one of Ahnkreth Kyril’s crew members with an ability I told him I didn’t have? Did he tell you that the ahnkreth had lost his tehnaak, his parents, his brother, and the woman he loved in recent years to a sickness that killed nearly half their population in Thaelis? He had legitimate cause to react violently to losing someone else, especially when he had every reason to believe I had just lied to him. I don’t forgive him for what he did, but I understand why he did it.

“And,” she continued, holding up a hand before either could speak, “when everyone else on board those ships pressed him to kill me because my ability was too dangerous, too unpredictable, he refused to do so. Instead, he tried to help me control it, despite my attempts to kill him. I do not excuse the wrongs he and his people committed through their actions in Deepwater, but I would not have made it to Dagony alive if he had not been willing to fight for me.”

Her mother was watching her father now, who was considering Veyl with a stern gaze. “It is hard to be comfortable hearing you defend the man who took you from us while you stand before us dressed like one of them with his beast waiting willingly by your side.”

“I know how painful this is for all of us.” She walked a few steps closer, Ceris matching each step. “But I am still your daughter, and I love you both so much,” her voice cracked, and she swallowed. “I want your guidance, but I also need you to see that I am not the same person I was when we parted ways outside Deepwater. I hope you can both still love me as I am now and recognize that you can trust me.”

He walked to her, pausing a step away to look down at the wave dancer. Veyl closed the remaining distance, and he put his arms around her, pulling her close.

“Of course, we love you, but this situation makes everything harder. Knowing how terrified you must have been when those bastards attacked Deepwater, then hearing some of the awful things they did to you from Jaysen. All we could do was wonder what else they might have done in the time since he last saw you. It’s a lot to work through.”

“It is.” She hugged him tighter.

“If you two don’t come out of there and let me partake in this, I will never forgive you.”

Veyl drew back from him and smiled at her mother. “With pleasure.”

He cleared his throat when she headed toward the gate. “You can’t take that creature out of here.”

Veyl glanced down into the trust-filled, sea-green eyes gazing up at her. “He’ll be fine. I imagine he knows this is his chance to see his bonded again. Wave dancers are extremely intelligent beasts.”

“He is remarkable, I’ll give you that. I never dreamed I would encounter another creature as incredible in its own way, and as headstrong, as Niskenya.”

Veyl kept her hand on Ceris’s shoulder as they approached the gate, eyeing her father expectantly. The wave dancer sat patiently beside her, his attention riveted on the lock.

Her father walked up next to them, the key in his hand. “I think I preferred you in your younger days, when you let us lead the way more.”

Her mother cleared her throat softly. “You may be confusing her with Tavin, love.”

One corner of his mouth quirked up. “You may be right.”

A jittery energy surged through Veyl. She believed Ceris understood enough to recognize she was trying to help, but what if she was wrong? What if he attacked someone or simply bolted the moment the cage opened?

The wave dancer nudged her hand. His coat didn’t feel as sleek and smooth under her fingers now. How much of that was depression because of his separation from Kyril and how much suffering from being subjected to the dry desert region? She hoped it was mostly the former. That she could do something about. The latter might not be solvable for some time. Simply convincing her parents to humor her and let both Ceris and the Feral ahnkreth out would be an extraordinary achievement under the circumstances.

Her father swung the gate open and stepped out ahead of them, moving between the beast and her mother. His hand sank to his sword hilt again. Ceris didn’t bolt for the exit. Instead, he remained alongside Veyl, matching her steps and placing his trust in her. Whatever compelled him to do so, she was determined now not to let him down.

When she stopped, Ceris sat next to her again, and her father blew out a soft breath before shutting the recovery enclosure.

“Beasts have always been fond of you,” her mother commented.

Was that why Kyril fancied her? Veyl smothered a smile and turned toward the exit. “Shall we commit an act of kindness before dinner and reunite him with his bonded?”

Her father glanced at Ceris, then met her eyes. “I’m not convinced this is a good or wise decision, but if your mother is willing to give him a chance, I will as well. You need to understand that we will not allow him a single misstep.”

Veyl nodded.

At her mother’s suggestion, they went to a moderately sized audience chamber in the palace. It had four black stone thrones on the dais at the front set up to accommodate the current ruling family. They shared some of the aggressive, angular design elements that made the city walls so intimidating. Each throne had a cushioned, deep purple seat and back, and sparing silver accents worked along the arms and sides, representing the colors of Vanris. Down the long walls to the left and right, with guards moving into position between them, were statues of the twelve council members who had overseen the founding of the first Vanrian settlement on Pandrea. Veyl couldn’t help wondering if they were the same people who had outlawed the zenyal bond here or who had clashed with the district of Thaelis in their homeland.

On the way to the room, her father had sent four guards to collect Ahnkreth Kyril, and an attendant to summon Arhk and Jethan to join them. Jethan, with her father’s cliff cat, and her grandfather arrived together, the dhomvalen’s three black-clad guards adding to the abundance of security already in the room. It struck Veyl as excessive, but her father was also a Feral and had accomplished impressive feats in the war with his ability. Some of them were awful, but impressive all the same. Perhaps they weren’t wrong about being cautious.

For her part, Veyl feared she might bounce out of her own skin with the mix of uncertainty and excitement at the prospect of seeing Kyril again. She stood at the edge of the dais, too restless to sit. Would it please him to see her? How could it not, given that she was freeing him from his prison? But what if that was the only reason? What if the connection between them in Dagony was nothing more than a naïve young woman’s fantasy? He wouldn’t have risked everything coming here if that were the case, would he?

“What do you think of Ahndhomen Jinau?” her father asked Arhk.

Ice raced up Veyl’s spine. If Arhk told them about the zenyal bond now, it wouldn’t put them in the most receptive mood. She glanced over at her grandfather. He caught her look, a faint tightening of his jaw the only indication that he might have understood the pleading in her eyes.

“He is strangely forthright for a Charmer.”

“Let’s not be insulting.” Jethan leaned against the side of her father’s throne. “Not all Charmers can be as skilled at deception as my cousin and me,” he added with a wink for her mother.

Arhk gave him a vaguely disdainful look, an expression no one had mastered better than he had. “The man is challenging to read, but Veyl appears to trust him, despite... We can talk more about it in the morning.” He turned toward the door at the sound of footsteps approaching. “I suppose we shall see how decent a judge of character your daughter is in the coming days.”

His callous tone stung and did nothing to soothe her screaming nerves. Next to her, Ceris stood, shifting from one paw to the other now, his fin-like ears perked forward as far as they could go. His long, flowing tail wagged, tentatively at first, then faster. When the door opened and Kyril stepped in ahead of the four guards, the wave dancer bolted across the room like a loosed arrow. The guards put hands on their weapons, but her father signaled to them to hold as Kyril sank to one knee to meet the beast’s charge.

Veyl’s breath caught. Had the ahnkreth always been this unfairly handsome? Despite what had to have been at least two weeks of imprisonment, he still looked statuesque and fierce. Black hair, with braids and streaks of deep blue worked through it, hung long around his chiseled features. In the strangest of ways, he reminded her of her father’s nightstar eagle—confident, dangerous, and aloof—even as he let Ceris lick his face and rub his head against his cheek in a distinctly cat-like manner.

Kyril murmured to the wave dancer in Qwilki, intentionally locking them out of that part of their reunion, something she couldn’t entirely blame him for. Then he looked directly at her, his intense silver-blue eyes effortlessly unmooring her from the life she had barely reconnected with. “You have our gratitude, Khesran Veyl.”

For the briefest of moments, she couldn’t find her voice, but nothing would turn her family against him faster than seeing her blushing and stammering before him like a love-struck girl. “You are welcome, Ahnkreth Kyril.”

Her mother stood from her throne, her voice cutting across the room like a blade, cold and sharp. “You should be extremely grateful, Ahnkreth, that the young woman whose life you did so much to destroy can look past your cruel deeds and find something of worth within you.”

Kyril stood and walked forward, stopping a few feet from the dais with Ceris pressed against his leg as if the beast feared he would disappear. The Thaelian Feral kept his attention on her mother now. “Khesran Veyl is the one who helped me see the depth of the wrong in my actions, Khevarin. As I told your Evoker, she is the reason I brought Prince Jaysen to Vanris against the orders of my council.”

There seemed nothing to be gained from allowing them to engage in verbal sparring for long. The risk that he might say the wrong thing was too great. Veyl took a step back toward her throne, catching their attention with her movement and putting a little more distance between herself and the cause of her racing pulse.

“Ahnkreth Kyril, I return home with a specific task. I have agreed to represent Thaelis in negotiations with Vanris and carry the title of Ahninveth na sek Veyl, Ambassador of Thaelis, for the duration of this assignment.” The faintest hint of a smirk touched his lips for a moment, as though he found that amusing, and a flush of anger heated her blood. Or was that longing? She pushed past it. “I would like to offer you a place at the table during those negotiations in an advisory capacity. Will you accept it?”

“They did not send you to Vanris to represent them on your own.”

It wasn’t quite a question, but she chose to treat it as such, hoping that bringing up Nalika at this moment wouldn’t be enough to make her parents reconsider. “Ahnkreth Nalika and Ahndhomen Jinau will also attend these sessions.” 

She caught a slight pinching of his brows and what she thought might be surprise flashing in his eyes at Jinau’s name. If only she knew him well enough to decipher that subtle reaction.

“I doubt Thaelis wants me negotiating on their behalf at this point.”

Arhk and her parents were watching her now. Why wouldn’t Kyril shut up and accept the offer? She inhaled, trying to hide her growing frustration. He was going to get himself dumped back in a prison cell. “Nowhere in the agreement I signed does it say I cannot fill in the gaps in my knowledge of Thaelis using the resources available to me, of which you are one. It looks to me as though you have no other pressing demands on your time. However, if you would prefer to return to your cell...” She didn’t bother finishing the sentence.

There it was again, that faint smirk as he bowed his head to her. “It would be an honor to represent my people and assist you in any way I can, Ahninveth Veyl.”

Her father stood now, coming to the edge of the dais with Irith at his side, the beast gazing curiously at the wave dancer, who looked equally intrigued by the slightly shorter, more densely muscled cliff cat. “This represents your one chance to earn your freedom, Ahnkreth. If you make a single mistake, trying you here for crimes against our people will become a non-negotiable term of any agreement we come to with your country.”

Kyril’s gaze flickered to Veyl, meeting her eyes for an instant. He had done what she asked of him, and now both their countries wanted him dead for it. Had he realized this would be the cost of helping her? The fact that he kept his plans from his crew suggested he had at least considered this outcome. Then why had he done it? Certainly not all for some woman he barely knew. Regardless of his motivation, keeping him alive was going to be no small challenge.

Kyril bowed to her parents. “I thank you for the opportunity to prove myself, Majesties.”

Her father answered with a curt nod. “Find him quarters and put him under guard like the other one. We will deal with the rest tomorrow.”

“What of his beast?” Arhk asked.

Veyl looked at her father, and he met her eyes, shoulders rising and falling with a deep breath. “He may keep his companion with him. See that their needs are provided for and add a few extra guards.”

Kyril’s eyes flickered to her once more, and he nodded, recognizing her silent input in her father’s decision before he turned to leave with the guards. She watched him walk away, wishing there was some way she could justify going to him, to talk to him, and thank him for what he had done. For what he had sacrificed. One brief exchange to tell him she would find a way out of this for him, though she wasn’t sure how yet. But she stayed silent on the dais with her parents, accepting that she had at least gotten him out of the prison cell and reunited with Ceris. One battle at a time.

When the doors shut behind them, her mother arched a brow at her. “Who is Nalika?”

This would be her one opportunity to head off the irritation rising in her parents’ regard. “She’s a subordinate ahnkreth in his fleet who is traveling with the twins and Iyvalin. She has proven more resistant to the idea of negotiating with Vanris. Having someone with his rank and willingness to cooperate involved should help keep her from obstructing the process.”

They didn’t look entirely satisfied with the explanation, but neither chose that moment to berate her for her earlier omission.

Her father came to put an arm around her shoulders. “You say you asked Ahnkreth Kyril to come here and warn us about Thrasser?”

Veyl nodded.

“Why did he do it?”

A few potential motivations came to mind that she couldn’t share, which didn’t leave her with much. “He just admitted to realizing what they did to us was wrong. I don’t think he appreciates what the Thaelian council sent them out to do and wants to make amends for it. I
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