
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    The Crucible 
 
      
 
    DeCadia Series, Book Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    By Apryl Baker and Jonathan Yanez 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    The Crucible 
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2016 by Apryl Baker and 
 
    Jonathan Yanez. 
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
    First Print Edition: 2017 
 
      
 
    [image: BACK-COVER-BLACK-LOGO.png] 
 
      
 
    Limitless Publishing, LLC  
 
    Kailua, HI 96734 
 
    www.limitlesspublishing.com 
 
      
 
    Formatting: Limitless Publishing 
 
      
 
    ISBN-13: 978-1-68058-937-5 
 
    ISBN-10: 1-68058-937-7 
 
      
 
    No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to locales, events, business establishments, or actual persons—living or dead—is entirely coincidental. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Dedication 
 
      
 
    “For all the writers out there working on novels while taking care of children.  
 
    I feel your pain. It’s difficult but it’s possible.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Titles by Apryl Baker 
 
      
 
    The Ghost Files 
 
    The Ghost Files (Volume 1) 
 
    The Ghost Files (Volume 2) 
 
    The Ghost Files (Volume 3) 
 
    The Ghost Files (Volume 3.5) 
 
    The Ghost Files (Volume 4) 
 
      
 
    The Coven Series 
 
    The Promise (Book 1) 
 
    The Oath (Book 2) 
 
    The Vow (Book 3) coming Summer 2017 
 
      
 
    The Bloodlines Legacy Series 
 
    The Blackburne Legacy (Book 1) 
 
    The Blackwater Legacy (Book 2) coming Spring 2017 
 
      
 
    The Manwhore Series 
 
    Touch Me Not (Book 1) 
 
    The Sinner’s Touch (Book 2) coming Winter 2017 
 
      
 
    Hybrid (Sector 3, The Othala Witch Collection) 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Titles by Jonathan Yanez 
 
      
 
    The Elite Series 
 
    The Beast Within (Book 1) 
 
    The Trials (Book 2) 
 
    The Judge (Book 3) 
 
      
 
    The Nephilim Chronicles 
 
    Alan Price and the Colossus of Rhodes (Book 1) 
 
    Alan Price and the Temple of Artemis (Book 2) 
 
    Alan Price and the Statue of Zeus (Book 3) 
 
    Alan Price and the Horsemen of the Apocalypse (Book 4) 
 
      
 
    Bad Land 
 
      
 
    Thrive 
 
      
 
    The Dread Novels 
 
    All Beautiful People (Book 1) 
 
    All the Broken People (Book 2) 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Table of Contents 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    *BONUS* INSTANT ACCESS TO A SECRET CHAPTER! 
 
    GET (5) FREE READS EVERY FRIDAY! 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Home. Family.  
 
    Many took those words for granted, but not Valeria Aurora Dendali Riverthorne. Those words had always been denied to her. She’d fought for everything she’d ever had in life. Now, she stood before the path that led to the possibility of being able to claim those words.  
 
    The sky was turning a deep crimson as the sun set. Valeria leaned on the railing of her airship, The Emerald Queen, and watched the day give way to night. Steam billowed out behind them as they idled in the air. As much as she wanted to start their journey tonight, there were things to be seen to. Her crew deserved at least a day to recover after working for the last week to repair the damage done by the Kraken, the Crucible’s guardian. 
 
    Her journey to this moment had been long and hard. She’d taken to the skies, become the most feared pirate to roam the wind, all so she could find her way home…to Atlantis.  
 
    A cool breeze ghosted over her face. Atlantis. The name sent a thrill through her. So many questions rambled around in her head, questions she had no answer to, but soon, maybe.  
 
    “I thought you might be here.” 
 
    The deep voice didn’t startle her. She was expecting him. Her first mate, Lukas, came to stand next to her. His presence settled her nerves a bit. “Aye. I needed to think.” 
 
    “Decided against going into the Crucible?” He turned serious hazel eyes to her.  
 
    She saw the worry in them, the fear. The Crucible was the passage that led to Atlantis. Tobias Blood, the only other person she knew who had made the journey, told her there were certain tests housed within the Crucible she’d have to pass in order to gain entrance to Atlantis—dangerous trials designed to measure her worthiness. She could end up with all their blood on her hands. 
 
    “Would you turn away from the one thing you’ve always wanted, Lukas?” 
 
    He laughed, but it sounded a little bitter. “I haven’t yet.” 
 
    Before she could question him, the lightning struck the water with such force it stirred up a small wave beneath them. The Dendali Curse. This lightning was responsible for poisoning all of DeCadia’s oceans, and somehow her family’s name was attached to it. She needed to know why, to know what had really happened, and not just speculation.  
 
    “What are you going to do about our Naval captain?” Lukas once again pulled her away from her thoughts of Atlantis and back to the present. Stephen was not a situation she wanted to think about.  
 
    “You know I was in the Royal Navy when I was younger. I know Stephen. He and I were friends during my time there.” 
 
    “Just friends?” Lukas’ eyes burned with something akin to jealousy, something she’d never seen in him before. It gave her pause.  
 
    “Why do you ask that?” 
 
    “I’ve seen you watching him, Valeria. Or rather trying to not watch him and failing miserably.” 
 
    She sighed and looked up into the darkening skies. Thousands of stars began to twinkle around them as evening fell. Stephen was going to be a problem even if he didn’t mean to be. Valeria loved him, had always loved him, but knew that wouldn’t keep him from doing his duty as an officer in the Royal Navy of DeCadia. He would turn her in for piracy. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Lukas. For now, as long as he does as he’s told, we’ll worry about later when later comes around.” 
 
    “Maybe it matters to me.” 
 
    She turned to look up at him then, startled at the hurt in his voice. “Why would my feelings for him matter to you?”  
 
    Lukas rested his forearms against the railing. “I have followed you through hell and back, Val. Not because of blind loyalty but because you earned my respect. You fought with us, shared everything with your crew. You taught me the true meaning of family.” 
 
    She laughed. “I remember the day you signed on with me. You looked so disgusted to have to follow the orders of a woman. I almost didn’t bring you on, but I was desperate to get up in the air.” 
 
    “Had I known I was being hired on by the soon-to-be infamous pirate Emerald, I might not have been so disgusted. We’ve been through some adventures together, we have.” 
 
    “I hope you know how much I value you, Lukas, not only as my first mate, but as my friend. You are one of the most important people in this world to me.” 
 
    He frowned, his attention caught by the lightning. “If I asked you to not do this, to not risk your life, all our lives, would you do that?” 
 
    Anxiety beat at her already frayed nerves. Was he going to ask her to give up everything she’d worked for? Would she? He couldn’t understand what this meant to her. He’d grown up in a loving home, taken for granted the love of his family. Valeria grew up in a brothel, sold to the owner when she was three so her grandfather’s good name wouldn’t be tarnished. She’d learned to fight, to protect her virtue. She learned to scheme, to manipulate, and to steal. Now, Valeria had the chance to find where she belonged, to find a home. Could she give that up? 
 
    He cupped her cheek, startling her. A warmth spread through her. The feeling was so foreign, she almost jumped back, not expecting the sensation. “I won’t ask that of you, Val. I’ve helped you search all these years. I know you wouldn’t give up your dream for anyone. Nor should you have to. Just remember I’m here, have always been here for you, and will always be here for you.” He leaned in, and his lips grazed hers. It was so fast she didn’t have time to respond. She stood there, staring like a foolish young girl even after he retreated. 
 
    Her fingers found her lips, still tingling from his brief kiss. This was unexpected. She’d never even thought of Lukas as anything other than her friend and assumed he’d had the same feelings. When had that changed for him? Was it only seeing her around Stephen that had him misplacing his feelings for her? But then, if that were true, she shouldn’t have felt anything when Lukas kissed her. Yet she had.  
 
    Why did he have to do this to her the night before she entered the Crucible? The trials designed to test her worthiness to enter her homeland of Atlantis. Why put her in such a state, knowing how important the morning was for her? 
 
    She looked down at her crew. They were busy, if subdued. None of them was too happy with the prospects of their new adventure, but they’d stood their ground, thrown their lot in with her. Even the remaining crew of the Royal Navy’s vessel had not hesitated in joining her. That could have been simply because they feared the Dragons more than they feared a mythical fairytale.  
 
    Stephen walked out on deck. His proud bearing caught her attention the moment she spotted him. His blond hair glinted silver in the moonlight. He looked worn and haggard. So much had been taken from him. His crew, his ship, and now his freedom. He looked up and caught her staring. No smile graced his face. His gaze was level and steady. She’d never intended for him to discover she was the girl he’d professed to love all those years ago, the girl who had loved him with every fiber of her being. It would have been so much easier to walk away from him after this was done if those truths had remained hidden. 
 
    He nodded to her and turned, walking away. She flinched at the gesture. Valeria had lost his trust and maybe his respect. It was better this way, better the two of them didn’t remember their past, didn’t remember their feelings.  
 
    This journey would be hard enough without having to bring the past into the present. Sometimes, it really was better to let sleeping dogs lie. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Anger’s intense burn died a slow death to reason’s call. Stephen would still find a way to bring the Dragon to justice. Ryder would pay for what she’d done to his friend, but the attack by the Kraken reminded Stephen he had other men and women in the here and now who needed him.  
 
    He would bide his time, protect his people. The Dragon’s hour would come. Sure, she had aided in the escape from the Kraken, but one act did not atone for another.  
 
    Stephen stood at the ship’s railing and looked out into the dark water. Now more than ever, he needed to live in the moment. Thoughts of the past would get him killed in the present. Still, one thought refused to be denied. Valeria was the captain of the ship. More than that, she was Emerald, the most feared pirate of the air. 
 
    The further Stephen tried to push her from his mind, the more her face appeared in his thoughts. What were the odds that the girl he had entered the academy with, the girl he had loved, was now leading him and a ragtag crew into the most dangerous mission of their lives? Staring into the face of such a coincidence, it couldn’t be called a coincidence at all. Stephen wasn’t sure if he believed in fate, but there weren’t many ways to describe the situation. After all these years, he and Val had found each other once again.  
 
    Stephen shook his head, trying to dispel the idea of Val reentering his life as some kind of mystical sign. He left his spot against the railing, thinking a walk across the ship’s deck would do him some good. He was wrong.  
 
    His night stroll ended not ten yards from where it had begun. There she was. Standing near the ship’s helm, staring down at him. He wasn’t ready. If they needed to talk about the past, Stephen wasn’t sure what he would say. He didn’t even know how he felt. Instead of continuing his course, he gave Val a short nod then turned and fled back across the deck.  
 
    A heavy breath escaped his lungs as he tried for the hundredth time not to think about the captain of The Emerald Queen.  
 
    “You need?” A thick island accent reached his ears.  
 
    Stephen jolted from his thoughts. He was trained to be aware of his surroundings no matter what the situation. The fact that Ya-You the medicine man could be so close without Stephen knowing was a true testament to how much mental power it was taking him to not think of Valeria.  
 
    The medicine man offered Stephen an open flask. Usually Stephen wouldn’t think about consuming anything that altered his state of mind while on duty in the Royal Navy. These, however, were extraordinary circumstances he found himself in.  
 
    “I think I do ‘need.’” Stephen joined the dark-skinned stranger and accepted the bottle. Before he could second guess his judgment call, he pressed the flask to his lips and threw back his head. The liquid was unlike anything he’d ever tasted. The closest thing Stephen could relate the taste to was burnt cinnamon mixed with fuel.  
 
    Stephen handed the old man his flask, fighting back a cough. “It’s good, thanks,” he managed in a wheeze as the effects of the liquid began to loosen his shoulders.  
 
    “You no Royal Navy no more.” The medicine man motioned to Stephen’s tattered uniform.  
 
    Stephen looked down at his clothes. His once crimson and black jacket was in shreds, his hat was gone, and his pants so dirty they resembled a stained carpet more than clothing. “Royal Navy in here.” Stephen touched his fingers to his chest.  
 
    The medicine man smiled and nodded. He took another swig from his bottle and smacked his lips together. “You remember that.” 
 
    Without a parting word, Ya-You strolled away, leaving Stephen wondering if the medicine man was the wisest or drunkest man he’d ever met. While he debated this, another voice interrupted his thoughts. “I see you’re cozying up to our new crewmates, sir.” 
 
    Stephen ran a hand through his long, unkempt hair. “Nothing gets past you, does it, Marm?” 
 
    The old woman looked at Stephen with a twinkle in her eye. She was a seasoned fighter and the best helmsman or woman Stephen had served with. Every time she was nominated for a promotion, Marm turned the offer down, stating she was honored but she belonged behind the helm. It was what she was born to do.  
 
    Her skin was rough and wrinkled by the sun, her wit quick, and her loyalty unwavering. If Stephen had to be in this predicament, he was grateful to have her by his side.  
 
    “How are the members of the Royal Navy faring?” Stephen asked, unsure if he wanted the truth or not. “Are they rested after the battle with the Kraken?” 
 
    “They’re whole.” Marm joined Stephen at the railing and looked out over the dark, swirling water. “Shaken up and bruised a bit, but they’ll be fine. How’s our captain feeling?” 
 
    “I’m not a captain anymore,” Stephen muttered.  
 
    The two stared out into the open sea, each lost to their own thoughts. The silence was comfortable between them until Marm spoke again. “Maybe not the captain of this ship, but you’re still our leader.” 
 
    “I know.” Stephen nodded along with his own words. “Don’t worry. I haven’t forgotten. Our place here is tricky. There’s no way to escape the ship short of a mutiny, and we don’t have the numbers for that. Even if we could escape somehow, we’d be leaving the Dragon behind instead of taking her to trial.” 
 
    “The Dragon.” Marm repeated the words slowly as if it were the first time she had ever spoken them. “Anger can cloud a man’s judgment just as well as the strongest liquor.”  
 
    “I’m not angry anymore,” Stephen lied, “but the Dragon will see justice, one way or the other. The safest thing for us now is to bide our time, earn their trust, and wait for a moment of opportunity.” 
 
    “And if that moment of opportunity comes and it mean’s Valeria’s life?”  
 
    Stephen looked at her, breaking his line of sight from the dark waves so far below their airship. Val and Stephen’s relationship had been kept between themselves at the Royal Academy. How Marm knew there was something more was beyond him.  
 
    “I’m an old woman, but I’m not blind.” Marm ignored Stephen’s questioning stare. “The rest of the crew doesn’t know. I’m sure of that, and it isn’t my place to be telling tales.” 
 
    Stephen swallowed hard, trying to decide whether to come clean with Marm or not. What did he have to lose? His friends were growing fewer as each day passed. Hiding things from them would do no one any good.  
 
    “We met at the Academy. I loved her.” The words were short, but Stephen had to nearly choke them out.  
 
    Marm finally turned from the water below and smiled at Stephen. “Have you thought of speaking with her?” 
 
    “No.” Stephen shook his head quickly. “She left me at the Academy. She’s a pirate now, Marm. I doubt any of the woman I used to love still remains.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’re frightened to find out if any of that same woman exists,” Marm argued. She straightened her shoulders and saluted. “Permission to speak freely, Sir.” 
 
    Stephen was becoming frustrated at how right Marm’s words were. He waived a dismissive hand at her. “Go ahead. You’re doing so already anyway.” 
 
    Marm smiled and relaxed her stance. “We all change over time, at least to a certain extent, but there are core traits that always stay the same. Talk to her, Stephen. Talk to her, and you may be surprised at what you find.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The gentle sway of the airship settled Tobias’ nerves just a bit. The wind that rushed through the night sky caught the ship and mimicked the rocking of the waves. He remembered what it felt like to have water beneath his sails. Many a day, he’d gone out on a sailboat when he’d been in Atlantis. His nieces and nephews used to love to go out to sea. The happiest days of his life had been spent there. 
 
    Tobias had hidden himself away soon after their arrival at the gates of the Crucible. The Captain knew he was an Atlantian, but few others did. Even she didn’t know one simple truth. Tobias was her blood kin. Fear kept him silent, but he didn’t know how much longer that would be an option. As soon as they’d gotten close to Atlantis, the near fatal injury he’d received in their escape of the pirates had begun to heal rapidly. He’d felt the magic in his blood stir to life, felt it begin to repair the damage done not only by the fire, but his body’s natural aging.  
 
    Atlantis wasn’t just technologically advanced. Granted, their technology was formidable, but when combined with their own natural magical ability, they were a deadly race. The magic each Atlantian was born with kept their bodies at peak physical condition as long as they were near the Nexus, the heart of Atlantis’ power. The closer Tobias got to the Nexus, the more its healing restoration attacked his body. The small mirror confirmed the wrinkles had fled from his skin, which now sported a healthy hue. His natural dark hair was flowing back, giving him a salt and pepper look. A few more hours and all the gray would be gone.  
 
    Soon, the resemblance between him and his granddaughter would be unmistakable. He couldn’t hide down here for much longer. She would come to talk to him, as he was the only person on board who had survived the Crucible, a set of tests that allowed one to enter Atlantis, the city he had been cast out of. The city centered around a past that haunted him. She would know the truth soon enough. What would Valeria say? He couldn’t bring himself to tell her the truth of her birthright any more than he could say she was destined to be the cause of his death. 
 
    He pushed himself up from his bed and walked over to stare out the small window. The night sky was clear, the stars twinkling in the distance. He could see Dendali’s curse, see the lightning that poisoned the waters, strike the waves below them. Yet another thing he was responsible for. It had been his idea, his spell to cast. He wished yet again, for the millionth time, he could undo the spell, but it wasn’t made to be broken. At least not by him. Perhaps the girl could. His magic would not allow him to take back this unspeakable curse.  
 
    She would be coming soon. He felt it in his bones.  
 
    The beginning of the end was upon him


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, Stephen’s nightmare consumed him. There was no hint that he was in a dream, no reassurance somewhere in the back of his consciousness that he would wake.  
 
      
 
    In his dream, he was with his unit. All the men and women under his command were lined up for inspection. They stood shoulder to shoulder, proud to be counted among the members of the Queen’s Royal Navy.  
 
    Stephen’s best friend and second in command, Amil, walked next to him. No words were shared, but Stephen felt happy. He was in his element, surrounded by the ones he cared for the most.  
 
    Then, all at once, the joy turned to ash in his mouth. A roar split the silence as Dragons surrounded the group in a swirling mass of wings and scales. Stephen ducked out of instinct, his hands already reaching for the saber at his side.  
 
    Everyone else, even Amil, stood calm as if they hadn’t noticed the winged behemoths above. Stephen wanted to scream at them to take cover, to warn them to ready themselves for the attack, but no words escaped his lips.  
 
    Soldiers both male and female still stood at attention, smiling like lunatics. Crimson began to fall from their faces and torsos in sheets. One by one, their legs gave way under them, their bodies consumed by their wounds. All the while, the Dragons screamed above.  
 
    Horror gripped at Stephen’s chest as he turned to his best friend—for all intents and purposes, his brother. Blood spilled out of Amil’s mouth, nose, and ears. Stephen caught him before he hit the floor. Having to relive the nightmare again was tearing Stephen apart from the inside out.  
 
    Amil’s lips formed words through the river of blood that gurgled from his mouth, but no noise came forth. Still, the only noise was the constant roar from the winged monsters above.  
 
      
 
    Stephen woke in his cot, breathing hard. His heart felt like it was going to burst from his chest. A quick look around the small room that was given to him and those under his command who had survived this far told him he hadn’t been screaming in his sleep. A miracle if there ever was one. 
 
    Soft snores and heavy, rhythmic breathing filled the cramped cabin. Stephen considered trying to go back to sleep, but he knew it would prove futile. Rather than lie in bed awake for the foreseeable future, he quietly pulled on his boots and exited the cabin.  
 
    The sun was just cresting the water’s edge to the east, the smell of the salt air familiar yet new. If under any other circumstances, he might even have enjoyed the morning.  
 
    Sailors under command of the captain of the ship were already waking and beginning their morning routines. Without being told, Stephen knew they would be underway within the next few hours. They’d finished the repairs yesterday, and the Valeria he remembered was a woman of action.  
 
    As if his thoughts could conjure reality, he saw Valeria exiting the lower decks. Dressed in black and emerald green, she was a perfect mix of ferocity and beauty. Stephen threw aside his misgivings and made his way toward her for the conversation he knew must come. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Valeria stretched, stifling a yawn. She’d barely gotten more than an hour’s rest the night before. Too many things had occupied her thoughts, the most predominant one the journey that was to begin shortly. The journey to Atlantis.  
 
    She needed to speak with Tobias before she maneuvered her ship into the Crucible. That old man knew how to traverse the passage. He’d been to Atlantis. Val got the feeling he was loathe to return, though, and she wasn’t sure why. Yet another mystery she needed answers to.  
 
    “Captain.” 
 
    Valeria looked up at the sound of her name and saw her helmsmen, Jacoby, waving her over. He looked rougher than he actually was. At well over six feet of sold muscle and a bald head, he terrified most, even at his age. At heart, he was a kitten unless you hurt someone he cared for. She counted herself lucky to be one of those people. 
 
    “Good morning, Jacoby.”  
 
    He nodded curtly, as was his usual manner. “The Navy crew we rescued, they have a helmswoman. I think t’would be smart to let her reclaim that duty. I can watch her.” 
 
    Valeria looked out thoughtfully over the skies. “Do you trust her enough to let her near the helm?” 
 
    “Where we are going, it will take more than you and I to handle this ship. Having an extra pair of experienced hands at the helm can’t hurt.” 
 
    Compared to the rest of the crew, and despite his appearance, Jacoby had always had a very refined speech pattern. Valeria often wondered what his story was, but in the air, a man’s past was his own. He also took his duties very seriously and was the only other person besides Lukas she trusted with her ship. So why was he suggesting letting another, especially a Navy sailor, touch The Emerald Queen? 
 
    “You didn’t answer the question, Jacoby.” Her tone was mild, but it also bore the bite of a command. 
 
    “No, Captain, I do not trust her, but as I said, I will watch her. The Navy crew is with us whether we want them here or not, and we need them, Captain. We took heavy losses after the Dragon fight and more with the Kraken. They have skills that should be utilized. We just need to keep a close watch on them.” 
 
    Valeria sighed. If it were up to her, she’d dump them all off at an island, but Jacoby was right. They did need all hands on deck.  
 
    “My crew can be counted on to do what’s needed.” 
 
    Valeria jumped at the sound of Stephen’s voice. The man always had had a knack for sneaking up on people. He would have made a perfect spy. As much as she wanted to ignore him, he needed to understand his place here, especially amongst the crew. 
 
    She turned and looked up into his very blue eyes. They were solemn today, but then, everyone’s were after having lost so many in the fight. Valeria had let herself get captured by a slave merchant to find the man named Tobias Blood. Before her crew could arrive to collect them, the merchant ship had been attacked by pirates. Stephen’s ship had apparently gone after the pirates, and the three ships landed on Roanoke Island, home of the Dragons. A fight had ensued as they used her ship, The Emerald Queen, to escape. Most of Stephen’s crew had died in the fight, as well as over half of her own. The few that remained were now working to get the ship ready to set sail into the Crucible.  
 
    “Stephen.” She made a point not to address him as Captain, since there was only one captain on this vessel, and he had to understand that. “They are no longer your crew.” 
 
    He flinched a little. “I’m still responsible for them.” 
 
    “If you are going to remain here, then make no mistake, I am the captain of this ship, and you will do as you’re told. The remaining members of the Naval airship are now my crew members and will address me as such. If you or they cannot abide by that, then I will have you all escorted back to the islands to wait until someone comes looking for you. Or you can respect me and my ship and come with us. The choice is still yours, but trust me, if you try to usurp my role here, you will find yourself standing alone at the first sight of land. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes…Captain.” 
 
    The sarcasm wasn’t lost on her, but she ignored it. “Jacoby tells me one of the Naval crew members was an experienced helmswoman?” She purposefully refrained from calling them his crew members. She could see how much it rankled him in the way his eyebrow twitched. His tell. Even after all these years, she could still read him as plainly as any open book. 
 
    “Marm. She’s one of the best helmsmen I’ve ever had the privilege of knowing.” 
 
    “Not quite as good as our captain, here.” Jacoby moved to stand next to her. “None of us would be standing here alive without her.” The censure was clear in his tone, reminding Stephen he owed his life to Valeria. 
 
    “No,” Stephen said slowly. “No one has ever been as good as her at the helm of a ship.” 
 
    Jacoby quirked an eyebrow, and Val groaned inside. The crew did not need to know about their past together. It would serve no purpose in the here and now.  
 
    “Jacoby, acquaint Marm with how our girl here runs. Stephen, come with me.” She didn’t wait for a response but turned and started walking back down below decks. The man was an expert when it came to cartography. If anyone could decipher the Atlantian maps, it would be Stephen. 
 
    She heard her cabin door shut a minute after she entered it. Her senses were on high alert, but she pushed her nerves down for the moment. This was more important than old feelings rushing back to the surface.  
 
    She opened the windows, allowing the natural light to come in and shine upon the desk where she’d spread out the maps.  
 
    “We need to talk…” 
 
    “No,” Valeria cut him off, knowing he wanted to talk about the past. She wasn’t ready to discuss that yet.  
 
    “You can’t ignore this, Valeria.” The deep tones of his voice slid through her, and she forced herself to show no reaction. “We need to talk about the past, about your reasons for becoming…a…” 
 
    “A pirate?” she offered, keeping her back straight. He couldn’t even spit the word out. What must he think of her?  
 
    “What made you become this?” 
 
    “Does it matter now?” She walked over to the desk. “The past is the past, Stephen. Leave it there. We need to focus on the present dilemma. I want you to look at these.” 
 
    Stephen came around to stand beside her. She scooted over and offered him the chair, which he took, his eyes focused on the maps. “This conversation isn’t finished, Valeria.” The maps called to him, and she let out a sigh of relief when he bent down to examine them. Despite what he thought, this conversation was over.  
 
    He let his fingers graze the paper, and when his finger touched one of the images, it moved. He drew back, a small gasp of shock escaping him. “What is this?” 
 
    “Maps.” 
 
    He snorted. “Obviously, they’re maps, Valeria.” 
 
    “Tobias gave them to me. He said they lead to Atlantis, but I can’t get a clear fix on any of it. As you saw, when you touch them, locations shift. I don’t understand it.” 
 
    “Have you asked Tobias about this?” 
 
    “I can’t.” She walked over to stare out at the clouds. “He was gravely injured in the escape from the merchant slaver. He’s weak and barely able to do more than speak for a few minutes at a time.” 
 
    “Do you mean to actually enter this Crucible with no knowledge of how to traverse it?” The shock in those words made Val glance at him. “These people trust you, Rhee.” 
 
    She turned back to the window so he couldn’t see how much the use of the old nickname affected her. “Do you remember the birthmark on my back? The one that looks more like a tattoo?” 
 
    “Of course.” The gruffness in his words told her just how much he remembered it. Stephen used to spend hours tracing it with his finger, trying to figure it out, but it almost always led to other things. 
 
    “Tobias said it’s a map to Atlantis. All of us have one, including him.” 
 
    “A map or a key?”  
 
    “What?” she asked, turning to look at him curiously. A key? 
 
    “Every map has a key, or legend as some call it, but this one doesn’t. What if that mark on your back is a map key?” 
 
    Val rolled her shoulders unconsciously, the mark beginning to itch. She’d never considered the absence of a key on the Atlantian maps.  
 
    “Come here, and let me see your tattoo.” 
 
    “It’s not a tattoo.” She had no intention of taking her shirt off. None whatsoever. 
 
    “I need to check it to see if I’m right.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and cursed. He was right, and she knew it, but this was not a good idea. Not at all. Forcing her legs to move, she went over and squatted down beside his chair, her back to him. Instead of taking her shirt off, she unbuttoned it enough to slip the material off her shoulder. His fingers touched her skin, and she sucked in a breath. He skimmed the mark, but said nothing.  
 
    “Stand up.” 
 
    “What?” she asked, startled. 
 
    “Stand up, Val. I want you to touch the map.” 
 
    She did as he asked and started to pull her shirt up, but his hand stopped her. “No, I want to see if the birthmark responds when you touch the map.” 
 
    It was an odd request, but she did as he asked. She let her fingers sweep over the map, but nothing happened except for the images chasing each other. Stephen’s hand came down over her own and pressed it firmly to the paper. It only took seconds before she felt it. A heat began to burn in her back, where the mark rested. Sharp tingles jack-knifed through her hand and up her arm, ending in the mark.  
 
    Stephen’s gasp mirrored her own when she felt his warm breath on her back. “It’s glowing.” 
 
    “Glowing?” She turned her head and looked down. The mark was lit up in a golden light, like someone had taken spun gold and inked around each black line. “What the…” 
 
    “Val…” 
 
    They both turned to see Lukas standing in the door. His shock bled to anger and he stalked over, but before he could say anything, Val cut him off. “Look, Luk. I think we discovered the key to the maps.” 
 
    He snapped his jaw closed and focused on the mark on her back and then looked down to the maps. “The maps stopped moving.” 
 
    She followed his gaze, and sure enough, the images had settled into place and were giving off the same golden hue as her birthmark. “I think it’s time to talk to Tobias.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “And you know this how?” Kronos asked from his seated position. 
 
    The junior magician gulped visibly. “The wards that were set in place alerted us to the ship’s presence. It just passed the Dendali Curse.” 
 
    Kronos felt disgust for the man relaying him the news. The magician was weak. Even now, he trembled under Kronos’ gaze. “And why is Hera not delivering this news to me herself? As head of my magicians, the responsibility fell to her.” 
 
    Another tremor crept through the man standing at attention. “She is indisposed at this time, Your Majesty. I thought it prudent to come and notify you at once rather than wait for her to become available.” 
 
    Kronos actually approved of the man’s answer. He still didn’t like the weak Atlantian, but at least the junior magician had made the correct decision of notifying him right away. Hera, no doubt, was busy with her experiments.  
 
    “Go on.” Kronos waved his hand dismissively.  
 
    Terror gripped the man’s heart and showed through his eyes. They were such normal eyes, nothing special about them. No one of importance would mourn them when they closed forever. They were lamps carrying a worthless soul from this lifetime to the next. “Go—go on, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Kronos would need to speak with Hera about her tactics when recruiting new magicians to swell their ranks. “Yes.” Kronos edged forward on his seat. He looked down at the junior magician and slowed his words one by one as they exited his mouth. “Tell—me—why—I—care—about—this—ship.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, the ship entered the Dendali Curse and was permitted to begin the Crucible by the Keeper.” 
 
    For the first time, Kronos was given pause. This was news. Of all the ships to pass over the Dendali curse in the last one hundred and fifty years since the Great War, only a handful had been allowed to even begin the Crucible, and of those, none had made it through.  
 
    Kronos followed this train of thought. If the Keeper allowed a ship to pass, then there was someone of Atlantian blood aboard. Kronos had spies in every corner of DeCadia and its surrounding provinces. He had memorized every Atlantian’s name who had decided to leave their great city. One name gave him pause—Tobias Dendali. 
 
    He wasn’t frightened of the man. On the contrary, Tobias was not a physically dangerous opponent. However, one could never underestimate a man with his extensive knowledge of Atlantian magic. It was he, in fact, who had created the spell to place the Dendali Curse. What was more, Tobias managed to escape Atlantis with his wife and child while under guard. Although not dangerous in the traditional sense, he was someone not to be overlooked or underestimated.  
 
    These thoughts led Kronos to memories of past events, of his rise to power, and the death of Tobias’ brother, Atlantis’ former king.  
 
    “Your Majesty?” the junior magician asked, shattering Kronos’ visions of the past.  
 
    “You did well to inform me.” Kronos eyed the smaller man. An exhale loud enough for Kronos to hear from his seat escaped the young man’s mouth. “I want you to send Hera to me as soon as possible. Have her meet me in the council room. I don’t care what experiment she’s in the middle of.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” Blood began to return to the underling’s face, and sensing a close to their conversation, he wasted no time in bowing then scurrying toward the door and away from Kronos.  
 
    “What is your name?” Kronos halted the man’s hasty retreat. 
 
    “My—my name?” Just as quickly as the blood returned to his face, it disappeared.  
 
    “Yes.” Kronos rose from his seat. His square pupils, the trait that set him apart from birth to become a ruler in this world, skewered the frightened magician like a spear. “You do have a name, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes…yes, my parents named me after you, my King. My name is Kronos Atlas.” 
 
    Kronos nodded slowly, thinking over the idea that his population was naming the males of the next generation after him. Why not? It was because of him the Great War had ended. It was because of him that his people were enjoying a prosperous and exciting future.  
 
    “Well, Kronos Atlas,” the king said, “change your weak disposition or change your name. The title of Kronos is reserved for men with a spine.” 
 
    “Yes…yes, Your Majesty.” He bowed once again and fled the room with ill-disguised haste.  
 
    Kronos dismissed the messenger from his thoughts, his mind already drifting toward plans for the ship entering the Crucible. Kronos withdrew from his court, two armed sentries joining him at the exit as he did. They were part of his personal bodyguard and followed him like shadows wherever he went.  
 
    He tolerated them because he was expected to. But Kronos was no stranger to the sword himself. If there was ever anyone foolish enough to make an attempt on his life, he would not be looking to anyone else for protection. His own two hands would be all the saving he would need.  
 
    Quietly, Kronos walked through the palace halls. The marble glistened with a polished sheen and mirrored his own image back to him. Towering walls and pillars embraced a ceiling twice as tall as any building in Atlantis. The decoration was simple with busts of previous kings and murals of Atlantis’ history on the walls.  
 
    Kronos walked by servants and guards who bowed to him as he passed. He smiled and nodded in return. There was no malice in his heart for them. They loved and respected him as their king, as was their duty. In return, Kronos put up with them. All but a few were worthless peons, going about duties they were given. They were cogs in a machine, a machine Kronos needed to continue to keep running if his end game was to be achieved.  
 
    Before Kronos knew it, he was standing in front of the council doors. “I am not to be disturbed,” he instructed the guards. “Hera is the only one who is to be permitted entry.” 
 
    Both guards nodded their understanding and took up position on either side of the double doors. Their hands rested on their sword hilts, their armor a bulwark to any who would enter uninvited.  
 
    Kronos entered the room and closed the door behind him. It was small compared to the rest of the palace, but that was what he desired. He needed someplace quiet and safe from any prying ears to hold his meeting with Hera. Advancement was on the horizon, progress for not only his people but his legacy as king.  
 
    The room was home to a large round table and chairs. Fires shone brightly in braziers, ensuring every corner of the room was lit and free of any shadow someone might lurk within. On one side of the room, a giant map covered the wall. The map boasted a detailed drawing of the known world. The nation of DeCadia was clearly visible, as well as the outlying islands.  
 
    Not for the first time, curiosity as to what else was beyond the mapped world lit a fire deep within Kronos. The Atlantians had always been a secluded race. It wasn’t until King Dendali had agreed to trade with the DeCadians that they’d had contact with any nation besides the Dragons, and everyone knew how that ended.  
 
    But it was time. Years of preparation led Kronos and Atlantis to this point. They were done being cut off from the world; it was their time to rule.  
 
    A loud, commanding knock interrupted Kronos’ thoughts. He smiled to himself. There was only one person who would dare bang on his doors so brashly. “Come in,” Kronos called out, his focus remaining fixed on the map. 
 
    The doors opened, and a middle-aged woman entered. She was neither attractive nor ugly, average. She wore an ebony cloak, as was expected of a person from her order, her hair as black as ink in contrast to her fair skin. “You summoned me, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Yes.” Kronos kept his attention on the map. “I was wondering why you would permit the services of such weak men to your order. I thought better of you, Hera.” 
 
    Kronos allowed a smirk, feeling the woman bristle at his insult. “It is not every Atlantian who is gifted with the ability to harness magic. I cannot be as selective as I once was, given your order to grow our ranks for the coming campaign with the outside world.” 
 
    “Fair point.” Kronos weighed her words. He still refused to look at her, an act he knew would infuriate the woman to no end. “I called you here for two reasons. First, I’m sure you are aware of the ship that has been allowed entry into the Crucible?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Excellent. I want them monitored. I want to know who they are. It’s not every day you find one who shares Atlantian blood eager to return home and brave the dangers of the Crucible.” 
 
    “Understood.” Hera walked over to stand beside him, her gaze drifting to the map on the wall. “Are we to hinder their progress through the Crucible?” 
 
     “No, that will not be necessary. The first test should be more than enough. Second, I want a status on your experiments. How does the Titan Project fair?” 
 
    “Very well, my Lord.”  
 
    For the first time since she’d entered, he heard the smile in her voice. It was enough to make Kronos finally break his gaze from the map and study her. She followed his lead, and the King and the head magician stared at one another in silence. “Do you care to elaborate?” Kronos finally asked, both amused and annoyed at her audacity.  
 
    “The Titan Project is on track and will be ready when the invasion begins. There have been numerous deaths during the initial experiment phase, but we have a serum that is proving rather promising. Very few test subjects have suffered the fate of their predecessors. How goes the political realm, my king? Do you have the support of the people?” 
 
    “The people love me.” Kronos rolled his eyes. He turned from Hera to the map again. “I am their king, and they would follow me into hell itself if I asked them. When the time is right, during the annual celebration that marks the end of the Great War and our victory over DeCadia, I will make our plans known to them. They will rally behind us. Those with differing viewpoints will meet an early demise.” 
 
    “And the Atlantian army?” Hera asked. “They are ready as well?” 
 
    “Commander Ajax has been swelling our ranks for decades. Our weapons are beyond the technology any known civilizations can claim, and our troops the best trained in the history of our people. When the time comes, it won’t be a war at all. It’ll be a slaughter.” 
 
    “Slaughter.” Hera let the word roll around the inside of her mouth. “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tobias stared in the small, cracked mirror and marveled at his reflection. Every wrinkle, every scar, every age line or spot was gone. The face of the boy who’d played at being a man mocked him. His body laughed at him too. It was strong, virile, and ready for action, whereas Tobias just wanted peace. Not something he would be afforded. Death waited, perhaps sooner rather than later if they arrived at the gates of Atlantis.  
 
    A knock at the door made him cringe. Valeria. He felt her. There would be no hiding now. She would demand explanations, and he couldn’t lie to her any more than she could him. It was a talent of their family.  
 
    “Come in.” Even his voice had gone deeper, younger than his wizened years. 
 
    Valeria strode in, only to stop, her face shocked. “Who the bloody hell are you?” 
 
    Tobias laughed mirthlessly. “Sit down, girl. There is much to discuss.” His voice may have sounded like a youth, but his demeanor was still that of an old man. He saw Lukas and the Naval captain crowding in behind her.  
 
    “Who…?” 
 
    “I’m Tobias,” he interrupted her. “Close the door and sit down.” 
 
    He waited, and the men followed his orders, but not Valeria. She was as stubborn as any of his blood. “We are Atlantian, girl. Your wounds are completely healed, as are mine. Check for yourself.” 
 
    She went over every wound she’d received in their escape from the merchant slaver, then the fight to get away from the Dragons, and finally the battle with the Kraken. The frantic search she did made a hint of a smile cross his otherwise stern expression. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Magic.” He leaned against the wall. “The closer we get to our home, the more the magic in our blood activates. It keeps you young and healthy. Surely, you’ve noticed you look healthier, more toned, even.” 
 
    “But you were dying!” He could empathize with the desperation in her voice. He’d felt it the first time he realized what being an Atlantian meant. Once the magic activated, it stopped the aging process until you left Atlantis. Even then, you aged so slowly. It would be decades before you felt the first real effects of aging.  
 
    “Yes, I was,” he agreed, his voice calm. “The magic healed me. Then, it started to return me to what it thought of as my healthiest conditioning, about thirty or so.” 
 
    Val staggered back, and Lukas jumped up to catch her. He guided her to the seat next to him. Tobias sighed. This wasn’t going to be an easy conversation. 
 
    For a moment, the three individuals who had entered Tobias’ room were quiet, each lost to his or her own thoughts. Tobias gave them time to get a hold on their feelings before he began. He took the interim to study their expressions. Stephen, the captured Royal Navy captain, hid his expression well, while Lukas was more concerned about Valeria than what Tobias had already told them. Valeria herself was regrouping quickly, already standing from her chair, a familiar fire in her eyes. “You should have told me this would happen as we got closer to Atlantis!”  
 
    Tobias nodded along with her words. “You’re not wrong, but would you have accepted my word as truth? If I told you we would began to heal and appear younger than our actual age, would you have believed me?” 
 
    He didn’t wait for an answer, instead Tobias plowed his way further into the story he had contrived for Valeria. “Our Atlantian blood flows strong. As we progress through the Crucible and near Atlantis, your own magic will awaken. You’ll need someone to guide you, to show you how to harness your power and let it make you stronger. I will be that person. I have to be that person.” 
 
    Tobias could see the distrust in her face before she spoke. “And why the sudden change of heart? Why do you wish to aid me now?” 
 
    “That answer is simple.” Tobias let a grin slide across his face. “I want to survive.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” The question came from Lukas, who hovered near Valeria like a guard dog.  
 
    Tobias ignored the man and looked his granddaughter in the eyes. “Did you think traveling home would solve your problems? Did you think the city of Atlantis would open their arms and embrace their long-lost daughter as one of their own? Wake up! Atlantis doesn’t want to be found for a reason. If we survive the Crucible, you’ll need my help. If we reach Atlantis, both of us will need to be ready to use our magic.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to find Atlantis to start a fight.” Valeria shook her head. “I’m going because it’s my home, and maybe, just maybe me arriving with a ship and others can be a first step toward peace between Atlantis and DeCadia.” 
 
    Tobias opened his mouth, but before he could speak again, Valeria raised a hand.  
 
    “I already know how the marks on our body correlate with the map I took from you. We are going to Atlantis. Help guide my ship, and I’ll allow you to instruct me in the ways of the Atlantian magic. That’s the deal.” 
 
    There was no room left in her voice for discussion. A sense of pride Tobias didn’t expect welled in his heart for his granddaughter. “You have a deal, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ryder stretched, completely and utterly bored. If they thought she was just going to sit here in this tiny little cabin for the remainder of this journey, they had another thing coming. She was a princess, heir to the throne of the Dragons. She did not wait for people to allow her to do what she wished. She simply did it.  
 
    Once she’d gone through all of Lukas’ possessions, she had a mental list of questions to ask him. He seemed the nicest of all the people here on the boat. He certainly wasn’t as afraid of her as the others. He’d even brought her to his own cabin. There was something about him that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. He didn’t smell human, but for the life of her, she didn’t know what else he could be. She had this entire journey to figure it out, though.  
 
    She paced around his desk, prowling the room. Why had that awful Navy captain not come to take her out for a stroll? Stephen. Yes, that was his name. Lukas had put her safety in his care. The man wanted her dead, so why would they trust him with her? Not that he’d be able to do her any real harm. Well, at least she hoped not. 
 
    Her brow furrowed, and she went to stare out the cabin’s window. She wasn’t sure herself of all the ramifications of leaving her home, but the one thing she feared the most was losing her ability to shift into a Dragon. Her uncles had told her if she left the island, if she left her home, her family, then it would bring about serious repercussions. She’d scoffed and laughed at the time, but now she had to wonder, were they right?  
 
    When she’d shifted into her natural form earlier during the fight, it had been easy, like a river pouring down a waterfall. The problem came when she shifted back. It had taken almost everything she’d had not to collapse. That had never happened to her before. Shifting was like breathing. One didn’t think about it; one just did it. She’d had to concentrate on shifting, something that had never happened before either. 
 
    It scared her. Enough so she was even considering asking the captain to allow her to leave and return to her island. She’d escaped the island to explore her human half, to understand their ways, not to lose the only part of herself that mattered. Being a Dragon was who she was. Half-human or not, she was at heart a Dragon. 
 
    The question had nagged away at her as she lay resting through the night, regaining her strength. Her family would be furious, of course, but that she’d deal with. They never could stay angry with her for long.  
 
    The sound of the door opening made her turn, eager for a reprieve from this small space. Instead of Stephen, she found Lukas instead. He looked tired. They’d been up most of the night preparing to set sail. His dark hair was disheveled, and he ran a hand through it. He glanced at her, shock and surprise warring within his expression. Had he forgotten he put her here? 
 
    “Ah, Lukas, good morning to you.” 
 
    A sigh rumbled out of him. “Ryder, good morning to you as well. Have you broken your fast yet?” 
 
    “No. I was waiting on that captain to escort me.” 
 
    “He’s not a captain here,” Lukas corrected her. “There is only one captain, and that’s Emerald.” 
 
    Her brow arched at the venom in his tone, and she cocked her head. He seemed very upset, but she couldn’t fathom why. “Then what should I call him?” 
 
    “Stephen. Call him Stephen.” Lukas made his way to the desk and settled behind it. “We will be leaving within the hour. Once we enter the Crucible, I am not sure of the conditions. I’ve advised everyone to eat early and be ready. You should, as well.” 
 
    “I promised your captain I wouldn’t go anywhere unescorted.” A simple concession at the time, but in hindsight, not the best decision. It meant being trapped in a suffocating cabin all day. She was used to being out in the open, not this claustrophobic little box. 
 
    “It’s necessary.” She turned her head to look at him. Sympathy shone in his eyes. “I know it’s not easy, but the crew doesn’t trust you as of yet. Emerald doesn’t trust you.” 
 
    “Have I not done my part?” she grouched. “Did I not fight for your lives against that creature?” 
 
    Stephen rubbed his temples. “Did you do that for the crew or for yourself? That is the question they are all asking. If you want their trust, Ryder, it will take time and patience.” 
 
    “Are all humans so difficult?” Was this what she expected to look forward to everywhere she went? No one had ever questioned her motives before, selfish or not. It didn’t sit well with her. 
 
    “Yes, we are.” Laughter laced his words. “Be patient, little Dragon. The others will come around.” 
 
    “Why do you trust me when they do not?” 
 
    He studied her as she waited for his answer. “I’ve asked myself that same question repeatedly, and the answer is I don’t know.” 
 
    Yet another oddity about the man. Ryder truly did not understand him. 
 
    “Come, let’s get you fed. We must be underway soon, and I can’t have you starving. The crew might think you’d eat them if they heard your belly growling like that.” 
 
    Ryder flushed. Her stomach was making a fuss. Head down, she followed Lukas out of his cabin and toward the galley. So many questions jumped around in her head. She’d study him a little more and then start trying to piece together the mystery that was Lukas. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The morning breeze danced through her hair. Valeria’s knuckles whitened where she gripped the wheel. Could she really do this? Could she risk the lives of everyone by going into the Crucible? Madame had always called her selfish. She felt selfish, but Valeria needed to know where she came from.  
 
    Would she be so willing to jump into the unknown if it were a member of her crew and not herself? This crew had proven time and time again they were her family. She loved them like a family, but a part of her remained empty, longing for something. Family. Everyone had it. Some were born into family. Some families, like her pirate crew, were made. Family made up the bits and pieces of a person, defined them, to a degree.  
 
    Looking out over the blue water behind the barrier of the spell, Valeria knew that she would help her family do whatever was within her power to do for them. She would brave the unknown, walk through the darkest bowels of hell for them. She could ask this of them because she would do the same for each of them. 
 
    The crew waited for her orders. She took several deep breaths. The opening of the Crucible stood just to the left of Dendali’s Curse. It had opened sometime in the night right after the Kraken’s attack. The inky black opening into the water had them all on edge. No one could see into it the mouth of the abyss. What horrors awaited? 
 
    Closing her eyes, she straightened her spine before handing the wheel over to Jacoby. She turned and looked down into the faces of her crew, her family. Some of them might not survive the journey. She knew it, they knew it. Yet they stood there, waiting. Fear, anticipation, dread—a mixture of emotions played over the faces looking up at her, waiting for her to lead them on their next adventure.  
 
    Lukas stood to her right and Tobias on her left. Stephen stood amongst the crew, but she felt his eyes on her. What Stephen thought mattered to her more than anyone else. She hoped at the end of this he could stare at her without judgment. 
 
    “It’s been a long journey to get here.” Her eyes drifted over the ship, the repairs hurried, and they were barely able to fly, but fly they would. She took a few steps so she could gaze down upon her crew. “I know you are afraid. I’m afraid as well, mates. We have lost many of our friends, but they will not have died a useless death. We will honor them by braving the unknown, with daring and courage. We will reap our riches from the glory of this adventure.” 
 
    A cheer went up from the crew, and she grinned, letting false confidence shine through. They had to believe in her, in their ability to survive, if they had any hope of pulling this off.  
 
    “Man y’er posts, me hearties!” she shouted and walked over to the helm, checking her settings for the thousandth time. Jacoby gave her control of the helm, and she grasped the wooden wheel. Every ship she knew of had a metal wheel, except for hers, The Emerald Queen. It paid homage to those who came before, to the graveyard of ships buried under the poisonous waters of DeCadia.  
 
    Valeria let the feel of the wood calm her like it always did. She closed her eyes and listened to the activity behind her, felt the wind on her face. She freed herself of doubts and hesitancies. She was The Emerald Queen, most feared pirate of all DeCadia. She would do this. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, she felt fire and steel settle in her belly. Without another thought, she turned the wheel, bringing them about face, and then lowered the ship until it was only inches above the obsidian depths. Her ship wasn’t designed for water travel, but it was lightweight and could handle the stress of being this low to the ground. She’d designed it like that for the ability to hide closer to the water.  
 
    All along, she’d been preparing for this without even realizing it. Laughter bubbled up. This was what she’d been made for, what she’d designed her ship and her crew for. It was time. 
 
    A hush settled over the ship as she guided it toward the entrance of the Crucible. The darkness ate the ship inch by inch. Muttering sounded behind her, but she kept her focus on the Crucible. A shudder ran through her when the darkness encompassed her and she passed through it. It was the strangest feeling, like her stomach had been on a three-day binge, yet her brain and nerve endings jumped to life, sparking something hidden deep inside her. A slow burn started on her shoulder where the birthmark lay then spread slowly through every inch of her. Her hand shook as a strange force built inside of her. What was happening? 
 
    “Easy.” Tobias laid his hands on her shoulders. “It’s your magic. It’s trying to light the cavern, but it doesn’t know how. Relax, and I will do this. Just don’t fight me.” 
 
    As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Valeria gasped. She felt it, his magic, invading her body like some conquering army. It hurt, and her own magic rose to meet the threat. It clashed, and they both grunted.  
 
    “Relax.” The words were clipped, his voice pained.  
 
    “How?” Relax? Easier said than done when two foreign entities had control of your body. How was she supposed to relax? 
 
    “Close your eyes, Valeria. Think of open air, of the sky, of all the things you love about flying, anything but this. Think of something beautiful.” 
 
    Valeria did as she was told. She ignored the sensations swamping her and instead focused on the feel of the wood beneath her feet, letting herself remember the day she first lifted The Emerald Queen into the air. The ship was unlike any other in the sky. Even her builder had been impressed. The feel of the steam engine powering up, bringing the ship to life, caressed her memory. The feel of muggy heat beating at her while the breeze only fanned the flames as they rose into the sky, bending with the wind. She remembered how she’d felt in that moment, exhilarated and scared. Very much like she did now. 
 
    “Open your eyes.” 
 
    She opened them and nearly let go of the wheel. The cavern was no longer a pit of dark imagination, but a cave that seemed to have no end in sight. Green fire blazed from the torches that lined the walls as far as the eye could see. The flames were unlike any she’d ever seen. They burned steadily, never flickering. The color gave the enormous cavity an ominous effect. She wasn’t sure it was much better than the darkness. The stillness unnerved her.  
 
    “We can still turn back.” Tobias let go of her shoulders. “This journey will not be easy for any of us, Valeria. It’s not too late to reconsider.” 
 
    “I can’t.”  
 
    A sigh rumbled out of him. “I know.” 
 
    Valeria frowned. Fear resided in Tobias’s eyes, a fear that ran so deep she wasn’t sure he even knew how much it affected him. Whatever happened to him in Atlantis haunted him. So why was he helping her? 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    Jacoby’s voice startled her. She worked hard to keep her composure. Now was not the time to show any kind of fear. “Yes, Jake?” 
 
    “Do you want me to take over now?” 
 
    She was hesitant to give the ship up. What if they ran across something he couldn’t navigate? She laughed to herself when the thought crossed her mind. He was as skilled as she at the helm. Her being at the helm instead of him was semantics. She nodded and stepped back. “Just keep us moving forward, Jake. We’ll need to check the maps and adjust our course as needed.” 
 
    “Why would you check the maps, girl?”  
 
    She shot a confused look at Tobias. “You did say they were maps to Atlantis. I’m assuming we’ll need them to…” 
 
    Tobias shook his head, stopping her sentence before she got any further. “No, girl. They aren’t maps to Atlantis; they are maps of Atlantis and its surrounding islands.” 
 
    “Jake, take the wheel.” Her tone was clipped, but unease had her nerves beginning to fray. She needed to speak with Tobias away from prying ears. Had she endangered them for no reason? If they couldn’t navigate the Crucible, all would be lost. 
 
    He nodded and swapped places with her. Valeria motioned Lukas to join her and Tobias as they walked a little away from Jacoby and Marm. She hadn’t even noticed the tiny woman behind her helmsman. 
 
    “If those maps aren’t a map through the Crucible, then how do we get through it? What can we expect?” She wasted no time the minute they were out of earshot. “This place, how far until we see daylight?” 
 
    Tobias ran a hand through is hair. “It isn’t as easy as that, girl. The Crucible is different for all of us. It might take us a day or a year to cross it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Tobias turned to stare out in the distance. “The Crucible is designed to test the worthiness of those entering Atlantis. It tests us all. There are three tests, one of bravery, one of courage, and one of truth.” 
 
    “Aren’t bravery and courage the same thing?” Lukas sounded as confused as she felt. 
 
    “No.” Tobias shook his head. “Anyone can be brave. People do it every day when they face down the bully in the school yard or save a person from certain death. Courage is the true mettle of a person. It’s more about looking inward and coming to terms with truths you normally wouldn’t want to ever face.” 
 
    Lukas stroked his jaw, thoughtful. “I guess I can see your point a little, but it still sounds the same to me. Good thing it’s you, Capt’n, and not me having to do these trials.” 
 
    “That’s not necessarily true.” Tobias’s words wiped the grin from Lukas’ face. “These trials may or may not be focused upon Valeria.” 
 
    “But she is the one who requested entry.” Lukas frowned and shifted. “The two of you are the only ones with Atlantian blood.” 
 
    “We are not the only ones entering Atlantis, though.” Tobias swept his hand out toward the crew. “The trials look into our hearts, and each test is designed to judge the worthiness of those who doubt themselves. They could focus on any of us. If that person is found lacking, then we all perish.” 
 
    Valeria had not expected this. She’d thought she would be the one to face them all, not her crew. Love them, she did, but she was also very aware of their shortcomings. What had she just gotten them into? 
 
    “Then we will face each test as they come.” Lukas sounded sure, and it bolstered her confidence. Leave it to Luk to find the right words. “I trust this crew with my life.” 
 
    “As do I.” Valeria nodded her approval. 
 
    Tobias smiled, but it reeked of sadness. “We shall see.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tobias had allowed a few hours to pass since their entrance into the cavern marking the beginning of the Crucible. Fear was giving way to order, anxiety dissolving into dangerous thoughts. Maybe, just maybe, Tobias could leverage his position with Val. If she was gifted enough, perhaps she could…no, the idea was preposterous. Even if she forgave him for what he had done in the past, she had expressed no desire in overthrowing a king, much less leading a nation.  
 
    Floorboards creaked under his booted feet, and his dark robe rustled in the breeze as Tobias crossed The Emerald Queen’s deck. Dangerous ideas were poking at his thoughts, but it would all mean nothing if she could not channel the power that was her birthright.  
 
    “Full sail ahead,” he heard Val say to the muscled helmsman who turned her ship’s wheel with practiced ease.  
 
    An elderly woman stood quietly beside the man as Val addressed her. “Any questions you have, Jacoby can answer. If you’re half as good as Stephen says you are, then you are a welcome addition to the crew. I’m sure we’ll have need of your skills at the helm of the ship before we reach Atlantis.” 
 
    “I’m here to do whatever is needed to make sure we all arrive safely,” the woman said.  
 
    Her answer seemed to please Val. The ship’s captain opened her mouth to say something then thought better of it. Instead of words, she took in Tobias with a sideways glance. “There you are, old man. I thought with a younger body you’d be moving faster, but apparently that’s not how it works.” 
 
    Tobias dipped his head in her direction, biting back a sarcastic reply. “I’m here now. We are underway, in the cavern of the Crucible. You’re not worried about the first trial?” 
 
    Val shrugged and motioned Tobias to follow her up to the stern’s platform just behind the ship’s helm. “It was time to get underway. The crew was getting restless. Besides, I have you to tell me of the trials we’re going to face.” 
 
    Tobias followed her up the stairs onto the platform. From this point, Tobias could see the wheel below and the deck spread out before him. The wind caressed his face. The sea spread out in front and behind him, lit only by the green torches that lined the cavern walls.  
 
    “You’ve had a busy morning, girl. You’ve discovered the birthmark on your back is more than an intricate coincidence and managed to successfully enter the Crucible.” Tobias leaned against the railing. 
 
    “Yes.” Val crossed her arms over her chest. “Without your help, I might add.” 
 
    “Well, I was very near dying at the time and couldn’t tell you much about your birthmark. Besides, you discovered the truth of it on your own. My time is better spent telling you what we are up against and teaching you to hone the magic that courses through your veins.” 
 
    Val’s eyebrow raised. “Yeah, about that. I know I’m healing faster now, but what else do you think I’m capable of?” 
 
    And that was the question. Even Tobias was eager to find out exactly how far Val would be able to progress. Instead of showing his impatience, he veiled his excitement at the question. “It all depends on you. Magic to one degree or another flows through every Atlantian. Their capacity to wield it depends on their own natural ability as well as their competence to learn and work at their skill. I’ve seen Atlantians with all the potential in the world waste away, while others with the slightest glimmer of natural ability work day and night and channel their magic into truly extraordinary things.” 
 
    “You’re telling me a lot without really saying anything.” Val let out a heavy breath. “Basically, I have potential, but we don’t really know until I try.” 
 
    “Yes.” Tobias crossed the platform and stood before Val. “You’re healing quickly, which is already a sign magic flows strongly with you. Now that we are close to our homeland, you’ll be able to feel it. It’s a sense of belonging, a calm that rests on your shoulders after a long day, the smile that tugs on your lips for no reason. But enough talk, let’s begin your tutelage.” 
 
    “How do we start?” Curiosity leaked out of the girl. It bled into his own eagerness and pulled a smile from him.  
 
    “It’s simple. We start with a demonstration.” Tobias relaxed his shoulders and took a long cleansing breath. He closed his eyes and looked deep within. It had been much too long since his last contact with the magic that set him apart, not only as an Atlantian but as the leader of the magicians in his brother’s court.  
 
    Like an old friend, it greeted him with open arms. The feeling of freedom in power took him and refused to let go. Tingling raced up and down his arms as the magic begged for an outlet. Tobias allowed the feeling to grow as he delved deeper into the source inside him. The closest thing Tobias could relate the channel of magic to was the searching and finding of an old memory. It was there. It was part of who he was. Now he only had to remember.  
 
    Once the magic had grown, Tobias commanded the energy to take physical form. His eyes opened as green flames erupted from his hands. The magical energy was quiet, contrasting the fire like tongues of emerald flames that grew in his palms.  
 
    “Turning your magic into a physical manifestation such as this is the first step,” Tobias said to a wide-eyed Valeria. “But the applications are endless. A master magician can command the magic to do what he wishes, limited only by his own imagination.” 
 
    Mirroring his words, Tobias ordered the magical energy in his hands to take on the form of blades then revert to licking flames. Then, pushing his hands forward in a motion that extended his arms, he shot the magic overhead in a beam of bright green light so intense it made Valeria wince. The light traveled up a hundred feet then dissipated into the darkness before ever reaching the ceiling of the cavern.  
 
    Tobias knew by Val’s expression he had her hooked. The thirst for knowledge she showed in her eyes was everything he hoped for.  
 
    “Teach me,” Val rasped, looking at Tobias with newfound respect.  
 
    Tobias could sense not only Val’s eyes on him but those of everyone else on the ship. He ignored them all. “Close your eyes. Search deep within you for what you know is there.” 
 
    Val took a long swallow then obeyed. Her face contorted with concentration, as Tobias continued to give her instruction. “Thinking you can do this will never be enough. Know you have the ability. When you find it, embrace it, and allow the feeling to grow. Touch the power as it races through your veins. It’s always been there. You’ve always been capable. When you’re ready, open your eyes, and force the power into the palms of your hands.” 
 
    Tobias held his breath as the last word of instruction left his lips. Few were able to channel their magic on the first try, but if Val was capable of such an act, it would mean Tobias still had a chance.  
 
    Silently, Tobias urged Val forward. This was a rite of passage she had to figure out on her own, but Tobias was screaming on the inside. You can do this. Your blood is of a royal line, my own blood. You are capable of wondrous things, Valeria. Now act! 
 
    Seconds ticked by, and still Val stood with her brow furrowed. Her lips pulled back in a snarl; perspiration began to show on her brow. Still nothing happened. Tobias’ hopes and dreams were evaporating by the second until at once everything changed.  
 
    A roar befitting a Dragon rather than a woman erupted from Val’s lips. Her head titled skyward, and her eyes snapped open. Her entire being burst with dark green magical energy as it raced across her body and gathered in force on each of her palms.  
 
    It was more than Tobias could ask for. It was everything he could have wished. Valeria stood, one part wonder, one part exhaustion as her shoulders heaved with the effort. “I…I didn’t know if I could do it.”  
 
    “This is only the beginning.” Tobias couldn’t stop the pride from shining in his voice. “And none too soon. The first test in the Crucible approaches.” 
 
    Val gave him a look of confusion then followed his eyes past her right shoulder and into the inky darkness of the cavern. “What…what is that?” she asked. “A light? Is that the sun? No, it can’t be. There’s no sky.” 
 
    Tobias shook his head. “It’s not the sun or the sky. The enemy approaches.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stephen had heard of magic being used by the Atlantians in stories mothers told their children before bed. To witness green energy being shot into the sky was something entirely different. Stephen’s mind grappled with what he knew was reality and what his eyes were telling him was possible.  
 
    He witnessed Valeria erupt in green magical flames that gathered at her palms. His jaw was still open when the shouts started. The first indication was from the lookout in the crow’s nest. Ya-You the medicine man was signaling the warning. Panic alien to the man’s easygoing nature made Stephen’s heart pound with adrenaline. 
 
    Stephen tore his eyes away from Val and ran to the bow of the ship. At first, there was nothing to see. Wind on his face, the only light given by the green flames set into the cavern walls every dozen yards.  
 
    Stephen squinted into the distance. Then he saw it. What “it” was was still impossible to tell. It looked like a massive light…no, many different smaller lights, like a gathering of fireflies. It twisted and turned in the wind and darkness.  
 
    More shouts came from the crew. Stephen tuned them all out as he craned his neck forward. His heart sank in his chest as he finally got a better look at what was coming toward them. Not fireflies—a swarm. A swarm of what, exactly, was still to be decided, but the intensity with which it was coming at them, and its direct path, there was no guessing at its intention.  
 
    Stephen ran from the bow, a mental checklist already going through his mind. They had moments, if that. His priority had to be making sure the crew was ready for the attack and obtaining a weapon for himself.  
 
    As Stephen ran across the deck, the first item on his list was already met. Valeria stalked across her ship, shouting orders. Any sign of the green magic she had created moments before was gone, but that did nothing to diminish her commanding presence. “Battle stations!” she screamed. “Rifles and pistols first until they are upon us. Then have your blades ready for them.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Stephen heard a wide-eyed sailor ask. “What is it?” 
 
    “We’re under attack.” Valeria accepted a rifle from Lukas who appeared from somewhere below deck, shouldering an armful of weapons. “It doesn’t matter what it is. It bleeds—we kill it.” 
 
    “I need a weapon.” Stephen skidded to a halt beside Val and Lukas. The latter looked at him, distrust in his eyes.  
 
    “Still good with a blade and can’t hit the side of a ship with a pistol at two feet?” Val cocked her head questioningly. 
 
    “Better than you with a blade, and I can’t shoot to save my life.” Stephen flashed her a wicked grin. 
 
    “Give him a saber,” Val told Lukas. “Arm the rest of the crew with whatever they need. We’re all in this together now. We fight as one.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stephen had never been afraid in a fight before. When the green tongues of flame that had been illuminating the cavern went out completely, it sent the entire crew into a state of panic.  
 
    Fear was finding its victims in the dark, one by one. Shouts for light echoed in the cavern as the swarm approached. Stephen had been wrong. When he first saw the gathering lights moving toward them, it looked as though it would be on them in seconds. However, as the seconds ticked by, they were in no hurry to arrive.  
 
    Senses on overdrive, Stephen smelled the cool dampness of the air. His ear picked up the firm voice of Val over the commotion of the crew. “Jacoby, Marm, hold our forward progress. I can’t see my hand in front of my face out here. I don’t want to run into anything. Speaking of light, Lukas, get as many lamps and torches lit as you can.” 
 
    Stephen heard booted feet slapping across the deck to carry out Val’s orders. The sudden fear that grabbed at the hearts of her sailors was subsiding as lamps were lit across the deck of The Emerald Queen.  
 
    “I swear by all that is holy, they’re demons,” a weathered sailor said to his comrade to Stephen’s right. “Look at the way those lights move. It’s not natural, I tell you.” 
 
    “Aye,” his companion agreed. “More like ghosts, they be. Look how they sway.” 
 
    It was indeed hypnotic. There had to be hundreds of lights all moving in tandem like a flock of birds. Slowly, they turned one way, then the next, but always forward, always closer.  
 
    A hush spread over the crew like a trance was being placed on each and every one of them. Stephen had to shake himself to remember that danger approached. His adrenaline was gone. All he wanted to do now was take a nap, just for a few minutes. His eyes felt so tired.  
 
    Then the lights really did rush forward. One minute it seemed as though they were still yards off, and the next moment they were on The Emerald Queen. It wasn’t the lights they should have been fearing—it was the monsters holding them.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Fight, you fools. Fight!” Tobias shouted somewhere behind Stephen.  
 
    His warning was enough to jolt Stephen out of his coma-like state. The former captain parried a blow from a wicked-looking blade as his eyes fought to take in the form of his attacker.  
 
    Although Lukas had lit all the lamps on the ship and placed them around the deck at varying intervals, it was still only enough to provide twisting shadows. Vision was limited at best. Stephen wasn’t sure if it was his own imagination coupled with the constant tug of dread that sought to undo him or if his eyes were really seeing these monsters.  
 
    The lights were actually bright flames coming from thick torches. Each creature held one in one of its fours hands. The monsters were more insect than human, with four wings, four arms sprouting from their torsos, and two legs they used to stand upright like a man. Their faces were macabre, with bulging eyes and drooping lips.  
 
    Stephen ducked a blow from his aggressor and parried another strike. All around, muskets were fired, and the familiar sound of steel on steel echoed through the chamber.  
 
    Narrowly missing a swipe for his head, Stephen ducked and struck out with his sword, severing one of the monster’s limbs. The creature seemed unfazed as it pressed the fight. Dull purple liquid dripped from the open wound.  
 
    Despite the many horrors of battle Stephen had witnessed, purple slime oozing from an insect man’s body made bile flow to his mouth. Stephen’s back hit someone. He turned, keeping one eye on his assailant, to take in Tobias’ form.  
 
    “Go for their eyes.” The magician sent bolts of emerald magical energy into a group of flying creatures to his left.  
 
    “Yeah, easier said than done when you can magic your way through a battle.” Stephen severed yet another limb that sent purple slime flying through the air. 
 
    “The swarm feels no pain.” Tobias grunted between bursts of jade magic from his hands. “But they cannot fight what they cannot see.” 
 
    “Sound logic.” Stephen sidestepped another attack and this time sent his blade across the monster’s face. The beast’s bug-like eyes popped like bursting balloons. The creature staggered back. Stephen planted his sword into the creature’s chest, sending it shaking in its death throes to the ground.  
 
    “Good call, old man.” Stephen pulled his blade free. It was covered with dark purple sludge. “Any other tips?” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t get killed.” 
 
    “You’re a beacon of enlightenment,” Stephen rumbled, turning as another burst of green magic caught his eye. This time it didn’t come from Tobias, but rather from somewhere near the helm.  
 
    “Atta girl,” Tobias said under his breath.  
 
    All around them, the fight was taking place in every corner of the ship. Crewmembers were being lifted into the air by the monsters, only to be dropped from deadly heights. Musket flashes exploded at a rapid rate, and red and purple blood bathed the main deck of The Emerald Queen.  
 
    The lights the monsters carried circled around the ship like a whirlwind of death. It was clear to Stephen they would not win this fight on pure strength alone. His mind wandered to the Dragon, Ryder, who was still below deck somewhere.  
 
    Was it worth it? Was it worth setting one monster free to kill another? She had been the reason they survived the Kraken. Stephen remembered how his best friend, Amil, had died during the escape from the Dragon island, and the thought was enough for him to push the idea far from his mind. Instead, he threw himself back into the battle. 
 
    Hacking his way toward Tobias, he had to yell to be heard over the roar of the fight. “Steel and lead aren’t going to get us through this. There are too many of them. I could kill a hundred and still be attacked by a hundred more.” 
 
    Bright green magic flames lit up Tobias’ eyes as he brought down another member of the attacking swarm. He nodded toward Stephen, acknowledging his words. “I agree. There is a way. I’ll need to get to Valeria, and we’ll need a few minutes to prepare.” 
 
    “You’ll get them,” Stephen screamed back. “Follow me.” 
 
    Stephen took the lead, maneuvering through the chaos of war. He struck out with his saber where he had to, but his goal was the helm and getting Tobias to Val to do whatever the magician had in mind.  
 
    Magic was something completely new to Stephen, but if Tobias said he had a plan, then by God, he believed him.  
 
    The two men reached the helm where Val had one hand on her steel sword. Her other was wrapped in a green glow where a saber made of magical energy was gripped firmly.  
 
    She was swearing as they approached. The head of one of the monsters fell at her feet as she severed its skull from its spine.  
 
    “I forgot how fast you learn.” Stephen nodded toward the magical saber.  
 
    “A girl’s gotta try.” Val looked from Stephen to Tobias. “If you have something to say, this is a good time. I’m kinda busy here.” 
 
    Stephen glanced over his shoulder at Tobias, who had a proud smile on his face.  
 
    “Oh, right.” Tobias shook himself from his sudden lapse in movement. “I have a plan, but I’ll need your strength to pull it off, Val.” 
 
    “Right.” Val nodded in agreement. “Well, let’s get at it.” 
 
    “We’ll have to be undisturbed for a few moments,” Tobias said to Stephen. “Do you think you can handle that?” 
 
    “Piece of cake.” Stephen scanned the area in search of who he could grab to form some kind of defense for Tobias and Val.  
 
    “What?” The confusion was plain on Tobias’ face. “This is no time for cake.” 
 
    “It’s an expression.” Val shook her head. “How do you not know that? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Stephen will handle it. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Tobias’ explanation was lost to Stephen as he motioned for Jacoby and Marm, who were fighting near the helm, and Lukas, who was a few feet away firing into a thick mass of monsters with a rifle. “I need your help to protect Val and Tobias. Here, now!” 
 
    Jacoby and Marm ran over right away. Lukas was less inclined to obey, but when he saw Val and Tobias with their heads lowered, hand in hand, he realized this was not the time for a confrontation.  
 
    “Form a line in front of them.” Stephen batted away an attack. “We need to buy them a few minutes.” 
 
    Nods met his request. The four unlikely crewmembers formed a half circle around the magician and Val. Their backs were covered by the wall of the platform that rose behind the helm.  
 
    Sensing something was happening, the swarm of monsters zeroed in on Stephen’s location and attacked in force. The four holding the protective line fought like rabid animals. Stephen was covered in cuts, bruises, and disgusting purple blood, but he pressed on. Marm and Jacoby fought like a well-oiled machine, covering one another’s backs and blindsides. Lukas fired his rifle and reloaded the weapon in the blink of an eye. Whenever an enemy caught him without a round in the chamber, he used the firearm as a club.  
 
    Then, when Stephen’s arm began to tire, when sheer numbers overwhelmed the four defenders, the tables turned. A jade shockwave burst from Tobias and Val. The result was unbelievable. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Corpses littered the deck in charred heaps. The crew looked around, confused and terrified. Valeria gazed down upon them, unaware of the green light burning within her eyes. She stood, feet braced apart on the deck, defiant. She felt truly alive for the first time in years. Her body hummed with energy that no longer felt foreign but like it belonged within her. She stopped fighting it, let it roll through her, conquering every cell.  
 
    She’d closed her eyes, listened to Tobias tell her what to do, and then she’d unleashed her magic upon the creatures attacking her crew. The key had been to focus only on the insect-like beings and not her crew. That was what had taken so long, to block everything from her mind except the buzz that came from them. She saw them in her mind’s eye, felt the energy that was all their own, and then let out a burst of energy that fanned out. It caught them all within its grasp and burned them to crisps.  
 
    Valeria should have been scared, repulsed at what she’d done. Oddly, the opposite held true. She felt empowered, alive. Power coursed through her. She felt unstoppable. Her fingers itched to release more of the substance bubbling just beneath the surface of her skin. A drug. The strange sensations felt like a drug running through her veins. She needed more, wanted it to make her feel this way all the time.  
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    She heard Lukas, but ignored him. She ghosted her fingers over the railing next to her. The wood spoke to her—the grains called out to her. The ship felt her as much as she felt it. They’d always been in tune with each other, but now on a much deeper level, something tangible. 
 
    “Leave her be,” Tobias said quietly. “This is something she must work through herself.” 
 
    Her body hummed, energized. This…this…power. All her life, she’d searched for a sense of peace, of feeling safe and protected. She’d been forced to fend for herself growing up. Learned tricks to ensure she wasn’t caught unawares with any of the men in Madame’s brothel. The townspeople hadn’t cared about that. She’d been made to feel like a whore even though that was the farthest thing from the truth. She hated them all—the town, Madame, her family for selling her into such a place.  
 
    Now, though, the ability to make them pay lived within her. It would be easy to unleash her anger on them all, to destroy everything that had tried to destroy her. It would be so simple. To never have to worry about anything. She would take what she wanted, destroy anything that could potentially hurt her. No need to live in fear. Did she really care about finding Atlantis now? The things she could do, the havoc, the…power. 
 
    A smile teased her lips. The crew stared up at her, afraid. She relished it. Fear was the only thing all people understood. Fear woke you up, made you pay attention. People respected fear and those who inspired it. The Emerald Queen already inspired the emotion. Merchants, pirates, and even Royal Navy airships fled in her wake. She was Emerald, the most notorious pirate alive. With her magic, the ship could give her all she ever wanted or desired. Peace and protection. 
 
    Fear would ensure that. 
 
    She closed her eyes and let the power overwhelm her, let it invade everything that made her who she was. To make her stronger. To make her invincible. Nothing would ever harm her again. No one could touch her. She would have it all. And anyone who got in her way would suffer the same fate as those creatures who’d attacked her crew. 
 
    All those years of suffering, of searching for something she knew she’d never really find, only to discover everything she ever craved was buried inside. Everyone who had ever hurt her, ever demeaned her, ever made her feel worthless, all those people would suffer. She’d make them suffer just as she had. Her magic swelled, feeling her excitement at the thought of the punishment she would dish out. It ached to be free, to do her bidding. Almost as much as she ached to feel their bones crush beneath her feet, to hear them beg for forgiveness, to take everything they had from them. 
 
    The utter quiet broke through her thoughts. She let her gaze roam over the crew. They stared back, tense, afraid. Why were they afraid? She’d eliminated the threat. She turned her head, searching for what could make them look so fearful. The cavern was clear of any incoming threat. So why were they…wait. Were they staring at her?  
 
    Valeria frowned. Why would they be staring at her like she was a threat? She’d done nothing but protect them. They were her family. They had no reason to fear her. If anything, they owed her for saving them. Ungrateful. Staring at her like she was some kind of monstrosity herself instead of their salvation. She should just get rid of the lot of them start over from scratch. A new her, a new crew.  
 
    Yes, the idea set rather well with her. 
 
    Until she looked into the eyes of her crew. 
 
    These people were her family, and she was actually thinking about blasting them into nothingness? Part of her glowered in horrified anger, but another part of her laughed in glee at the thought. It wanted to cause destruction and mayhem, even at the cost of the people who had stuck by her through all her crazy, insane schemes. These people followed her into the bowels of the Crucible not because of adventure or what loot could be gained. They followed her because they believed in her. Because they were family.  
 
    Valeria knew a darkness lived inside of her. She felt it sometimes in the middle of a battle or when she outmaneuvered a foe. It lit up, eager to see the destruction she wrought. It had been born of out of the rage of a small child tossed away by the very people supposed to love her. Born out of the anger, the pain, and the constant fear living in a bordello. A person didn’t walk away from that without scars. She relished being able to hold power over those who would hurt her. As a little girl, that control had been stripped from her. Control was what made her strong, what made her able to cope with all that rage. 
 
    She’d never acknowledged it before, though. It was there, and she let it be, but now that darkness tempted her. Everything she ever wanted lay spread out before her. She could have it. Her magic could give it to her. Could she give in? Embrace the darkest part of herself? 
 
    Yes. In a heartbeat. 
 
    But would she? She looked out over the people who trusted her. What kind of person could just turn on the very people they counted on? The kind of person she’d fought all her life. The very idea of becoming one of those people set her teeth gnashing. That wasn’t her. It wasn’t who she ever wanted to be. 
 
    The magic might be able to grant her heart’s desire, but if it meant destroying the people she loved, she wanted no part of it. Having everything meant nothing unless you had family, people to share it with. Family meant more to Valeria than most. It meant more to her than any perceived advantages the magic could provide.  
 
    Lose her family or give in to the darkness and reap the rewards? 
 
    There wasn’t an option. She’d never lose her family.  
 
    The cavern they were in shifted, the walls dissolving around them. Bright blue skies blinded the crew, and Valeria shielded her eyes from the sun. It took a moment for her vision to adjust, but when she looked around again, shock coursed through her.  
 
    The cave had been replaced by a long, narrow path, one that left little room to navigate. It opened into a wider area, the clear depths of the ocean beneath them, the sky beckoning above. Only there was no way of reaching the clouds. A netting of sorts covered the sky, allowing her ship to hover just above the water, but to go no higher.  
 
    What just happened? She turned to Tobias for answers and found him grinning like a fool. “What is wrong with you? And where did the cave go?” 
 
    “You passed the first trial. I thought for a moment, there, we lost you, but you did it!” Pride glowed in the fiercest expression she’d ever seen cross his face.  
 
    “I don’t understand. What trial did I just pass?” 
 
    “The trial of courage. Everyone who seeks entrance to Atlantis must face it. You saw the darkness the magic can bring forth. Some it consumes, and once you succumb, there is no turning back from the foul infestation of your soul. You looked at the darkness, faced it, accepted it, and chose to not embrace it. That was the first test. The courage to face our innermost demons—power, greed, and seduction.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she once again looked out at her crew. They’d saved her. Again. Her family.  
 
    Gazing down at them, she realized something. No matter what she found in Atlantis, she’d been searching for something she’d had all this time. Family. This ragtag band of misfit pirates were the people who loved her. Would always be there. Her crew, her family.  
 
    She turned to Tobias, a light, airy feeling seeping into her bones. “What’s next?”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    For Kronos, remembering the past was as important as setting goals for the future. His humble beginnings were public knowledge in Atlantis. It endeared him to the people and solidified his bond as their king with uncommon strength.  
 
    His frequent visits to his childhood neighborhood served to rally his people. It offered a deep connection with his subjects as they witnessed him walk amongst them. However, ensuring the people’s love and support was not the only reason for such visits.  
 
    This time as he came to stand in front of the small home that marked his entrance into the world, it wasn’t for pomp and show. It was for more than just memories. The memories that fueled him to be the leader he needed to be, the leader Atlantis needed him to be, whether the nation knew it or not.  
 
    It was dark now. Atlantians slept in their beds, content to allow the night to pass in peace and slumber. Kronos pulled his dark cloak tighter around his shoulders in case sleep evaded a wandering eye. The building he called home as a child now stood as a national monument to his name.  
 
    The stone walkway that led to his childhood home felt rigid and familiar under his sandaled feet. With each step, the building wrapped in shadows took clearer shape—although, Kronos didn’t require light to discern the house’s features. Each paint color, doorframe, and room was etched into his mind like a brand on cattle. 
 
    Kronos paused at the door to look at the plaque that explained to newcomers what the building had once been. In big bold letters, it read:  
 
      
 
    Ahab Orphanage, 
 
    Home of King Kronos Alexander. 
 
      
 
    May It Remind the People of Atlantis 
 
    That Where Your Journey Begins is Irrelevant. 
 
    The Truth of Life is Where You End. 
 
      
 
    Kronos allowed his hand to run over the cool metal inscription. Memories of fights in the yard and generic, bland meals touched his consciousness. For Kronos, abandoned by his parents, life had been hard. The fact that he had been born with square pupils had been a curse as a child but something that set him apart as an adult.  
 
    More than one nose had been bloodied in this home when other children ridiculed him because of his birth defect. The cruelty of children was a mysterious thing. Even now, as much as Kronos told himself he was over the injustices, he knew he never would be able to forget it completely. Whether that made him stronger or weaker remained a mystery yet to be solved.  
 
    But these were memories for another time. Kronos removed his hand from the plaque and crested the few steps to the building’s doors. He produced a key from within his robes and inserted it into the lock. A familiar click met his ears as he entered the building and closed the door behind him.  
 
    “Your Majesty.” The stoic voice drifted to him from the shadows. “I must remind you again of the security issues meeting in such a place provides. If I would only be allowed to secure the perimeter with a squadron of my soldiers.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this before, Commander.” Kronos waved the request away with an outstretched hand. “Bringing soldiers would only call attention. It’s imperative these meetings take place in utter secrecy if our plans are to move forward. No one in the Senate can know until it is already too late.” 
 
    Ajax was the commander of the Atlantian forces and a true patriot. It had taken years to gain the man’s trust, but once Kronos had it, it was as unwavering as an iron hammer. The final guest in the room, however, was the polar opposite of the Atlantian army’s leader.  
 
    Kronos had to crane his neck forward, sifting through the chamber's shadows to see her. Although the front room the trio stood in was anything but large, the woman seemed to find the deepest part of the darkness to cloak herself. She was much too young to hold her position, but through careful manipulation and murder, she had climbed the ranks of the Atlantian underground quickly.  
 
    Her brown hair was long. It fell behind her back in a single straight cord. Her physique, much like her eyes, was firm and unrelenting. Although no weapons were visible, Kronos had no doubt she had half a dozen or more carefully concealed on her person. 
 
    “Ileana.” Kronos acknowledged the woman with a tilt of his chin. “Thank you for attending.” 
 
    “Of course.” She gave an awkward curtsy in the king’s direction. “I see you took your time coming. It was about to get dicey in here with just me and your guard dog waiting.” 
 
    “You insolent who—” 
 
    “Peace, Ajax.” Kronos sent a firm look in the commander’s direction. Of all the admirable traits Ajax possessed, verbal sparring was not one of them. “Without Ileana’s help with the underground, we wouldn’t be in the position we’re in today.” 
 
    Although the darkness hampered Kronos’ view of the commander’s exact expression, he knew the man was close to the edge. Ajax’s meaty hand clenched the saber at his side as if it were his only lifeline keeping his composure.  
 
    Instead of bringing more attention to the already tense situation, Kronos began the meeting. “Thank you both for meeting me here. I know it would be much easier to gather in a room at the palace, but, Ileana, no offense, your status as a wanted criminal denies we do so.” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” Ileana stepped into the sparse light provided by a half-drawn curtain alongside the only window in the barren room. The yellow light of a street lamp outside splayed across her face, revealing a beautiful woman in her late twenties. “But perhaps you should remind your commander why I’m here, why you need me, and how much I have done for the Atlantian cause already.” 
 
    “Oh, I know.” Menace vibrated in Ajax’s deep voice. “I understand the necessary evil you are.” 
 
    It would have been easier to move a mountain than to get Ajax to see why Ileana was so important to their plans. But in time he had. As the leader of the underground trade in Atlantis, Ileana had access to information and resources even the crown could only dream of. She had provided them with not only the science for Hera’s Titan Project and technology for Ajax’s army, but information on who in the Senate would oppose the plan for invading DeCadia when the time came. 
 
    “We all have responsibilities to attend to,” Kronos said, taking the reins of the conversation once again. “Ajax, our men are ready? You have all the necessary information and equipment from Ileana?” 
 
    “They are ready for the invasion, and, yes, I have what I need.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Kronos turned to the woman. “And you, Ileana. Your men are in place?” 
 
    “I have the list of Senate members who will try to oppose you. They will be met with death if they try to organize a coup against your rule.” 
 
    “Remember,” Kronos said, ignoring the bloodlust he heard in the woman’s voice, “people respond remarkably well to examples. Every member in the Senate who would oppose an invasion on DeCadia need not die. Choose a handful of the leaders and then make it bloody.” 
 
    “I can do bloody.” Ileana’s tongue snaked from her mouth and ran across her teeth as though she were tasting something pleasurable. “I like bloody.” 
 
    Kronos could sense his commander’s unease at the turn the conversation had taken. “You are dismissed, Commander.”  
 
    As though he were relieved to withdraw from the woman’s presence, Ajax saluted Kronos and left without a backward glance in Ileana’s direction.  
 
    “He really doesn’t like me,” Ileana said with a huff of her full lips. She batted her eyes at Kronos seductively. “Why doesn’t he like me?” 
 
    “The same reason I don’t like you.” Kronos ignored the way she looked at him. “Because you can’t be trusted.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” Ileana moved forward until she was standing right in front of the king. She placed a hand on his chest. “You trust me.” 
 
    “I have something you want.” Kronos lifted her wrist and removed her palm from his chest. “It’s not the same thing. When the war is over, and it will be over quickly, we’ll part ways.” 
 
    “As you wish, my Lord, but I will expect you to remember our deal. When DeCadia belongs to Atlantis, I want my land and a title. It should be something important, duchess or baroness or something like that.” 
 
    “You’ll have it as we agreed.” Kronos turned to go, but paused to look back at the woman. “Just come through on your end, and I’ll do the same on mine.” 
 
    “No questions on the ship?” Ileana tossed the question at Kronos’ retreating back. “I thought for sure you’d want to know.” 
 
    Kronos hesitated at the door. One of his hands reached for the knob. Without turning around, he said, “We’ve been monitoring the ship’s progress through the Crucible. They’ve made it through the first test.” 
 
    “Hmmmm, yes—they—have.” Ileana drew out each word to make them last. “Makes you wonder who’s on board, does it not?” 
 
    It was like an itch Kronos couldn’t scratch. The idea of Tobias returning was utterly insane. However, it was impossible to know for certain without expending resources to intercept the ship. He had more important things to do now than worry about who may or may not make it through the Crucible.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Kronos opened the door to leave. “Whoever it is won’t make it past the second test.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The gentle sway of the ship soothed Ryder more than it did most of the crew. It reminded her of being in the air, her wings spread, feeling the rush of wind as she gathered it beneath her wings. She stood, staring up at the blue sky, remembering what it felt like to fly. It was the only time she felt free. Not the princess who would inherit the crown. Not the girl who had to defend her human half to a people who denied that part of themselves. Not the girl who was so torn about her heritage that she ended up in tears most days. No, when she was flying, she was just a creature meant to be in the skies, meant to soar and dive, meant to be free. 
 
    She missed her Dragon so much. She felt it shifting under her skin, demanding to be set loose. As much as she wanted to give in, there was no way she could do it now. Maybe in the cavern. It would have been tight, but she’d have fit. With this cage around them, it allowed no room. Even this boat had issues trying to stay out of its snare. The mammoth of a man who ruled the big wheel up top had cursed more in the last hour than she’d thought anyone was capable of. New words now littered her vocabulary. Her brothers would not be pleased. 
 
    Her family. As much as they were a source of pain for her, they were still her family. She loved them, and she missed them terribly. They’d be furious with her, especially since they understood the price she paid for being here in the human world. Her Dragon sensed it; of that, she was sure. It was why it was so incessant about getting out.  
 
    The price to live in the human world was one none had paid in a thousand years. One incomprehensible to any sane Dragon. Maybe Ryder wasn’t sane. She’d wondered it often enough since she fled her home and escaped onto this boat where the very sight of her brought hatred into the eyes of the men and women around her.  
 
    “What troubles you?” 
 
    The deep baritone of Lukas’ voice startled Ryder, and she yelped. She turned to find him right behind her. It was rare someone could sneak up on a Dragon. She didn’t like it. Every day she stayed in this form, the more she lost of her Dragonself. 
 
    “I don’t like being caged in.” She gestured to the netting above them. “It unsettles me.” 
 
    “You or the Dragon?” he questioned, his tone curious.  
 
    “Both,” she admitted. “Dragons in general don’t like to be closed in, and me especially.” 
 
    “Why you especially?” He leaned against the railing beside her, gazing down at the water.  
 
    She shouldn’t have said that. This situation caused too many old memories to resurface. Memories best left buried. “It doesn’t matter. How soon do you think before we clear this pass?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” He swept his gaze upward, his attention shifting to the netting. “Tobias says it could be any minute or it could be months. It depends upon the Crucible. There are three tests that must be passed. Valeria passed the first one already.” 
 
    “Let’s hope the next one comes as quickly,” she muttered. “I need to fly.” 
 
    Lukas frowned, his expression troubled. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea, Ryder. I know you helped us with the Kraken, but the sight of a Dragon sets unease off in a lot of the crew. The attack is still fresh in their minds.” 
 
    “You don’t understand!” Ryder twisted her hands, her voice trembling. She had to fly. There wasn’t much time left. 
 
    “What don’t I understand?” His voice remained soft, and genuine concern lined every word. “What is it that has you so upset?” 
 
    She took deep breaths, trying to regain control of her emotions. She could feel her Dragon rumbling, reacting to her fear. It wouldn’t do to shift and destroy the boat. She’d end up crushing it under her weight and earning the ire of Emerald. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” She managed to get the words out, but the lie choked her heart. It did matter. So very much. Tears blurred her eyes, and she turned away from Lukas, ashamed of her weakness. His opinion mattered to her more than anyone else’s. She didn’t want him to think her some sniveling child. 
 
    “Hey, now.” Lukas reached out and touched her arm, his fingers sending tingles of shock through her. He pulled his hand back like he’d just been burned. Did he feel it too? He must have, but instead of mentioning it, he went back to his original concern. “You’re upset, Ryder. Tell me. Sometimes talking about it helps.” 
 
    For a man who gave off an aura of power, whose features were hard most days, he had a gentle soul. She smiled, thinking about how different he was from the men at home. They only thought of how to gain more power through their positions in their culture and society. She had a feeling Lukas couldn’t care less about those things, because he understood himself and knew no one’s opinion but his own and the people he loved mattered. A man she found she respected more every day. 
 
    “It is hard to talk about.” She tore herself away from his face and turned back to the open sky, her body aching to fly.  
 
    “Most things of importance are.” He shifted a little closer to her. “But that just means they’re worth sharing.” 
 
    “Leaving my land cost me something,” she said after long moments. Maybe he was right. Maybe talking about it would help her come to terms with what she’d done.  
 
    He turned so he was facing her. “Like what?” 
 
    “The ability to shift.” Her words were low, forlorn. The wail building in her throat throbbed for release. 
 
    “But you shifted during the Kraken attack.” 
 
    Ryder nodded. “The longer I remain in this body, the harder it becomes to shift. When we are in our lands, we can shift as many times a day as we want, but when we leave those protected lands, shifting in this world isn’t easy. Humans are terrified of us—though, they shouldn’t be. We harm no one unless they are a threat to us or our lands.” 
 
    “So you can’t shift whenever you want?” He cocked his head, puzzled.  
 
    “Yes, I can, but like I said, the less I do it, the harder it becomes to shift. My body forgets how to shift after a while. It becomes more and more human. Unless I can shift every day, sooner or later, I won’t be able to shift anymore. I fear the longer we are here under this dome, the more likely that possibility becomes.” 
 
    “That is a problem. Does Emerald know?” 
 
    “No.” Ryder shook her head. “She already has me under guard. Letting me shift every day is not something she seems willing to let me do.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised at what our captain understands.” Lukas rubbed his chin, thinking. “How soon before you can’t shift again?” 
 
    She shrugged. “A few days, a few weeks? I don’t know. Those who leave our lands never return for us to question them.” 
 
    “So you snuck on board our ship knowing this was a possibility?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” he asked. “Being a Dragon, being able to shift, it’s obviously important to you. Why risk it?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to understand what it meant to be human.” She sighed heavily, her decision weighing on her. “I never really fit in at home. I was always consuming everything I could about the human world. My family never understood my obsession with it. I always felt more human than I did Dragon. I just wanted to explore that part of myself.” 
 
    “And now you are wondering if it was worth the price you might end up paying?” Lukas guessed. 
 
    “It’s not something that might happen,” she said, unhappy. “It’s just a matter of when. Flying Dragons are met with force here. Your own people here on this boat are evidence of that. I scare them. They want to harm me.” 
 
    “Ship, not boat,” Lukas corrected her. 
 
    “Ship, boat, same thing.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” His laughter rolled out and wound around her. It felt nice. “If Emerald hears you calling her pride and joy a boat, she might strangle you.” 
 
    Boat, ship, it was the same to her. A vessel that traveled. She was a vessel that traveled. Sadness swam up again, making her tears well. What if she never shifted again? Never felt the wind, tasted the air as it carried all the scents and flavors of the earth?  
 
    “It will be okay, Ryder.” Lukas reached out to touch her again, but stopped. His arm fell back to his side. He had felt that shock of electricity. She was sure of it. “I will speak with Emerald, and we’ll figure out something.” He looked around. “Where is Stephen?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” She tossed her head, her hair flying. She was tired of waiting for him. “I came up by myself.” 
 
    Lukas turned grim in an instant. “That is not allowed, Ryder. Stephen was assigned to you for a reason. It’s as much for your safety as it is to soothe the fears of the crew. If you want Emerald to work with you, then you have to learn to obey her orders.” 
 
    “I am a princess. I do not obey anyone.” 
 
    “On this ship, you do.” He took her arm, ignoring the electric shock that passed between them. “Until Stephen or I come to escort you, you will stay in your quarters.” He started pulling her back toward her cabin.  
 
    “I don’t want to be down there!” She dug her feet in and yanked backward, causing Lukas to stumble. She was a Dragon and much stronger than she looked. “I hate being locked up! You can’t make me stay in there, unable to escape, to breathe the fresh air. Never again will someone lock me up! Do you understand me? Never!” 
 
    The buzz of the ship quieted, and she found all eyes staring at her. She stared back defiantly. No one would lock her up. She’d crush this entire boat first. 
 
    “Did someone lock you up before?” he asked quietly, his face somber. 
 
    She nodded. “That’s how I was punished as a child. They locked me in a small, dark room. I was locked in that room for hours every day. I…I can’t, Lukas. Please don’t make me go back in there. Please.” 
 
    Compassion softened his eyes. He was about to say something, when one of the crew spoke up. “I’ll watch ’er if she wants to stay on deck.” 
 
    Ryder saw nothing but sympathy in the faces of the crew around her. The one who’d spoken up was a wiry little man who looked like any strong wind could blow him away. She doubted he’d be stronger than one of the clouds lining the blue sky above. 
 
    Lukas nodded. “Sully, if you let her out of your sight…” 
 
    “Aye, I know.” Sully waved him off. “She be fine with us.” 
 
    Ryder watched them all go back to work. Sully turned so he faced her. Shocked, she turned to Lukas. Only a few minutes ago, they had been looking at her with murderous intent. What changed so quickly? “Why are they being nice to me?” 
 
    Lukas gave her a crooked smile. “We all understand not liking small places. Many of us have been imprisoned before. Most take exception to the mistreatment of a child. You won a few sympathy points with the crew.” 
 
    “Sympathy?” she asked, cocking her head. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    She shook her head. She was fairly sure she’d read that word somewhere, but its meaning escaped her. 
 
    “It means to share an emotion of dislike or sorrow or sadness for someone else. When we can imagine ourselves in someone else’s life and commiserate with them because we’ve been there ourselves, it means we sympathize with them.” 
 
    “Why would you do that? It has no bearing on a situation. We do things; we suffer the consequences.” 
 
    “This is true.” Lukas nodded. “But when we understand the why of it, it helps us to understand the motives of people and perhaps forgive them for mistakes or things they cannot control. It’s a human emotion, Ryder. One that keeps us from becoming cold-hearted monsters.” 
 
    “I see,” she whispered. Was that what she was? A cold-hearted monster? 
 
    “Don’t stress, little Dragon.” Lukas’ hand came up and cupped her cheek. “You are learning human emotions. I see it every day. The crew does too. It’s part of why they are starting to accept you, or they wouldn’t have offered to let you stay up here with them. Be easy. Don’t go thinking dark thoughts.” 
 
    “How did you know that’s what I was doing?” A strange fluttering started in her stomach.  
 
    His smile broadened, but he didn’t answer the question. “Stay where Sully can watch you, or the captain will have all our heads.” He let his hand drop and then walked away.  
 
    She stared after him, confused at the strange sensations he brought out in her. Just who was he? 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Past the strange mesh-like netting that hindered any chance of escape to the skies above, the sun beat down on them both day and night. It seemed the darkness had abandoned them forever as they made their way toward the next test. Thick stone walls stood sentry to their left and right, assuring, along with the net overhead, they would travel their designated course. 
 
    With no way to tell when to wake and when to sleep, the crew aboard The Emerald Queen did their best at guessing. They slept in shifts, eyes always looking wistfully to the sky above that seemed so close but, in reality, was so far away. 
 
    The day after the attack, the former captain of the Royal Navy found himself deprived of all will to sleep. So many questions needed to be answered, he didn’t know where to begin. The one question that refused to be quieted and continued to push its way to the surface was the one he had been asking himself since their entrance into the Crucible. What was he doing here in the first place? 
 
    The obvious answer and the one he would relate to anyone who asked was that he was still responsible for the few surviving men and women under his command. Another answer could be he was waiting to bring the Dragon changeling to justice for his friend’s death. Both were true to an extent, but the real reason, the reason only he knew, was the simplest of them all. He was lost. 
 
    The remnants of his crew didn’t need him. Despite her title as a pirate, Valeria would take care of them like they were her own family. They were part of her crew now, and despite their place of origin, she would fight for them as fiercely as a mother lion over her cubs. 
 
    With these thoughts, Stephen grabbed the flask of death liquid given to him by the medicine man Ya-You and made his way to the deck of The Emerald Queen.  
 
    He passed a long hall of sleeping sailors, their snores telling him had the moon been visible, it would have been high overhead, accompanied by an army of stars fighting for dominance in the sky.  
 
    Stephen’s boots hit the solid wood stairs leading to the deck like a drummer holding tempo for a platoon of soldiers. Refusing to second guess himself, Stephen pressed the bottle to his lips and tried to swallow the repulsive beverage before his taste buds could register the flavor and order him to expel the liquid.  
 
    It didn’t work. It never did. Stephen muffled a cough as he fought to keep the brew down. “I have to ask that crazy old man what he makes this stuff out of,” Stephen muttered to himself as he forced down another gulp.  
 
    Unlike some, Stephen had never enjoyed the taste of beers or liquors. Sure, there were some he disliked less than others, but none came close to being pleasant. When he did choose to consume alcohol, it was always for the feeling that washed over his body when enough had been ingested.  
 
    It was a feeling of freedom from the many worries that plagued him. Being drunk gave him free passage to act outside the arena of doubt and calculated risks.  
 
    With the third drink, Stephen began to feel warm. The deck of the ship was all but emptied. The bodies and bodily fluids that had littered The Emerald Queen hours before were tossed overboard.  
 
    The creatures that attacked them during the first test were only fuel for future nightmares now. The decks had been scrubbed, their own dead buried at sea, injured sailors resting in the sick bay.  
 
    Stephen lifted his bottle in salute to the lone figure manning the helm. Whether it was Marm or someone else, he couldn’t tell. Whoever it was raised a hand in reply.  
 
    No gusts of wind entered the labyrinth they traveled. The ship ran as smoothly as Stephen had ever felt, only the effects of his beverage forcing him to focus on walking in a straight line.  
 
    Stephen reached the bow of The Emerald Queen to discover he wasn’t the only one to evade the Sandman’s grasp this night.  
 
    Without even turning to look behind him, the cloaked figure welcomed Stephen. “That stuff will kill you.” 
 
    Stephen recognized Tobias Blood’s voice. The Atlantian who had hidden himself among the ranks of slaves until Valeria and fate came knocking.  
 
    “It brought you back to life, if I remember correctly.” Stephen joined the man at the bow and offered Tobias the bottle. “There’s enough in here to get the whole ship drunk.” 
 
    Tobias turned and examined the bottle for a moment before he accepted. “Well, I guess you’re right. Ya-You is technically my doctor, and it’s bad form to go against the doctor’s orders.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Stephen said and released his hold on the flask. He took the opportunity to get a better look at his drinking companion.  
 
    Tobias Blood was still the same man Stephen had first met before they embarked on the Crucible. But there was no denying he was a much younger version of that man. His once bald head was now adorned with a mop of thick black hair, and his weathered face was free from any wrinkles. The two of them could easily be mistaken for childhood friends. Everything sang of youth about the man except for his eyes.  
 
    Stephen had been around enough leaders to know when wisdom was present. Tobias’ eyes were unwavering like an anvil, a level of cunning and patience etched there by the unforgiving hand of experience.  
 
    “I forgot how God-awful this stuff is.” Tobias cringed after a long swig. He returned the bottle to Stephen, as if by freeing himself of the vessel the taste would also vanish. “What do you think? Cat piss and vinegar?” 
 
    “I was thinking something more along the lines of fermented onions and the blood of those insect creatures we fought.” Stephen accepted the bottle. He moved to press the container to his lips again.  
 
    “I wouldn’t, if I were you,” Tobias cautioned.  
 
    It wasn’t the words so much as the tone of voice that made Stephen pause. It wasn’t a command or even a warning. It was a question…almost a plea.  
 
    “Why?” Stephen asked, still holding the bottle in a hovering position just outside the range of his lips. “The first test is complete, and we lived through it. It’s about as much a cause for celebration as we’re likely to get.” 
 
    “Because Valeria will need you and everything you can give her sooner than you may think.” 
 
    The mention of her name was enough for Stephen to lower the bottle. The warm buzz inside his body dissipated like a light fog before the bright sun.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Stephen heard more venom in his voice than he intended. “Val was the scourge of the sea before you taught her to use magic. Giving her access to that power is like—like equipping cannons on a battering ram. The woman is unstoppable now. I’m the last person she needs.” 
 
    “You couldn’t be further from the truth, Stephen. If her destiny were to resemble anything close to normal, then maybe. But she is in for the struggle of her life.” 
 
    “You’re so vague it’s almost as if you don’t want me to know what you’re talking about.” Stephen scratched the stubble on the underside of his jaw with his free hand. “She’ll get through the Crucible. She has you, a Dragon, and an entire crew to back her.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about the Crucible.” Tobias removed his gaze from Stephen and looked down at the water feet below the hovering ship. “I’m talking about what comes after the Crucible.” 
 
    In the echo of those words, the two men stood quiet, both soldier and magician looking toward the never-ending maze The Emerald Queen traveled. The future Tobias was alluding to was something Stephen wouldn’t even try to guess at.  
 
    The bottle in his hand grew heavier, practically begging him to drink. It was only the thought that Val might still need him that stayed his hand.  
 
    “Tell me, why we don’t just sail up toward that netting keeping us caged like rats in a trap and cut our way out of here?” Stephen asked in an obvious play at changing the subject from his and Val’s relationship. “The mesh looks like it’s made of some kind of rope.” 
 
    “You’re not far from the truth.” Tobias lifted his own eyes from the water below to the sky above. “We could probably break free from this second test, but that would be our exit from the Crucible. We’d be free, but where would that leave us? Roaming the ocean and further from Atlantis than ever.” 
 
    “So we continue on toward God knows what.” Stephen shook his head. He ignored Tobias’ glare as he chugged down a few more heavy gulps from his bottle. “The things we do to ourselves, right?” 
 
    Stephen didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, he stumbled back across the ship’s deck and below to his cramped bunk. He barely remembered falling into bed, and he didn’t remember finishing the bottle at all. He would remember his dream when he awoke. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In his dream, Stephen was standing in front of her door at the Academy. It was after another long, grueling day of drilling. The cadets were given the rest of the night off to do as they liked. Stephen and Val had decided to spend it together, going into the town of Tarvan to enjoy one another’s company.  
 
    It was this thought that had made the day bearable for Stephen. Each morning he toiled, studied, and pushed himself along because he knew there was an end to the day. An end that meant time with the woman he was growing to love, the woman who—looking back—he was in love with already.  
 
    Stephen knocked on her door, barely able to contain his excitement at seeing her. A female voice belonging to Val’s roommate answered from the other side. “Come in, Stephen. She’s in the shower.” 
 
    “How did you know it was me?” Stephen gave her a crooked grin as he let himself into the girls’ room.  
 
    Val’s roommate, Nancy, was looking at herself in a nightstand mirror as she applied makeup in anticipation of her own night out. “Please, you’re over so often I’ve practically memorized your knock.” 
 
    Stephen took a seat on Val’s bed, enjoying her familiar scent. Youth and first love had taken a strong hold on him in those early years, and even being in Val’s room seemed exciting to him.  
 
    Val and Nancy’s room was small like all the other shared quarters at the Academy. Two beds, two dressers, and two desks with chairs rounded out the furniture. A closed door leaking steam marked the restroom.  
 
    “You really need to get this whole puppy dog thing under control.” Nancy jerked Stephen from his thoughts. She grabbed a jacket resting on her chair. “I’m off for the night. You two kids be good.” 
 
    “We will,” Stephen said with a wave.  
 
    The door closed behind Nancy at the same time Val stepped from the shower. Wrapped in a towel with the mist billowing behind her, she looked like a ship on her maiden voyage cutting through mist and fog.   
 
    This was where things began to fade. One moment he was in her room, the next he was alone. Not even a note marked her departure from the Academy, from him.  
 
    She was just gone, and with her, a piece of his heart he would never—could never—get back. It burned him so deeply he could feel it in his soul, in the way only a first love could break a man. Stephen was broken and would never be the same again.  
 
      
 
    Stephen woke, still drunk, feeling the same unbearable panic he had when he first realized Val had left him.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Weeks. That was what it felt like to Valeria. It felt like they had been traveling this single, solitary path for weeks on end. It was difficult to keep track of time. Day never bled into night. Constant blue skies were their companion as they rode along the wind. Most of the crew was unnerved, barely able to sleep because the sunshine played across their faces when the kiss of night should have touched them. Even Valeria found herself restless when she tried to slumber, often waking with an uneasy feeling. Trapped like rats in a never-ending maze, only there was one path available to them. Tedious. It wore on them all. 
 
    Tobias made her practice using her magic daily. She got stronger, able to do more and more powerful feats. The man seemed to take pride in her abilities. More than just a teacher would, and it often made her wonder if there was something he still hadn’t told her. He kept his own confidence, not willing to share much of his past with any of them. Whenever she brought up the subject, he changed it.  
 
    Atlantis. She chuckled to herself as she walked along the deck, checking on the crew. A fairytale. She’d grown up on the stories, but had never believed in it until the night she’d met the old sailor who’d recognized her as a fellow Atlantian. After having been cast aside by her family because of her illegitimate status, she’d craved a family. Someone whose blood called out to her own. She’d set herself and her crew on a quest to track down every single legend about the fabled city. Along the way, they’d gotten themselves a small fortune, but that never mattered to her. She just wanted a home. 
 
    It wasn’t until the first trial she’d realized how stupid she’d been. Craving a family, people who loved her, when she’d had it all this time. Her crew. Sure, she’d called them family, but it wasn’t until that moment, when she’d faced the thought of killing them, that she’d realized just how much of a family they were. She’d let her need for blood relatives blind her to what really mattered. Family wasn’t about the blood that coursed through you; it was about time, effort, and love. It was about loyalty and the willingness to do anything for the people who mattered, the people who stood by you through the worst of life and the best of life.  
 
    That wasn’t to say she didn’t need to see Atlantis, to see where she came from. Every person alive had the incessant need to know their history. A human instinct to know your past, your heritage. She came from one of the most mysterious cities ever to cross the pages of any book. A city straight out of mythology. The stuff of legends. Even those on the crew who were frightened had her same sense of adventure and were eager to explore the fabled city. Some were even bigger adrenaline junkies than Valeria was. She chose them because of that thrill-seeking trait in their personalities. Kindred spirits. They would enjoy Atlantis as much as she would. 
 
    “You look lost in your thoughts.” 
 
    Stephen’s deep rumble startled her enough to jump. He always did have a habit of sneaking up on her like a cat stalking its prey. Sometimes she’d felt like prey when it came to this man. Not that he’d mistreated her. On the contrary, he’d been the first decent man she’d met. Someone who treated her as an equal despite her background. He’d made her feel as important as anyone else, her parentage be damned. 
 
    “You know I hate it when you sneak up on me.” She didn’t turn to look at him. She didn’t need to. She could feel the questions vibrating off him.  
 
    He came to stand beside her, his hands gripping the railing. “I hate it when you sneak off in the middle of the night without so much as a goodbye.” 
 
    A sigh rolled through her. She’d wondered how long it would be before he started asking her things she had no desire to speak of. Things that would only cause them both a great deal of pain. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your crew.” She turned sideways to face him, but not quite meeting his eyes. “I meant to tell you that earlier, but with everything that’s gone on, I just didn’t find the right moment.” 
 
    “Thank you for that, Valeria, but stop dodging the question.” Anger laced his words. 
 
    “You didn’t ask me a question.” She closed her eyes, trying to stop the myriad of memories flooding her.  
 
    A frustrated growl left him. “Let’s not play games, you and I. Don’t you think you at least owe me an explanation?” 
 
    “Yes, Stephen, you deserve an explanation, but…” 
 
    He grabbed her by the arms and hauled her around to face him. “No buts, Rhee. You ran off and left me in the middle of the night!” 
 
    “Let me go.” She put force into the command, and he automatically released her, soldier that he was. Valeria rubbed the sting out of her upper arms. Her crew looked up, curious and concerned. She gave them a wave that said back to work—she had it handled. “Follow me.”  
 
    Valeria pushed away from the railing then made her way back down below decks to her cabin, Stephen right behind her. He closed the door, much as he had that first day he’d stepped on board The Emerald Queen. She took a seat behind her desk and motioned for him to sit in one of the two chairs. 
 
    “In here, you can say to me whatever you wish, Stephen, but outside these walls, I am Emerald, captain of this ship. You will address me as such.” 
 
    “A bloody pirate, Rhee?” The incredulity on his face spoke volumes.  
 
    “Yes, a bloody pirate.” She pulled out a bottle of bourbon and two glasses. Handing Stephen a drink, she downed her own before refilling the glass. She needed as much liquid courage as she could get. “One that you can’t manhandle in front of the crew.” 
 
    “I wasn’t manhandling…” 
 
    “You were,” she cut him off. “I know you’re angry, but some rules of conduct cannot be broken. You, of all people, I’d expect to understand that.” 
 
    He gritted his teeth. “Why would I give you the same courtesy as I would a captain of the Royal Navy? We hunt your kind down and bring them to justice, Valeria.” 
 
    She laughed, the bitterness creeping in. “I don’t expect you to understand my choices, Stephen. They were mine, not yours. It doesn’t reflect upon you.” 
 
    He barked out a harsh laugh. “Is that what you think I’m angry about? How your actions might make me look?” 
 
    No, she knew that wasn’t what he was mad about, but she nodded just the same. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “No, Rhee, that’s not why I’m angry. I’m angry because you left, walked away from me, from us, without a thought. I thought we mattered, that we meant something to each other.” 
 
    “We did.” She downed another shot of bourbon. “It’s more complicated than that, Stephen. There were things I couldn’t tell you, things I tried to tell you, but you never wanted to understand.” 
 
    “Then explain it to me now.” He slammed his glass on her desk, the rage dancing in his eyes. “Explain to me why the woman I loved walked out on me.” 
 
    Valeria cringed away from the hurt in his voice. It had nearly crippled her heart when she’d left, so she’d never let herself think about what it might have done to him. She’d always assumed he’d meant more to her than she to him. After all, she was just a bastard child and he was a noble, related to the royal family that ruled all of DeCadia.  
 
    “I met a man who told me about the mark on my back, what it meant. He gave me hope of finding the family I’d always wanted. Of having a home. I needed that back then. I still do, to a certain extent. I couldn’t look for that while I was bound to the Navy. I needed money too, a lot of it. Neither could be had in the Royal Navy.” She filled both their glasses again. “You know I joined up to get away from my past, but I didn’t realize they’d own me for the rest of my life or that I had no hope of advancing through the ranks. I wanted my own ship.” 
 
    “I remember. We both dreamed of captaining our own ships one day.” 
 
    “It was a possibility for you, Stephen, but not for me, because of my background. When I wanted out, I couldn’t afford the buyout. I would never have been able to afford to buy my way out. I told you all this, and you just waved it away like it was inconsequential.” 
 
    “It was.” His voice quieted, some of the anger lessening. “I bought your freedom for you, Valeria. I know how much it meant to you. I came to hand you your freedom, only to find you’d snuck off like a thief in the night. I wasn’t too far from the truth, was I?” 
 
    Val closed her eyes. She heard what he’d done for her a few years later from an old friend. She owed him a great debt, one she’d never asked for. “I never wanted anyone to do that, especially not you.” 
 
    “Why not me?” 
 
    She took a deep breath to steady her nerves. “You bought my debt, Stephen. You own me now. Can’t you understand why I wouldn’t want that? You’re a nobleman. What you did made me your slave, for all intents and purposes!”  
 
    “Did you think so little of me?” He leaned forward, eyes narrowed. “I would never have done that to you. I had planned on giving you your papers so you’d never be owned by anyone. I loved you. I didn’t want to own you. I wanted to marry you!” His voice rose with each word until he was shouting at her. 
 
    What? Her mind reeled and she sat there, blinking. He’d wanted to marry her? But he couldn’t, not as a member of the ruling family. They’d have had her drawn and quartered first. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have worked.” Her voice came out hollow, a hint of pain edging the surface of it. “Your family…” 
 
    “My family be damned, woman. I loved you. Not some silly girl whose only concern was her wardrobe. All I wanted was you.” 
 
    “You would never have left the Navy, Stephen, to follow me across the world searching for a legend.” He had wanted to marry her?  
 
    “You’ll never know the answer to that question, Valeria, because you didn’t ask me.” His eyes were haunted, blurred with pain and regret.  
 
    Tears burned and she dropped her head. He was right. She hadn’t given him a chance. She’d made the decision for them both. “So where does that leave us now?” 
 
    “You’re a pirate, Rhee, and I’m a captain in the Royal Navy. Where do you think that leaves us?” 
 
    “I…”  
 
    The door burst open, cutting her off. Lukas stood there, his face grim. “We just found three crew members dead.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dead” was an understatement. The bodies were found in the supply room located deep below deck, near the stern of the ship. The supply room was a wide chamber full of everything a crew would need on a long journey. Items ranging from hardtack to rope to ammunition were stacked expertly to ensure that every inch of the room was used to its capacity.  
 
    When Stephen arrived alongside Val and Lukas, a group had already gathered outside the supply room. To their credit, they had not disturbed the scene of the crime. A series of grim expressions from the hardened sailors told Stephen to prepare himself for what he was about to see.  
 
    Stephen had witnessed his fair share of battles in the sky, policing DeCadia. He would have nightmares for the rest of his life from images of seeing bodies blown in half, hangings, and much more. Nothing he’d experienced in the past could have prepared him for what they found in that room.  
 
    The dead bodies didn’t resemble bodies anymore. Limbs, severed heads, intestines, all still leaking blood, were scattered around as if whatever fiend had done this took pleasure in its work. The entire floor was smeared with blood to such an extent it was hard to remember the original color of the wooden boards. More splatter patterns decorated the wall alongside bits of innards. 
 
    “These bodies are still fresh.” Val stared at the carnage, her expression empty. She was doing her best to control the anger in her voice, but Stephen knew her too well not to hear the hint of rage. “Who discovered the bodies? When?” 
 
    “I did, just moments ago,” Lukas answered his captain. “I came to take stock of our foodstuffs when I found this.” 
 
    Their conversation continued in the background as Stephen maneuvered around the cramped room, careful not to disturb the carnage. Far from any kind of inspector, Stephen knew how to match a weapon with the wound it would inflict. Whoever or whatever had torn apart these people had done so with no kind of weapon Stephen had ever seen.  
 
    No holes through clothes or flesh marked the passing of bullets. Likewise, no slice or cleaving lines spoke of bladed weapons used in the murders. All Stephen could guess was that these bodies were somehow pulled apart. But that was no answer to what had happened. How much strength would have been needed to pull a person’s arm from its socket? 
 
    “This be a sign, I’m telling you,” Stephen heard one of the sailors standing in the crowd mutter. “We should turn back. This ain’t natural. This be the work of dark magic.” 
 
    “Steady yourself,” Stephen said over his shoulder, his years of leading his own crew kicking in. “We’ll find who did this.” 
 
    A month ago, a statement about magic would have made Stephen roll his eyes. Magic belonged in stories for small children, not in the real world. But after seeing what Tobias and Val could do with magic, was it really out of the question?  
 
    From the corner of his eye, Stephen saw Val and Lukas also examining the remains. For the most part, it seemed the two were as confused as he was regarding who or what the guilty party could be.  
 
    “Who could have killed three people so brutally?” Lukas nudged a leg with the tip of his sword. “No one heard the struggle. This had to be done quickly. If I hadn’t come down here, who knows how long the bodies would have gone undiscovered.” 
 
    “It’s like…” Stephen paused, standing erect with his hands crossed over his chest. He couldn’t believe he was about to voice this insane thought. 
 
    “It’s like they were pulled apart.” Val finished his thought for him. “But who has the strength to do something like this?” 
 
    One person came to mind. Whether it was his own bias against the Dragon or logic telling him she was the only suspect, Stephen couldn’t tell. He had no love for Ryder, but neither could he see her ripping apart members of their crew, not after she had saved them.  
 
    “As much as I hate to say this,” Lukas said with guilt clear in his eyes, “Ryder still possesses an incredible amount of strength, even in her human form.” 
 
    “Ryder?” Val shook her head and squatted to examine a severed arm. “Why would she flee with us, save us, only to turn on us later? It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    Instead of answering the question, Stephen walked toward Val and knelt beside her. His eyes had also noticed the piece of cloth clutched in the severed arm’s hand.  
 
    Without pause, Val reached forward, bending back the stiff, chalky fingers. Inside the death grip was a section of torn purple fabric, the same fabric and hue as Ryder’s dress.  
 
    Val took a deep breath before exchanging a knowing look with Stephen. “Let’s go talk to her.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She was asleep when the knocking on her door woke her. Ryder yawned and turned in her bed. It was pointless to wonder what time it was. Ever since their entrance into the next test, the sun had refused to depart from the sky.  
 
    The knock came again, much harder and fervent this time. Ryder stood from her bed, rubbing the sleep from her eyes then ran slender fingers through her hair. Years of training in the court had deeply instilled the importance of always presenting yourself as best you could. 
 
    “Come in.” Ryder straightened her back and smoothed down her dress. “It’s not locked.” 
 
    To her surprise, not a single person but three stood before her. Valeria, Lukas, and Stephen. A hard look from Stephen was nothing new, but Ryder could tell something was wrong when she looked into the eyes of the other two. 
 
    “I’m guessing I’m in some kind of trouble.” Ryder didn’t even attempt to mask the confusion she felt. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell us?” There was an uncharacteristic edge in Lukas’ voice. “No lies.” 
 
    “Easy,” Valeria said, raising a hand to add strength to her words. On command, Lukas quieted, but his stare spoke volumes. Valeria turned her stone cold green eyes on Ryder. “Ryder, where have you been over the last few hours?” 
 
    “Where have I been?” Ryder felt a wash of dread cascade over her body as she realized something horrible had happened recently, and she was apparently a prime suspect. “I’ve been right here, sleeping. What’s wrong? What’s happened?” 
 
    Stephen muttered something under his breath, but even he didn’t dare speak outright once Valeria had ordered silence. Ryder looked into their eyes, trying to read something, anything that could tell her what was wrong. 
 
    Stephen and Lukas stood directly behind the pirate queen, the former’s ice blue eyes as hard as the captain’s. The latter’s cold expression told her things were far from well.  
 
    “There were three bodies found in the supply room,” Valeria stated. Ryder could tell the woman was searching her for any tell that she was already aware of these facts. There was no need for Ryder to do anything but act out of instinct. She had no idea what was happening. “They were torn limb from limb. One of the dead sailors managed to grab her attacker’s clothing before she died. We found this in her hand.” 
 
    Valeria produced a scrap of purple cloth from a pocket in her cloak. Although the coloring looked exactly like the dress Ryder was currently wearing, there was no chance the two could be a match. Ryder had been asleep for the past few hours. Before that, she had enjoyed a meal and a stroll on the ship’s deck.  
 
    “I understand now the seriousness of the situation,” Ryder made sure she looked each of them in the eyes as she continued, “and I will do everything in my power to aid in finding the guilty party, but it wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Can anyone vouch for you?” Stephen asked over the captain’s shoulder. “Were you with anyone else?” 
 
    “Vouch for me sleeping?” Ryder asked before reining in her temper and shaking her head. “No, I was in the mess hall earlier, and the ship’s deck before that. I’m sure people saw me there. For the last few hours I’ve been in my room sleeping.”  
 
    An awkward pause filled the silence. Ryder could hear her own heartbeat pick up in tempo as she realized she was going to have to come up with something more for her fellow crewmembers to believe her.  
 
    “Here, look.” Ryder ran her hand over her dress’s front and sides, showing them there were no missing pieces. “If that did come from my dress, there would be a missing section. It’s whole. It wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Can you turn around?” The coldness in his tone unnerved her more than a little. Did he truly believe her capable of murder? Lukas, who defended her at every turn? 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Ryder said awkwardly, aware of the eyes examining her clothing. She turned one hundred and eighty degrees, offering them a view of the rear of her dress.  
 
    Valeria’s heavy sigh was enough to send Ryder’s hands groping behind her, her heart plummeting to her stomach. Frantically, she ran her hands over the smooth material of her dress until she came to a section at the hem where her palm found a missing patch of fabric.  
 
    Confusion dominated Ryder’s thoughts as she turned to face her accusers, one hand still holding onto the bottom rear of her dress. The piece of clothing twisted uncomfortably around her. 
 
    Fear was beginning to seep in as Ryder tried to piece together what could have happened. One thing was certain; a scrap of her dress was missing. She ran her fingers over the empty spot over and over again, trying to think of an explanation.  
 
    “Ryder is not to be harmed until we can figure all of this out.” Valeria’s voice was unrelenting in her command. “She’s under my protection. An attack on her is an attack on me. Spread the word to the rest of the ship.” 
 
    Ryder heard and was grateful for those words. However, her mind was still trying to unlock the mystery of the missing section of her dress. She looked again to the cloth in Valeria’s hand. It appeared to be a perfect match.  
 
    “Ryder,” Val said in a tone that told the Dragon it wasn’t the first time she had called her name.  
 
    “Yes?” Ryder looked up and did her best not to panic. Only her years of training as the heir to her throne kept her in check. “Yes, Captain?” 
 
    “Will you surrender yourself to the brig until we can figure all of this out? I promise you will have a fair trial.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Ryder said finally, dropping the hem of her dress. Her hands were sweaty as she laced them together in front of her. “I trust the truth will come out, and you will see that I am innocent.” 
 
    Valeria nodded as Lukas walked forward with a set of reinforced iron chains. Ryder bit her tongue so hard she thought she might make herself bleed. If she wanted, she could snap the chains using only a small portion of her strength. Clearly, this was not the time to dwell on such things. The rest of the crew needed to feel safe, and if this helped them, then so be it. 
 
    “I didn’t do it, Lukas,” Ryder whispered as the steel was secured around her wrists. The cold metal sent a shiver racing up her arms and down her spine. The Dragon inside her gathered and raged to be free. It was taking all she had to keep her beast within at bay. “You have to believe me. I didn’t do it.” 
 
    With a final snap, her chains were in place.  
 
    The ice in his eyes was his only response. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tobias moved swiftly through the mass of people on his way to the brig. Rumors spread like wildfire about the murders. They all seemed to be convinced the Dragon had done the deed, but he wasn’t so sure. It wasn’t in their nature to kill recklessly. Dragons only killed to protect themselves or their territory. After the DeCadians’ last encounter with the species, he could understand their wariness, but to outright accuse the girl of this crime spoke volumes.  
 
    Two guards stood outside the entrance into the brig. They let him in, warning him to stay out of her reach. He wanted to roll his eyes at their precautions. The girl could destroy this entire ship in a heartbeat if she desired. The fact that she hadn’t so far played to her favor.  
 
    He saw her and let out a small curse. They’d chained her, one of a Dragon’s worst fears. The fear of confinement was one of their few weaknesses. Already, the strain of trying to stay calm while bound marked her features. Her eyes were panicked, their luminescence brighter than he’d ever seen. She was scared, alone, and trying to keep her composure.  
 
    “Ryderroux.” He walked into the room and strode over to the jail cell and offered her the flask of water he’d brought. She didn’t move to take it. “It’s just water.” 
 
    Still she did not move. Fear. She was standing still out of fear. Afraid to move, afraid of being boxed in. To leave her here for long would be more detrimental than helpful. Valeria must be made to understand that. She harmed this girl for no reason. 
 
    “I know you did not do this.” He kept his voice steady and even.  
 
    “You believe me?” Her voice was small, the terror making her shrink in on herself. 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, I do. I know the great and mighty Dragons. You would never kill for the pleasure of it.” 
 
    “That is not our way.” She took a few steps closer. “But there is evidence, evidence I cannot explain.” 
 
    “What evidence?” 
 
    “A piece of cloth from my skirt was found upon the dead bodies.” She turned, motioning to the back of her dress. “I do not understand it, and I cannot explain how it got there.” 
 
    In the dim lighting, Tobias barely made out the small tear in her skirt. He frowned, looking closer. “Ryder, is the skirt torn or does it appear to have been cut with something like a knife or scissors?” 
 
    She bent down to examine the back of the skirt. “It is smooth, not ragged.” 
 
    “Someone cut the piece of cloth from your skirt, but how?”  
 
    “While she slept.” Lukas stood in the doorway, his face grim.  
 
    “Yes, I slept for a few hours after I returned to my quarters.” Ryder nodded her agreement. “But I still do not know how anyone could get near me. We are light sleepers. I wake at the slightest noise.” 
 
    “That is the question, isn’t it?” Tobias stroked his chin in thought while Lukas came further into the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “Are you well, little Dragon?” he asked.  
 
    “So you are concerned now, are you?” The hurt in her voice made Tobias ache for her. She must be feeling so alone and abandoned. 
 
    “Of course I’m concerned,” Lukas said. “I know how much confinement scares you, and I came to check on you as soon as I could.” 
 
    “You weren’t so concerned earlier when you hauled me down here and locked me up.” Accusation laced her words.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” He looked confused. “I only just heard you were here and came immediately.” 
 
    “No.” Ryder pointed a finger at him. “You and the captain and that horrid Stephen dragged me down here and locked me up!” 
 
    “And I’m telling you I did no such thing!” Lukas shifted, the first signs of anger crossing his face. “I was helping to repair the ropes binding the sails to the main mast. I only just heard.” 
 
    Tobias put his hand up, halting the conversation. “You are sure, Ryder? Lukas was with all of you when they brought you here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And, Lukas, you are just as sure you weren’t?” 
 
    “Yes.” Lukas nodded emphatically. “I would never have allowed them to lock her in here, knowing how much she fears it.” 
 
    “There are several possibilities.” Tobias sighed. This was not going to be pleasant for any of them, and more deaths may occur before they figured out which of the possibilities was the correct one. 
 
    “And?” Lukas prompted after a long moment. 
 
    “I think we have entered the second test.” That was his main theory, at least. “The problem is we don’t know which of us the new trial is designed to test. Valeria passed the first one. It was the one test we all must pass. It is always focused upon the one with Atlantian blood. The other two tests may target any member of this crew.” 
 
    “So do you think it’s targeting Ryder?” Lukas frowned. 
 
    “Perhaps.” Tobias began to pace. “It could be either the test of truth or bravery. Those two tests are different for us all, based on what the Crucible reads within our hearts. It may not be Ryder at all. She could just be the tool, and the Crucible is using her as a pawn. I am not sure at this point.” 
 
    “Is there anything you are sure of?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “Whatever the test, it involves you.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You were in two places at the same time.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Lukas scoffed. 
 
    “But it appears to be true all the same.” Tobias stopped pacing and looked at them. “The Crucible is a mastermind of manipulation. It could simply be an illusion of you everyone saw, or it could be something else, something more diabolical.” 
 
    “What other something?” 
 
    “A changeling. A creature able to take on another’s form and their characteristics.” 
 
    “They are vile creatures.” Ryder’s voice was still low and quiet, but a healthy dose of anger now emanated from it. “We have hunted them down for a millennium.” 
 
    “They stole the ability to shift from your species, did they not?” Tobias asked. 
 
    “Yes. When Dragons roamed freely through the skies, we shared many of our advancements and culture with different societies. We found them in a small settlement on the very edges of the Borrean Sea. A tiny island of simple people. We taught them many things, and like most humans, as they learned, they became greedy. They wanted everything. A man by the name of Dougal managed to gain the ear of our healer, and through him, he learned what in our biology allowed us to shift. He then took that knowledge and manipulated it in our own healing labs and then fled our kingdom. He chose a select few to share his serum with. After that, they bred like rabbits.” 
 
    “Do they share your own limitations in shifting?” The question earned Tobias a sharp look from both Lukas and Ryder. “I know of your need to shift frequently. I did spend some time with a Dragon who’d not shifted for so long, he no longer could.” 
 
    “It is unlike us to share our history with a human.” 
 
    “But I’m also Atlantian,” Tobias countered. “I share some of your own DNA. We’re family, in a manner of speaking.” 
 
    Some of the tension left Ryder’s expression. Perhaps it was the thought that even here amongst strangers, she had family. Granted, many times removed from her own bloodline, but family was family. He understood that better than most. Valeria was his granddaughter and also the key to his demise, but having her close gave him a satisfaction he hadn’t known since he and his family fled Atlantis all those years ago. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Lukas asked. “Do we go to Emerald and explain the situation?” 
 
    “No.” Ryder moved as close as her shackles would allow. “If it is a changeling and it knows we have discovered it, there will be no hope of proving my innocence. It has taken your form, Lukas, and should it fear discovery, it will simply take on another’s form. It’s best to let it continue to think all is well so that we may capture it.” 
 
    “And how do you propose we do that?” Lukas spread his legs, his stance aggressive. Tobias wasn’t even sure he was aware of it. Instinctual. Lukas’ first instinct seemed to be to protect the girl. It was a way to tell the difference between the real Lukas and the changeling. He kept that knowledge to himself, though. If the changeling discovered this, it would nullify that option. 
 
    “Let me think on this.” Tobias held up a hand to prevent Lukas from speaking. “I know it is difficult to wait, but wait, we must. Right now, we have the advantage. If we act foolishly, we give the upper hand to the changeling. Keep your eyes open, pretend you know what crew members are speaking of if they refer to things you have no knowledge of. We must keep to our own confidence to resolve this. Until the test is made clear, everyone is in danger. Do you both agree to speak of this with no one but each other?” 
 
    Lukas looked none too pleased to keep this from his captain, but he finally agreed. 
 
    Now all Tobias had to do was figure out a way trap a master of disguise. Wonderful. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    After her visit with Tobias and Lukas, Ryder knew she should feel grateful. At least two of the crew believed her and were at the very moment actively working to prove her innocence. It wasn’t that she didn’t think they could pull it off; it was the uncertainty of how long it might take them.  
 
    Two heavy chains linked her wrists to a solid oak timber at the center of her cell. The cell itself was not more than a ten by ten feet space fenced in with iron bars.  
 
    A voice inside Ryder spoke to her. A primal instinct that was as much a part of her as her own hands and feet begged her to free herself from the chains, the cell, the boat.  
 
    Nothing would be easier than for Ryder to shed her human skin, transform into the wondrous beast she was, and free herself from the whole situation entirely.  
 
    Over and over again, the voice begged to be heard and its advice acted upon. Ryder fidgeted uncomfortably, twisting this way and that, her eyes wincing against a mental struggle she was losing.  
 
    Then, help came in the most unexpected form.  
 
    Voices from the cell door made Ryder aware of another visitor. A brief exchange with the guards, then the door swung open.  
 
    Stephen walked in. Earlier in the day, when he had accompanied Valeria to detain her, Ryder didn’t get a good look at him. Now she had nowhere else to direct her attention.  
 
    He was a shadow of the man he once was. His blond hair was pulled in a sloppy knot behind his head. The usual clean-shaven look that had plagued his face ever since Ryder knew him had disappeared, a forest of stubble taking its place. His eyes, above all, had changed.  
 
    Piercing blue eyes had been his trademark. If he hadn’t hated her so much, Ryder would almost call his eyes heroic, but not now. Now his blue eyes were a sea of trouble and doubt.  
 
    Ryder held his gaze, waiting for him to speak. He was the one, after all, who had come to her. Dragon and former Navy captain looked at one another for far too long.  
 
    “If you’ve come to gloat, get on with it,” Ryder said, quivering as she controlled her desire to shift. “I know this is what you must have wanted since we began this voyage.” 
 
    “A few days ago, you would have been correct to assume this.” Stephen crossed the small room to stand in front of Ryder’s cell. “Even now, I feel like I should have some sort of satisfaction to see you in this position, but—but for some reason, I don’t.” 
 
    Ryder raised an eyebrow, trying to make sense of Stephen’s words. The rogue thought that he might in fact be the changeling crossed her mind. But what could the changeling accomplish from a visit like this? 
 
    “I don’t know if I can forgive you.” Stephen seemed to be talking more to himself than to her. “I don’t know if there is anything to forgive. You were the reason my best friend died. A part of me knows it wasn’t intended, but another part of me still wants someone to pay.” 
 
    Stephen stopped again, running a tired hand back and forth across his jaw. The act made a sound like sandpaper being run across a log. 
 
    “I guess I’m forced to come to a crossroads about you, because I want to believe you killed those people more than anything. Nothing would be easier. But everything was too perfect, everything pointed to you like a wrapped present.” Stephen let out a heavy breath. “Did you do it, Dragon? Did you kill those men?” 
 
    Ryder sensed the conversation teetering on a cusp. She took the opportunity to lock eyes with Stephen and travel closer to her cell bars. The chain dragging in her wake rustled across the floor like some long-forgotten python made of steel. Her hands clenched the bars of her cell so tight she felt them give ever so slightly under her grasp.  
 
    “I did not kill those men, Stephen. I swear to you.” Ryder met his gaze with conviction. She had a second to make the decision of telling Stephen what Tobias and Lukas suspected about the changeling. For better or worse, she decided to withhold the information. “Someone or something is setting me up. I am innocent.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Stephen said, a look of exhaustion written across his chiseled features, “but I believe you, Dragon. God knows why, but I believe you did not kill those people.” 
 
    A wave of relief washed over Ryder. If this many people thought she was innocent, maybe she had a chance. Stephen might never call her a friend, and Ryder shouldn’t care if the man liked her or not, but the sensation of gratitude for his visit bloomed in her heart.  
 
    “Thank you.” The words shocked her as much as Stephen. “I mean, for seeing past everything else.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet.” Stephen straightened up and made for the door. “You’re still the only suspect we have, and all clues point to you. This is going to get worse before it gets better.” 
 
    Stephen’s fist hovered over the door, ready to knock and signal for the guards to let him out. 
 
    “Wait,” Ryder called, a question still lurking in the deep recesses of her thoughts. “How did you know it wasn’t me? Why do you believe I’m innocent?” 
 
    “Because even in the face of me hating you, you were never anything but noble,” Stephen said, not willing to turn to look at her. “Those murders are not in your nature.” 
 
    Without another word Stephen rapped on the door and left.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Allowed to run unchecked, gossip could divide any crew. Valeria was unwilling to sit by while rumors and whispers were shared of the events surrounding the murders.  
 
    It was this reason that had forced her to call an all crew assembly on the main deck. She would attack this like any problem, head on. There was no value in lying to her crew. They deserved the truth, and she trusted them to contain themselves once they had it.  
 
    A sea of faces looked up at her as she stood on the raised platform at the stern of The Emerald Queen. The gathered mob quieted as she moved to the railing and made ready to speak.  
 
    “By now you’ve all heard three bodies were found in the supply room,” Valeria said. Without pausing for affirmatives, she pressed on. “Three of our number were murdered. Connie, Jen, and Trooper.” 
 
    At this, an audible gasp from the crowd rippled through the gathered ranks. No one was brave enough to interrupt their captain quite yet, but a tension was building that would soon boil over if left unchecked.  
 
    “There is an investigation taking place as we speak to find the guilty party. We will find whoever is responsible for the act, and they will be dealt with swiftly. If anyone has information pertaining to what happened, you are requested to come forward.” 
 
    A hand off to the right of the crowd was raised. It was Ya-You, the ancient medicine man who always seemed to have a bottle close at hand.  
 
    “Yes, Ya-You?” Valeria nodded in his direction. “You may speak.” 
 
    “The Ryder, Captain,” Ya-You asked in his broken accent. “Is the Ryder at fault?” 
 
    “I think he means some of us saw her taken to the cells below.” This from a sailor named Davey. He held his hat in a tight bunch between white knuckled fists. “They were our friends. If the Dragon is responsible—” 
 
    An angry cacophony of agreement emanated from a dozen different throats.  
 
    “Ryder has not been found guilty,” Valeria boomed over the crew, silencing the murmurs before the scene could unravel. “She is being kept under my command until this can all be sorted out.” 
 
    Another hand. This one from one of Stephen’s surviving crewmembers. Valeria recognized the woman as Marm, the expert wheel hand.  
 
    Valeria nodded in her direction. 
 
    “Begging your pardon, Captain. Ryder must have done something for you to put her in the cell in the first place.” 
 
    Another round of nods and agreements from the crew echoed forth. Each uttered just under the decibels needed to hear them clearly.  
 
    “We are gathering the facts.” Valeria had anticipated this question and was ready for it. “She is under guard as much for her safety as for yours. No one is going to take this into their own hands, deciding for him or herself who is guilty and who is innocent. I know this may sound vague, but you have my word as your captain, as soon as we have all the facts, they will be made known to you. I swear it.” 
 
    That seemed enough for the crew. No more hands were raised. When Val gave the signal of dismissal, they all went back to their tasks on the ship. To the untrained eye, it would seem all was right with the world.  
 
    To Val, it was clear this situation needed to be resolved quickly. An uneasy air had begun to build, and the tension did not dissolve when the meeting adjourned. Valeria did not anticipate any of her crew would disobey her orders, but fear coupled with paranoia could do strange things to a sailor. Valeria had witnessed this firsthand.  
 
    One thing was certain. Valeria had to find the guilty party as soon as possible or the body count would grow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lukas asked Valeria to join him as she walked back toward her cabin. She nodded wearily, well aware of the fact Lukas had grown fond of the Dragon. She fully expected him to rake her over the coals for prematurely locking the girl up. He might very well be right. She’d reacted to seeing her people slaughtered instead of taking stock of the situation and then deciding on the proper course of action. The crew’s questions only confirmed locking the Dragon up had given them all the impression she was guilty. 
 
    Once they were inside, she sat behind her desk, and Lukas remained standing. He looked around the cabin, curious. His eyes swept over the maps she’d decorated one entire wall with. Atlantian maps. He walked over to peruse them. She frowned. He’d seen them many times before, but he acted as if this were the first time he’d laid eyes on them.  
 
    “We need to settle this quickly.” His words were clipped, thick with anger. “This cannot continue. The crew needs justice.” 
 
    “And they will get their justice.” She leaned back and rubbed her eyes. She could feel a headache beginning to form. “As soon as we are sure who did it.” 
 
    “We know who did it.” Lukas turned to face her, his expression fierce. “I just don’t know why you’re waiting. She should be held accountable.” 
 
    Val’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. This couldn’t possibly be the same man who was only this morning trying to convince her to let the Dragon roam freely without guard. 
 
    “You’ve certainly changed your tune.” 
 
    He looked down, his shoulders tense. “I was wrong about her. Our crew is looking to us for guidance, to keep them safe, and we allowed her on this ship. We allowed her to roam amongst them, to deceive us all. It can’t be allowed any longer, Emerald.” 
 
    Well, now, what was this? Lukas never called her anything but Valeria when they were alone. “What do you expect me to do, Lukas? I can’t very well execute the girl without an investigation into the deaths.” 
 
    “What more investigation do you need? We found a piece of her dress clutched in Connie’s hand. She must have tried to defend herself and ripped the cloth. Isn’t that enough evidence?” 
 
    “No, it’s not. She is not allowed to be out without supervision, and the entire time she’s been aboard, she’s never broken that rule. I need a little more than a piece of cloth if I am going to damn someone to death.” 
 
    A growl of frustration slipped from his mouth. “Fine. Then I will go find evidence that she’s guilty and needs to pay for her crimes.” 
 
    She watched him storm out of her quarters, disturbed. Something was not right. Another knock interrupted her thought and she shouted a “come in.” 
 
    Gordon, Scab, and Geordie crowded into her cabin. They looked a little fearful, but determined. She braced herself to hear them demand she take action against Ryder. It wasn’t something she was prepared to do, despite the crew’s obvious wishes.  
 
    “Mum.” Scab nodded to her. “We need to speak to ye.” 
 
    “Speak freely.” 
 
    “We been talking, we have.” Geordie’s lower lip twitched, a sure sign of his nervousness.  
 
    “And?” she prompted when none of them said anything more. 
 
    “The Dragon, we don’t think she be the one responsible for our mates dying.” 
 
    “You don’t?” Now that was something truly amazing. The crew had been suspicious of Ryder from the moment they’d found her on board. 
 
    “Nay, Capt’n.” Gordon’s piercing gray eyes were sincere. “We been spending time with the girl up on deck, watching ’er. It’s not in ’er nature to do this. She’s kind, she is. It takes pure evil to do what happ’n to our mates.” 
 
    “Thank you all for sharing your thoughts with me. I’ll take it under advisement. No one is going to be doing anything rash, I promise. I’ll get to the bottom of this, whether it’s the Dragon or someone else.” 
 
    “Thank ye, Capt’n.” Gordon nodded to her once again, and then the men took their leave. 
 
    It was a strange day. The crew was supporting Ryder, and her most staunch supporter had done a complete turnabout. It didn’t make sense to her.  
 
    Nothing made sense since they’d entered the Crucible. Nerves were wearing thin, tempers rising. All she knew was that this situation needed to be resolved sooner rather than later. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tobias rubbed at tired eyes. When the sun refused to set and day was the same as night, it played with one’s mind in strange ways. It was no coincidence the sleep-deprived crew was being tested by a changeling at this very moment.  
 
    Tobias found himself alone once Valeria had made her announcement to the crew. She was a clever girl. She had done the right thing in addressing the topic head on. But would cleverness be enough to see her safely through this test? 
 
    Memories of a time long past sent Tobias’ mind wandering as he crossed the deck to what was quickly becoming his favorite spot, the bow of the ship.  
 
    He recalled how his own journey had taken him back to Atlantis as a young man and his own struggle with completing the Crucible. But the tests weren’t always the same. They still targeted the three essential components of courage, bravery, and truth, but in different ways.  
 
    Tobias’ own pilgrimage had not set a murderous changeling loose on board his vessel. Once Tobias reached the very front of The Emerald Queen, he rested tired hands on the smooth railing. There wasn’t much to see, given the never-changing landscape of stone walls to either side, the sea below, and the net above, but Tobias had not come here for the scenery.  
 
    A figure joined him to his left. Tobias didn’t have to turn to see who it was. It could only be one person.  
 
    “You told them who I was,” the changeling hissed in a way that made it sound more snake than human. “This changes our arrangement.” 
 
    “This changes nothing.” Tobias stared out toward the endless labyrinth of stone and net in front of them. “Our agreement remains the same. I snuck you on board. You leave my heritage with Valeria out of your test. My withholding information of your origin was never discussed. Besides, they would have known something was amiss if I had no knowledge of you or your kind.” 
 
    “You’re pushing your luck, old man. I not only know who you are, but I have no vested interest in keeping our agreement if you insist on—” 
 
    Tobias had enough. Not only did he feel filthy dealing with the creature, but he refused to stand and be blackmailed by it.  
 
    With speed that disagreed with his age, Tobias darted toward the changeling. His right hand wrapped around the creature’s throat, forcing it back over the railing. Green magical power pulsed into Tobias right palm, eager for action.  
 
    It was now that Tobias got a good look at what he was talking to. For the moment, the changing was still in a form that resembled Lukas, but now a thin tongue slithered in and out of a cave of sharp teeth.  
 
    “Please, Heir to the Throne,” the changeling scoffed. “You won’t kill me. You’re not fooling anyone with your show of anger.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure.” Tobias pushed the changeling so far over the railing that the monster had to hold on to the wooden barrier for balance. “Tell me, why wouldn’t I kill you here and now?” 
 
    “Because this is your granddaughter and her crew’s Crucible, not your own.” The changeling pushed Tobias back, gently regaining its balance. “You’re much colder than I imagined. You didn’t even mention the three sailors I slaughtered in the belly of this ship.” 
 
    “Valeria is the only one of importance to me.” Tobias felt his anger start to recede. He took a step back and looked the changeling deep in its slotted eyes. So strange how despite the few differences it looked so similar to Lukas. “I’ll refrain from assisting the crew in your capture if you hold your word in revealing my identity to my granddaughter.” 
 
    The changeling pouted its bottom lip and lifted its eyes to the sky as if it were in deep thought. It was clearly enjoying its moment of power. “I agree. But you’re going to have to tell her sooner or later. What do you think will happen when you reach Atlantis? This secret is much larger than the two of you.” 
 
    “That’s for me to worry about, not you,” Tobias said with such finality in his voice the changeling took a step back. “Now, be gone with you. Go about your task.” 
 
    “Maybe I was wrong.” The changeling shifted its teeth, tongue, and eyes back to resemble a perfect double of Lukas. “With such resolve, maybe you will be a match for Atlantis’ current king…maybe.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lukas watched as Tobias released the creature he called a changeling. His first instinct was to confront the man, but he refrained from acting rashly. One of the first lessons he’d learned from Valeria had been to think things through and not act on his first impulses.  
 
    Tobias stood there and conversed with that thing. True, he’d dangled it over the railing, but he’d ultimately released it. Was this part of the test, or was it a betrayal on the most basic of levels? Tobias knew so much more about Atlantis and the Crucible than any of them. In the same breath, none of them knew Tobias aside from the fact he’d been a slave when they’d found him. His history, his motives, remained a mystery to them. 
 
    So what was he to do? 
 
    He decided to follow the changeling. Tobias wasn’t going anywhere, but if he lost the changeling, it could cause more deaths. Which rested squarely on Tobias’ shoulders if there were more casualties.  
 
    Lukas stuck to the shadows, trailing behind the creature. It stopped several times to speak with the men. He’d hazard a guess it was to gain support for executing Ryder, which seemed to be its purpose. When it went below decks, Lukas skirted the men it had spoken to and followed it down. When it went into Valeria’s quarters, he snuck closer and pressed his ear to the door. The conversation that followed confirmed his suspicions. It wanted Ryder to be found guilty. He moved away and turned the corner when he heard it about to exit his captain’s quarters.  
 
    “Lukas!” Grasshopper, as they liked to call the small man who served as their cook, stopped him. The man was wiry, thin, and bounced on his feet all the time. Nervous energy.  
 
    Lukas closed his eyes, knowing he’d never be able to catch the changeling now.  
 
    “I need to be speakin’ with ye or the capt’n. We got issues.” 
 
    “Issues?” Like they needed more. 
 
    “Aye, sir.” Grasshopper nodded. “With the food supply.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the stores?” he asked. “We restocked right before we departed the island. We should have plenty for at least another three months.” 
 
    “The food is spoiling, sir. I got no good reason for it to be happ’nin’, sir. Even the hardtack is going bad.” 
 
    “How much do we have left?” 
 
    “Maybe a week, week ’n a half.” 
 
    Lukas let out a string of curses. They had no idea how long they’d be in this never-ending maze. He’d bet there wasn’t a place to restock in this godforsaken place either.  
 
    “Yup.” Grasshopper worried a toothpick he’d stuck between his teeth. “My reaction too.” 
 
    “Thanks for telling me, Grasshopper. Ration what we have left. Cut everyone down to a third of what we normally give them. Let me know if the situation worsens.” 
 
    He left the man and went to see his captain. Valeria looked up, surprised when she saw him enter. 
 
    “Back so soon?” 
 
    “Never mind that,” he said. “We have a serious problem. Our food stores are spoiling, even the hardtack.” 
 
    “What? How is that even possible? Some of that should be good for a year or more.” 
 
    “Aye, but this cursed place is wreaking havoc on everything. Grasshopper has no explanation for the why, but he says we have less than two weeks’ worth of food left. I’ve ordered it rationed, but if we don’t get out of this soon, things are going to go very bad very fast.” 
 
    Val rubbed a hand over her eyes, the gesture telling Lukas how weary she really was. He wished he could do something to take the burden from her, but in this, neither of them had options.  
 
    “How about fresh water?” she asked, her voice tired. “Do we still have that, at least?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Grasshopper didn’t say, but I’ll check. If it’s going stagnant, then we are in worse shape than we feared. It only takes three to seven days to die from lack of water. We’ll need to ration water too, even if it’s still good. I don’t want people running through it recklessly to fill up empty bellies.” 
 
    “Lukas?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Where did we meet?” 
 
    “What?” He turned to look at her, and she was staring at him, deep in thought. 
 
    “Where did we meet?” Her words came out clipped, impatient. 
 
    “In a little town called Haverthing. The Oracle Inn. You were in the middle of a fight, and I joined you, thinking you needed help.” 
 
    She smiled. “And did I?” 
 
    He laughed, remembering that night. “No, Val, you didn’t. You’d managed to subdue them all before I’d drawn my sword.” 
 
    “We’re going to be fine, all of us.” She stood and came around to face him. “I promise.” 
 
    “I know that, Valeria. I trust you more than anyone else. I wouldn’t be here with you if I didn’t.” 
 
    “You’ve stuck by me through everything.” She looked up at him, her green eyes alight with something he rarely saw. “I don’t know where I’d be without you.” 
 
    “I know.” He smiled down at her. “Just don’t forget it.” 
 
    “I won’t. Now go check on our water supply while I try to figure something out. Maybe Tobias has an idea to salvage our food. He’s been through this before.” 
 
    He debated telling her everything on the spot but decided against it. He needed more answers first. He nodded and left to attend to his orders.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dragon knew more than she was letting on. Stephen felt sure of it, but he couldn’t figure out what she was hiding. If the Dragon wasn’t responsible for the deaths of Valeria’s crew members, she should be eager to clear her name. That included divulging all the facts, especially to someone who bought into her innocence. Not that she had any real reason to trust Stephen. He’d made his dislike of her known from the moment she’d stepped foot on board ship. Maybe if their roles were reversed, he might not be all that comfortable offering up his secrets either, even if they did clear him of all charges. 
 
    Deep seeds of doubt prickled away at him. He honestly wasn’t sure of the right thing to do in this situation. The man he’d been just two weeks ago would have rushed in and hunted down the truth and brought whomever or whatever to justice. That man was long gone, replaced by a man ruled only through his need for survival and his mission to bring those responsible for his men’s death to their rightful penance, which meant the Dragon now housed in the brig.  
 
    Why did he care if the Dragon was innocent or not? She’d caused the deaths of so many of his own men, as well as Valeria’s crew. If truth were to be told, perhaps this was fate’s way of seeing the creature brought to justice. Perhaps she was paying for her sins. Maybe he should just sit this one out and let fate decide what to do with the girl. 
 
    You don’t have to find the truth, a voice inside Stephen’s head urged. It’s not your responsibility to help her. No one would fault you for it. So maybe she is innocent of this crime, but it’s not up to you to prove it.  
 
    This voice went on and on. The very darkest part of Stephen’s conscience tried to goad him into letting the dice roll and dealing with the fallout later.  
 
    Stephen traveled down the long halls of The Emerald Queen’s underbelly. The floorboards creaked under his weight as he walked. The ship’s crew passed him, their whispered conversations lost to his ears as he roamed through the wood and steel of the ship’s bones. Turmoil curled in his stomach like poison. Was he really willing to sacrifice everything he believed in for revenge disguised in the sheep’s clothing of justice?  
 
    “Maybe I don’t owe her anything. Maybe I’ll still kill her one day. But if she dies, she’ll die for the sins she committed, not ones pinned on her,” Stephen muttered. He wasn’t so far gone he was willing to let someone die for things they were not responsible for. He still had some honor left in him. Maybe. If he couldn’t find anything, perhaps that was fate telling him to step aside. 
 
    He chuckled, the sound hollow and brief as he climbed the small flight of stairs leading to the galley. The store room lay just beyond, and his weary feet shuffled along slowly, dreading the mess awaiting him there. While he didn’t look forward to seeing the horror again, he also knew it was the best place to start looking for more clues. They’d all been so horrified this morning, he knew things had most likely gotten missed. Stephen hoped to find some small piece of evidence that could lead him to another clue, and then to another, until he discovered the identity of their murderer.  
 
    When he opened the door, shock held him still. The place was clean. While not spotless, all the blood and gore had been removed. The sterile smell of strong lye soap tickled his nose as his eyes swept over the floor, a few streaks of the dark bloodstains still peeking up at him. Someone had already sterilized the room.  
 
    He walked further into the room, scanning it for anything out of place. He held little hope of finding anything now, though. Whoever had cleaned up the blood had probably bleached away any evidence that might have given him hope. Stephen walked the length of the room, carefully checking behind barrels and crates, moving things to get a closer look near where they’d found the remains.  
 
    Deeper into the room, where there were no windows and only shadows, a spot of color caught his attention. He shimmied between two tall barrels and around several sacks of what smelled like barley. Bending as far as he could in the tight corner, he grasped the fabric and pulled it out. A dress, the same color and design as the one Ryder currently wore, spilled out into his hands.  
 
    He stared at it blankly, his mind a confused whirlwind. How did this get here? Had the girl worn it and then ditched it? But no, that made no sense. She still had the dress on. He’d just seen her in it moments ago. His fingers traced the skirt, looking for the tear they’d seen in Ryder’s dress. Sure enough, he found it. How was this possible? Or why? Why even need a copy of her dress? It wasn’t like the person could have dressed up like Ryder. She was quite unique in her appearance.  
 
    The loud bang of the door closing had Stephen’s hand reaching for his saber. His hand relaxed when he saw Lukas coming toward him.  
 
    “What are you doing?” He stopped a few feet from Stephen, hands behind his back, feet braced. It was a stance Stephen saw Lukas use often.  
 
    “I came to look for clues, thinking there was something we missed.” He wriggled his way around the bags and then began to slide through the barrels. 
 
    “There is no reason for that.” Lukas moved aside so Stephen could exit his tight corner. “The guilty party has been found.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure.” Stephen showed him the dress. “I found this back there. It’s a dress.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Lukas said wryly.  
 
    “It’s Ryder’s dress.” 
 
    Lukas frowned. “How did you get Ryder’s dress?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” Stephen pointed into the little crammed corner he’d just dug himself out of. “I found it back there. It’s an exact copy, right down to the missing piece of cloth.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Lukas murmured. “What do you think this means?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Stephen answered. “It’s just strange, don’t you think? I mean, why would an exact replica of her dress be back there?” 
 
    “Dragons possess strange magic, magic none of us can really understand.” Lukas cocked his head. “Who knows why she does what she does?” 
 
    “Do you believe she’s guilty?” Stephen asked. “You have been one of her staunchest supporters.” 
 
    Lukas sighed deeply, a troubled expression marring his face. “I cannot argue with facts. A piece of the fabric from her dress was found clutched in one of their hands. No matter my own personal feelings, I have to follow the logic of it all.” 
 
    “But that’s just it.” Stephen frowned, the memory of this morning haunting him. Something about it had bothered him all day, and now, looking at the dress in his hands, he understood it. “The piece of cloth we found was clean. There wasn’t a drop of blood on it. Don’t you think if she had done it, blood would have soaked into that tiny piece of cloth? Or that she’d have blood on her dress? There wasn’t a spot on her anywhere. It doesn’t make sense that she was the one to have done this. With that much carnage, she should be covered in spatter.” 
 
    “Let’s say you’re right.” Lukas shifted, putting his back to the door. “Does that really change anything?” 
 
    “Of course it does, if she didn’t do it.” Confusion laced Stephen’s words. What was Lukas getting at? “We still have a murderer on board if she didn’t do it.” 
 
    “Do we?” Lukas cocked his head, staring intently at Stephen.  
 
    “I don’t understand.” What the bloody hell was the man going on about? 
 
    “Perhaps the Dragon didn’t do it. Perhaps someone is framing her. The real question you need to be asking is why they would do that.” 
 
    “Revenge.” The word tumbled from Stephen’s lips. 
 
    Lukas nodded. “We had several new crew members we took on right before this last mission. Several had friends who died in the Dragon attack because Ryder decided to flee from her home. She caused so many deaths. I can understand the crew, both ours and what’s left of your own, questioning Valeria’s decision to let the Dragon live. Anger burns in the hearts of many. Retribution festers within your own heart, Stephen. Do not deny it.” 
 
    Stephen couldn’t, because truths were truths. 
 
    “If she shoulders the blame for these deaths, those who died because of her foolish actions receive justice. Who are we to take that away from them?” 
 
    Frowning, Stephen regarded the ship’s first mate. The man looked deeply troubled, yet here he was, speaking the same thoughts Stephen had been plagued with. It would be so easy to let this go. To let her suffer the way his people had, the way Valeria’s crew had. She didn’t care that her actions had led to the deaths of so many. Her only thought had been of herself and how much escaping her life of luxury meant to her. She wanted adventure, but at the cost of whomever happened to get in her way. 
 
    She was cold and calculated in her desires. How many more would suffer because of her actions? Who else had to die? Stephen had a chance now to stop that from happening again, to get the justice he sought.  
 
    “What do you say?” Lukas’s voice was low and quiet. “Should we walk away and let it play out as it will?” 
 
    The urge to do that was so very tempting. It was on the tip of his tongue to agree, but his honor reared its ugly head. He couldn’t let the girl be condemned for something she may not have done. Truth was important to him. It kept him going. It kept him from being one of so many crooked people in power. His father and his grandfather raised him better.  
 
    “No, Lukas, we can’t do that. We must work to bring the truth of what happened to light. If Ryder did this, yes, I agree, she should be punished to the fullest extent, but if she didn’t, we need to uncover the truth. People can’t be allowed to right one wrong by committing another.” 
 
    “So truth is more important to you than your own need for justice and revenge?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The ship rocked violently, making them both lose their balance. A sharp crack of thunder echoed outside, and the sound of hard rain beat against the hull of the ship. Shouts sounded above them, and they both got to their feet, running for the door.  
 
    Lukas made it to the door first. Instead of grabbing the handle and yanking it open, he wedged a foot at the base. Twisting to his side, he lifted a case of lead cannon rounds from the supply room floor and placed them in front of the door.  
 
    Stephen came to a halt beside Lukas, shock and confusion plainly written across his face. Not only was Lukas barricading them in, but the cases he chose to use to do so would take three men to lift.  
 
    Lukas began whistling as he lifted yet another case. The action showed no strain across his shoulders. In fact, had Stephen not helped carry the cannon shot himself, he would guess the containers weighed no more than a few pounds.  
 
    “There we are,” Lukas said whistling a few more notes in between his words. “That should make sure we’re not bothered.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Stephen asked, stepping back into the supply room. “The way the ship’s rocking, the thunder, there is clearly something wrong topside.” 
 
    “Not something wrong.” Lukas turned away from his work toward Stephen, uncharacteristic menace in his eyes. “Something terribly right. It seems you’ve managed to pass the test of truth. The thunder marks as much. Although I’ve failed in my task, I’ll take a certain amount of solace in killing you.” 
 
    Stephen’s heart drummed in his chest. In a quick, practiced movement, he drew his saber. The familiar ring of steel exiting steel comforted him in a small way. Synapses were firing in his brain at breakneck speed as he connected the puzzle pieces.  
 
    “Who—” Stephen asked as the two combatants began to circle one another. “What are you?” 
 
    Whatever was impersonating Lukas smiled. Sharp, pointed teeth showed through his pulled back lips.  
 
    “I’m a changeling. Sent to harass you during your second test in the Crucible.” The changeling maneuvered himself around Stephen. He moved with quick steps, always sure of his footing before he placed weight behind it. “A shame you’ll be too dead to enjoy the passing of this test with the rest of the crew.” 
 
    Too late, Stephen realized why the changeling was maneuvering in the supply room. Toward the back where the lanterns failed to penetrate the shadows, a deep darkness offered a haven to those wishing privacy.  
 
    The changeling stepped into that darkness now. All that remained of the changeling was a hazy silhouette of his form. The cheery whistling the changeling favored came through the darkness again.  
 
    The song was one Stephen almost remembered, like a dream so real when sleeping and just out of memory’s reach when awoken.  
 
    Stephen stood, legs bent, saber at the ready. Fear was not an emotion he was familiar with, and neither was retreat, but he would be lying to himself if he didn’t admit those thoughts were present.  
 
    A veteran of dozens of battles, Stephen pushed the idea of running from his mind. Not only would the crates take precious minutes to remove from the door, but he would lose the real person responsible for the murders if he did so.  
 
    The whistling stopped.  
 
    “It’s not often I get to parade around in my true form,” the changeling said, moving out of the shadows. “Less often I get to kill someone in it.” 
 
    When the changeling emerged from the darkness, Stephen could taste bile rise to his mouth. What stood before him was not a man at all. A being with white, almost translucent skin smiled at him. Sharp teeth allowed a long snake-like tongue to dart back and forth. Slitted eyes looked Stephen up and down.  
 
    Instinct took rein of the situation even as fear of engaging with an unknown enemy screamed for attention. Stephen examined the changeling for any sign of vulnerability or obvious weapons. The only thing the creature showed in way of armament was strong claws protruding from its hands.  
 
    Without warning, the changeling lunged, swiping with its claws. Stephen managed to parry the blow with his saber just in time to avoid serious injury.  
 
    The sound the saber and claws made on impact was the same metallic ringing Stephen was so used to hearing when two swords clashed. Unlike battling another swordsman, the changeling possessed such great strength that every blow sent tremors through Stephen’s arm.  
 
    Again and again they met. The thunder accompanied their dance of death as they sought to gain the advantage over one another’s guard. Both escaped any serious harm, but within minutes, Stephen was bleeding from a cut across his brow as well as a long slash on his right shoulder. Likewise, the changeling was losing dark blue blood from its nose where Stephen had landed a blow with the pommel of his saber.  
 
    Soon, it was clear Stephen would exhaust first under the sheer strength the changeling possessed. Sweat dampened his brow, threatening to run into his eyes. This was not lost on his opponent.  
 
    “Your experience with the sword is the only thing that has kept you alive this long,” the changeling crooned with a wicked smile. “But your strength is no match for my own. You should know that when you die, I’ll take on your form next.” 
 
    “What an honor,” Stephen spat as he braced himself for another onslaught. “Well, what are you waiting for? I don’t have all day.” 
 
    The creature pounced again, this time pushing the attack forward. Stephen was bullied up against a large barrel. Back against the container, his saber was the only thing keeping the changeling at bay.  
 
    The monster had both claws pressed against the steel of the sword, inching it toward Stephen’s chest.  
 
    “This is how you die.” The changeling’s mouth was so close to Stephen’s face he could feel the heat from each word.  
 
    “Hey,” Lukas’ voice called from the opposite side of the supply room door. “Why is this door locked?” 
 
    The brief lapse in the changeling’s attack was enough for Stephen to edge out from the battle.  
 
    “In here!” Stephen said. The shout came out more of a pant than anything else. “Watch out. It’s a changeling.” 
 
    The booming sound of Lukas throwing his shoulder against the door was followed by the door opening inch my inch.  
 
    “Well, now, isn’t this fun?” In front of Stephen’s eyes, the creature transformed from pale and menacing to a clone of Stephen himself.  
 
    The change happened in the blink of an eye. One second, Stephen was staring down a monster—the next, he might has well have been looking into a mirror. 
 
    With a herculean effort, Lukas broke into the room, sending cannon ball shot rolling across the supply room in every direction. The man already had a pistol in each hand. Unsure, he pointed it first at the changeling, then at Stephen.  
 
    “No, I’m the real Stephen. Shoot him,” the changeling and Stephen said at once. 
 
    Lukas’s brow was furrowed, uncertainty etched into his hard features.  
 
    If this weren’t enough, the changeling flung himself at Stephen, continuing their struggle to further confuse the first mate.  
 
    “Shoot him!” the changeling roared.  
 
    A wild idea sprung into Stephen’s thoughts. One that would prove him as the real Stephen without causing him any harm. 
 
    “Lukas, shoot us both,” Stephen said, blocking another blow from the changeling’s saber. “It’s the only way to be sure.” 
 
    The plan was foolproof. Lukas would know only the real Stephen would offer up such a sacrifice.  
 
    Stephen was wrong.  
 
    Both pistols roared into life as they dispersed their shot. Stephen felt a fiery ball of pain explode across his right leg before he fell to the ground.  
 
    Unconsciousness sought to drag him into a dark embrace, but Stephen fought past the pain and shock at being shot. A quick look told him the changeling was also down with the exact same wound.  
 
    “Both of you stay down until we can figure this out.” Lukas dropped his pistols and unsheathing his own sword. “They aren’t life threatening shots. Whichever of you is the real Stephen will be fine.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say.” Stephen pressed a hand to his right upper leg to stop the bleeding. Out of the corner of his eye, he witnessed the much stronger changeling coil its legs under itself and launch into the air toward Lukas. “Watch out!” 
 
    The warning was just in time for Lukas to pivot his stance and bring his sword up.  
 
    The changeling abandoned its form again in midair, reverting to its true self. It tackled Lukas, pinning him to the floor. The two began to violently struggle. 
 
    I can’t believe he actually shot me. Stephen labored to his feet as he fought to ignore the agony in his leg.  
 
    Each step was a new definition in pain as Stephen limped to the battling pair. The changeling was on top, both claws being held in check by Lukas’ own hands, but the latter was slowly losing the fight.  
 
    “Shhhhh, let go,” the changeling whispered to his victim. “Let go, and it will all be over soon.” 
 
    Stephen grabbed one of the many cannon balls still rolling free on the deck and lifted it high over his head. In one brutal move, he brought the piece of lead down on the changeling’s skull.  
 
    The changeling fell to the side, unconscious. Stephen fell to Lukas’ other side, weak from pain, exhaustion, and loss of blood.  
 
    “Thanks.” Lukas heaved a huge sigh of relief. The man’s hands were both bloody, his right eye already swelling.  
 
    “Don’t thank me too soon,” Stephen said, only half joking. “I owe you a bullet in the leg.” 
 
    “Not the leg.” Lukas made a poor attempt at stifling a chuckle. “I shot you in the butt.” 
 
    “You’re the worst rescuer ever.” Despite the pain, he also felt a laugh of relief escape his lips. “In the butt?” 
 
    “In the butt,” Lukas agreed, both men openly laughing. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Valeria stood braced against one of the railings, watching the wild storm. Sheets of heavy rain bombarded the ship. Several of the men had been washed overboard in the initial onslaught. Thankfully, due to Jacoby’s quick thinking, he’d grabbed some extra rope they stored in one of the compartments near the main mast, and with the help of several others, they’d hauled them all back aboard. Thankfully, at that point, they had still been pretty low to the water. 
 
    The sky raged with dark blue and purple storm clouds, obscuring the sun and plunging them into near darkness. Thunder boomed and lightning lit up the sky, the only source of light to be found. 
 
    They’d moved from one extreme to another. 
 
    The complete and utter darkness unnerved Valeria more than it did even the crew. She’d been locked in the dark as a child at Madame’s, one of the woman’s favorite punishments. Perhaps that was why she wasn’t so quick to judge the Dragon, even felt some compassion for the girl. They shared a fear of the dark and small places. Lukas had told her how the girl had been reprimanded as a child. It seemed it wasn’t only humans who came up with inhumane punishments. All races and species were capable of horrific deeds. 
 
    “Here you are!” Tobias shouted over the storm, reaching her side and grabbing the railing. “Who passed a test?” 
 
    “Not me.” She raised her voice just enough to be heard. She’d suspected the second trial had been completed; she only wished she knew who. 
 
    Another heavy burst of wind and rain rocked the ship, causing them both to lose their balance. Had they not been holding onto the railing with a death grip, they might have gone overboard. 
 
    “We can’t take much more of this,” she said, regaining her balance. 
 
    “We’ll have to for as long as it takes to complete the third and final trial of The Crucible.” Tobias’ voice came out grim and strained.  
 
    Valeria couldn’t see how her ship could withstand this hurricane of a storm. The Emerald Queen wasn’t built for this. Sure, she’d weathered a few here and there, but never for more than a day or two. Any type of sustainability for days on end? It had never occurred to her to plan for that when building the airship. It had been designed for speed, not storms. 
 
    She spotted Lukas and Stephen staggering up from below decks and tried to get their attention, but her voice wouldn’t carry over the sound of the violent storm. She saw Jacoby was having the men lash themselves to the ship in the areas they were working. At least no more would go sliding overboard. She’d pulled her ship up further off the water. The waves had been too hard to deal with, but the wind wasn’t much better.  
 
    Squinting, she looked closer at the two of them. Lukas seemed to be supporting Stephen. Was he limping? Her first thought was they’d gotten into a fight. Lukas had professed feelings for her earlier. He knew she had feelings for Stephen. Had they argued?  
 
    No, she told herself. Lukas wouldn’t do that, at least not while they were in such a perilous situation. He understood the need for every able-bodied man and woman to survive this adventure. 
 
    It took them several minutes to reach her, and even Tobias appeared concerned.  
 
    “What happened?” she snapped as soon as they could hear her. 
 
    “He shot me.” Stephen sank down against the railing, looking relieved to be able to sit. 
 
    “You did what?” Valeria bellowed, rethinking her position on Lukas’ jealousy. “Why would you shoot him?”  
 
    “I shot the other Stephen too.” Lukas held up his hands in front of him as if to ward off Valeria’s ire.  
 
    “He did,” Stephen agreed. 
 
    “The other Stephen? What are you two talking about?” Neither made sense. Perhaps all the constant sunlight had tampered with their minds at long last? 
 
    “The changeling?” Tobias asked, his face drawn into tight lines. 
 
    “Aye.” Lukas caught hold of the railing as another gust of wind shook the ship. “We need to find shelter. The Emerald Queen isn’t built for this.” 
 
    “Never mind the ship.” Valeria’s confusion was quickly turning to anger. It was obvious everyone except for her knew what was going on. She was the captain, and they’d hidden this from her. Her eyes narrowed, and she shot them all a glare hot enough to scorch the driest desert. She did not like being kept in the dark, especially on her own ship. 
 
    “Now, before you go blowing up, hear me out.” Lukas swayed with the ship, and Valeria automatically reached out to catch him. Instinct. They’d kept each other safe for longer than she could remember. Stephen followed the movement, but she didn’t flinch from his questions. Lukas meant a lot to her. She just wasn’t sure if he meant more to her than Stephen himself did. 
 
    “Explain.” She bit the word out, frustration inching its way into her voice. She kept hold of him for safety. It wouldn’t do to have her first mate washed away in a hurricane. Or so she told herself, but the knowing smile he gave her made her want to squirm. Especially in front of Stephen. 
 
    “It was part of the second test.” Tobias stepped closer to her, his voice fighting the wind. “It was the one who set up the Dragon.” 
 
    “And you are only now telling me this?” she seethed.  
 
    “Perhaps we should go below decks and speak on this?” Tobias offered. “It’s hard to hear up here in the wind.” 
 
    “Aye, we don’t want to leave the creature too long either,” Lukas agreed. 
 
    “You caught it?” Tobias asked, surprised. 
 
    “Stephen knocked it out while it was doing its best to kill me.” Lukas and Tobias both grabbed hold of Stephen, and they struggled to get him down the deck stairs. 
 
    Valeria stared after them a moment, angry. They kept this from her. She didn’t care for what reason either. The fact was they kept this from her. She snarled an obscenity as she stalked after them, stopping only to leave Jacoby in charge of the crew while she got to the bottom of this mess. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nothing could be allowed to interrupt his speech. The 150-year celebration marking the defeat of DeCadia was approaching quickly, and this was where he would announce his plans for war. Everything had to be perfect.  
 
    What was not perfect was the report that the approaching vessel had passed the second test in the Crucible. No matter how miniscule the chance of there being someone on board who could derail his plans, they could not be allowed to enter Atlantis on a whim.  
 
    Kronos sat in his throne room, thinking over these things. He was alone. The only things moving in the large room were the blue flames held in ebony braziers. The fires twisted, retreated, and advanced, never striking the exact same pose.  
 
    The door opening into his throne room broke him from the trance-like concentration his eyes held on the tiny infernos. Hera entered, dressed appropriately in a dark, flowing cloak of her order.  
 
    “You called for me?” she asked as she made her way to his seat. “I can only guess it is about the approaching ship.” 
 
    Kronos allowed his normal rigid posture to slouch. His fingertips pressed against one another. What he was about to suggest would be tricky if handled the wrong way.  
 
    “Your last report on the Titan Project was—interesting.” Kronos paused here to read Hera’s thoughts. The woman’s eyebrows rose, and her mouth dropped open for a fraction of a second before she remembered herself and regained her stoic composure. 
 
    “The subjects are still volatile and difficult to maneuver,” Hera said, choosing her words carefully. “If the Atlantian people got word of what we were doing—” 
 
    “That is why they never will. All they need to concern themselves with is that their government is protecting them. How we do so is no business of theirs. They don’t really want to know anyway. It’s easier to turn a blind eye than look the truth in the face.” Kronos lifted himself in his seat and reclaimed his usual erect posture. “The vessel that has managed to pass through the first two tests obviously has someone very capable behind the helm. I have no desire to see them make it safely to Atlantis, not now.” 
 
    “I understand.” Hera folded her arms into the long sleeves of her robe. “I can leave right away. I’ll intercept them with the most promising subject of the Titan Project. No one will know.” 
 
    “No one can ever know.” Kronos’ voice was so low it almost came out a growl. “As far anyone is concerned, the Titan Project doesn’t exist. Your subjects died as heroes, in service to the Atlantian crown.” 
 
    “Of course—I will do as you command.” Hera nodded along obediently. Her shoulders were high, her face tense. 
 
    “But?” Kronos offered. It wasn’t like the strong-willed woman to seem so unsure in his or anyone else’s presence. 
 
    “But—” Hera cleared her throat. “—there have been some—unforeseen—developments with our most recent class of Titans.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for your word games.” Kronos felt his anger at the woman’s uncharacteristic hesitancy building. “Get to the point. What’s happened to them?” 
 
    “The combination of dark magic along with the drugs procured by our black-market friend has transformed the men and women in the project into something this world has never seen.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And if the Titan succeeds in its mission, I’m not sure we will be able to contain it again.” 
 
    “So fear is where your reluctance stems.” Kronos’ lips twitched. “I would never mark you for the frightened type, Hera.” 
 
    Like he knew it would, his last verbal jab brought back fiery resolve to Hera’s eyes. Shedding her meek façade, she took a heavy breath. 
 
    “You don’t know what these creations are capable of. If you’d seen what I have, you wouldn’t be so quick to dispatch them.” 
 
    “I have full confidence that you will succeed.” Kronos motioned with his hand that their conversation had come to an end. “When your Titan destroys the ship, let him die along with it. Kill your animals if you can’t control them. It makes no difference to me. All that matters is that ship rests at the bottom of the ocean. I don’t care how you manage that task or who has to die in the process.” 
 
    “Your will shall be done.” In a tight whirl of her cloak, Hera turned to go.  
 
    “One more thing,” Kronos called to her retreating figure.  
 
    His words made her stop halfway to the door and turn.  
 
    “I want you to confirm the crewmembers on board before you kill them.” 
 
    “Expecting someone?” Hera’s usual taunting tone had returned. “Should I be looking for an acquaintance of yours?” 
 
    “Yes. I think you know him by name.” 
 
    “Tobias is dead.” Hera shook her head. “Or if not dead, then living out the rest of his miserable life alone, not heading a ship to return home. Paranoia isn’t a mantle that fits well on you, Kronos.” 
 
    “Just because I’m paranoid doesn’t mean Tobias won’t return one day. I rose to this position of power because of my attention to detail. I won’t be blindsided on the brink of all-out war with DeCadia. I want to know who was on board before your creation kills them all.” 
 
    “Understood.” With another rustle of her cloak, she turned and exited the hall. 
 
    Memories of a time long past entered Kronos’ thoughts as he replayed his last interaction with Tobias. How the man had unwittingly helped him claim the throne and his eventual escape from Atlantis.  
 
    As much as Kronos wouldn’t believe Tobias would be stupid enough to return, there was a thought that he wasn’t alone. That perhaps somehow, through manipulation or otherwise, he had swayed others to his cause.  
 
    “Who do you carry?” Kronos spoke to the empty room. “What kind of crew openly braves the Crucible at this hour?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Valeria fumed as she followed Lukas, Stephen, and Tobias below decks and to the storeroom. Lukas had locked it on his way out. For once, Valeria was glad she’d stuck to her guns about having a lock on this door. Initially, she’d been worried about being in a spot where rationing would be steep, and people did all sorts of crazy things when they were hungry. 
 
    When she walked in, she found the three of them huddled around a slumped form on the floor. Upon closer inspection, she drew back, horrified at the monstrous creature bound hand and foot. It reminded her of a larva, only human-sized.  
 
    “It was the second test.” Tobias pushed at it with his foot. “Meant to fool its victim into failing. Then it would have killed him and taken his place.” 
 
    “Me.” Stephen’s lips thinned. “Why would it choose me, though? I have nothing to do with Atlantis.” 
 
    “As I’ve explained many times to all of you, the Crucible tests those who are wavering in their beliefs. For you, Stephen, it picked up on your hatred for the Dragon and thought to exploit that. Had you allowed your own selfish need for vengeance to shine through, we would all be dead.” 
 
    “What?” Valeria asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Did I forget to mention that?” Tobias sighed. “If we fail even one test, the entire crew perishes.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you forgot to mention that!” Valeria nearly shouted. She would never have brought her crew into this had she known. Granted, she wanted to find Atlantis, but not at the cost of the lives of every man and woman on board The Emerald Queen. “It would have been nice to know before we started this journey.” 
 
    Tobias rubbed the back of his neck, much like she did when she was tired or frustrated. “It was a hectic moment, Valeria. I can’t be expected to remember everything. I’m too old for this nonsense.” 
 
    She quirked a brow. Old? He looked no more than twenty-five years old, thirty at the most. His physique had also regained its youthful vigor. Old he might be mentally, but he’d been returned to health.  
 
    “Well, what do we do with it now?” she asked, choosing to ignore that last statement. 
 
    “Kill it.” Tobias turned to face her. “We can’t risk letting it get loose. If it does, it could take on anyone’s shape. The creature is too dangerous to keep around.” 
 
    A low chuckle emanated from the thing lying on the cold floor. It took a breath and looked up at them. “You are asking the wrong questions, child of Atlantis.” 
 
    Her ears ached from the scratchy quality of its voice. It pierced her eardrums in a way that went beyond simple nails on a chalkboard. It felt like someone was stabbing her eardrums. But its question did grab her attention. 
 
    “And what should I be asking, then?” 
 
    “How I got on board.” Its gaze swiveled up to Tobias, steady, calculating. What did Tobias have to do with this? 
 
    “Tobias?”  
 
    “We should kill it now.” Tobias refused to look at her, and the instincts that kept her alive this long kicked in. The old man didn’t want to tell her something. She’d suspected he was lying to her about something or at the very least not sharing the entire truth. Was this it? Had he let a monster on board their ship, and if so, why? 
 
    “No, I think you need to explain a few things to me first. Did you let this creature on board my ship?” 
 
    His jaw clenched. He couldn’t lie to her any more than she could to him. A trait they shared from their Atlantian ancestry. Came in useful at times like this. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Lukas let out a curse. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Yes, Prince of Atlantis, tell them why you let such a foul creature as myself on board this vessel.” 
 
    “Prince of Atlantis?” Valeria whispered. He was a prince?  
 
    “Not anymore.” His shoulders slumped, defeated.  
 
    “But you were?” Stephen asked, curiosity plain in his voice.  
 
    “Once upon a time.” He shot a hateful glare toward the creature, who lay chuckling. “Must we discuss this in front of this thing?” 
 
    “I think this is a perfect place to discuss it.” Valeria suspected the creature would keep them on the straight and narrow when it came to the truth because it wanted Tobias to suffer. “Why did you bring the changeling on board?” 
 
    “I knew there might come a time when I needed to escape. I offered it passage as long as it would take my place in Atlantis.” 
 
    Shock rocked through her. He had planned on abandoning them? “Why would you need to escape, Tobias? What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    A loud crack of thunder shook the entire ship, and they all scrambled to keep their balance at the accompanying wind that threatened to tear the ship’s sails to shreds. It was something she’d been fretting about since they’d entered this last stage of the trials. 
 
    “It is a long story, girl, one that needs to be discussed in private.” 
 
    “Will you tell me the complete truth?” Valeria asked, her tone broking no room for dispute. 
 
    “Yes, girl, I will tell you all of it. Just not here. Not in front of this creature whose sole purpose is subterfuge. What I say could be used against us all later, should it escape.” 
 
    “You trusted it enough to bring it on board,” Stephen reminded him. “What’s changed now?” 
 
    “He was found out,” Lukas said, voice grim. “Had we not figured it out, he would have let it go, all the while knowing it was responsible for brutally murdering three of our crew. If you ask me, I think he’s as responsible as it is.” 
 
    Stephen nodded. “Aye, Lukas, he is, but I don’t think that is the most important thing here.” 
 
    Lukas let out a growl and turned on him, but Valeria stopped him. “He’s right, Lukas. I’m as angry as you are about what happened to our people, but there’s more going on here than we know. We have to know what we are walking into.” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” Lukas’s entire demeanor threatened violence. “Our crew…they won’t let this slide, Valeria. You know it as well as I do.” 
 
    He was right about that. They’d demand justice, especially since the guilty parties had been identified. She needed to understand everything before she made any kind of decisions. 
 
    “You two take this thing to the brig and make sure the crew sees you take him down there. Stop along the way and let the men see what really killed their mates. Escort Ryder back to her quarters then meet me in my cabin.” 
 
    They both looked ready to disagree with leaving her alone with Tobias, but she shook her head. “Do I have to repeat myself?” She was still the captain of this ship, and she would be obeyed. She hadn’t forgotten they’d been keeping secrets from her, and the sting of that went into the harsh command. 
 
    “Fine, but be careful.” Lukas took an extra second to lean in and whisper the warning. “Please.” 
 
    “I will,” she promised him and watched them haul the changeling out of the supply room. Then she turned Tobias. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Her cabin was dark, and she took a moment to light the lamps along the walls. She really should get those new gas lamps installed, but she hadn’t had time to refit the ship with luxuries. The place was a mess, she decided once it was well-lit. Her cabin boy was not doing his job.  
 
    Tobias sank down into one of the chairs opposite her desk. He looked exhausted. Perhaps he was. Keeping up with lies always wore you out eventually. It was one of the reasons she did her best to keep to the truth.  
 
    It wasn’t long before Lukas and Stephen joined them. Stephen sat in the chair beside Tobias while Lukas came to stand behind the chair she sat in, one hand on her shoulder. A fact not lost on Stephen. She met his gaze, unflinching. They needed to finish their earlier conversation, but it wouldn’t be any time soon. 
 
    “Now, start at the beginning, old man.” She kept her tone hard, sharp. He wasn’t going to be allowed half-truths this time. 
 
    Tobias nodded, his eyes downcast. “You already know most of the beginning of my story. I went to Atlantis as a young man, looking for adventure, destiny, whatever you want to call it. Once there, I discovered I had family, something I’d given up on long ago. Not only family, but the birthmark on my back marked me as a child of the royal family. Only those with the tattoo-like map like the one I carry can claim that.” 
 
    Valeria frowned. She and Tobias had an identical birthmark.  
 
    “Aye,” he nodded, reading her facial expression. “You too are of the royal bloodline, Valeria.” 
 
    “I have family there?” she whispered.  
 
    “No.” He slouched back in his seat. “Not anymore. I am all the family you have now.” 
 
    Her head shot up and she stared at him wide-eyed. “What?” 
 
    “I knew who you were the moment you told me about the birthmark. You are my granddaughter.” 
 
    Silence surrounded that bald statement. She couldn’t grasp it. Her mind refused to hear it. She stared, eyes narrowed. “What game are you trying to play, old man?” 
 
    “No games.” He held up his hands in defeat. “You wanted the truth; I am giving you the whole truth.” 
 
    “How can you know she’s your granddaughter?” Stephen asked. “I am sure you aren’t the only one who left Atlantis, not even the only one of royal blood.” 
 
    “First, she looks like my brother, the old king of Atlantis. Second, I was the only one to escape Atlantis after my brother was overthrown and Kronos took over. He killed every member of the royal family that day, even the babes in their cradles. It was a massacre.” 
 
    “Then how did you survive?” Lukas asked, suspicious. 
 
    “Because I helped Kronos.” Tobias closed his eyes, his expression full of pain. “I didn’t know he’d planned on killing anyone. I got seduced by power, and I helped him overthrow the king. I was accused of the murder, and my family and exiled from Atlantis.” 
 
    “Exiled? So you didn’t escape, then?” Lukas asked, anger vibrating off him. 
 
    “No, we escaped. I knew they meant to kill us. How could Kronos not? My wife, our son, and I were the last of the Dendali family. As long as we were alive, his power could never be absolute. We snuck away in the middle of the night. I took my wife and son to an old friend and asked him to get them to safety, somewhere they’d never be found. It was the last I saw of them.” 
 
    “So the map on my back? It means I am your blood kin?” 
 
    “Not just that, girl, you are the one the oracle spoke of the night I fled. Kronos had the old crone look to the future. She saw another born with the Dendali birthmark, the next true leader of the Atlantian people. She saw the girl come home, retake her throne, and return the lands to the way they once were.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Valeria leaned forward, trying to figure out what he was saying. “You just said our family had this mark on our backs. How can you know it’s me she was talking about?” 
 
    He sighed. “Not everyone is born with that mark, Valeria. Only those meant to rule. My son did not have the birthmark. I felt your presence when you came into the world. Had I not been such a coward, so afraid of my own death, I would have come to find you. Perhaps I could have spared you from the hand dealt to you, but I was too selfish. I did not want to die.” 
 
    “Die? Now what are you talking about?” 
 
    “The old crone, she also said the only way for the rightful leader of Atlantis to retake the city meant the death of the one who brought about the downfall of Atlantis. Me. To retake the city, it requires my death. I don’t want to die, girl.” 
 
    Stephen let out a whistle. “Well, that explains all the secrets you’ve been keeping.” 
 
    Valeria stared nonplussed at the man claiming to be her grandfather. She was supposed to kill him in order to take back the throne? She didn’t want to rule a city. She’d only wanted to find her family, a home to call hers.  
 
    “I’m not going to kill you, Tobias. You can stop worrying about that.” She pulled out her trusty whisky and glasses, pouring them all a drink.  
 
    He accepted the glass and downed it in one swallow. “Prophecies don’t really give us choices, girl. They have a way of coming to be whether we want them to or not. Your returning to Atlantis means my death. By your hand.” 
 
    “Not happening, Tobias.” Val shook her head. “Let’s talk about returning to Atlantis for a moment. You planned to use the changeling to escape should anyone recognize you? I’m assuming if you return after being exiled, it means death for you?” 
 
    “Aye, girl, it does.”  
 
    “And yet you were going to take me there?” She cocked her head, studying him. 
 
    “I promised my brother I would make this right. He asked it of me in his dying breath. I cannot keep hiding from that promise. The afterlife terrifies me, but I can’t run from a pledge forged in death. I have to honor him. It may mean my own demise, but I will get you there so you can right an old wrong that has haunted me for the last one hundred and fifty years.” 
 
    “And if I don’t want any part of this?” she asked softly. “What then?” 
 
    “You made the choice the moment you entered the Crucible.” He raised his eyes to meet hers. “That choice is long gone.” 
 
    A pounding at the door interrupted them. At her command to enter, Jacoby stuck his head in, eyes wild. “Captain, best you come up. Something’s coming, and it don’t look like the welcome wagon.” 
 
    “Something?” she asked, standing. 
 
    “A monster, Cap’n. A monster.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fear would be her greatest asset. To a crew that was bone weary from already passing two of the three Crucible tests, inspiring terror would not be a problem.  
 
    Deep red magic pulsed from Hera’s core as she covered her ship, The Juggernaut, in its strong glow. The vessel was one of the many Atlantian warships Kronos had ordered built in preparation for his invasion of DeCadia. Quick and sturdy, it could stand toe to toe with the best DeCadia had to offer.  
 
    But on all-out assault was not Hera’s goal this night. As the thunder boomed and the lightning flashed overhead, her thoughts were twofold. How to get her Titan on board the enemy vessel, and in the process, find out who was manning the ship. 
 
    To get her Titan close enough to board, she would have to distract the opposing crew long enough to gain distance. There was no better way to do this than play on the primal fear of the unknown all mankind was inherently born with. 
 
    Hera stood in the middle of the deck, her crew looking on in awe, as she pulled magic from deep within her being. Soon, the crimson appendages emanating from her body began to take shape. The tentacles spread out until The Juggernaut was blanketed by the dark magic.  
 
    Form began slowly but gained speed with each passing second. Bound only by the strength of her own imagination, Hera summoned an image of the most horrifying creature she could envision.  
 
    A fierce maw with teeth the size of grown men sprouted from a neck that began at the stern of the ship. Translucent wings appeared on either side of the deck. A tail so believable it appeared physical whipped back and forth against the rain that came down in heavy sheets.  
 
    The power this cost Hera would have crippled anyone else. For her, it was a strain but nothing more. Hera held her focus, her muscles tight under the long black robe indicative of her order.  
 
    Mouths from the ship’s crew as well as magicians under her command dropped. Looks of respect, admiration, even fear pressed her from every face. Hera ignored it all as she blinked against the rain that sought to blur her vision.  
 
    With a grunt, her spell was complete. The image of a giant red Dragon covered The Juggernaut like a suit of armor. To any they approached through the flashes of lightning, it would appear as though a winged serpent had come to devour their souls.  
 
    For the first time, Hera broke her concentration over her spell and allowed herself a brief respite. The illusion wouldn’t hold long, but she didn’t need it to.  
 
    “Kat, Tara,” Hera shouted through the howling wind.  
 
    Even as the names left her lips, two black-robed magicians appeared at her side. Both were drenched to the bone. Where others would be complaining, the two women held fire in their eyes, the kind of fire only the promise of battle brought.  
 
    “Kat, as soon as we’re in range, your only task it to gain intel on the crew,” Hera said, confident she didn’t need to tell her number two how to accomplish this. “Tara, the Titan, is he ready?” 
 
    “Ready. The last step in his awakening is the elixir.” The muscular woman reached into the folds of her robe and revealed a thick needle attached to a cylinder holding ebony liquid. “Give me the command, and it will be done.” 
 
    “Ship ahead!” 
 
    The warning came from the lookout stationed in the crow’s nest. Hera had no doubt the words were shouted when they left the lungs of the poor soul stationed above. However, when they reached her ears, it was more of a faint echo barely audible above the torrent. 
 
    Hera’s gaze traveled the deck of The Juggernaut to rest on an intricately designed sarcophagus. The lid was open, the contents the result of years of trial and error.  
 
    This was it, the first real field test the Titan Project had undergone. Countless hours had been poured into attaining the secrets of not only the reanimation of a warrior’s corpse but the enhancement of their strength, nullifying their pain receptors, and inserting deep within them the desire to destroy.  
 
    So many soldiers had volunteered for the procedure, and so many had been taken against their will, the events surrounding their deaths falsified to placate relatives and friends. But like in any work of art, sacrifices had to be made.  
 
    “Give him the elixir.” Hera nodded her words to Tara. “Then hurry. We’ll have only seconds to spare.” 
 
    Tara moved toward the sarcophagus without question, the needle held in her hands with all the care a newborn infant would demand. All eyes moved from the magnificent ethereal form of the serpent that had taken over their ship to the inhuman act about to take place.  
 
    The fatigue of holding a spell this intricate was finally beginning to wear on Hera. Blinking furiously, she looked out into the night for any sign of the enemy. She didn’t have to search long. Even through the falling rain, Hera was able to decipher the shape of an approaching ship. They would be upon it sooner than any of them expected.  
 
    “Tara, do it now!” Hera yelled over the storm.  
 
    Her scream would be unwarranted. Tara was already standing over the limp form in the sarcophagus. A jagged bolt of lightning ripped the sky apart, adding illumination to the ghastly sight. Tara lifted the needle above her head and screamed something lost in the boom of thunder as the syringe lowered and made contact with the exposed neck of the Titan.  
 
    Like a magic trick, the steel needle was lost in the pale flesh of its victim. Tara pushed down on the plunger with her thumb, a look of psychotic glee across her face as she finished the deed.  
 
    Booms of cannon fire joined the thunder overhead. Apparently, the enemy was not as impressed with Hera’s magic as she would have liked.  
 
    “Close the coffin!” Hera roared at her crew. “Over the side with it!” 
 
    “I’m going,” Kat said, looking to her superior for confirmation.  
 
    “Go,” Hera said, witnessing her second disappear in a cloaking spell of faint red.  
 
    The Juggernaut shuddered with the impact of the first volley of cannon fire. They were directly over the enemy ship now.  
 
    A huge gasp of effort escaped from the group led by Tara, who lifted the sarcophagus and threw it over the side. The Titan fell. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tobias craned his neck forward over the railing with what seemed the entire crew. At the shouts of “monster,” everyone had come running.  
 
    Apparently, the cry was not unwarranted. Out in the darkness, a red glow was taking form. With each second, the mass grew brighter and larger. Tobias ignored the cold droplets of water that mingled and mixed with his own sweat. 
 
    His mouth went dry at the approach of what his eyes were telling them was there, but his brain refused to believe. A Dragon, much larger than Ryder, was bearing down on them through the storm. Each whip of lightning gave him a better view. The beast was the size of a ship and moving quickly. They had minutes, perhaps a single minute to prepare.  
 
    All around him shouts and warnings were joining the cacophony of sound inspired by the oncoming nightmare. One voice rose above the rest. 
 
    “Lukas, cannon crews ready. Marm, prepare for a broadside. Stephen, stop bleeding all over my ship.” Val’s voice was a beacon of stability in a scene of madness. Fear was lost in her tone; rather, an unexpected hint of joy illuminated every word. “This is the last test. The end of the Crucible is near. Move, you rotten excuses for a crew. Move!” 
 
    As the deck erupted with the echo of running feet, Tobias felt something he had not experienced in a very long time—the presence of foreign magic. Magic in DeCadia was unheard of. He had been prepared when Val exercised her own, but this was something very different. Pinpricks, not from the storm’s icy droplets, raced down Tobias’ spine.  
 
    “No,” Tobias said to himself as he hurried to find Valeria. “It’s too soon. She’s not ready.” 
 
    Tobias nearly fell as he raced across the slick deck. He had to warn Valeria before it was too late. Just as he expected, he found her in the center of the chaos.  
 
    Doling out orders to her crew, it was hard not to feel a sense of pride in his granddaughter. Still, this was not the time for sentiment. Their lives were inching closer and closer to the abyss of death.  
 
    “Valeria.” Tobias skidded to a halt beside her. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “I have a lot to say to you, Grandfather.” Valeria spat the words loud enough for everyone close to hear. “But this isn’t the time. We have a Dragon to deal with.” 
 
    Tobias followed her gaze. The beast was nearly on top of them, choosing a path that would bring it directly overhead.  
 
    “That’s what I wanted to speak with you about,” Tobias shouted. Hearing his own panicked voice, he took a breath to calm himself. “It’s not a Dragon. It’s another ship with magicians aboard. Turn around. You are not ready to test yourself against them. You’re only just understanding your own use of the power.” 
 
    “Are you sure we’re related?” Valeria drew her saber. “If it is as you say, then I’ll use my magic along with steel, and we’ll see how far they get.” 
 
    “There will be too many,” Tobias warned. “Swords and guns will be useless against their magic.” 
 
    “Well, I guess you’ll have to dirty your hands and stand with us for once instead of hiding behind your lies and manipulation,” Valeria said with finality in her voice. To further end the conversation, Valeria turned to Lukas, who stood ready for her order. “Fire!” 
 
    “Fire!” Lukas repeated the command to the sailors manning the guns both above and below deck. His yell was followed by a series of echoes as sailors passed the word along. Angry explosions confirmed the order. The booms of the cannons melded with the furious thunder overhead.  
 
    By now, the illusion of the Dragon was fading to the extent the crew could see past the translucent form of the winged serpent to the enemy ship underneath. The volley of cannon fire caught the rival ship just before it sailed overhead.  
 
    A heartening shout from the throats of the crew aboard The Emerald Queen rang in Tobias’ ears. The fools actually thought they were winning. A moment later, the cheers died in their throats as an object fell from the heavens. With so much weight, it made the deck quiver. The item landed on two sailors, pinning them to the tough wooden boards.  
 
    Just as the tremors from the impact ran up Tobias’ legs, fear was inking itself through his body. He was no coward, but neither was he eager to jump into a scenario where death was the only outcome. He was a survivor, and being so had seen him safely through the past years.  
 
    The desire to run was growing stronger and stronger. A plan was already forming. He could somehow manage to hide or even board the enemy ship using the cover of the fight and stow away.  
 
    These thoughts caressed his mind as the crew ran to help the two men who were crushed by the falling object.  
 
    “Here, here, help them from under the box.” Stephen motioned with a lantern to the pair of sailors unlucky enough to have been at the wrong place at the wrong time.  
 
    Stephen was limping with the help of a crutch, a hastily wrapped bandage around his wound.  
 
    More lanterns joined around whatever it was that had fallen from the enemy ship. Curiosity pushed Tobias forward, then dread stopped him in his tracks. It was no box at all. It was a sarcophagus, etched with magic runes, dark magic.  
 
    “No,” Tobias roared. “Get ba—” 
 
    The rest of his words were lost in a shower of splinters as the coffin exploded from within. All those close to the sarcophagus were blown backward. A figure a head taller than anyone on board rose from the refuse of the casket. It was covered in dark armor from the neck down. Its head was encased in a sinister helmet with a single blade rising from its crown.  
 
    A roar that belonged to an animal rose from its chest as it ran for the closest deckhand. In one motion, it impaled the man using the knife-edge on its helmet. With no visible effort, it lifted its head, the seaman in his death throes still connected. With a vicious shake, the berserker freed itself of the dead weight and ran for its next target.  
 
    Gunfire ripped through the air, lead bullets meeting the monster in multiple places. In some places the bullets were hindered by the armor; in others, they tore through the steel plating. To the crew’s dismay, even the shots that made it through the thick armor seemed to have no effect on the monster. It ran at them as determined as ever, ready to claim its next victim.  
 
    Stephen drew his sword, running to meet the beast. The former captain sank his blade into the torso of the monster, so deep only the hilt remained visible. The berserker stopped for a moment to consider the wound, and the next second it batted Stephen across the jaw, sending him through the air and crashing into the ship’s deck. It would have continued to finish the job had it not been for Valeria, who stepped forward as her men fired off shots from a distance.  
 
    “Here, you devil.” Valeria’s eyes shone with green magic that blazed like real fire. She drew her own saber, using an enchantment to cover her blade in a sheet of green magic. “Here.” 
 
    The sight was enough to inspire her crew. Bullets raced toward the berserker, and more mariners joined Valeria with their own swords drawn.  
 
    It wasn’t just her crew that was inspired either. A warm sensation crept over Tobias, urging him forward. Courage gave Tobias’ adrenaline purpose as he witnessed his own flesh and blood stand up against a creature that would probably kill them all. More than that, shame washed over him. His first thoughts had been to flee, to leave everyone to their deaths. Valeria’s first thought had been to protect everyone onboard her ship. She had more courage in one pinky than he’d ever had in his entire life. Perhaps if he had an ounce of her character, his brother might still be alive.  
 
    Tobias decided in that moment he wouldn’t fail her. He would keep his promise to his brother whether that meant his death or not. He would be brave for Valeria, for all the people he’d lost. This much he could do for her. His own green magic pulsated in eager anticipation from deep within once his mind was set. Before Tobias could second-guess himself, he moved to stand by Valeria.  
 
    “Surprised to see you here,” Val said out of the side of her mouth. 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Tobias shouted, unwilling to take his eyes from the approaching berserker. “Tell your men to stand down. They’ll only serve as fodder. It’s magic that has to defeat this monster.” 
 
    “This is a fight that can only be won with magic. Stand down.” Val gave the command to her crew as the beast ran forward. Hot steam shot from underneath its helmet, mixing with the cold night air, then disappearing altogether. 
 
    Tobias met the attack with a solid green wall of magic. The berserker crashed into it, stunned for a moment. It began to beat the barrier, roaring its outrage to the heavens.  
 
    “I can hold him for a moment,” Tobias grunted. “It’s up to you.” 
 
    Valeria was already moving forward, her saber slashing through the air as she reached her target.  
 
    The magic-infused monster caught Valeria’s blade in his right hand. With its left, it clutched Valeria around the throat, lifting her from the deck.  
 
    No, Tobias thought, fear curling in his belly. She couldn’t die. He wouldn’t allow it. Tobias approached the monster, forming a green lance of magical energy. He impaled the monster’s left forearm, tearing through armor, muscle, and bone. The magical blade sank so deep it sprouted from the other side. Tobias gave a harsh jerk, freeing Valeria from the monster’s grip.  
 
    If the beast felt pain, it gave no indication. It yanked its hand free of Tobias’ spear and sent a blow that connected with the magician’s head. Tobias crumpled to the deck.  
 
    Through the haze of a concussion, Tobias witnessed the berserker stand over him. A deep, garbled sound Tobias took for the creature laughing rumbled from its helmet. Fate was a tricky little witch. The oracle promised his death at Valeria’s hands, and here he was, about to die to save her. He’d let her put him in this situation. If not for her, he would have fled, but it didn’t matter. He would face his death if it meant giving her a chance to kill this beast and live.  
 
    A boom of thunder so loud it shook the entire ship echoed around them. Arcs of lightning rained down, striking the water. The crew held its breath, wondering what new torment was coming for them, when the rain stopped and the dark black storm clouds parted. Sunlight burst through, bathing them all in a warm glow, and the winds died down to a gentle breeze. Open air and water lay before them for miles. 
 
    They’d passed the third test. Tobias had faced his worst fear, and bravery won out. At least he had done this much for Valeria. 
 
    The creature paid no attention to any of this. It was focused on its prey. It lowered its head, ready to impale Tobias on the spike. Out of nowhere, Valeria appeared, a green dagger in each hand. With a scream befitting a demon, she fell on the berserker. The daggers buried themselves deep in the monster’s skull, and when it lifted its head, Valeria yanked the blades free. With a grunt of effort, she plunged them into the eye sockets of the dark helmet.  
 
    Tobias witnessed the berserker struggle, striking Valeria across the face and torso. Blood fell from her wounds, but she refused to give in to defeat. Instead, she sank the knives deeper into the skull of her enemy. With a harsh shudder, the monster fell in a heap.  
 
    Tobias had just enough time to sigh in relief before unconsciousness came for him.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lukas caught Valeria before she fell. He swung the unconscious woman up in his arms. He had no idea if she was fine or not. More than that, he still had an enemy ship to deal with. If he let her ship fall, Lukas would never hear the end of it. He shouted commands to man the weapons and put Jacoby in charge long enough for him to take her to her cabin. He found Ryder hovering outside her own cabin. Or rather his. He’d given it up for the girl when she’d arrived on deck. 
 
    “Is she hurt?” The worry on the Dragon’s face was unmistakable. Being in her human form for so long was changing her more than she knew. Lukas found himself smiling at the thought.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “I don’t know if she hurt herself when she used her magic or if it just exhausted her.” Ryder opened Valeria’s door for him and he entered, laying her down on her bed. He only hoped she didn’t fall on the floor. The ship rocked beneath them as another volley of cannon fire left their hull. 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” 
 
    “Enemy ship.” He motioned for them to leave. “Magicians on board, according to Tobias. I’m not sure how we are going to combat this.” 
 
    “Magicians?” Ryder’s eyes lit up. “I can help.” 
 
    “No, it’s safer if you stay down here…” 
 
    “You don’t understand, Lukas.” She was almost bouncing and he quirked an eyebrow at her in question. “I’m a Dragon.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And Dragon skin is impervious to magic. They can throw spell after spell at me, and it’ll roll right off my Dragon skin. They are not, however, immune to my fire.” Glee lit up her face.  
 
    “You would help us after all we put you through?” This woman kept surprising him. Every day he learned something new about her. The need to protect her warred with the need to protect everyone else on board. If it was Valeria, there would be no questions. He’d let her do what she wanted, but for some odd reason, he found himself hesitating with Ryder. His need to protect her was stronger, fiercer. It confused him. 
 
    “Yes, of course. It wasn’t done out of malice.” No guile lay in her words, no bitterness. “You all did what you had to do with the evidence before you. It worked out in the end, and the truth came to light. I cannot blame any of you for doing the right thing.” 
 
    “Are you sure you will be safe?” Worry coated his tone. “They can still hit you with cannons and other weapons.” 
 
    She grinned impishly up at him. “Yes, but there is only one spot on a Dragon that can hurt them, and it’s so well protected, it’s impossible to get to, let alone pierce. I will be fine, Lukas. I promise.” 
 
    The ship shook with the impact of what could only be return cannon fire. The enemy was fighting back. Valeria would never forgive him if he didn’t do everything within his power to save the crew and the ship. “Okay, Ryder, go unleash your worst.” 
 
    She wasted not another second but hit the door running. He had to run himself to catch up with her. He barely made it on deck in time to see her jump and transform in midair. It was the strangest thing he’d seen. She seemed to shimmer and fade, a haze surrounding a shape growing bigger and bigger with every second. When she emerged, he found himself staring in awe at her Dragon form, easily twice the size of either ship. She let out a roar and dived toward the enemy ship, fire breathing down upon them. 
 
    The crew cheered, and Lukas turned his focus back to them. “Get your bloody arses back to your positions! We let this ship be taken, our Capt’n will have our hides!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ryder stretched her wings, the air catching beneath the stretched skin and raising her higher. Her inner Dragon had ached for freedom. Weeks of being trapped inside made it eager for a fight. She looked down upon the vessel trying to harm those she had come to care for. Dragons were notorious for being territorial, and those people and The Emerald Queen she currently called home were her territory. 
 
    A magical crimson missile crimson streaked through the air straight at her. Ryder snorted when it bounced off her shoulder. It tickled more than anything else. Silly humans. She opened her cavernous maw, readying herself to unleash her rebuttal upon the enemy boat. When the heat from her chest reached her throat then exploded from her mouth, the feeling was inexpressible. Ryder gave in to her battle frenzy, pouring fire on her enemies, the flames shooting from her mouth so intense they melted cannons and reduced wood to ashes on impact.  
 
    Shouts, screams of panic, and fear played like music in her ears. Ryder sailed low, her tail dragging across the mast. The humungous beam of solid wood snapped with a satisfying crunch. Ryder shot upward, missing the next volley of cannon fire aimed at her by a hair’s breadth. They must know their magic was useless against her. They’d resorted to regular weapons.  
 
    The Emerald Queen let loose with its own cannon fire, bringing the ship side by side with the enemy to deliver a devastating volley that tore through wood like bullets through paper.  
 
    The attack distracted Ryder for barely a half second, but it was enough for her to miss the round of arrows being shot toward her by the enemy. The opposing aircraft lifted high, anticipating her next move. With speed that could only be learned by hours of training, the archers on board were loaded again. Arrows rained down upon her at a ferocity hinting at magic’s hand at play. She twisted in the air, shielding her belly in favor of her heavier armored back and tail. Most of the arrows bounced off the hardened scales. One, however, hit its mark. The arrow pierced the very corner of Ryder’s eye.  
 
    White hot pain lanced through her as she blinked in vain, trying to dislodge the object and remain aware of her surroundings at the same time. She screeched in agony, the blind rage her kind was known for swimming to the forefront. Smoke slithered out of her nostrils as she turned and aimed molten fire toward the archers causing her so much pain.  
 
    When the fire erupted from her jaws, it struck only empty air. Ryder pulled up, shocked. Where did the enemy ship go? She sniffed, but the strange smell associated with dark magic was gone as well. She swept the area twice but found no trace of them. Where had the miscreants gone? 
 
    She drifted over the boat and allowed herself to shift, slowly gliding down until her human feet touched the deck. Her hand went to her eye, and she felt the arrow sticking in it. This was not going to be pleasant to remove. 
 
    Ya-You grinned at her, waving his jug. “You need drink this. Ya-You make you all better.” 
 
    No, not pleasant at all. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not now!” Kronos screamed, throwing his goblet. The goblet ricocheted off the marble wall under the map and fell to the ground with an echoing ring. Red wine splashed over the chart of the known world, drenching the land of DeCadia with crimson. Kronos’ muscular frame searching for an outlet on which to unleash his anger further. 
 
    Hera and Ajax stood ready for his command. The former appeared exhausted from her journey, while the latter was straight-backed and ready for action.  
 
    “And you’re sure it was green magic you witnessed aboard the ship?” Kronos paced back and forth in the small meeting room he preferred over many of the extravagant halls in his palace. “It was green magic that proved your Titan Project a colossal waste of time and resources?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hera said, an edge in her voice. “Two magicians with emerald magic, no more than that. And the Titan Project was a success. It held up against the weapons DeCadia would use against it, both blade and bullet. We had no idea magic wielders would be on board. We can begin work on armor that would protect the Titan from enemy magic if—” 
 
    “Enough.” Kronos took in a long breath and released it slowly. It was not anger and tantrums that had seen him this far. He needed to think clearly. “And what about the rest of the crew? What else do we know?” 
 
    “I was unable to retrieve my agent once the Dragon was loosed upon us.” Hera ignored her failure and continued. “However, Kat is the very best I have. She’ll gather the intelligence, and when the ship docks, she’ll escape and come to us with the information.” 
 
    Kronos waved away Hera’s words. “I know all I need to know. There is only one family who uses green magic. Your only task now is figuring out how to bring down that Dragon. I don’t care if you have to experiment on a thousand soldiers or make a deal with the dead. Find a way.” 
 
    “It shall be done.” Hera took the opportunity to bow her way from the room.  
 
    “Let me deal with these miscreants for you.” Ajax slammed a meaty fist on one of the few pieces of furniture in the room. The table shook with impact. “Enough of these inhuman projects and magic. I’ll take a fleet of Atlantis’ finest and have the invaders swinging by their necks by noon.” 
 
    “The celebration begins tomorrow.” Kronos shook his head. “I can’t have my commander and his fleet absent. People would begin to wonder. I need a show of strength when I make my speech and we announce to the nation what we intend. No, in a game like this, knowledge is the most important tool we can possess. Send word to Ileana.” 
 
    “My lord.” Ajax’s face fell, a mix of disappointment and anger wrinkling his features. 
 
    “When they come, they’ll have to do so stealthily. They’ll need supplies and a place to stay. No one is better suited for the task. Ileana knows everything that goes on in the borders of Atlantis. We’ll keep tabs on them until after the announcement. Then, and only then, will we bring them in. We’ll denounce them as DeCadian spies,” Kronos said, making up his mind. His plan was coming together, but the fact they traveled with a Dragon, and who else might be on board, was something that could not easily be solved.  
 
    “I’ll see Ileana gets the message.” Ajax gave his king a crisp salute. He was also about to exit the room when a question halted his progress at the door. “If I may, you know who the magicians on board this vessel are, don’t you?” 
 
    “I do.” Kronos allowed himself to sink into a chair at the head of the table, weary. “Green magic is wielded by those with Dendali blood. If Hera is correct and witnessed two magicians, I can only assume Tobias is returning with a family member.” 
 
    A cruel grin crossed the commander’s lips. “Let them come, my king. The nation loves you. We’ll see the traitors both die in the name of justice.” 
 
    Without another word, Ajax left the room, closing the door behind him.  
 
    Kronos sat alone with his thoughts. The wheels were turning in his mind at a furious pace. With a nation at his disposal, whatever Tobias had in mind would fail. It was a nuisance at best.  
 
    “Tobias Dendali.” Kronos gazed at the map on the wall that bled red. “I should have killed you when I had the chance. Now, you’ll die alongside whatever member of your family was foolish enough to return with you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Valeria roused from a deep, dreamless sleep. Confusion swamped her, a fog surrounding her memories. She shook her head and decided that wasn’t the best idea when a bolt of white hot pain ricocheted along the inside of her skull. She felt like she’d been on a week-long drinking binge. 
 
    “Hey, hey, now.” Strong hands pushed her back down into a sitting position. Lukas. “You need to rest, Val. Tobias said you shouldn’t be up and moving for at least a day or two.” 
 
    Tobias…wait…Tobias! “He’s okay? I saw that thing attack him, and then he went down…” 
 
    “Shhh,” Lukas shushed her. “He’s fine. Ya-You is taking care of him.” He gently pushed her hair away from her face. “I’m more concerned about you. How are you feeling? You used a lot of magic. It completely drained you.” 
 
    “How long have I been out?” she asked, accepting the glass of water Lukas offered her. 
 
    “About a day.” 
 
    A day? She tried to stand, but he pushed her down again. “No, Valeria. Captain or not, you need to rest.” 
 
    She sent him a scorching glare, but he shook his head firmly. “No. We’re hidden and safe for the moment. Both of you need to rest. If this is the welcome we can expect, I think we all need our wits about us.” 
 
    “That ship…it was from Atlantis?” She took a sip of the water, the cool liquid splashing across her parched tongue like manna from the heavens. She knew better than to drink too much, too soon.  
 
    “Tobias says it was,” Lukas confirmed. “They came to stop us from finishing the Crucible’s trials.” A chuckle escaped him. “Too bad for them, they only gave it a means to run its last test.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    “Tobias.” Lukas took the cup from her and sat beside her. “Your grandfather braved his worst fear, death caused by your own hand.” 
 
    “I didn’t try to kill him.” Leave it to Tobias to go all drama queen on them. 
 
    “No, but you put him in a situation where his death would be a sure thing if he tried to save you. He didn’t run, Val. He stood by your side and took a killing blow for you.” 
 
    Huh. Maybe the old man had more to him than the coward she assumed him to be. Brave wasn’t in the man’s vocabulary. Wiley, resourceful, yes, but not brave. He’d hidden himself on a slave ship for God only knew how many years. Maybe there was something to say for blood bonds after all. She would need to thank him for standing with them.  
 
    “The crew? How many did we lose?” 
 
    A heavy sigh filled the room. “Three, including our old-timer, Spartan. We’ll need to hold some kind of service for them.” 
 
    “Of course,” she murmured, sadness creeping into her voice. Spartan had been with her from the beginning. The cranky old man would be missed. “And…Stephen?”  
 
    Lukas’ eyes narrowed and his lips thinned into a flat line. “He’s fine, aside from the shot to the butt he took earlier.” 
 
    Val cringed away from the censure pouring out of the one person she trusted more than anyone, even Stephen. She didn’t want to hurt Lukas, but she couldn’t deny her feelings for her first love either. She closed her eyes, frustrated. Lukas had forced her to take a long, hard look at her feelings for him when he’d spoken up about his. They’d been through so much together, faced down dangers untold. He’d never wavered in loyalty. She’d had to admit at least to herself she’d come to love him, just not the same way she loved Stephen. Different didn’t mean any less important. She loved them both, honestly, and would have to choose eventually, but not right now. Right now, they had other things to worry about. Like coming into Atlantis when they’d sent a ship full of magicians and monsters to stop them. 
 
    A knock at the door saved her from having to respond to Lukas’ obvious anger and hurt. Tobias poked his head in. “Is she awake yet?” 
 
    Lukas moved so her grandfather could enter the room, and his eyes swept over her. They were tired, strained. If she felt like someone had just run her over, then he had to be in much the same shape. Add that to the fact he’d been all but skewered, and Val wasn’t sure how he was on his feet. 
 
    “I’m up, but are you sure you should be?” 
 
    He waved off the question. “They know we are coming. Kronos sent Hera. I saw her for but a moment, but this is not good, girl. We have lost the element of surprise.” 
 
    “So what?” she asked, grumpy. “We should just turn tail and run? I haven’t found Atlantis just to walk away from it, Tobias.” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair. “We can’t run if we wanted to. We are out of the Crucible. The only way is forward.” 
 
    “So where are we now?” Valeria attempted to stand again. Dizziness hit her before she managed to even get halfway up. She sank back down, eyes closed until the world stopped spinning.  
 
    “In a cove. It’s hidden away from prying eyes, protected by my own magic. A ward I set up long ago in case I needed a safe place to hide. None of Hera’s magicians can breach it.” 
 
    “We are making repairs as best we can,” Lukas told her. “There isn’t much to work with on the small island.” 
 
    “So we can expect a less than welcoming greeting when we arrive?” Valeria shifted so that her back was against the headboard. Her body ached, cried out for sleep, but she needed to understand this first. 
 
    Tobias snorted. “You can expect either an accompaniment of armed guards or an outright attack before you ever hit the gates of the city. Kronos will never allow a Dendali back in Atlantis unless they are dead or under magical lock and key.” 
 
    “But I’ve done nothing to him…” 
 
    “You think that matters?” Tobias cut her off. “Kronos killed every member of the royal family to cement his rule. He would have killed me and mine had we not escaped the city. You are my flesh and blood, Valeria. He won’t suffer your presence. You are a threat to him, to his throne. Going into the city is suicide.” 
 
    “But you just said we can’t go back.” Lukas perched on the edge of Valeria’s desk. “What else can we do but go into the city?” 
 
    “I still have friends in the city…hopefully. If we can take a small vessel and sneak into the city center, they may be able to hide us until we figure out what is going on, the political atmosphere of the city, and how much Kronos has corrupted it. We need information before we make our move. Information is what wins wars, and we are sadly lacking in it.” 
 
    “And you think your friends would be willing to risk their necks for us? For you?” 
 
    He glanced out the small round window in the cabin, his thoughts far away. “I don’t know what’s going on now. It’s been over a hundred and fifty years since I’ve been home. No one may have any loyalty left to the Dendali bloodline. We won’t know until we try.” 
 
    “So who are these people who might help us?” Lukas cracked his knuckles.  
 
    “My brother set up alliances with the underworld of the city, the thieves and pickpockets, the people who had their hands on the very heart and pulse of the city. I’m hoping Kronos hasn’t won them over entirely, but we won’t know until we get there.” 
 
    “You want to trust thieves?” Valeria arched a brow in question. Tobias gave her a hard stare and she laughed. She couldn’t very well question thieves when she was one herself. “Point taken. When do you want to do this?” 
 
    “We both need rest, but I fear waiting too long. Tomorrow. I say we leave in the early morning hours and attempt to breach the walls and sneak into the city. I know where the old Thieves’ Guild used to be. I’m sure we can start there.” 
 
    “And if you are wrong?” Lukas asked. “If the thieves are in Kronos’ pocket? What then?” 
 
    “Then we only hope that we are strong enough to fight our way out. Given what we saw board our ship, I’m hoping against hope we don’t have to go that route. I’m not sure we would survive it.” 
 
    Valeria blinked again, trying to focus. Her body demanded rest, so she found herself nodding. Tomorrow they would start the next leg of their journey, but for now, she allowed herself to succumb to the pull of the dark oblivion of sleep. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re either delusional or lying to yourself if you think I’m staying.” Stephen met Valeria’s stern gaze head on. “I’m bringing my limp with me and I’m going.” 
 
    The conversation was taking place in the wee hours of the morning following the most recent attack on The Emerald Queen that also marked the completion of the Crucible. 
 
    Valeria had explained to the crew that she would be leaving the ship and most of the crew docked in the magically protected cove. A much smaller unit consisting of Lukas, Tobias, Ryder, and herself would be manning a skiff to Atlantis. The idea was to sneak in undetected, gather intelligence on Kronos, and discover if there was anyone left loyal to the Dendali name. 
 
    “It’s not a punishment,” Valeria said to Stephen, hands on her hips. “I’m asking you to stay because I trust you to lead the crew and wait for our return.” 
 
    In the background, Stephen could see sailors running this way and that, carrying out orders. It was also plain that whenever one of the crew was within earshot, they would slow their stride or steal a glance at the arguing pair. Stephen didn’t care. 
 
    “Well, you can give the honor of staying behind to someone else.” Stephen folded his arms across his chest. “I’m going if I have to swim the whole way.” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me,” Valeria growled, taking a moment to weigh her options.  
 
    Stephen knew firsthand how much Valeria hated anyone disobeying her wishes. He’d be lying if he wasn’t taking some degree of satisfaction at her scowl.  
 
    “Leave your medicine man in charge,” Stephen managed to say with a straight face. He fought back the urge to grin with every muscle in his face. “He’d be a fine choice.” 
 
    “That’s enough out of you unless you want a bullet in the other cheek,” Valeria said and stalked off.  
 
    Stephen shrugged. He could only guess she was on her way to leave someone else in charge of the ship, but this wasn’t his concern. What was on the top of his list was to take another swig of the elixir from his flask to numb the pain in his rear end and find where Tobias and the others were preparing for departure.  
 
    Stephen headed below deck, remembering one of the many levels in The Emerald Queen served as a hold for a trio of smaller vessels. The pain in his rear end throbbed as if someone had taken a pistol and emptied its contents in the meaty part of his ass.  
 
    Stephen chuckled to himself as he thought of this too-true analogy before taking another swig from the flask Ya-you had topped off for him. The fiery liquid that once reminded him of sour milk and rotting egg was starting to grow on him. Stephen trudged through the underbelly of The Emerald Queen, remembering the warning Ya-You had given him when he removed the lead bullet and refilled Stephen’s canteen with the magical brew.  
 
    “Not to drink too much,” Ya-You warned with a stern expression on his dark face. “Bad things a happenin’.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Stephen had asked, taking another swig. “What’s worse than losing your command, having to stand up for the creature you swore to hate, and your arse being used for target practice?” 
 
    “You blind. Then you die.” Ya-You had given him a mischievous smile. 
 
    “I’ll go blind and die?” Stephen had lost control and began to laugh. “No, but seriously, Ya-You. Ya-you?” 
 
    The medicine man had refused to speak more on the subject.  
 
    These memories played themselves through Stephen’s mind. He shrugged before taking another drink. If it was his time to die, then drinking was about a good a way to go as a blade or bullet.  
 
    His limping finally ended in front of an open wood door on the third level of the ship. Inside, Tobias and Lukas were supplying a four-person skiff. Already, it was loaded with provisions and weapons. Tobias was checking items off a list while Lukas was opening a port door on the side of The Emerald Queen that would allow them to release the craft into the sky.  
 
    A breeze rustled through the large room as the opening swung outward, revealing a rather nice morning. There was a slight chill in the air, the sky just beginning to grow pink from the rising sun. 
 
    Tobias saw Stephen first and raised a single eyebrow, which reminded Stephen of Valeria. “I told her you wouldn’t stay behind.” 
 
    “She threatened to make me swim the whole way if I insisted on coming.” Stephen grinned. He took a moment to scratch the scruff on the underside of his jaw. “I’m not entirely sure she won’t.”  
 
    “I’ve seen her do worse.” Lukas joined the men. “How’s the ass cheek? You sure you’re up to this?” 
 
    Stephen took a moment to think on the question. Not if he was ready and willing to join them. There was no other option in his mind but to go to Atlantis and see where fate would take him. The question that reared its head when Lukas spoke was the man himself. How should Stephen feel about Valeria’s first mate being so close to his captain? 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” Stephen produced the bottle of pain-numbing liquid from inside his long coat. “It only hurts when I walk, sit, or lie down, and I have this special medicine to help me. I might go blind from drinking too much, but I guess side effects will be side effects.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” Tobias’ eyes widened with Stephen’s nonchalant manner. “You’ll die?” 
 
    “I don’t really know.” Stephen limped closer and took a closer look at the packed supplies. “Are we sneaking in, or are we starting the next great war?”  
 
    What had appeared before to be an even mix of foodstuffs and weapons was actually a disproportionate amount of ammunition, explosives, and armor. 
 
    “We might be sneaking in to start the next great war,” a familiar voice said from behind Stephen. “I’m glad you’re coming with us.” 
 
    Stephen turned to see Ryder sporting her new look. A patch covered her right eye, giving the Dragon’s otherwise flawless human skin a hard edge. To his surprise, anger wasn’t the first emotion that popped into his head when he saw her.  
 
    “He’s only coming with us because I’d have to kill him to make him stay.” Valeria looked none too happy about that fact when she entered the room behind Ryder. She was cloaked in a traveler’s robe, her sword and pistol belt already undone. She carried both in her left hand, a cloth sack in her right. “Well, let’s get going. No weapons that can be seen by intruding eyes. We’re sneaking in, not announcing ourselves at Kronos’ door—although, he knows we’re coming already, so I’m not sure what the point is.” 
 
    “The point is to find the Thieves’ Guild and—” Tobias started.  
 
    “Yes, yes, I know, to see if there is still loyalty to the Dendali name.” Valeria took a look at the contents of the skiff. She turned to Lukas with a raised eyebrow. “Packing light, I see. There’s everything in here besides the blasted cannons themselves.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t fit.” Lukas grinned. “I tried.” 
 
    “What about the maps?” Stephen sorted a bit more through the bag. “Couldn’t we use them to get around in the city, since that is what they are of?” 
 
    “They are over one hundred and fifty years old.” Tobias shook his head. “I don’t trust them to be accurate. Besides, I know the city better than most. I spent most of my evenings during my first few months memorizing the layout.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get you all changed and be off.” Valeria threw the sack she carried in her right hand onto the small ship. “Here are your cloaks. Remember, if anyone asks, we’re travelers from the small islands surrounding Atlantis.” 
 
    Stephen undid his sword belt, electing to keep his dagger in his right boot. He chose a dark red cloak that fit nicely over his shoulders. It was equipped with a deep-set hood. The fabric was worn and stained, adding to the illusion of a water-weary traveler.  
 
    “Need a hand?” Ryder offered as soon as she boarded the skiff. Valeria was behind the helm, the small engine already thrumming to life.  
 
    “You know, it wasn’t that long ago that I wanted to kill you. Some of me still does.” Stephen let out a sigh. “Now here you are offering to help my crippled self onto a skiff.” 
 
    “Things change—people change.” Ryder held out a slender hand in his direction. “After you?” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re going to be able? I mean, I’m heavier than I look.” 
 
    Stephen extended a hand upward that was embraced in Ryder’s soft, gentle grip. In a second, he was vaulting through the air and coming to land beside Ryder so fast it was only instinct that reminded him to land on his good leg.  
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Stephen took a moment to regain his composure and placed his injured leg down with a wince. “The whole Dragon strength thing.”  
 
    Ryder laughed and turned to take her seat beside Lukas at the stern of the craft. Tobias sat by himself, his eyes a hundred miles away amongst thoughts only he knew.  
 
    As the craft begin to move forward out of the opening in The Emerald Queen’s side, Stephen took a moment to appreciate how small the craft was. Built for four people, it was packed. Three seats along with the captain’s chair meant Stephen would have to stand or sit on the ground. No weapons were fitted onto the small ship. An engine to the rear propelled it forward, and a single miniature mast could be moved up and down by a winch.  
 
    “It shouldn’t be hard to hide in this thing,” Stephen said to Tobias.  
 
    The magician started as if he had forgotten he was amongst other people. “No, not at all,” Tobias said in a far-off voice. “My magic will cloak the vessel when we get closer to the city.” 
 
    They were free of The Emerald Queen now. To the right, the tiny, uninhabited island they used to dock was already growing smaller. Clear blue water underneath met the clearer blue sky above. They cut through the sun’s rays as they headed forward toward Atlantis.  
 
    “I like you.” Stephen wouldn’t make eye contact with the magician, so he focused on what was ahead. “I know you have your issues, but we all do. I’m in no place to judge you. I just want you to know that if you plan on hurting her, or double crossing her once we get to Atlantis, I will kill you.” Stephen turned to Tobias now, looking deep into the magician’s eyes. “All your magic, all your tricks, nothing will save you. I need you to know and believe this.” 
 
    “I believe you.” The magician broke his gaze from Stephen. “But you don’t have to worry about me. I made my decision to stand with Valeria during the last test in the Crucible. It’s not me you have to worry about anymore.” 
 
    Both men grew silent, each thinking on the enemies that lay ahead.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Valeria bit her lip, her teeth worrying the soft skin. It was an old habit of hers that came out when she grew nervous. The word paled in comparison to what she really felt. Her stomach knotted, twisted. Fear raced up and down her spine as she resolutely piloted the small skiff to the place she’d been seeking all these years. So close at hand. Only now, her dreams of a homecoming had been smashed, thanks to Tobias and his little bombshell.  
 
    This was so far from her imaginings she almost laughed. She’d expected to find a welcoming people who she could find some kind of kinship with. People who wouldn’t look at her like trash. Since she carried the name Dendali, however, that wasn’t to be. Her name ensured she’d receive a hostile reception that could possibly result in her death. All things she couldn’t control. All things Tobias should have told her up front before they started this journey. 
 
    Would it have changed her mind, though? Knowing what she did now, Valeria knew in her gut she wouldn’t have turned back. This meant too much to her, to see where she came from, to have that sense of home and family. Even if that home and family didn’t want her, she still needed to see Atlantis, if only for herself. 
 
    Tobias came to stand beside her, his eyes sweeping the openness of the air they traveled. Nothing but air and ocean. No land in sight. He leaned on the railing, not saying anything. She cast him a curious glance. “Did you need something?” 
 
    He shook his head, still gazing out at the clear blue sky. “Just thinking.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “Atlantis. My family…my son.” His eyes took on a haunted look. “I often wondered about him. Was he happy…what became of him? Fear kept me from going anywhere near them. Fear that someone from Atlantis would discover their whereabouts and kill him in his crib.” 
 
    “I have no answers for you, old man.” The hard edge in her voice belied the sympathy she felt for him. It must have been hard to walk away from them, to know he’d never see them again. 
 
    “Life is full of regrets, Valeria. The best we can do is hope to live with our decisions. Always do what feels right in your gut, even if that’s not the easiest option. It’s how we survive our decisions.” 
 
    “Do you regret what you did?” she asked, keeping her own eyes straight ahead.  
 
    “Every day.” A deep sigh rumbled out of him. “I was a foolish young man who let power go to his head. Had I known it would cost my brother and his family their lives, I would never have let Kronos bend my ear. I thought I was doing what was best for Atlantis and its people. It was a war that would never end. Talking wasn’t going to put an end to it. Something drastic had to be done, and my brother refused to see that. I stand by my decision to end that war, only not my method.” 
 
    “I understand hard decisions.” Her eyes flickered to Stephen. Leaving him had been one of the hardest things she’d done in her life. Her heart still ached late at night when she allowed herself to remember him, to remember them. He wouldn’t have left the Navy back then. Not for her, at least. Or that was what she’d assumed. He said he’d planned to marry her. Her mind reeled just contemplating it.  
 
    That was a lifetime ago. They were both different people, following different paths now. Only what if his path and hers were meant to collide again? What if fate decided to give them a chance? Lukas’ loud laugh caught her attention. His smile softened her heart even further. They’d been through so much together. He’d stood by her in situations she knew Stephen never would have. She loved him in a way she’d never be able to love Stephen.  
 
    Just trying to sort through her feelings caused a pinprick of pain to start hammering away behind her eyes. How was she supposed to choose between the two of them? 
 
    Ryder smiled at whatever joke Lukas was obviously telling, and something struck Valeria. The two of them seemed to light up around each other. A glow emanated from the two. She blinked, thinking perhaps it was the sun reflecting off something, but no, when she looked again, it was there. What in the world? 
 
    “You see it too?” Tobias asked, his gaze fixed on the pair. 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Tobias shifted so he could lean his back against the rails. “It’s powerful, whatever that link is. I noticed it that first day when he picked her up off the deck, unconscious, and took her below.” 
 
    “You have no clue what it might be?” she pressed, a sharp pang of jealousy splintering through her.  
 
    “I don’t know enough about Dragon folklore to even hazard a guess. Perhaps you need to speak to Ryder about it?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Land!” Stephen shouted, cutting her off.  
 
    Val whipped back around, and sure enough, she could see it. Off in the distance, a tiny speck in the vastness of the water. Tobias flexed his arms and began to chant a slow and hypnotic song. She felt his magic flow out and surround them in its warmth. His invisibility spell. It had to be.  
 
    Two hours later, they were pulling up to a small inlet just outside the massive walls that surrounded the city. The city gave off a hum that settled in Valeria’s bones. It wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, it made her feel at ease, a fact that unsettled her even more. She needed to keep her guard up, considering they’d sent a monster to kill her before she could reach the city. No, allowing this place to lull her into a false sense of security would be a very bad thing. 
 
    “How are we getting in?” Lukas came to stand behind her, his presence more of a comfort than the feeling emanating from the city. 
 
    “There are no wards protecting the city.” Tobias jumped down, his attention focused on the city wall. “A small gate is around this corner. There is a guard, but he’s on rounds, so if we time it right, we can sneak in without anyone the wiser.” 
 
    Valeria took her weapons and secured them beneath her cloak, well-hidden from prying eyes. She frowned over at Stephen, concerned. He appeared to be in a great deal of pain. Why wouldn’t he listen and stay behind? In his condition, he could be more of a hindrance than a help. What if they had to run for it? Running wasn’t something his body could do right now. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Lukas whispered. “And if he’s not, I won’t leave him behind, since I’m the one who caused the injury.” 
 
    A smile flirted with her lips. “Do you think you’ll get away from carrying him anytime soon? I do recall the first time you met him, you hauled him aboard ship too.” 
 
    Lukas chuckled. “Hopefully. My back can’t take much more of him.” 
 
    “Hey, now.” Stephen frowned at them, having heard the last of their conversation. “No one has to carry me.” 
 
    “Yet.” Valeria’s eyebrow hiked up when Stephen pulled out his flask and took a swig. “Didn’t Ya-You warn you about that stuff?” 
 
    Stephen patted the flask, a smile on his face. “It’s all good.” 
 
    Lukas groaned. “My poor back is going to get a workout!” 
 
    “Shh,” Ryder shushed them all. “Someone is coming.” 
 
    That got their attention. True enough, a young boy, about eight or so, came walking around the corner. His clothes were torn in places, patched in others. A mop of dark brown curls almost hid his ocean blue eyes. They regarded them curiously, but expectantly.  
 
    “Tobias Dendali?” he asked after a moment. 
 
    Tobias stepped forward, his face neutral. “And who would be asking?” 
 
    “I am Taran. My mistress sent me to collect you.” 
 
    “And how do you know who we are?” Valeria asked the lad. 
 
    He gave her an impish grin, dimples forming. He was an adorable boy now, and she could only guess at the man he’d become one day. Devastatingly handsome, she suspected. 
 
    “You have been expected.” He motioned for them to follow. 
 
    Valeria looked to Tobias, who nodded and started after the boy. She sighed, not at all happy. Their whole purpose was stealth with an element of surprise, but if they were expected, there went that idea. 
 
    They slipped through a small gate, hidden amongst the hanging ivy that climbed the wall. She let out a gasp as her eyes took in their first look at the fabled city of Atlantis. Bright colors, sparkles, and a dizzying sense of height hit her all at once. 
 
    The buildings were tall, wide, massive, done in a white stone, and the walkways… 
 
    “Is this marble?” 
 
    “Yes.” Tobias winced when his boot connected with the tile. “The pathways here are all paved with marble, as are some of the main roads.” 
 
    “But how?” She stopped to bend down and run her fingers over the material. 
 
    “We don’t drive over them.” Tobias halted and turned his attention to her. “Our shoes are cloth, the soles the softest material you’ll ever feel. We take pride in our city, and each citizen does their part in its upkeep.” 
 
    She nodded and started following them again, pulling her hood up as they entered the main square. She’d thought some of the flowers in the gardens surrounding the buildings were colorful, but they paled in comparison to the garbs the Atlantian people wore. Bold, beautiful colors complimented designs she’d never seen before. The square was busy, people everywhere buying and selling. It reminded her of the open markets in DeCadia, but here, the people weren’t all that interested in buying anything. They seemed to be browsing while they made their way forward. 
 
    “We must hurry, Mama…it’s almost time for the king’s announcement.” 
 
    Announcement? What announcement? She was about to ask, when Taren shot down a side street and into a building. Tobias never hesitated in following the boy. Valeria frowned. Something didn’t feel right, but Tobias knew more about these people than she did. Besides, what other choice did she have? 
 
    Lukas slowed, letting Ryder and Stephen go ahead of him. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” She bit her lip. “I don’t know why he’s so sure about the thieves. Have you ever known a thief you could trust?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    She smacked his arm, stifling a laugh. “Be serious.” 
 
    His face turned grim the moment he entered the building. A pub of some sort. Only it wasn’t the reception they were hoping for. Guns were pointed at them. She looked to Tobias, who stood stone-faced, his expression giving nothing away. 
 
    “Ah, you must be his relation.” 
 
    Valeria glanced to where a woman sat at the table. She was tallish, her golden blonde hair a stark contrast to her ebony eyes. Young, mid-twenties, maybe. The sharp cunning in her eyes belied her age. This was a woman who had seen much and knew even more. Dangerous. 
 
    “I am Ileana.” 
 
    “Emerald,” Valeria answered, glad she’d kept her mask on. They would remove it soon enough, but it gave her the confidence she needed now.  
 
    “The pirate?” The woman looked surprised. “We’ve heard of you, even here.” 
 
    Valeria nodded slightly, a smile playing at the corners of her lips. “And you are in charge of the underbelly of the city?”  
 
    “I am.” She motioned for Valeria to sit. “We’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    “Really?” Valeria took the offered seat.  
 
    “Yes, your movement in the Crucible has been tracked for some time now. It is the first time in my lifetime someone has attempted the tests and lived to tell about it. Tobias was the last one to successfully navigated our little test.” 
 
    “Your father was a big help.” Tobias’ words were low, but Ileana heard them.  
 
    “Yes, he spoke of you often, Tobias Dendali. He called you a friend to his dying day, despite your banishment.” 
 
    “I am sorry to hear of his passing.” Tobias bowed his head a moment before focusing on the woman across from them. “I had hoped he would be willing aide us inside the city.” 
 
    “And what business has brought you back to Atlantis? Being here means death for you.” 
 
    “I promised my brother, the true king of Atlantis, I would set this right.” 
 
    A harsh laugh tumbled from her lips. “And you think you can best Kronos? Is that it? After all these years, you are here to atone for your part in the Dendali family’s murder?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You are out of your mind.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” he agreed, “but will you help me?” 
 
    “Why?” A calculated look entered her eyes. “What’s in it for me?” 
 
    Tobias leaned against the wall, regarding her with an even more calculating expression. “Something very lucrative…something every thief has wanted since the founding of Atlantis.” 
 
    “The Atlantian Diamonds?” Her eyes brightened. 
 
    “Perhaps…perhaps something even more valuable. You’ll have to agree to help us if you want to hear the rest of the details.” 
 
    She regarded him for a long while. “You have a deal, Tobias Dendali.”  
 
    Tobias came over and shook her hand. “Spoken and done.” 
 
    “Now what?” Valeria still wasn’t sure what the plan was, aside from sneaking into the city. 
 
    The door opened and soldiers piled in. They all stood, hands on their weapons, but they had at least three dozen guns aimed at them. A man stepped into the room, bending to enter. His gaze swept over them all, coming to rest on Tobias. His square pupils dilated slightly when they landed on her grandfather.  
 
    This had to be Kronos. If he was here, it couldn’t be good. She shot Ileana an accusatory glare. 
 
    The woman shrugged. “I made a deal with him first.” 
 
    The man smiled at last, and when he spoke, a shiver went down her spine. 
 
    “Tobias Dendali, you are under arrest for treason.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    End Book Two 
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