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      Stephen paced in his jail cell alone. For the hundredth time, he wondered if he’d made the right decision in following Valeria. When Ileana, the leader of the Thieves Guild, betrayed their trust and handed them over to Kronos, King of Atlantis, Stephen was ready for a fight. He’d been ready to put it all on the line and welcome whatever afterlife may come, but Val had other plans.

      Unwilling to begin a battle where they were outmanned, outgunned, and caught by surprise, she’d ordered them to surrender. The captain of The Emerald Queen cared too much for her crew to lead them into a fight where there were sure to be casualties.

      Even with a Dragon on their side, losses from both parties would have been devastating, especially with their small group. Brought to the palace blindfolded and bound, Stephen was separated from the others. Deposited in a tiny cell with no windows, he was left to walk his small confines and wonder.

      I should have disobeyed Val. I should have taken as many of those cowards with me as I could and been done with it all. What’s worse, they took Ya-You’s drink. Now I have to deal with what comes sober.

      Once again Stephen examined the stone walls around him and the single wooden door for any weakness. He ran his hand along the walls searching for even the slightest give. The stones were damp with moisture and cold. Thick mortar cemented them together, offering no hint of a fault. The floor was the same. No furniture, privy or otherwise, was left for doomed inmates.

      The only light came from a flickering lantern set ten feet overhead, much too high for Stephen to dream of reaching. The only way in and out was the thick wooden door whose hinges lay on the opposite side of his cell.

      Stephen’s best option, his only option, was to wait to see who would come for him, and when they did, surprise them with an attack.

      Ideas of his last hours on this earth began to plague him. In his line of work, death was always knocking at the door. What bothered him most now was the thought that he never truly mended things with Val. If he were honest with himself and looked past the hurt of abandonment, he still loved the woman. But perhaps it was too late. His opportunity at expressing his feelings was gone, maybe forever. Why was he so stubborn? Why hadn’t he told her how he felt?

      A harsh grating from the opposite side of the door interrupted Stephen from his regret. The sound of steel being scraped over stone vibrated inward. Had to be the hinges, since the door was solid oak. A moment later, a square barely large enough to see through opened. Dark eyes looked in at Stephen.

      “Are you going to say something, or did you just come to gawk at your captured captain?” Stephen bluffed without a second thought. If there was any way he could protect Val, he would. “What is it you want?”

      “Don’t be an idiot. We don’t have much time.” Ileana’s quiet voice carried into the room on a whisper.

      Rage at the woman who set them up to be captured took hold of Stephen as he gathered his feet underneath him and prepared to spring. If he was fast enough, he might be able to get a hand through the square opening and wrap it around her throat.

      “I can help you, but you have to trust me.”

      “And why would I do that?” Stephen demanded. “You’re the reason we were caught in the first place.”

      “I did what I had to do to solidify Kronos’s trust in me. Now that I have it completely, I am in a better position to aid you and your captain.”

      Although her logic frustrated Stephen, Ileana’s offer to help was the best option on the table. His body sagged, and the stiffness flowed from his muscles as the promise of physical conflict evaporated.

      “How can I trust you?” Stephen uttered the question, but he was fairly sure what her answer would be.

      “In your current situation, trust is the least of your problems.” Ileana’s eyes were the only part of her visible, but Stephen could guess at her expression by the lightness in her voice. She was pleased with her position of power. “I can help you, but I need to know that when I come for you, you won’t try to kill me or my operative.”

      “When you come for me?” Stephen repeated the phrase as if it were the first time he’d heard words placed in that specific order. “Let me out now. I won’t hurt you if what you’re telling me is true.”

      “Not now.” Ileana paused as voices echoed somewhere down the hall.

      Stephen held his breath, trying to discern the distance of the voices. Without seeing the layout of the dungeon, it was impossible due to the way sounds echoed off the stone walls. A few second later, the voices faded.

      “Preparations must be made.” Ileana’s voice became even softer than before. “When I come back for you, be ready.”

      “Wait.” Stephen took a step toward the door. “What are you getting out of this?”

      “Not all of us want to see a second war with DeCadia. I’ve read about the death toll during the last one. I won’t let history repeat itself.”

      “War? With DeCadia?” Stephen whispered louder than he’d intended. “What are you talking about?”

      “Then you don’t know? You’re not spies after all?”

      “Spies? No. What’s going on?”

      Ileana paused, her eyes deep in concentration. “I have to go. I’ll be back tomorrow, same time. Be ready.” The door slammed closed, the lock echoing in the sudden quiet.

      “Wait. Are you breaking everyone out?” Stephen yelled through the door, but she was already gone, leaving an army of questions in her absence.
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      Valeria paced the tiny cell. She knew its dimensions by heart. The space was not bigger than five feet on any side. A hole, more than a cell. The smooth metal of the walls smelled of steel, and the heavy door of the same substance was at least a foot thick. A dark, windowless box. There wasn’t an ounce of light visible anywhere.

      Her magic became useless the moment she’d entered this prison. It must have been a special design for magic wielders. Not that she was an expert. Only a few weeks had passed since she’d discovered her own abilities.

      Frustration welled up once again as she beat on the door. No one answered. She’d been captured before, but this? This was different. She felt helpless, and old fears from her childhood preyed on her mind. One of Madame’s favorite punishments had been to lock her in a closet. She had a deep, debilitating fear of closed, dark spaces.

      Being in the dark this long was starting to mess with her head. She began to hear Madame’s voice, taunting her through the door, heard the vile, ugly things men had threatened to do to her as a child. The voices played over and over in her head like a record on a loop. She couldn’t shake them. Valeria wondered how long before she truly lost it and hurt the first person to come through the door, be it one of her crew or one of her captors.

      The sudden light that flooded the room made her wince, but she kept her back to the wall, facing the door. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust, but she saw a small opening in the steel door.

      “Good morning, girl.”

      The voice, although pleasant, came off a bit haughty. Kronos. She recognized him from yesterday. He’d come into the tavern with a small army and took them captive. All thanks to the help of the little backstabber, Ileana. As soon as Valeria was able, that woman would pay for betraying them.

      “Up for a little chat?”

      She refused to answer. Talking with the enemy at this point served no purpose. She’d rather listen and discern intent.

      “Shame.” She heard him move away from the entrance. The light became brighter in her cell now that he wasn’t blocking the small slot in the door. She saw she was right. Shiny sheets of steel encased her. While she had no idea if it was the actual metal that hindered her magic, she would find out. Always know your limitations. It was her mantra. If you knew your limits, you could plan for it and find ways to counter your own disabilities.

      “Do you know why you’re here, girl?” When she didn’t answer him, he continued. “You’re here because you entered Atlantis with a known criminal, a person exiled from our city. That makes you a criminal by association.”

      Not the first time Valeria had been called a criminal by association, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

      “What were you hoping to accomplish by coming here? Did Tobias offer you a reward to gain him access to the city?”

      Her silence only made him chuckle. She could do without his laughter. This situation wasn’t funny. Not to her.

      “My patience with you will only last for so long, girl. Right now, you are intriguing, unique. You passed through the Crucible. You’ve wielded Atlantian magic. Once I tire of your attitude, I’ll instruct my Inquisitors to inspire your tongue to start telling truths. They are very…unpleasant.”

      She’d been tortured a time or two before as well. Granted, none of them had used magic. It might hurt worse than your garden variety vanilla torture, but then again, maybe it wouldn’t. Either way, she’d maintain her silence. Kronos told her more with his tone than she could ever uncover by sparring with her words. She hadn’t gotten to be the most feared pirate of the air by sheer luck.

      “We’ll see how loose your tongue becomes in a few days with no food or water.” Kronos moved back in front of the door, blocking the light again. “Welcome home, little Atlantian.”

      Then he closed the opening, leaving Valeria in the dark once again.

      Welcome home, indeed.

      Lukas bit his tongue to keep quiet. They’d been “questioning” him for three days. A dark laugh left his bruised and split lip. They’d beat him, then ask a question. To which he only stared back at them. Valeria had taught them all, from the smallest man on her crew, to stay silent. If you talked, you became useless, and useless men died quickly. Pain meant you were still alive, and if you were alive, there was hope.

      However, he was hard-pressed to find hope in this mess. These men used torture, yes, but he’d never been tortured with magic before. Pain was now his friend and only companion. He’d learned what it felt like to burn up from the inside out, to feel his gut twisted into knots and his heart squeezed until he thought it would burst in his chest. They did all this without touching him. He could only hope Valeria was safe and not suffering the same fate.

      They’d all been separated as soon as they arrived. He’d been brought here to this interrogation chamber. Lukas had no clue where the others were. Maybe in the same situation as he found himself, or perhaps they were in jail cells awaiting their turn in this chair.

      The two men who’d been assigned to interrogate him had left a few minutes ago. Something about a meal. His stomach grumbled at the thought. It had been days since he’d eaten. He tugged once again at the straps holding him to the chair. The metal braces were too strong. He glanced around the room through blurry eyes. A cut above his right eye had bled profusely. Some of the blood dried to his eyelashes, making it hard to blink.

      The room was utilitarian. This chair was placed in the middle of the windowless room. A table with various knives and other sharp instruments stood a few feet away from him. They’d left it there, knowing he’d never free his arms or legs from the straps. The room itself was a pale gray, the smooth surfaces clean despite the stains around the chair. The room inspired despair. How many men and women had sat here, feeling hopeless? How many had broken? How many more had died?

      Anger bubbled up for the millionth time. Lukas only allowed it to surface when his tormentors left. If he allowed them to see any emotion, they’d take it as a sign of weakness, and the gods only knew what they’d do to him then. Once he was free—and he had no doubt he’d get free—Ileana was going to suffer. Suffer horribly. Lukas had a temper, one he kept tightly leashed, but this woman had betrayed Valeria, betrayed them all. She’d put them here and walked away. Lukas was going to enjoy his revenge.

      The door creaked open, and Lukas looked up, his body heaving a heavy sigh. Time for round forty. Only it wasn’t his tormenters who entered the room. It was a tall young man, dressed in dark clothes. He was perhaps eighteen or twenty, at most. He glanced behind him as he let the door fall closed. His blond hair was streaked and greasy, and the scar that ran from the corner of his eyes down into the crease of his mouth gave him a very intimidating demeanor. Lukas felt his hackles rise, not at the man’s shady looks, but because he recognized him. It was one of the thieves who had been with Ileana that day in the tavern.

      The youth put a finger to his lips and kept his ear pressed against the door. Lukas frowned at him. Why was he here? When he seemed satisfied, he moved away from the door to stand in front of Lukas. “I am here to help you.”

      He spat in the boy’s face. “Your mistress put me here.”

      Wiping the spit from his face, he nodded. “She did, but had she not, she wouldn’t be able to retrieve you now. Kronos will suspect her, but since she is in a meeting with him, he cannot place this blame on her. She fulfilled her bargain. She handed Tobias and his kin over to him. Now she will fulfill her bargain with Tobias Blood.”

      Lukas stared at him, unable to quite believe what he was hearing. The head of the Thieves Guild was a double agent? He shouldn’t be surprised. Thieves were thieves.

      “I am Talen, here to free you and lead you out of the palace. We must hurry. The guards will only be gone a few more minutes.” Talen got to work on freeing his hands and feet.

      “I’m not going anywhere without Emerald.” They’d all agreed no one was to know her true name here. To all the people of Atlantis, she was Emerald, the air pirate who captained the airship The Emerald Queen.

      “There are others handling her release.” Talen snapped the last buckle and stood back. “My job is your release.”

      Lukas stood and almost fell. He’d been in that chair for three days with no relief. His muscles protested at the smallest movement. Talen shoved a vial at him. “Drink this.”

      “What is it?” He couldn’t keep the suspicion out of his voice, but he took the vial.

      “It will give you strength. You must be able to walk if we are to get out.”

      Lukas tossed it back, swallowing the vile substance. With a few seconds, he felt the pain leave his extremities, and the strength began to return. It wasn’t a permanent fix. He knew this. The one thing he’d learned was that magic, even potions, came at a price. He would bet his last dollar by tonight he’d be begging for some of Ya-You’s medicine that tasted like feet.

      “Now we get Emerald.”

      Talen shook his head, but Lukas stopped him before he said another word. “I don’t go anywhere without my captain. You can either help me find her, or I’ll do it myself.”

      Irritation flashed across the young man’s face, but Lukas was older and commanded a crew of men just like him. His tone brooked no argument. The boy sighed and moved back to the door, listening. After a long moment, he pulled it open and glanced outside before motioning Lukas to follow him.

      “Emerald,” he reminded the back of the boy’s head.

      Frustration rolled off him in waves. Lukas could see it in the way his spine stiffened, but he nodded.

      Talen led them through hallways and down two flights of stairs. It was darker here, the air more claustrophobic. The tile gave way to hard metal. Several overhead fixtures lit the place enough to see, but Lukas felt himself tense up when he noticed the space between the doors. These rooms were tiny. He could imagine how terrified Valeria must be. She hated closed-in places. They were her Achilles’ heel.

      The soft murmur of voices reached them. Talen slowed, and Lukas felt his muscles tense, ready for a fight. He’d hoped there would be guards outside her door. The last three days left him spoiling for a good fight.

      When they reached the end of the hallway, Lukas saw it branched off to the left and right, with the tunnel continuing in front of them. A crossroads. The voices came from the right. He closed his eyes and listened. Another trick Valeria had taught him. She’d told him to blind himself and let his other senses tell him what he couldn’t see. It had saved his life more than a few times.

      He heard two voices, two sets of feet shuffling. He couldn’t discern what they were talking about, but they seemed to be quite animated. Both were in agreement, as neither raised their voice in anger or denial. They weren’t expecting anything out of the ordinary.

      The only thing that made him pause was the possibility of magic. He had no real experience with it, so countering it wasn’t something in his wheelhouse. But he had to get her out of that box. She would go crazy in there. He reached into his pocket and grasped the small stones. On the way here, he’d purposefully fallen and scooped up a few stones. One never knew when they’d come in handy. He nudged Talen and motioned for the man to stand aside.

      Lukas grasped the stones and skipped one of them down the hall, halting the voices. He skipped another one down the hall to the right. That brought heavy footfalls in their direction. He and Talen hugged the wall, hiding in the shadows as best they could. When the men reached the crossway in the passages, they paused. Lukas held his breath, hoping they’d continue straight and go past them. It would allow him to get a jump on them.

      To his chagrin, they turned and started walking back down the hallway, deciding whatever they heard was nothing to worry about. Lukas shook his head, but stepped after them. He could take them by surprise just as easily walking toward Valeria as away from her.

      The men were big, taller than even himself. He glanced over at Talen, who had followed him. Talen was still very much a boy, hardly old enough to call himself a man. Lukas worried if the lad would be able to help him, but there was no turning back. He nodded to the lad and launched himself at the first of the brutes.

      A startled yelp left the man as Lukas’s arms wrapped around his neck, choking him. An elbow caught Lukas in the ribs, but he held on, tightening his hold. He heard Talen scuffling with the second brute, but it was all he could do to maintain his hold on this one. He’d have to hope the boy could survive long enough for this one to go down.

      Having four older brothers, Lukas learned early on the best way to take out someone bigger and stronger was to choke them into unconsciousness. The man was struggling, and Lukas aimed a swift kick right in the back of the man’s knee. He went down, and Lukas followed him, keeping his hold as tight as he could. Soft sounds of gurgling escaped the man. If he died, he died. Lukas refused to let up. When the man went limp, he kept his hold for a full minute to make sure and then let him fall.

      He stood, prepared to rescue Talen, but he saw the lad leaning against the wall, watching him. He saw the big man sprawled on the floor in front of him, a pool of blood spreading out around his head. The dagger in Talen’s hand caught the light as he cleaned it.

      “He’s too big for me to fight.” Talen slipped the knife back in its sheath. “I let him grab me, and when he leaned down, I just shoved the knife in his carotid. No muss, no fuss. Simple is always better.”

      Huh. And here he’d been worried about the thief, a mistake Lukas wouldn’t make again. He turned his attention back to the doors lining either wall. “Where is she?”

      Talen leaned down and cut the thumb off the dead guard. He then took off at a steady pace down the hallway, and Lukas all but ran to keep up with him. He stopped at the very end of the hall and motioned to the door. The thumb he’d removed from the guard was used to open the lock. Lukas had never seen anything like it. It lit up green, followed by a click. Talen opened the door, but neither was prepared when the room’s occupant sprang out and tackled Talen, her hands wrapped around his throat.

      Lukas grasped both her hands and pulled. Fear gave her strength. “Easy, Val. It’s me. It’s Lukas.” He whispered the words in her ear. She went still, and he kept it up. “Easy, sweetheart. We’re here to rescue you.”

      “Lukas?” The strangled word came out on a sob, and the rage he’d felt earlier surged back up. She sounded broken. Had they left her in there for three days?

      “Let the lad go. He’s only trying to help.” It took him several tries, but he managed to loosen her hands enough for Talen to slip free. He backed up, his eyes wide as he massaged his throat.

      Lukas turned her to face him, and her beautiful green eyes were wild with fear and unbridled rage. She threw herself at him, and he held her for a moment, grateful she was alive. “I knew you’d come.”

      He leaned away from her and tipped her head up. “I’ll always come for you.”

      “Not to interrupt your reunion, but we need to move. Now.” Talen had his head cocked, listening. “They’ll be here in a few minutes. Shift is changing.”

      “Can you walk?” Lukas kept an arm around her just in case, but she nodded.

      “Can you run?” Talen turned to them both. “They know someone entered her cell and are coming.”

      “I can run.”

      Without another word, the three of them took off, not daring to look behind them.
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      Ileana let her fingertips drum on her desk’s surface. Her mind was leagues away, thinking of strategic moves that would have to be made. Each anticipated move from her opponent ran through her mind like a wildfire, and then her countermoves for various contingencies that would have to be accounted for.

      The leader of the Thieves Guild learned long ago to adapt to the change of events. Even now, word reached her that the sailor known as Lukas refused to leave without his captain. Where most would pull their hair in frustration, Ileana adapted her plan and moved on.

      War was coming if she failed. Far from a patriot, Ileana understood what war would do to the economy. She was also very aware what an Atlantian victory would mean. It would usher in a new era of dominance. Order would be so strict, the people would be herded as sheep, and the shadows in which the Thieves Guild operated would shrink into oblivion.

      A knock on her door interrupted her thoughts. Ileana already knew who it was before she offered entrance to the group. The soft knock, the three pairs of heartbeats on the opposite side.

      “Come in.” Ileana pushed herself from her desk, her back straight, chest forward.

      The door opened with Talen in the lead, Lukas and Valeria following. The former’s skin was red around his neck, and the latter two looked beyond exhausted, yet a fire burned in their eyes.

      “You miserable piece of rotten filth!” Lukas’s arms and shoulders shook with rage. “You betrayed us all.”

      Talen moved to stand beside her desk, his hand on the pommel of his dagger.

      “There’s no need for violence.” Ileana shifted her eyes from Talen to Lukas. “Neither is there cause for name-calling. I made the move that was left to me. It was neither personal nor malicious. It was what I had at the time. Kronos already knew you entered the city. If I refused to help him or had aided you, I would have been in the dungeons with you. Instead, I am now in a position to not only free you, but I have gained Kronos’s trust. Moreover, I can now aid you in your quest.”

      “Our quest?” Valeria spoke for the first time. The rage echoing in her voice unnerved Ileana, but unlike Lukas, the captain had regained some of her composure. She kept all that rage in check. “Explain.”

      “Your claim to the throne, of course, and the end to the war with DeCadia that promises to ignite any day now.”

      Ileana was not caught uninformed or by surprise often. Today, she was. It was clear to her that Valeria had no idea what she was talking about on either subject. So, if Valeria had not come to make a claim for the throne with her uncle, and neither did she know of the emerging war, why had she come?

      A thought so simple entered Ileana’s mind she dismissed it at once. Years of learning to trust her intuition made her rethink the possibility. Could it be? Had Valeria simply wanted to return to Atlantis for—for some kind of homecoming?

      Valeria’s next words confirmed Ileana’s suspicions. “I have no desire to rule Atlantis, even if I were of royal blood. Tell me of this war you claim is coming.”

      “Kronos has been building his forces for years to invade your homeland. He’s just announced his intention to the populace, and it’s been met with overwhelming support.” Ileana shifted her gaze to Lukas and Talen before continuing. “As for the next part, perhaps we should speak alone.”

      “I’m done speaking with you.” Valeria blinked tired green eyes. “We must return to the dungeons to rescue the rest of my people. If you are sincere in your words, you will help us free those left imprisoned.”

      Ileana took a deep breath in through her nose and let it out slowly through her mouth. She knew Valeria was a wise captain, but the question now was if she would allow the loyalty to her friends to interfere with Ileana’s carefully laid plans.

      “We will rescue your friends. As promised, you’ll have all my resources and support behind you, but we do it my way.”

      Valeria was about to open her mouth to protest, but Ileana intercepted the rebuttal before it could be spoken.

      “Your escape will have been noticed by now. The remaining crewmembers who are still alive will be under double, maybe even triple guard. Our best chance of success is to free them tomorrow when they are to be publicly executed.”

      Valeria blinked once, twice. Her sleep-deprived mind was trying to sift through the numerous variables. Ileana understood the look well.

      “If you cross me again…” Valeria’s eyes turned from tired and bloodshot to dark green as the magic inside her boiled. Green flames danced in her eyes. Her sentence didn’t need to be finished. Everyone in the room understood her intentions.

      “We want the same thing.” Ileana motioned toward Talen and Lukas. “You’ll need food and rest. Tomorrow will be a big day. I wonder if I might have a moment with the captain, alone.”

      As expected, Lukas looked to Valeria for direction. A slight tilt of her head was all the big man needed to take his leave. A parting glance of anger at Ileana, and he was gone. Talen closed the door behind the two men as they left.

      “I’d offer you a seat, but what I have to say won’t take long.” Ileana cleared her throat, trying to determine how much Valeria already knew. It was unclear, despite her traveling with Tobias Blood, whether Valeria understood her own heritage. “Tobias Blood was brother to the king. When Kronos killed him, he fled. You’re his granddaughter. You two are the last living members of the true royal family. If Tobias does not reclaim his ruling position, you must.”

      The burden on Val’s weary face was undeniable. It was clear now Valeria already knew who she was and what that meant.

      “That is a problem for another day. It is also a dilemma with which you need not concern yourself. The right to the Atlantian throne belongs to Tobias. What he decides to do with it is his own decision.”

      “You know he won’t wear that mantle,” Ileana pushed. “Somehow you’ve known all along.”

      Val took a moment to think before turning her back on the leader of the Thieves Guild. “I’m going to get some rest. I’ll want to go over your plans to free my friends once I awake. And, Ileana?”

      Something in Val’s voice made Ileana give the captain her full attention. The fire was gone in the woman’s eyes, but a hard edge remained. “If what you’ve said turns out to be anything but the absolute truth, I’ll be coming for you.”

      With that, the captain strode from the room, leaving Ileana more troubled than she would like to admit.

      Stephen’s cold nightmares gave way to his waking reality that wasn’t much different. A harsh, grating noise filled his cell. Stephen was grateful for something to break the monotony of prison life, waking only to sleep on the cold ground again.

      The sound came once more. This time, Stephen realized what it was. The bolts on the outside of his cell door were being slid open. Was this it? Was this the rescue he’d been promised by Ileana?

      The brief mist of hope evaporated before his very eyes as the door was thrown wide. Twelve heavily armored prison guards stood in two rows of six. In their left hands they carried riot shields that covered their shins, torsos, and up to their helmeted heads. In their right hands they carried thick batons, all showing heavy signs of wear.

      Their eyes were focused, staring at him from behind clear visors. Someone from the back of the bunch spoke in a rough booming voice. “Prisoner 91729, you are to be taken and executed in full view of the Atlantian people for your crimes. Will you come with honor, or shall we drag you from your cell like the human dog you are?”

      Stephen gathered his long blond hair behind him in a knot. “Ultimately, you will take me through sheer number, but,” Stephen readied himself, pointing at the two guards in the front of each row, “I’m definitely sending you and you to the infirmary for months to come. Maybe even the next two behind you as well.”

      Stephen’s tone was so calm, his words so final, uncertainty flashed in each of the lead guards’ eyes.

      “Take him,” the guard in the rear ordered.

      They came at Stephen at once, two rows of guards seeking to press him against the back wall of the prison and beat him to submission or unconsciousness.

      Stephen understood he was fighting a losing battle, but walking to his death under his own power seemed insane. Stephen slammed his right foot into the face of the guard on his left. A shower of dark red blood exploded behind his clear visor at the same time Stephen heard the man’s nose break.

      He had just enough time to tear the shield from the hands of the guard on his right and strike him in the throat. The blows were enough to send the front two guards to the ground. Then, what Stephen knew was inevitable came. The remaining guards maneuvered around their fallen comrades, closing the fighting distance. Stephen managed a few more strikes, but they were too close now. Their shields pressed against his body, pinning him to the stone wall of the cell.

      Batons beat him across the sternum and temple. Blood seeped into his eyes and blurred his vision.

      Stephen didn’t even remember being knocked unconscious. One minute he was throwing blind punches, the next he was being dragged by his arms through the underbelly of the prison.

      He tilted his head to get a view of where he was being taken. Two large doors were flung wide open. A long hallway stretched before them. Stephen heard voices, loud and boisterous. Happy, excited voices. Where were they going? Halfway down the hall, a motion sensor activated, and the wall began to move, the upper half sliding away to reveal a large crowd clustered in a gigantic room. They were sitting on bleacher-like rows, as you would see in the arenas of old.

      When several turned and saw him struggling against the guards, they seemed to get even more excited. Some pointed, some laughed, others stared silently, a look of horror on their faces. He didn’t understand the mixed responses. What was going on?

      At the end of the hallway, two more guards opened another set of double doors, and the hallway turned into a thick stone room, with a door directly across from them. Other than that, it was empty. One of the guards behind them walked ahead and entered the door, while the guards holding him waited patiently.

      Stephen tried once more, bucking up to shake the guards loose, but they only grunted, and one slammed a fist against his head. His vision blurred, and his body sagged, firmly telling him to knock it off. He felt bruised all over, like he’d been kicked. Perhaps he had. There was a moment when he’d blacked out, so it was possible, and he didn’t remember it.

      The door ahead opened, and the guard motioned for them to follow along. When they came to a stop, he was pulled to his feet, the grip the guards maintained iron clad. Stephen blinked several times, trying to clear his vision. When it finally came into focus, he stilled, shocked at what lay before him. It was a circular room, a reclining chair sitting directly in the middle. Straps adorned the arms, the legs, and the middle of the chair’s back. A machine was directly behind it, the symbols unlike anything he’d seen, but he did notice a long, clear cord with a needle attached to the end of it.

      You are to be taken and executed. Those words echoed in his head. The machine was obviously the means of execution. It had to be some type of poison they were going to inject into his veins. In DeCadia, executions were carried out quickly, a shot to the head. This looked elaborate and possibly slow.

      A grinding noise startled him, and he saw the wall move, revealing the room of people he’d passed before. The only thing that separated them was a floor to ceiling glass wall, revealed once the wood panel had slid away. They were going to watch as his life fled from his eyes? What sort of people were they to enjoy his death?

      Another door opened, and two more prisoners were led in. Tobias and Ryder. Tobias’s hands were bound with some type of silver rope. A heavier, thicker version of the rope was wound completely around Ryder, from her neck to her feet. The guards carried her in and set her down beside Tobias, who refused to look at anyone. He stared at nothing, his eyes cold and empty. Ryder, on the other hand, looked panicked, her expression wild and fearful. The scent of burning flesh met Stephen, and he understood when he saw Ryder flinch. The chain seared into her flesh every time she moved. It must work to suppress magic, but for a Dragon, it caused pain as well.

      Stephen thought he’d feel joy at seeing the Dragon in so much pain, afraid of what was coming, but he felt something else entirely. Sympathy and anger at the people who had done this to her. It was at odds with how he normally felt, and it confused him. As much rage as he had for her, he did not wish anyone else to harm her. Perhaps it was simply that he wanted to be the one to bring her to justice. That made sense to him, but he knew it wasn’t the reason. His inner voice screamed denial. He did not like seeing her in this position. It didn’t sit well.

      The man who entered behind them nodded to the guard next to Tobias, who pushed the man toward the chair. Tobias never faltered. He walked calmly to the chair and sat, regal as any king. That’s when Stephen understood this man wasn’t only a slave, a sailor, a magician. He was a prince of Atlantis, and he was acting like it. His head was high, and he stared at the crowd without blinking, his eyes like frost. Several heads behind the glass wall bowed or looked away from that unwavering gaze.

      “Citizens of Atlantis.”

      Stephen’s focus was brought back around to the man who had come in last. He was dressed in a silvery blue robe, his white hair slicked back. Green eyes danced with mirth as he smiled at the crowd. It unnerved Stephen. This man enjoyed his job. He enjoyed causing their deaths. Stephen felt sickened by it.

      “Before us stands a traitor, banished from our home. He dared to defy our beloved king, who spared his life, by returning to our lands. Now, in accordance with the laws and traditions of our home, he shall be put to death for his trespasses, along with those who accompanied him.”

      A cheer went up, and Stephen found his own anger starting to spiral. How dare they revel in their deaths?

      The executioner nodded to Tobias’s guards, and they removed his bindings, only to strap him into the chair. The needle was pushed into a vein on his arm and taped down. Stephen struggled, but in his weakened state, there was nothing he could do against the guards who held him firm.

      He was going to die here today, along with Ryder, Tobias, Lukas, Valeria…but where was she? Neither she nor Lukas had been brought in. Were they already dead? A knife twisted in his stomach. She couldn’t be dead.

      “Do you have anything to say, traitor?” the executioner asked, the sneer on his face daring Tobias to speak.

      “I am Tobias Dendali, and whether I die here today or not, the Dendali line will regain its rightful place. The people of Atlantis will no longer be under the rule of a cruel dictator. Do with me as you wish, but my bloodline lives on and will restore our once great Atlantis to what it was.”

      The executioner backhanded Tobias, splitting his lip. Blood ran down his face, and Tobias smiled. Stephen gaped at him. The man smiled.

      “May the ancestors of our forefathers forgive you.” With those words, Tobias settled himself back against the chair and waited for death.

      Stephen watched, horrified, as the guard standing by the machine was given the go-ahead to start. A dark blue liquid sped down the clear tube and directly into Tobias’s arm. It took only a moment for the man to begin to jerk, his bindings preventing him from coming off the chair. Stephen cringed, understanding this was to be his fate too. This horrible, painful, undignified death. When Tobias stilled and his body relaxed, the guard moved up next to him and checked his pulse.

      Tobias was dead.

      Stephen had no time to take in the shock of it as Tobias’s body was removed from the chair and hauled off into the room they’d come out of. Ryder was taken to the chair next, but they didn’t remove her bindings. Instead, they used the middle strap to aid in holding her down. Another strap he hadn’t seen went over her legs. She was more tightly secured than Tobias because of the full-body bonds already wound around her.

      This time there was no speaking, no mocking, only a nod from the executioner, and the process was repeated. The needle went into a vein on her neck instead of her arm because of the way they’d bound her, but the results were still the same. The blue liquid invaded her body, and within moments, the convulsions started, only Ryder wasn’t quiet. She screamed, begged, cried.

      Stephen lunged, trying to get to her, his instincts taking over. The sound of her cries was more than he could take. He had to do something to end this. Another staggering blow landed on his head, but he fought through it. He’d been given one job, and that was to keep her safe. He had to get to her, to yank the poison from her before it was too late. More blows landed, and more hands pulled at him, but all he could see was Ryder, her convulsions slowing until her body lay still and pale. When his hands covered hers, the warmth in them was already dying. No one had to tell him she was gone.

      Rage gave him strength, and he turned, catching the first guard with a glancing blow to his chin, knocking him backward. More swarmed him, and he fought, knocking them down one by one until only three guards and the executioner remained. They all paused a moment, their audience rapt, their breath held as they waited for this to play out.

      The lighting in the room flickered, and he glanced toward the ceiling, as did everyone else. There was a loud pop, and the room was plunged into darkness. Utter and complete darkness.

      He heard shuffling, and arms came for him. He knocked them aside as best he could in the dark, but he felt the pinprick of a needle hit him, and within a few seconds, true darkness overcame him as his mind floated away.

      At least he wouldn’t have to face his death and the knowledge that he’d failed his charge.
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      Tobias woke from his supposed death ready to accept the consequences due him from the previous life. After all, being a traitor to your own bloodline didn’t give one much hope for a pleasant afterlife.

      To his surprise, Tobias awoke to a world very much like the one he assumed he’d left. A room not much larger than the cell he was kept inside until the time of his public execution. He was sprawled out on an old bed. The mattress protested with a loud squeak every time he shifted. One small window and door were the only things to break up the walls flaking with old paint. A privy sat in the corner, the only other piece of furniture in the room.

      All things considered, if this was his atonement in the afterlife, Tobias should consider himself lucky. Perhaps there had been a mix-up and some other poor soul had been given his sentence.

      The door opened, and in walked Valeria.

      Tobias sat bolt upright in his bed. Another ear-piercing squeal from the bed sent a bolt of thunderous pain to his skull. Tobias lifted a hand to his head, trying to deal with the pain and the idea of seeing Valeria. If she was here, that meant she was dead as well, and that was something he was not ready to deal with yet, ever.

      “Calm yourself, old man.” Valeria walked to his bedside but did not offer a hand of comfort. “You’re not dead, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “What?” Tobias winced past the pain. “I saw the poison enter my arm. I felt the life leave my body.”

      “Ileana had one of her inside operatives replace the poison with a substitute designed to give all the symptoms of death. You were unconscious for a few hours. To the blind eye, you were dead to the world. We extracted you minutes after you were given the injection and revived you here in one of the Guild’s safe houses.”

      Tobias finally lowered the hand he’d raised to his head. The excruciating pain in his cranium was now bearable. He rose to unsteady feet, examining the puncture wound the needle made when entering his skin.

      Valeria did not offer a steadying hand, neither did Tobias expect her to. She was a Dendali, and they stood strong without sympathy or need of help.

      The one thing his mind was grappling with the most wasn’t his near-death experience, but the emotion he felt when Valeria first walked in, and he thought for a moment she might be dead as well. It was a hollow feeling, an emptiness he thought himself impervious to.

      “Ileana says Kronos and Atlantis march on DeCadia.” Valeria crossed the room and leaned close to the window, her gaze a hundred miles away. “He’s tricked the Atlantians into thinking they are gods. Even if they can win, and they probably will with the use of magic on their side, the losses on both sides will be in the millions.”

      “And?” Tobias recognized the callous edge in his voice and went on anyway. “What are they to us? They follow a false king, led like sheep. I say let the sheep be slaughtered. My allegiance to the Atlantian people died along with my brother.”

      “How can you say that?” Val turned from the window, her eyes dancing with righteous indignation. “These are your people. Even if you hold no allegiance to Atlantis, then what of DeCadia? It’s been your home since you ran away. If you aren’t going to stop this war from happening, then no one will.”

      “I know what you want.” Tobias was already shaking his head. “I will not be their king. I’ve seen what happens to those in power. You’re either overthrown or corrupted as you sit on the throne. The last good ruler died with my brother, and it was my fault.”

      “Ileana thinks the Atlantis people would rally behind a Dendali once again if he were to make himself known.” Valeria wasn’t pleading. Tobias never thought she would plead, but there was no denying the urgency in her eyes.

      “Or herself known.” Tobias’s mind was made up as he headed for the door to exit the room. “They would follow a queen just as well as a king.”

      Valeria’s silence was enough for Tobias to know she was the right person to wear the crown. She didn’t want it any more than he did. The difference was there was still good in Valeria, and despite her unwillingness to reign, she would try if it meant saving lives.

      Without another word, Tobias was through the door, leaving the heir to the Atlantian throne to think on her next move.

      Tobias traveled down a hall, unsure where he was going. The dryness in his throat convinced him he needed water, but where he was to find any was beyond him. The building seemed to be a series of units connected to one another instead of one single house.

      Motion caught his eye. Lukas turned a corner, coming down the hall in his direction. He was carrying a pitcher and cups as if he had read Tobias’s mind.

      “How did you know?” Tobias nodded to the mugs.

      “I was going to find Val, actually.” Lukas frowned as Tobias helped himself to the pitcher and cups. “She’s still regaining her strength from being imprisoned.”

      “I’d give her a few moments to herself right about now.” Tobias poured himself a glass of crystal clear water and drained it with a loud sigh of contentment.

      “And why should I do that?” Lukas’s eyebrow raised. “What have you done to her?”

      “I have done nothing.” Tobias handed back the pitcher and cup. “But whether Valeria knows it or not, a queen is being born.”
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      The howls of agony echoed so loudly off the throne room walls they vibrated inside Kronos’s chest. Hera pinned the captain responsible for overseeing the executions to the stone floor with magic. Red streams pulsated from her hands as they pierced both hands and feet of her prey.

      Hera enjoyed her work a little too much, in Kronos’s eyes. Yes, he was furious. Of course, the man responsible for the escape of the prisoner had to be dealt with. The line was crossed when one took pleasure in the torture.

      Kronos looked on the act as something that had to be done. Hera looked forward to the act. Beyond the screaming captain stood rows of Atlantian officers. They needed to be reminded of what happened when orders were not carried out.

      With her right hand, Hera held her victim down, and with her left, she extracted his very life. Red magic from her left hand gripped at his soul and tore without regard. Visually, it was appalling. The captain who failed in his duties was screaming as he aged year by year. In front of their eyes, Hera was plucking away at his decades of remaining life. Where once a young and handsome officer stood, now a screaming old man remained.

      “Enough,” Kronos commanded, not to spare the man any pain but to be done with the punishment and on to hunting down those responsible. “Let him live out his few remaining years to remember his shame.”

      Begrudgingly, Hera stopped the magic flow from her hands. The yelling had now downgraded to a rough coughing as the elderly man on the ground struggled to breathe.

      “Take him away.” Kronos motioned two guards forward. He turned to the ranks of waiting officers. They stood at attention, frightened and ready to obey, no matter what the cost. “Let this be a lesson to all of you. The Atlantian military will have order. We will be just and specific in our quest for perfection. You are dismissed.”

      The ranks of officers bowed and filed out of the room. As was planned, they marched off in the wake of the now old man being carried out. The best lessons were those imprinted in one’s mind. These officers would not fail.

      “Ajax, Hera.” Kronos stood from his seat, and his square pupils that destined him for greatness narrowed in on his two most trusted generals. “I would have a word with you.”

      The two couldn’t be more different. Ajax, built like a tank, loyal to a fault, and bold. Hera, thin but still muscular, scheming, and willing to bend the rules when necessary. They were the perfect combination, in Kronos’s eyes. He would need their abilities in the coming days if the war with DeCadia was to be won.

      “Ajax, I want your men to sweep the city and surrounding ports. The entire island is to be scoured for those responsible. It seems Tobias and the shifter are dead, but looks can be deceiving.” Kronos moved his attention to Hera. “Hera, I want your agents digging for information. Someone somewhere knows something.”

      “As you wish.” Hera displayed her signature bow, the one Kronos could never tell was authentic or not. “I’ll make sure my people come through, unlike—well, no need to bring up the recent fault in the military.”

      Ajax’s face reddened. Every muscle under his pristine uniform bulged with rage. “Any time you’re ready to stop hiding behind that shield of magic, witch, I’m ready.”

      “Enough.” Kronos lifted a hand to silence the squabbling. Competition was a useful tool, but too much could topple empires from within. “Go now, and do not fail me.”

      Both officer and sorceress left the room, with enough space so they would not have to converse with one another.

      Kronos watched them go, wondering if there were any chance his plan could not come to fruition. There was not. With the people behind him and the military already preparing to invade, the wheels were set in motion. Tobias was most likely dead, and even if by some miracle he was not, the people would not rally behind a known traitor.

      Kronos sat in his throne room alone, until the fires in the braziers ran low. This was his time to reign, and no man would topple what he had built.

      Ryder groaned and rolled over, but the simplest of movements brought agonizing pain with it. Had the ancestors decided to curse her in the afterlife for disobeying her family and running away? Was she destined to feel an eternity of pain for her disobedience? It would be just like the ancestors to condemn her. They were that spiteful.

      “Easy.” A cool, wet cloth was swiped across her face. The relief was instant and all too brief. “You’re still healing.”

      Healing? Then she wasn’t dead? She’d been spared? But how? She’d felt the pain of death, felt the life leave her. How was she not dead?

      “She’s awake?”

      That voice, she knew. The blasted captain who blamed her for the deaths of his crew. She hadn’t been the one to char them into oblivion. That honor belonged to the other Dragons on her island. Well, she admitted deep down that it was partly her fault. They’d come for her, and the humans who stood in the way of retrieving her had only been collateral damage.

      Ryder was sorry for the loss of life. She hadn’t understood loss and pain and perseverance until she’d met these humans. Their emotions were getting to the human half of her. It awoke more and more every day, while her shifter side became more and more dormant. She needed to change before her body forgot how. Before she became too human.

      Or maybe she was in the afterlife, and the captain was salt added into the wounds of her punishment. Either way, Stephen was the last person she wanted to see.

      “It is difficult to know.” Another pass of the cool cloth against the burns embedded into her flesh. “Her wounds are more difficult to heal as they are magic induced. Her body may simply be reacting to the stimulus of the cloth, or she could be waking up. There is no way to tell unless she opens her eyes.”

      Facing the captain and all his hated blame wasn’t something Ryder relished. He’d only laugh at her pain, gloat in the fact she was hurting.

      “How are the wounds healing?” His voice came closer, and a shadow darkened over her closed eyelids. He had to be standing over her.

      “Slowly, sir. If she could shift, her wounds would heal faster, but that isn’t an option right now.”

      “Perhaps we can sneak her back to the ship? She could shift and stay hidden behind Tobias’s wards.”

      “You should speak with Ileana, sir. If there’s a way to do it, she’ll be able to arrange it for you.”

      Dare she suspect the captain sounded concerned? For her?

      What kind of twisted afterlife had the ancestors thrown her into?

      “If shifting is the only way she can heal these wounds, then I will make sure she’s able to.”

      A rustle sounded, and more footsteps came toward her. “How is she?”

      Ah, the captain of The Emerald Queen. The reason they were all here now. She wanted to feel some sort of anger toward the woman, but found she couldn’t. Emerald had only ever wanted to find somewhere she belonged, much as Ryder had. She’d fled her home looking for a sense of belonging. She couldn’t fault Emerald for doing the same.

      “She’s not healing well, my lady.”

      “Just Emerald, please.”

      Ryder wanted to snort at the irritation in Emerald’s voice. She was a princess here in Atlantis, and people were treating her as such. The woman wasn’t used to that kind of reverence.

      “As you wish, my lady Emerald.”

      “Trevian, could you leave us for a few moments, please?” the wretched captain asked quietly. “I need to speak with Emerald privately.”

      “Of course, sir. My lady Emerald.”

      “I swear to the gods, if I hear ‘my lady’ one more time…”

      “Calm down, Valeria.” A short laugh slipped out of the captain, but Ryder focused on the name he’d called Emerald. “They are only following Ileana’s lead, and she and Tobias both want you to assume the role of rightful heir to the throne of Atlantis.”

      “I want no such responsibility.” The irritation had bled to outright hostility. “I just wanted to find a place to call home, not to lead a rebellion.”

      “I know, Rhee.” Stephen’s voice was close to Ryder’s ear, so she knew it was he who now bathed her face. “Sometimes fate has other plans for us. I thought I’d be chasing pirates through the skies, not signing up to follow one. We can’t control our choices at all times, so we just have to make do with the hand we’re dealt.”

      “But Tobias is the next heir. He’s not dead.”

      “But he can abdicate his throne and name you as his heir. You are his granddaughter.”

      “Stephen, stop making so much sense!” Her boot heels clacked as she paced. “I want no part of this. Why won’t anyone listen to me?”

      “And what of our home? What of DeCadia?”

      “What of it?” Her tone had gone all surly. “They never cared a whit about me. Why should I care what happens to them?”

      A long, slow sigh left the captain. He didn’t speak for several minutes, just continued to bathe Ryder’s face and neck with the coolness of the cloth. “I know you had a hard upbringing, Rhee. You haven’t said that much to me about it, but I can tell it tortures you. What I want you to consider is all the children of DeCadia. Those who are innocent, who have no protectors. What do you imagine will happen to them? The ones who run homeless in the streets? What of them? Can you really condemn them to a fate worse than your own?”

      “I can’t deal with this right now. What of the Dragon? She does not look to be healing. Her burns are still as bad as they were when they brought her here.”

      Emerald sounded so distraught, Ryder almost found herself reaching out to her. Which was odd. It was not in her nature to comfort anyone. Being in her human form was doing things to her, and the sooner she shifted, the better.

      “The healer said the only way for her to heal is to shift.”

      “And she can’t do that here,” Emerald finished for him.

      “No. If we can get her back to Tobias’s warded cove, she can shift and heal. The healer suggested Ileana could arrange safe passage.”

      “I’ll speak with her immediately and arrange to have someone take her…”

      “No,” the captain interrupted. “I’ll take her.”

      There was a long pause before Emerald spoke again. “Stephen, you don’t have to. I know how you feel about her.”

      “She’s my charge, mine to protect, and I failed her. This is the least I can do for her.”

      “You always did take that pledge of honor to heart, didn’t you?” A small, short laugh followed Emerald’s statement. “As you wish, Stephen, but I want you both back here as soon as she is able to travel.”

      “Of course,” he murmured.

      “I’ll go talk to Ileana now. Be ready to move as soon as she gives the go-ahead.”

      Ryder heard Emerald’s boots move away, and then the door opening and closing. Relief invaded her senses. She’d be able to shift soon, and then these dreadful emotions would go away.

      “Be easy, Ryderoux. I will see you well again.” The words were barely a whisper, but she caught them. “I swear it.”

      If she didn’t know better, she’d think the good captain cared.

      But she did know better.

      The sooner she shifted, the better.
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      “We’ll need the support of the people if this is going to have any chance of working.” Tobias paced Ileana’s office, not for the first time thinking how small the leader of the Thieves Guild’s quarters really were. “We’ll need supplies as well.”

      “You’ll have them.” Ileana was hunched over her desk, a mountain of reports to go through before the day’s end. The papers were stacked like a leaning mountain, ready to topple at any moment. “Ask me what you really want to know, and let’s stop pretending, here, sorcerer.”

      Tobias stopped pacing, giving Ileana his full attention. There was a brief moment where neither said anything. Anger at being called out in such a direct way touched Tobias, but only for an instant. If this plan was going to work, there would be no room for anger or grudges. Tobias held Ileana’s gaze for a second more before he asked the question eating him away from the inside out.

      “Does she have a chance?” Tobias forced out the words as if every syllable caused him pain. It was a question to which he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted the answer. “She’s what these people need, but I won’t put her at risk if there is no chance to be had.”

      “There’s always a chance.” Ileana shrugged, leaning back in her chair as if taking chances were as common a thing as breathing. “If Valeria is fully invested, I know she can topple Kronos, but only if she is fully invested.”

      “I understand.” Tobias turned to leave. “Thank you for your time.”

      “I’ve already begun setting up meetings with influential town leaders and city officials.” Ileana lifted a report from her desk once more. This time she stood from her seat and offered it to Tobias. There was a hard edge in her eyes. “I know it seems there is a unified Atlantis behind Kronos, but looks can be deceiving. Not so many of the inhabitants are ready to run into another war. You are free to use my men as messengers. They understand the meaning of discretion.”

      Tobias turned to accept the paper. The parchment was simple, with a long list of names, offices held, and even a rating of how important it was to secure their assistance. It was comprehensive, to say the least. Tobias felt grateful and at the same time wary to have such a clever ally.

      “You’ve been busy.” Tobias glanced over the list, raising a brow. “I recognize a few of these names. Some will be harder than others to persuade.”

      “Like I said.” Ileana turned her eyes back to her work, signaling the end to their conversation. “It all depends on how motivated Valeria is to ascend the throne.”

      Tobias scratched the scruff of his beard as he exited Ileana’s office. Valeria was beginning to understand the role she needed to play. Not that she desired fame or glory, but the mantle she was destined to bear if for no other reason than to save the Atlantian people.

      The politicians and city leaders on the list would need to be presented with a strong, capable leader if they were to be expected to throw in their lot with Valeria and Tobias.

      “You look worried.” Lukas’s voice interrupted Tobias. “That makes me worried.”

      Lukas was leaning against a window, arms crossed, looking out into the city. Ileana had assured them many times that they were safe at her hideout, but it seemed the first mate would rather keep a lookout of his own.

      “Not worried.” Tobias shook his head. He joined Lukas at the window, handing the man the list. “Mentally preparing for a campaign.”
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      “Drink.”

      Ryder coughed when someone poured a vile concoction down her throat. She did her best to spit it up, but the rough hands holding her head refused to let her. They even pinched her nose, forcing her to swallow or strangle. Was she not dying fast enough for them? Did they need to hurry the process by making her drink whatever rot this was?

      “Here, you’ll need to put these clothes on.”

      “They stink.” That voice, she knew. Stephen. What was going on?

      “You’re supposed to be beggars, and they don’t wear clean clothes.”

      “Talen, your clothes aren’t this nasty.”

      She almost laughed at the disgust in Stephen’s voice. Talen’s next statement brought her fully awake.

      “Just put them on. I’ll dress your Dragon.”

      “No.” The steel in Stephen’s voice was unmistakable. “You won’t touch her.”

      “Just trying to help.”

      Ryder desperately wanted to see what was going on. It had been days since she’d been able to open her eyes, but she tried again. To her amazement, they not only opened, but she also felt the pain beginning to lessen in her limbs. Had they given her Ya-You’s liquid miracle?

      “She’s awake.” The young man she assumed was Talen spoke quietly. “The drugs are starting to work.”

      Before she could blink, Stephen was on his knees beside her. “Ryder? How are you feeling?”

      “I…” A fit of coughing hit. It was only a moment before Stephen pushed a chipped cup at her dry lips. The warm water coated her parched tongue, and she drank greedily. How long had she been out?

      “Easy, Dragon.” Stephen pulled the cup away, and she wanted to snatch it back. “You’ll get sick if you drink too much too fast.”

      As much as she wanted to protest, he was right. She tried to sit up, but the pain that assaulted her muscles forced a cry out of her.

      “Stay still.” Now the man sounded irritated. He could seesaw back and forth between emotions so fast it made her head spin. “You’re not better. Give the drugs time to work.”

      Drugs? What kind of drugs? He hadn’t said medicine, so whatever they’d given her had nothing to do with healing. “What did you give me?”

      He pulled on the grimy tunic before answering her. His nose wrinkled in distaste. She could see why. The smell drifted down to her, and she turned her head away, trying to escape it.

      “You aren’t going to be able to heal unless you shift, as you well know. We’re sneaking you out of the city, but you need to be up and walking. Ileana provided us a cocktail of drugs that will numb your pain. It’ll let you move around pain-free, at least long enough to get you out of the city and back to Tobias’s cove.”

      She had to admit, her pain was going away. Whatever the stuff was, it rivaled Ya-You’s foul miracle goop.

      “We only have two doses left.” The young man came into her field of vision. He was going to be a heartbreaker when he filled out and grew up a bit. “Each dose only lasts four hours, so we have to hurry. With the one we’ve already given you, that gives us exactly twelve hours to get back to this cove.”

      It could take several days to heal her wounds. Now that she saw them, Ryder understood how extensive they were. There would be no quick fix here. This would be a long and painful process. One she did not wish upon anyone, especially herself.

      Stephen squatted in front of her, and Ryder gagged at the odor coming from him. “I know it’s foul, but we need to get you dressed.” He helped her to sit up, and then demanded she raise her arms. When he dragged something that stank even worse than his own clothes over her, she gagged. She took great, gulping breaths of air when her head cleared the top of the dress.

      Talen tossed something to Stephen, and he frowned. “What’s this?” He held up what looked like a small dagger.

      “Your weapon.”

      “This is not a weapon. A sword is a weapon. This is a toothpick.”

      Talen smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I can kill you at least half a dozen ways with that toothpick. Besides, a sword would call too much attention. You’re a beggar, not a soldier. If we end up in a fight, you can always take one from whomever you put down.”

      Ryder worked to settle the ugly dress around her while the two of them argued. Her pain was almost completely gone. Whatever they gave her worked fast and well.

      It took her a moment, but she was able to stand. Stephen heard her and was immediately by her side, fussing that she should have asked him for help. Who was this man, and where was the real Royal Navy captain?

      “I’m fine as long as I don’t breathe too deeply.”

      “Good, because we need to hurry. Once we hit the streets, it’s going to be dicey. There is a big ceremony going on. We’ll have to navigate through that and find our way to the same spot you lot came through. It is heavily guarded. Chances are, you’ll get your opportunity to find a sword between here and there.”

      Stephen reached under his filthy shirt and pulled out a cloth that held some bread and cheese, which she greedily ate while the two of them conferred about their best route between here and the boat. She stretched and almost giggled at the ability to do it without mind-searing pain.

      “Can you walk yet?” Talen asked, and she took several steps. No pain. She smiled and nodded.

      “Good, we need to get going.” Without another word, the young man opened the door and walked out. Stephen frowned at his retreating back, but shrugged.

      “Let’s go, Dragon.”

      Well, maybe there was a bit of the old Stephen still in there. He still sounded as arrogant and all but sneered the word “Dragon.” He may never get past his hatred of her people. Sighing, she followed him out the door and found herself in an underground hallway. She could smell the raw dirt, dirt that hadn’t been trampled on by the feet of man. There was also the stench of waste, so perhaps they were in some kind of underground sewer system?

      Wall mounted lamps lit their way along the tunnel Talen led them through. Ryder found herself sandwiched between the two of them. Several times, she’d slowed because her vision blurred. Perhaps an effect of the drugs or something the drugs couldn’t heal. She didn’t know. Stephen kept running into her back. Twice she’d almost fallen when he’d done that, but he always caught her, muttering. Which only angered her. It wasn’t her fault she was having challenges.

      Talen opened a door before Ryder could say anything, and he climbed the stairs. She followed, Stephen so close her, she could smell him under all that stench. As a Dragon, she had an exceptional sense of smell. The man always smelled good, a mixture of sea salt and something Ryder couldn’t place, but she loved it.

      The steps winded her, more than she thought. While her body may not feel the pain she was causing it, the physical effects were still there, like getting tired. She stopped for a moment at the top to catch her breath. Neither man pushed her. They gave her the time she needed. When she nodded, Talen opened the door, momentarily blinding her.

      The door led to a small opening in a wall. Not the same area they’d come through. She could hear the bustling city center not too far off. No, not bustling, more like a crowd of people cheering.

      “What’s going on over there?” Her voice came out louder than she’d intended, and Talen shot her an aggravated look.

      “Kronos’s speech.”

      “Speech?”

      “They are going to declare war on DeCadia and take back the continent.” His whispered words shocked her. The Atlantians had created the Dendali Curse so they could keep DeCadians out of Atlantis, and now they wanted to defeat the very people they scoffed at? What was Kronos playing at?

      They crept along the outer wall, and the closer they got to the city center, the more cautious Talen’s movements became. His gaze roved over every inch of the city in front of them as they scurried along, keeping to the shadows.

      He pointed to the dock ahead. Ryder saw the big boats gently swaying on the clear blue ocean waves. Several air ships were also docked in the sky. How in the world did Talen expect them to escape with so many boats around?

      When they reached the wharf, Talen motioned them to one of the smaller vessels alongside what looked to be a gigantic monster of a boat.

      “There are so many boats.”

      “Ships,” both Stephen and Talen corrected her. She rolled her eyes. Boat, ship, same thing to her.

      “We are going to hide on the small freighter, and once we hit the open ocean away from the city, we’ve arranged for a boat to be lowered for us to escape in.”

      “Escape?”

      They all froze at the sound of the unfamiliar voice. Ryder glanced over her shoulder and saw a large group of soldiers staring them down.

      Well, at least now Stephen might get the sword he wanted.
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      “You, there,” a thick, raspy voice called to their left. “I’m going to need to see some identification.”

      “I can draw most of them away,” Talen whispered. “The ship you need is The Drake. They’ll be expecting you.”

      Before either Ryder or Stephen could protest, Talen had pulled down his pants, showing his bare rear end to the soldiers.

      “Hey, you ugly bunch of mother lovers,” Talen yelled, adding a crude gesture from each of his hands before he pulled up his pants to run. “Down with the imposter king, and long live the Dendali line!”

      That did it. The main bulk of the soldier contingent yelled and gave chase. Spurred on by their leader, an overweight man with a large beard, all but a few soldiers charged toward Talen.

      Street vendors’ carts were thrown to the side without care. Yells permeated the air.

      “Get back here!”

      “I’ll show you a mother lover!”

      “Halt! In the name of King Kronos, halt!”

      Ryder and Stephen stood stunned for a moment. Events had transpired so quickly it was difficult to process what happened and regain momentum.

      “What do we do?” Ryder eyed two approaching guards who had stayed behind. She counted another four looking over from their own harassment session of a local vendor.

      “How weak are you?” Stephen asked as the two kept walking. “Can you run or fight?”

      “I’ll find the strength to do what needs to be done,” Ryder told herself as much as Stephen.

      The truth was she was exhausted and weak. More than anything, she wanted to spread her wings to recover. But now was not the time to dwell on impossible desires. She needed to be focused for what came next.

      “Are you deaf?” The lead soldier grabbed Ryder by her right arm and swung her around.

      Pure shock spread across his face, due first to the fact that Ryder’s hood fell off when he grabbed her, and he recognized the wanted girl from the many pictures being posted in and around Atlantis.

      Second, the shock continued as the hand still clutching her cloak separated from the soldier’s wrist. Blood spluttered from the severed hand, both from the disembodied hand still hanging on to Ryder as well as from the soldier’s arm. Ryder felt a spray of hot liquid on her face. Blood drenched her clothes.

      “We should run now.” Stephen still held the sword he had unsheathed from the soldier’s belt and used to sever the hand.

      As if everyone was woken from a dream at the same moment, all hell broke loose. The soldier began screaming, clutching at the stump where his hand had once been, his counterpart began yelling for help, and the other four soldiers in the crowded street charged toward them.

      Stephen took off at a run, sidestepping the remaining soldier in front of them, who was still in the process of unsheathing his sword.

      Ryder was beyond furious at being covered in blood. With her enhanced strength, she battered into the soldier, sending him flying through the air and landing in the gutter amongst a pile of dead fish.

      The already pungent odor of life near the ocean intensified and made Ryder gag as the fish scattered in a dozen different directions.

      “Stop!”

      “Halt!”

      The other four Atlantian soldiers were nearly on top of her now, each one wearing their gold and silver armor, brandishing swords. Pedestrians ran from the encounter, jostling one another to be free of the incident.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, Ryder knew the smart thing to do would be run. She just didn’t want to.

      They fell on her at once. With each strike from her hands and legs, they flew yards into the air before crumbling in bright, shiny heaps when they finally collided with the cobblestone street.

      “Are you crazy?” Stephen appeared at her side a moment later. “Let’s go. More will be coming.”

      As if to punctuate his words, heavy footfalls and shouts could be heard no more than a few blocks away.

      Ryder turned to run beside Stephen. The look on his face made her stop in her tracks. “What?”

      “That soldier’s severed hand is still holding onto your cloak.”
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      The rest of the journey to The Drake was uneventful. Stephen found the ship’s captain a shifty woman with a pack of tobacco in her lip. She was named Curly, despite her completely bald head.

      “And where’s Talen?” Curly asked, eyeing the two as if they were spies sent by Kronos himself. “He said he would be here.”

      “We ran into a bit of trouble,” Stephen offered. “Talen volunteered to act as a diversion so we could escape.”

      “Threw down his pants again, did he?” Curly broke into a wide grin. “Ever since that boy was a wee thing, always wanted to be running around naked. Okay, that’s enough for me. You two get on board. We’re about to set sail.”

      Stephen and Ryder exchanged shrugs and followed Curly on board The Drake.

      Unlike the air boats Ryder was accustomed to, this one rested in the water, undulating on soft ocean waves. The vessel itself was smaller than The Emerald Queen, but what it lacked in size, it made up for in character.

      A crew of all women eyed the passengers with curious glances.

      “We’re off,” Curly shouted to her crew. “Haven’t you seen passengers before? I swear, you girls need to get out more. Let’s catch the wind. Daylight is burning.”

      Immediately, the crew jumped into action. Even with Ryder’s limited understanding of how a boat operated, she knew this crew would rank among the very best.

      Sailors worked together to get the ship ready. Sails were raised, mooring ropes removed, and more than a few curses exchanged. Within minutes, they were underway.

      Ryder found herself at the boat’s railing, enjoying the feeling of not having to hide or be chased. All around her, Atlantis’s port teemed with life as ships entered and exited the harbor.

      She lost track of time as she counted the number of sea creatures jumping clear of the crystal ocean water. Water like this was foreign to Ryder. Ever since she could remember, the Dendali Curse had inhibited any ocean life and was the reason boats had been forced to the air instead of over the waves.

      Before Ryder realized it, they were out of the port and into open water.

      “We’ll be letting you off here.” Curly’s voice ripped Ryder from her own thoughts. “Take care of yourself and your man, there.”

      Ryder looked at Curly, shocked. Over the captain’s shoulder, she saw Stephen assisting in lowering a small rowboat into the water.

      “He’s not my man. He hates me, actually.” Ryder turned to Curly with a single eyebrow raised. “Why would you tell me to take care of him?”

      “He’s working through some things. When you get to be my age, you can read it in a man’s eyes.” Curly shrugged as she turned to walk away. “He might not hate you as much as you think. Talk to him.”
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      “You haven’t ignored or scowled at me today. Does that mean you forgive me?”

      “Forgiveness is a strong word.” Stephen leaned back on the oars, letting the current take them further and further out to sea. “Let’s just say I’ve gained some perspective.”

      Ryder nodded. The last thing she wanted was to push Stephen in a direction that would dredge up past sins. And it was nice not to have him glaring at her every time she looked his way.

      “We’re almost to Tobias’s wards now. Once we’re through and on the boat, you’ll be able to transform and heal.” Stephen reminded her of the plan. “Then it’s straight back to the Thieves Guild.”

      “And Valeria.” Ryder didn’t mean to say the two words out loud. They stumbled out on their own. Ryder looked at the former captain with wide eyes, expecting him to revert to his stoic demeanor.

      He didn’t. Instead, he pulled on the oars again, dipping the polished wood into the salty sea. They were well out of the harbor, only a few ships within eyesight. The sea this close to Atlantis was still teeming with life, so unlike the ocean either of them was used to.

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Stephen looked at Ryder, almost cracking a grin. “It’s that obvious, huh?”

      “It’s obvious you care for her.” Ryder pulled the cloak around her shoulders, wincing at the pain it brought. “What’s not obvious is the change that’s come about you.”

      There, she said it. It was out in the open now. If he wanted to fire back at her with anger, he could. For a brief moment, Ryder thought the old Stephen would come back. She expected to see the fire in his eyes, the disdain, even the hate he held for her. It never came.

      “I had time to think while I was in that prison.” Stephen rowed harder. Forcing his arms to work faster, his breathing became heavier. “I’d regret a lot of things if I had died in that cell. I don’t want to live like that anymore.”

      Ryder understood how difficult it must be for someone like Stephen to admit that to himself, let alone a former enemy. The way he strained on the oars, sending them flying over the sea, was only a way for him to deal with the emotion the words brought.

      “Well, it may not be worth anything to you, but I’m glad we’re—on the same side now.” Ryder continued to choose her words carefully. “And I’ve seen the way Valeria looks at you. She still cares for you.”

      Sweat was beading down Stephen’s face. He gave Ryder a quick nod, refusing to make eye contact. It was clear he was finished with the conversation. As if to punctuate this thought, he looked behind his shoulder to the island where The Emerald Queen lay invisibly docked.

      “We’re here.” Stephen placed the oars inside the boat, letting their forward momentum carry them on. “We should pass through the ward soon and be able to see the ship.”

      Ryder followed Stephen’s gaze. The island they were coasting toward was small. No more than a mound of sand and a few trees and clumps of grass, really.

      One moment there was nothing else there, then their boat passed through a kind of glimmering haze. To Ryder it was what she imagined stepping through a mirror would feel like. The air rippled around them, and the next second they were through.

      In front of them, standing out of the water like a prehistoric leviathan rising from the deep, was Valeria’s ship, The Emerald Queen. The notion a ship could actually ride waves instead of wind gusts was something foreign to Ryder. With all the oceans poisoned outside of Atlantis, she was only used to seeing ships in the air, at the most docked for a brief stint, not anchored and secured in the water.

      “Take the time you need to recover, but no more than is necessary.” Stephen grabbed the offered mooring line from the ship’s crew. “Valeria will need us again. If I’m right, sooner rather than later.”
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      Hera stormed into her quarters, throwing her cloak off as she passed the dark burgundy sofa that dominated the living area. Fury boiled through her veins as she did her best to calm down. How dare he set foot back onto Atlantian shores? How dare he!

      Tobias Dendali.

      The name still caused a painful clenching of her heart. The man who proclaimed to love her, yet tossed her aside for the insipid little nothing his king declared he must marry. And Tobias, being Tobias, agreed. Not only did he agree, but the fool fell in love with the ninny and broke off his relationship with Hera.

      It still burned like a volcano whose lava pit simmered just beneath the surface, festered in her soul. She wanted him dead—in fact thought he might be after all these years. He’d left Atlantis, so he’d aged, and she’d prayed to any and every god she could think of for his painful demise.

      Such was not the case.

      He’d returned to Atlantis as handsome as ever, along with his flesh and blood. Hera had no doubt Tobias was there to reclaim the throne. For himself or the girl who traveled with him. He wanted his home back.

      Well, he couldn’t have it.

      After his betrayal of her, Hera had her own revenge wrought upon the man. She’d slipped him a potion every day to cloud his judgement. She was the reason he fell in line with Kronos. She was the reason he betrayed his brother. She was the reason he’d lost his title, his name, and his home. She took everything away from him, just as he’d stripped her of the one small shred of love she’d clung to.

      The man still lived. She’d just received word the bodies had been removed. There was only one reason to remove the bodies from the incendiary room.

      They weren’t dead.

      She threw a vase against the wall, her anger needing an outlet that wouldn’t tear her living quarters apart, and then took deep, calming breaths. She needed to get hold of herself.

      Ileana. It had to be that traitorous little backstabber. But how to prove it? If she so much as breathed wrong in the little thief’s direction, Kronos would have her head. He had a soft spot for the girl. Why, Hera had never been able to determine. It irritated her, though, and threw a wrench in her plans for revenge. She was going to have to do something to prove Ileana’s treachery so even Kronos would be forced to acknowledge it. But how?

      Ileana was something that would require a subtle touch. Perhaps she should find one of those closest to her and bespell them. Getting hold of one such heathen unbeknownst to Ileana would prove a feat, but she was fairly certain it was her only option.

      She’d worked too hard to let all her plans be ruined by Tobias. She should be the rightful ruler of Atlantis. It was her plan that allowed Kronos to take power, her plan that gave him the necessary tool in her ex-lover to overthrow the crown. Everything Kronos had done these past years had always been a part of her plan, even though he knew it not.

      Even the plan to attack DeCadia. Kronos had given her carte blanche to amass an army of magical beasts, thinking they’d be used to overwhelm the poor humans who occupied DeCadia. Well, truthfully, they would do that, but in the end, it wouldn’t be Kronos controlling her lovelies. It would be Hera. She rubbed her hands, thinking of the day when Kronos would look at her and understand how much she hated him right before her beasties devoured him and she stood as queen of both Atlantis and DeCadia.

      That was her end game.

      And Tobias or not, she would be queen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Tobias stood overlooking the city. It spread out before him as beautiful and alive as ever, only the once great city seemed hushed, afraid. Even with the crowds shouting, an undercurrent of uncertainty and fear ran through them. No one wanted war. They’d created the curse specifically to avoid war. What had changed so much that the peaceful Atlantians were calling for blood and war?

      Kronos.

      He’d infected them with his hatred and madness. Tobias always knew running was the wrong choice. He should have stayed, worked with the people who still loved his brother, saved Atlantis from Kronos. He could have gotten his wife and child to safety. The same people who’d taken them to DeCadia could have taken them alone, but the coward in him had run.

      He couldn’t face what he’d done to his family…to his brother. All for a man who’d lied and destroyed everything Tobias loved in this world. At least he’d been given a chance to set things right. It might still mean his end, but for once he wasn’t going to hide from death. If the old man wanted him, he could come for him. As long as he put the true ruler of his people back on the throne.

      He rolled his head, trying to alleviate some of the stress from his neck and shoulders. Convincing his granddaughter to take back the throne wasn’t as easy as he’d hoped. She wanted no part of this fight. These people she’d hoped would welcome her had thrown her in prison and planned to execute her. The people of DeCadia had never been her people either. Her family had sold her to a brothel at the age of three. She’d grown up learning exactly how unkind humanity was to a little orphan girl.

      Now that orphan girl was the only thing that stood between them and war, a war unlike anything they’d ever known. Magic and technology that far surpassed their own. It would only take Kronos weeks to subdue DeCadia.

      He gripped the railing and looked out over the water. A prayer went up to gods that had long since forgotten him, but he could only hope they still listened for Valeria. The girl must be made to see reason. For all their sakes.

      “Tobias.”

      He jumped, the sound of Ileana’s voice startling him. The woman moved quieter than a cat, but given her line of work, that must be a handy trait. She was lounging against the wall behind him. Leave it to a thief to find him, even here in his most secret place.

      “What is it?”

      “Don’t get all grumpy with me, old man.” Ileana pushed off the wall and joined him at the rail. They were standing on the highest parapet of the castle. No one dared come up here. It was dangerous with the wind, and more than a few had fallen to their deaths. Today it was peaceful, only a slight breeze interrupting the heat.

      “What is it you need?”

      “We’ve arranged to meet with a few key people tonight.” She leaned over, and Tobias automatically wrapped an arm around her to keep her from falling.

      She laughed. “I’m not going to fall. My father taught me how to evade capture upon these parapets. I can probably traverse them better than you.”

      “I doubt that.” He let her go and went back to looking out over the city. “They seem bloodthirsty. If I wasn’t so aware of the city, of how it breathed and spoke to me, I’d think the entire populace belongs to Kronos.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s a Dendali gift. The city is built upon our ancestors’ bones. The dust is ground into the pavement, into the walls, into the very palace itself. That ancestry speaks to us. It allows us some insight into the thoughts of the people. There is fear and uncertainty amongst the rabble. Not everyone wants this war, even if they are shouting it to the heavens.”

      “True enough.” She tilted her head, staring across the ocean. Tobias was struck at how much she resembled her great-grandmother. Did she even realize Hera was her great grandmother? He remembered when her grandmother was born. Thelia, Hera’s only child, had been hidden from her. At the time, he didn’t understand why it was necessary, but given all that Hera had done, he understood her father’s reasoning. They took to the underbelly of the city and had thrived.

      Seeing her now reminded him of the Hera he’d once known, the woman he’d loved but had given up at the request of his king. Ileana reminded him so much of Hera, but he also saw the differences. She was her own woman, and he shouldn’t compare her to his old mistress. They were as different as daylight and darkness. Hera was full of blackness, and Ileana, despite her illicit career, was full of light. He saw it in her every day.

      “What is the mood of those who come tonight?” He brought his thoughts back around to what needed to be done. Best not to let himself dwell on Ileana. It wouldn’t end well.

      “They are tired of Kronos and the path he’s led our people, our city down. He has inflicted wounds upon this city that may never heal, but these people are willing to try to find a way for us all to recover. Even if it means another coup.”

      “But it will be a coup that puts the true leader of our people back on the throne.”

      “You do not want to be king?”

      He’d expected Ileana’s question. In all honestly, he’d thought she’d have grilled him sooner.

      “It was by my hand that my brother died, even if I didn’t hold the blade. I would never stain the throne with my treachery. But Valeria? She’s so much like him, it scares me. I see so much of the Dendalis in her, if she would only give it a chance. She’s full of anger and pain, but she’s loyal to those who deserve it, and sometimes even to those who don’t. She can lead these people back to the Atlantis it once was.”

      “But will she?” Ileana sighed. “We need a leader, and your granddaughter doesn’t want the job. How do we change her mind?”

      “Lukas.” Tobias nodded as the solution came to him. “She trusts that man more than anyone in this world, even that Navy captain of hers. If we can convince Lukas this is Valeria’s path, we stand a chance of getting her to agree.”

      “Then let’s go find Lukas, old man, and settle this before our guests arrive.”
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      “And why is it you think I’d be so inclined to aid you in your little coup?”

      “Because if you don’t, I’m going to leave you in this cage to rot the rest of your miserable life away.”

      The changeling looked Stephen up and down from where he stood in the shadows of his cell in the ship’s brig.

      The ship rocked lightly from side to side on the clean waves just outside Atlantis. The sun’s rays coming in from the small circular windows seemed to evade the deep shadow where the changeling had chosen to hide.

      “Is this what you would have me look like, soldier boy?” The changeling stepped out of the darkness wearing Valeria’s form, from her dark curls all the way down to the worn, brown boots—a perfect likeness. “Are you sure it’s only to act as her double? Nothing else?”

      “You’re one twisted creature.” Stephen shook his head, taking in the changeling’s meaning. “You’ll act as her double, and in return, when she’s safe on the throne, you’ll have your freedom.”

      “Hmmm…And what’s to keep me from escaping during this time? Once I’m out of this cell and in the city, I could change into anyone I please. I could disappear into the Atlantian crowd, never to be seen again.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry your pretty little changeling head over the details.” Stephen grinned. “I think somewhere deep down, you want to be free. I think under that monster you want everyone to think you are is something else.”

      “Right, like you know me so well.” The changeling’s skin shimmered then turned fuzzy as it transformed in front of Stephen’s eyes. In the space of a heartbeat, Stephen was looking at a clone of himself. “Did you forget I tried to kill you?”

      “‘Tried’ being the appropriate word.” Stephen took a step to the bars, close enough for the changeling to grab him if he chose. “You were a trial of the Crucible, but what are you now? A prisoner, for what? Until the rest of time? Until you die? You have a choice to not only earn your freedom but be part of something that will last for generations to come.”

      “Oh, spare me. I’d actually rather be killed before I listen to you tell me what you think I want. I’m not a child.”

      “Well, then, you should stop acting like one. Start making decisions for yourself.” Stephen reached into his pocket and produced an iron key on a worn keyring. “What do you say?”

      “Well, I’m not going to say no.”

      “Great.” Stephen looked behind him to where a door led up to the deck above. “Ryder, you can come in now.”

      Ryder appeared a moment later, refreshed from her time in her Dragon form above. She practically shone with health and radiance. A wide smile was plastered across her lips, and she carried a massive chain in her hands. Each link was roughly the size of a dinner plate.

      “What’s the Dragon doing here?” The changeling’s grin faltered. “You didn’t say anything about a chain.”

      “Change? May I call you Change?” Stephen didn’t wait for an answer. “You’re going to be partnered with Ryder until we reach Atlantis. Once we’re there, I have an idea to run past Tobias that will be a bit more comfortable for you.”

      “I hate Dragons,” the changeling muttered under his breath. “They smell funny.”

      “Yeah, well,” Stephen caught Ryder’s eye, “they’re not so bad once you get to know them. I never noticed a smell though.”

      “I do not smell.” Ryder raised a playful eyebrow. “Unless my last meal consisted of changeling. They give me terrible gas.”

      “Enough, enough of your weird banter.” The changeling once more shifted, but this time from Stephen’s clone to an old woman, complete with a stooped back and heavy wrinkles. “If you’re heartless enough to chain an old woman, then do so, and I hope you can live with yourself at night.”

      Ryder looked over at Stephen. “Are we sure we want this guy on our team?”

      Stephen inserted the key to the cell and twisted it with a loud click. Under his cool disguise of indifference, he was ready for anything. He remembered his last encounter with the changeling when he had almost lost his life.

      “He’s not as bad as he pretends to be.” Stephen stepped inside the cell, motioning Ryder forward. “At least that’s what I’ve been telling myself about people lately.”

      Ryder moved in, blocking the exit. She handled the chains that must have weighed hundreds of pounds with ease.

      “Hands,” Ryder ordered to the stooped, elderly woman. “Stop playing games.”

      “You two are sick.” The old woman put her gnarled hands forward and allowed them to be chained by Ryder. “How can you look yourselves in the mirror?”

      “Easily.” Stephen looked over to Ryder, who was now securing the opposite end of the chain to her own left wrist. “You?”

      “Just fine.” Ryder finished securing the chain, allowing the slack to drop.

      A harsh bang echoed through the room as the heavy steel links made contact with the ship’s wood floor.

      The changeling went down to a knee under the weight.

      “Are you kidding me?” For the first time, the changeling shifted to his true form. Pasty, translucent skin with a mouth of sharp teeth and reptile-like eyes. “I can’t walk like this.”

      “Learn fast, Buttercup.” Stephen motioned for Ryder to exit first. “Like I said, when we get to Atlantis, I have an idea for a more user-friendly option, but until then, you’ll have to deal with it.”

      “Ugh.” The changeling made it to his feet with some effort and followed Ryder out of the cell. “So, what are we, anyway?”

      “What?” Ryder asked.

      “Yeah, I mean, are we the good guys? Do we have a cool name like The Gang or The League?” The changeling looked at Ryder then over his shoulder at Stephen. “Come on, we need some kind of cool team name.”

      Stephen slowed his walk for a bit as Ryder and Change made their way to the top deck of the ship. For everyone’s sake, he hoped he was making the right decision.

      Since his brush with death at the hands of the Atlantians, there was something changing within Stephen, a perspective he didn’t ever think he’d have. That life was precious, and everyone was capable of mistakes. If he could forgive Ryder, he could give the changeling an opportunity to redeem himself. He just hoped no one would have to suffer if he was wrong.

      The tavern Valeria, Ileana, Lukas, and Tobias found themselves in was much like those she frequented along most of the ports she’d visited. Being on the dock, it was rougher than most of the gentry would step into, let alone palace guards or the city watch. This place housed the worst of the worst that came from the ships docked not far from where they were. Criminals came and went, as did some of the shadier merchants who had need of a seedier merchant than they’d find in the city.

      Dark wood tables matched the equally dark interior. Smoke filled the air from the tobacco many puffed away on. Rank smells assaulted Valeria, unwashed bodies the culprit. Most of these men had probably just docked, and they wouldn’t bother cleaning up. They’d be right back on board their vessels within a few days, some as early as the morn. She didn’t take offense. It was what it was.

      The other three men sitting at their table took more than a mild offense at being forced to meet here. She wanted to snort, but kept the bottom half of her face neutral. Her mask she wore as Emerald, captain of The Emerald Queen, covered most of her face. She’d gotten a few curious looks when she’d walked in, but it hadn’t deterred her. A woman must portray even more confidence than a man if she wanted respect amongst pirates, who were typically male. If she showed even a hint of weakness, they would eat her alive.

      She’d gone to the biggest table in the back. It wasn’t large enough, so she’d had Lukas shove another table against it. When one of the serving wenches had started to make a fuss, Valeria turned, staring her down with a look that promised pain if she didn’t shut her mouth. The girl had gone back to doing her job.

      Two of the three men who joined them were as out of place as a beggar child sitting at the head of the king’s table. They wore silks of bright colors, their hair fashionably done in the same shade as the garments they wore. Rings adorned their fingers, and heavy gold chains lay upon their necks. They were asking to be robbed.

      “Tobias Dendali.” The shortest and fattest of the three spoke first. “I did not think you’d ever have the courage or the audacity to return home.”

      Tobias inclined his head, his eyes hard as they took in the man. “Maester Grigoren, I return to keep a promise made to my brother at his request with his dying words.”

      “And what promise would that be, traitor?” This from the one on the left, the only one of the three who understood what to wear to a tavern on the wharf. His clothes were plain, simple, and had no adornments. He wore one gold ring with a sigil of some kind. Valeria knew men like this one. They were deceptively average, but usually the most dangerous.

      “He’s no more a traitor than you, Darius.” The baldheaded jovial man laughed. “Like you, he chose the winning side. Unlike you, he got labeled a traitor for it.” The man turned to face us. “Welcome home, Tobias Dendali.”

      “It is good to be home, Heyshen. Although, it is quite disturbing to see the changes that have been made in my absence.”

      “Dark times, my friend.” Heyshen nodded, tugging at his short goatee. “Our beloved king does have a certain vision none of us could have imagined.”

      “Beloved?” Tobias tilted his head. “Is he so loved among all our people?”

      Maester Grigoren let out a heavy sigh. “Of course, we love him. No one wants to end up with their head mounted on the palace walls for all to see.”

      Valeria blinked. Mounted on the palace walls? This Kronos ruled with fear, not kindness. Granted, your people did need to fear you a little, but only so far as they knew justice would be forthcoming. Any crime needed to be dealt with swiftly, but you needed kindness and empathy to rule as well. If you had no sympathy for the plight of your people and only concerned yourself with your own importance, the people would only put up with it for so long. Why had they not rebelled against such cruelties?

      “Why do the people put up with so much brutality in their king? Surely there are enough citizens to rise up?”

      “And who might you be, my dear?” Darius leaned forward, his muddy brown eyes squinted like a rat’s.

      “I am Emerald, captain of The Emerald Queen.”

      Darius let out a full belly laugh. “A pirate? You bring us to meet with a traitor and a pirate?”

      She stood and had her sword against his throat before the words were finished tumbling from his lips. His gasp was loud, and only a few curious glances of onlookers met the action. They’d pay no mind to one of their own threatening a noble.

      “I’m no’ just any pirate, gov’ner.” She smiled the smile that sent shivers through the hearts of those who had tried to hurt her and let her pirate accent come out. “I’m the most feared pirate to ever roam the skies. They sing tales of my courage throughout the nine Kingdoms of DeCadia, and even here in Atlantis you know my name. So, no, I’m no’ just any pirate. I’m Emerald, and you had best remember your place.” She pushed the blade just a bit, nicking the soft skin of his neck, and watched as a red trail of blood ran down his chalky white skin. “We all bleed red, gov’ner.”

      “Be at ease, Emerald.” Tobias placed a hand upon her forearm. “He’s ignorant, I agree, but we need him.”

      “Best remember your place as well, girl.” Darius flashed her a smug smile.

      Valeria stared him down and went to draw the sword away from him, but let it drop at the last second and cut a long slash down his fancy silk tunic. He gasped and red bloomed against the vibrant white of the material.

      “Something to remember me by, gov’ner.” She wiped the tip of her blade against his shoulder before sheathing it. She bowed and took her seat. “Now, explain to me why we need fools, Tobias.”

      “He’s not a fool, my lady.” Ileana sipped at her wine. “He controls the Merchants Guild. If you want them on your side, we need him.”

      Darius laughed. “You dare to call this…criminal ‘my lady’? She is no lady.”

      “I’m more of a lady than you’ll ever be. At least I have all the right parts.”

      Maester Grigoren burst out laughing. “I do admire your fire, girl. You remind me of our old king. He could laugh at anything, even in the direst of circumstances.”

      “It’s true. My brother always saw the best in even the worst of us.” Tobias looked down, but Valeria caught the flash of pain in his eyes. “He was a wise and honorable king.”

      “He was,” Darius agreed, wiping the blood from his neck. “He is missed by all.”

      “And that, gentlemen, is why we are here today.” Ileana took control of the conversation. “I think it’s time we had a true leader back on our throne, one of the bloodline that built this great city from nothing but sand to the great architecture we see today.”

      “And you think the people will want the man who murdered his brother as their king?” Heyshen’s question wasn’t littered with ire or derision. It was a simple question of fact. Tobias may not have plunged the sword through his brother, but he had brought about the circumstances that led up to it. His people may not want him.

      “I know they won’t support my claim.”

      “Then why are we here?” Maester Grigoren seemed genuinely confused. “Why ask us here to support a claim if you are not making one?”

      Valeria’s senses heightened. He wouldn’t. Not after she’d refused.

      “Because I am asking you to support a claim. My granddaughter’s claim to the throne. She was not raised by me, nor did she know about me or her heritage growing up. She’s innocent of all the evils that befell our bloodline because of me. She’s strong. Confident in all she does. Careful in her choices, and has the wisdom to listen to others before making decisions. She’s already a leader men follow boldly into battle, someone they trust with their lives. She shows compassion where it’s merited, and is swift with justice when needed. She is already a queen in her own right. That is whose claim I urge you to support.”

      “And where is this paragon, dare I ask?”

      Tobias looked Darius squarely in the eyes and waved his hand toward Valeria, much to her utter horror. “Meet Valeria Dendali Riverthorne, Captain of The Emerald Queen and the future Queen of Atlantis.”

      He had to go and say it, didn’t he? As much as she wanted to strangle him, she knew better than to let the words of denial burst from her. If they saw her waver even an inch, they’d be on her like a pack of wild dogs, and that was not who she was. She was Emerald, the most feared pirate in all DeCadia. She would not show anything less than what her status deserved.

      “You want us to support a self-proclaimed pirate and scourge as our queen?” Darius sat back, dumbstruck. “The people of Atlantis would never back such a person.”

      “Do you know the story of how Atlantis came to be?” Maester Grigoren asked Darius. “Not the ones they teach children in school, but the ones that are written in the chronicles stored in the great library?”

      “I can’t say that I do, Grand Maester.”

      “Nor should you.” The man smiled. “You are not the keeper of records, as I am. There was a man who landed on our shores with a ship overflowing with wounded men. Atlantis was only a small fishing village then. It was called Dark Wolf Bay. The villagers took in the wounded and cared for them, shared all they had. The men did not leave as the villagers thought they would. They had been looking for somewhere to hide when they stumbled upon the village. It was a perfect cove for a pirate’s den. The villagers demanded they leave at once. They wanted to be left in peace.”

      Valeria sipped her wine, caught up in the Maester’s words. He was a gifted storyteller.

      “How did the men repay the kindness that had been given to them? They slaughtered all the men in the village, even some of the male children old enough to understand what happened. The pirates claimed Dark Wolf Bay as theirs and used the remaining women and children as slaves. The pirate’s name was Blaindell Dendali. He was the first of the great kings, only then he was a pirate who ruled over our waters. It wasn’t until a hundred years later that his grandson, Ailyen Dendali, wanted more. He used the slaves to begin to build himself a city. Once the first crude structures were completed, he named it Atlantis. That is how our city was born, not out of some great battle as was told in the history books, but from thievery and deceit.”

      “And while all that is fascinating, how does that help us when no one in Atlantis knows the story?” The derision in Darius’s tone was plain, and it made Valeria want to stab him again. The man would be the first person she replaced if she decided to do this.

      “Because they will soon know it.” Maester Grigoren grinned, one of his front teeth missing. The man had to be at least seventy. It was a wonder he still had any teeth. “Tomorrow celebrates our history, and I can very easily take out the tome and read from it in the city center where the masses will be waiting to hear our stories. Kronos won’t care. He’s too focused on battle plans, and he might even enjoy knowing the great Dendalis came from such lowly beginnings, beginnings he himself came from. The orphan boy would be king.”

      “And if we do back this girl’s claim to the throne, what is in it for us?” Heyshen asked.

      “Something you’ve always wanted, my friend, a title and lands.” Tobias kept his face free of emotions, but Heyshen wasn’t quite as good as Tobias. Surprise and then greed flitted through his eyes before he shut his emotions down. Valeria had seen it though. She was good at reading people. This man would support them so long as he was given a reason to. He saw the world in terms of profit and loss, not in terms of justice and honor. Deplorable, but necessary.

      “I have no need of a title or lands.” Maester Grigoren shifted in his seat. “I’m too old to care about things like that. I just want a warm bed and to serve at my post for as long as I am able.”

      “Then you shall have it, Grand Maester.”

      The old man nodded, and then it was Darius’s turn. Valeria hated to promise the vile man anything. “And what of me, Tobias Dendali? What would you give me to support your little scheme to hand over our great city to a pirate?”

      “What is it you want, Darius, son of Micah?”

      He thought for a long moment. “I want a seat at the table.”

      What was he talking about? Valeria had no idea what table he referred to, but Tobias certainly did.

      “You have no right to sit at that table.”

      “If you want my support, the support of every merchant and shipper in this city, you will give me a seat at the council’s table.”

      “You need him, Tobias.” Ileana’s words were soft, but full of resolve. “You can’t take this city without him.”

      Valeria didn’t like the way Tobias was tensed, his muscles aching for a fight. She could tell from the way his entire body had tightened and coiled.

      “Why should he not be allowed to sit at the table?” Valeria needed to know more so she could come to a resolution.

      “He murdered his own wife to become the head of the Merchants Guild. She was my niece, bastard daughter of my brother, but she was loved by her family. He killed her so he could marry the daughter of the man who made him what he is. We may not have been able to prove it, but the king knew, as did I.”

      Well, that explained that. Valeria didn’t particularly like it either, but she understood something better than most. Anyone could be replaced, even if that came with poison or a swift blade to the right organ.

      “I understand rage, Tobias. I do, but Ileana is right. If you want to do this, you must put away your anger and stand alongside your enemies. Many men have done the same to achieve their goals in the past. Today is no different. If Ileana says we need him, we need him. Stand down.”

      The slight jerk of Tobias’s head was enough for Darius to grin and settle back. As much as Valeria would have liked to run him through with her sword, she pushed the urge down. She didn’t want this, never had, but she would not weaken Tobias in the presence of these men by rejecting the idea of her claim to the throne. That would be done in private.

      “We will have the time we need to persuade the people of Atlantis when Kronos and the troops leave to conquer the nine kingdoms of DeCadia.” Heyshen pulled their focus back to the discussion at hand. “While he is gone, we can take the city. Only the city guard will be left, but we’ll need to sway them to our side. It won’t be easy or quick. We’ll have to start small, convincing those in power, and then the common people…”

      “No.” Tobias shook his head and interrupted his friend. “The common people outnumber the nobles three to one. It is them who we need to convince. My brother always said Atlantis was only as strong as the bond between him and the commoners.”

      “Then he shouldn’t have died, should he? They must not have loved him so much.”

      Darius’s sneer almost snapped Tobias’s restraint. Almost. Valeria watched, fascinated, as the vein in his forehead began to throb.

      “Nay, Darius. It was the nobility that undermined my brother. It was the nobility that shoved a sword through him. It was the great and powerful nobles who killed him, not the common people. Had they known what was about to transpire, I doubt we would be here having this conversation now. Kronos knew the people loved their king. The noblemen? Not so much. That’s why he planned his coup among them, those who considered themselves better than the hardworking people who made what they had possible. Never doubt our people’s love for their true king.”

      Darius yawned, and a low growl emanated from Tobias.

      “You never did associate yourself with the common peoples of Atlantis, did you, Darius? Even though you were born to a lowly craftsman who made trinkets for only the poorest of people, you always thought you deserved more.”

      “I did deserve more.” Darius’s tone went hard. “I worked for it, old man. I worked for everything I have. No one gave it to me like they did you. I wasn’t born into nobility. The Dendalis meant nothing to me except as the people who stole some of my hard-earned coins each week. I worked for it. They didn’t.”

      This was going nowhere fast. Valeria had had enough of their bickering. “Quiet. Both of you. You don’t like each other, but you don’t have to like each other to work together. If this crew is going to stand strong, you need to bite back your bitterness and do your part. If you can’t, you have no reason to be here. Can you bite your tongues, or will you continue to bicker like children over a toy?”

      Neither said a word, only stared at each other, hatred rolling off them.

      “I asked a question, and it will be answered.” She put the same bite of a command in her voice when she disciplined her own crew, and it got the response she was looking for. Both agreed.

      “Now that’s done, are we agreed?” Ileana asked. “Will we support the claim of Valeria Dendali Riverthorne?”

      “I will.” Maester Grigoren raised his cup.

      “As will I,” Heyshen agreed, raising his cup as well.

      Darius maintained his ill countenance, but he raised his cup. “I will.”
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      “You’ve paid who needs to be paid?” Hera looked over at one of her two most trusted sorceresses. Tera wore the same dark robes of their order, her countenance excited but stern. “There can be no mistakes at this point in the game.”

      “Everything is as you have commanded.” Tera bowed her head. “Kronos will never know we have swayed the men’s allegiance to you until it is too late. The only ones left by his side will be those loyal to him or to Commander Ajax.”

      “Very good.” Hera let her long fingernails drum on the table in front of her.

      The two women were sitting in a side room next to Hera’s laboratory. The room itself was plain. A table was scattered with the aftermath of Hera’s plans and notes on her work. A bookshelf set against the far wall was bursting with scrolls and books that had been leafed through a hundred times during the course of her work.

      Creating her very own army of Titan soldiers and ancient creatures of the abyss had not been easy. Hera stood on the edge of greatness. A false move now could mean the difference between claiming the role as queen and a very slow and painful death.

      “And what of Kat?” Tera asked, shifting her gaze to the floor. “I mean—not that it is any of my concern, but I haven’t heard word from her since she stowed on board The Emerald Queen during our attack with the Titan.”

      “You’re right.” Hera studied Tera, gauging the origin of her question. Was it a simple inquiry about a friend, or was she digging for information? “It is none of your concern, but I will indulge you since you have proven yourself to me time and time again. Kat is alive and well. She has been feeding us useful information about Tobias and his movements. When the time comes to make our move, I’ll give her the order to kill everyone on board the ship and return.”

      Tera nodded again. She moved to open her mouth as if to say something more, but then thought better of it and remained quiet.

      A scream penetrated the stone wall separating the laboratory from Hera’s small studying chamber. The sound was like music to Hera’s ears. The army of her own making that would be loyal only to her was complete. Even now, the ranks of her militia were filled. Last minute tweaks and adjustments were all that were left to be made.

      Hera allowed the scream to die before she continued. “I’ll need you to stay on top of the situation, of course. Allegiances can change at a moment’s notice. We’ll need everyone who has promised to turn to hold fast to their commitment. Even without the full support of the army taking on Kronos, Ajax and those loyal to them will prove difficult.”

      “I will.” Tera bowed from her waist, taking the hint to leave the room. “I’ve bribed where it was required and blackmailed where it was needed. When the time comes to make your move, Kronos will find himself left with few friends.”

      Tera left, and once again, Hera found herself alone. Her mind wouldn’t stop thinking on the plan. Over and over again, it ran through her mind as she studied and probed it for any weaknesses, any sign she had missed something.

      Tobias and his granddaughter would marshal support from the people. This would weaken Kronos’s state, but not enough for him to be crushed. More than likely, he would still prevail. But once he had, Hera would make her move. He would be too weak from the fight to stand against her, and he would be nearly alone.

      If by some miracle the Dendalis did manage to defeat Kronos, her job would be even sweeter. She would be able to take on the man who had scorned her so many years before.

      The thought of Tobias brought back fond memories, despite the anger she still felt for the man. He had been good to her up until the time he hadn’t. If he came back groveling on his hands and knees now, she might spare him death. He could live out the rest of his days as her plaything, a source of her entertainment.

      Lately, Hera hadn’t allowed herself time for any interaction besides that of business and work. It might be nice to have a man in her life again. Even better, this man would come with a set of chains and be forced to obey her every whim, whatever that may be.

      The more Hera thought about it, the better the plan became. She wasn’t looking for love—that option had died for her a very long time ago—but she would settle for power.
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      “Get on your feet, and we’ll do it again.” Tobias walked back to his section of the room where he had started time and time again. “If you think this is hard, wait until we fight Kronos.”

      Val tasted the familiar metallic tinge of blood in her mouth. She lifted herself off the stone floor, spitting a spray of dark red against the ground. Pain was nothing new to her. On the contrary, there was a part of her that welcomed the concept. With every hour spent practicing, she felt the magic inside of her growing.

      “Don’t be afraid to let go.” Tobias readied himself on the other side of the long warehouse. “Ileana assured me this part of the wharf is empty during the early hours of the morning. Embrace who you are.”

      Val took a moment to gather herself. She turned within, gathering the magical power that flowed inside of her like a raging ocean. When Val opened her eyes, she allowed the power to take on physical manifestation through her hands and eyes. Jade green flames of magical fire erupted from her hands.

      Her vision went green as she charged across the room.

      Val understood she was able to shape her magic into whatever weapon she saw fit. Her advantage was in the idea that the longer she waited to show Tobias what she was going to attack with, the less time he would have to counter with his own defense or attack.

      Val fell upon Tobias at the last moment, forming a sword of green fire in her right hand. Tobias barely managed to block the blow with a magical sword of his own.

      The two exchanged a few brief blows, but Val was ten times the swordsman Tobias was. She pressed the attack, preparing herself for where Tobias would take the battle next.

      As suspected, Tobias discarded his sword in favor of green balls of fire that hovered in his palms. Without pause, he began hurling them at Val.

      Val dodged those she could. The ones she couldn’t, she blocked with her weapon. Green fireballs roared past her head, singeing her scalp. The smell of burnt hair soon filled the warehouse. Over and over, Val blocked the incoming projectiles with her sword. They splashed against her weapon in violent showers of sparks and explosions of flames.

      Step by step, Val pushed forward under the barrage. It was only a matter of time before she would be on top of Tobias again. He would have to once more change his tactics if he was going to stop her.

      Just like that, the barrage stopped. Val broke her concentration for a moment to take in what her mentor was creating next.

      Tobias held both hands by his side in the shape of a circle. A crackling jade ball was beginning to form in the space between his hands. With a very unlike Tobias battle roar, he shot his hands forward, sending the ball of energy and a beam of green magic at Val.

      Val held her hands firmly on the hilt of her sword and braced for impact. The energy beam hit her blade full force. The power was astonishing. Val’s boots fought for traction on the stone floor. She slid back a few yards but refused to stumble.

      Get it together, Val screamed at herself in her head. You’re not going down!

      Tobias kept the beam of crushing green magic on Valeria. The heat coming from the spot where his attack impacted her blade was scorching. Val didn’t know how much longer she would be able to hold her weapon or channel the strength needed to conjure her sword.

      Already, she was beginning to feel fatigued. Her use of magic was draining on her muscles. Still, she found a way. Step by step, she held her sword in place and pushed into Tobias’s attack.

      She couldn’t tell if the primal growl was coming from her or Tobias. Both magicians seemed to be testing the limit to their power. Each of the Dendalis was far too stubborn to call a break in the conflict and allow the other a victory.

      Val was soon so close to Tobias she could reach out and touch his hands. Instead, she pushed the end of her blade into his outstretched palms.

      BOOM!

      An explosion rocked the warehouse. The next thing Val could register, she was rocketing backward. She flew through the air so fast she barely had time to understand what had happened. Experience took over. Val tucked her head and did her best at a roll instead of a face plant. Pain shot up her shoulders and arms as she sacrificed that part of her body rather than her head.

      Val made it to her feet, breathing hard. Her hold on her magic was gone, her hands empty. She looked across the room to see how Tobias had fared. He wasn’t so lucky. Tobias didn’t move from the crumpled heap he had landed in.

      “Tobias?” Val ran across the warehouse floor, ignoring her own aching muscles. “Tobias, are you all right?”

      The older Atlantian didn’t move. His chest still moved up and down, but his head was angled away from Val.

      Val reached her mentor and fell to her knees beside him. She placed a hand on his shoulder. “Tobias are you—”

      “Owww…” Tobias shrugged off her touch. He winced, making it to a seated position. Blood fell down the right side of his face. “I’ll be fine. I should have guessed you would have dogged your way into the attack. I’m more upset at me than you.”

      “Wait a minute.” Val scrunched her brow, searching her memories. “Was that the first time I won in a sparring duel?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say you won.”

      “Of course, you wouldn’t.”

      “I’d say we tied. It was the first time you’ve not lost in one of our duels.” Tobias made his way to unsteady feet. “I hope Ileana was right about there being no one within hearing distance of this warehouse.”

      “If she’s wrong, it will be a first.” Val moved over to a pile of their equipment where their water containers sat.

      Val took a seat on an empty crate, one of the few things still in the warehouse. Tobias joined her, and the two drank cold water from the metal container.

      The few torches that lit the inside of the warehouse played with the shadows. Val took the opportunity to address Tobias with questions she wouldn’t want asked in front of anyone else.

      “Do you think we have a chance of really doing this?” Val didn’t make eye contact with Tobias. Instead, she stared out into the shadows. “I mean, do you think the merchants will keep their end of the bargain? Do you think the people will rally once more around a Dendali?”

      Tobias didn’t answer at first. Val found a sense of relief in the silence. It meant he was taking his time to be honest and give thought to his answer. “I think the merchants will stay true, but for very selfish reasons. I think the people will follow you for the opposite reason.”

      “Who would have thought,” Val mused, pressing the water container to her lips again. “From pirate to qu—”

      Val’s next words were cut short by voices. A steel scraping noise filled the room as the warehouse door was forced open.
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      Val and Tobias moved as one. The two magicians ran deeper into the warehouse and took shelter by a large wooden crate.

      Val’s heart was beating so hard she could feel it in her ears. What she was worried about now wasn’t being in another fight. It was giving away their warehouse location. If things went south, she could already imagine the look of dramatic fatigue on Ileana’s face.

      Voices drifted to their location. There were at least two voices, maybe three.

      Val looked over through the darkness to see Tobias put a finger across his lips.

      “There’s no one here,” a strangely familiar voice echoed into the room. “Can I take off this collar thing? It’s killing me, and whoever I choose to be, I’m not going to have any fashion sense. Seriously, what did you make this thing out of? Lead?”

      “You’ll get used to it.” Stephen’s voice carried across the room. “Val? Val are you in here somewhere?”

      “I could have sent a fireball through your skull.” Val stood from her hiding position, doing a double take at who was standing in the room. “Are you crazy? What’s he doing here?”

      Val was having a hard time believing her eyes. There were two Stephens standing in front of her, along with Ryder. Seeing the twins could only mean one thing. Stephen and Ryder had brought the changeling back from The Emerald Queen.

      “I told you, you should have cleared it with her first.” Ryder shrugged and took a step to the side to free herself from Val’s impending rage.

      “Well, it’s nice to see you too.” The copy of Stephen smiled at Val.

      She knew it was the changeling because he was wearing a thin metal collar around his throat.

      “Before you get mad…” Stephen started.

      “Try again.” Val crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m already mad.”

      “Just hear me out.” Stephen pointed to the collar. “Ileana purchased this on the black market. It has magical properties that will only permit the user to shift when we allow him. It can be coded to recognize a handful of preapproved users.”

      Stephen reached over to the clone of himself and pressed a small button on the collar. There was a faint beep.

      “Change into Val,” Stephen ordered.

      “Reduced to a freaking dog doing tricks,” the changeling grumbled as his skin shimmered. In the matter of seconds, he had transitioned from Stephen to an exact replica of Val. “Are there any other requests? Maybe I can turn into a watermelon or cabbage for your amusement.”

      Everyone in the room ignored the changeling.

      “You should have asked me first.” Val was still unwilling to allow the fact to go. “You’re not in charge.”

      “I understand that,” Stephen agreed. “But he was rotting in a cell. I thought we could give him an opportunity to redeem himself.”

      “Are you feeling okay?” Val raised an eyebrow at Stephen. “You’re talking about redemption?”

      “Yeah, well, when we nearly died, I had a chance to rethink my outlook on life.” Stephen shrugged.

      “It might not be such a bad thing.” Tobias walked over to the changeling, inspecting him from all angles. “We could use a decoy as you harness the support of the people. It’ll be dangerous for you in Atlantis. Maybe even after we take the throne back.”

      Val was torn. She studied the shifting eyes of the changeling long and hard. This was a gamble, but one that might pay off. There was also the fact that Stephen had released one of her prisoners. He would have to be dealt with, but a part of Val was surprised in a good way. He had been haunted for a long time about the deaths of his friends. It seemed a new Stephen had emerged from the dungeon of Atlantis.

      There was something different about him now. He even seemed to have forgiven Ryder for her part in the events that led to the deaths of many of the soldiers under his command.

      “All right.” Val finally broke the silence. She walked to the changeling, skewering him with a glare that could turn skin to stone. “If I even think there’s a chance you’ll put one of my sailors in harm’s way, I’ll skin you alive. And that’s not hyperbole. I’ll actually take my sword and slice away your skin.”

      The changeling’s face, which was her own, grimaced in disgust. “That’s a horrible visual. You can rest assured I have no intentions of betraying your trust.”

      “Good.” Val was starting to feel the ache of her sparring session with Tobias settle in. “Now, we have a lot of work to do before we can rest. We have a city to conquer.”

      The last few days had taken their toll on Val. She’d begged Talen for a way to slip out, somewhere she’d not be seen. The underground was stifling, smothering her in ways any land lover wouldn’t understand. Every moment of the last ten years had been spent on board a ship, the freedom of the open skies her constant companion. Now, to be buried in a hole under the surface of the city? She was going to go mad soon.

      The cool breeze of the ocean slapped at her face. Talen had led her to a small inlet, the beach quiet and undisturbed. Valeria stayed on the southern side, the trees her shield against any onlookers. It felt good to be outside and alone with her thoughts. She knew the thief was close by, but he stayed hidden, giving her at least some semblance of solitude.

      She let out a heavy sigh and sat down, leaning against a tree right at the edge of the forest where it met the beach. Valeria had an unobscured view of the clear, blue waters of the ocean, something that still awed her. She’d grown up with black, murky waters that were toxic. These waters she could swim in if she chose, not that she knew how to swim. It was a long-forgotten talent in DeCadia. Why learn to swim when almost all the water around the landmass was poisoned?

      The sun warmed her skin, the sky cloudless, and she allowed herself to relax for the first time since she’d set foot in the Crucible and completed the trials to enter Atlantis. All Valeria longed for at the moment was the feel of her ship beneath her feet, her hair flying in the wind as she raced along the skies. Simple pleasures.

      Now her days were filled with worries, and she was so stressed, the urge to scream at every turn ate away at her nerves. They all wanted her to be queen. All she’d wanted was to find the place she’d come from and hopefully the place she would feel at home. She never wanted a kingdom. How had she let Tobias talk her into this?

      She belonged in the skies at the helm of a ship. It was in her blood, and every day she spent landlocked, the more desperate her desire to run became. How could anyone expect her to sit on a throne for the rest of her days? Val wasn’t even sure she could manage it. Running a ship was one thing; running a kingdom was entirely something else. The mere thought of it made her queasy. How to tell them she didn’t want to do this?

      But it wasn’t only she who would suffer if she didn’t. Everyone in DeCadia would suffer. Not that she gave two cents about most of them, but her crew’s families were there. How would she look her friends in the eye and tell them she could have saved their families, but she refused because of her own selfish needs?

      “Hello.”

      Val started and looked up to see a young woman smiling at her. Her back was to the sun, and it caused a sort of halo effect all around her. She looked like she was bathed in some sort of glow. Her long golden hair was done up in intricate braids, and her dress was a simple white one. Her feet were adorned in sandals, the style as simple as the dress. The effect made Valeria think the woman appeared more regal than a peasant, even though she was dressed as one.

      When she didn’t say anything, the woman tried again. “I’m Arulian. What’s your name?”

      Valeria wasn’t sure how to respond to this woman. She wasn’t threatening and seemed genuinely friendly, but she had no idea if she was a friend or a foe. Talen hadn’t come running either. Perhaps he knew her?

      “Valeria.” The Atlantians did not know her true name, only that she was Emerald. Giving this woman her name would cause no harm. However, refusing to speak would set off alarm bells. Best to play it straight.

      “It is good to meet you, Valeria.” Her smile dimpled. “You remind me of someone. Someone I lost long ago.”

      “I’m sorry if it brings you any pain.” The desire to spare her grief beat at Valeria in a way nothing ever had before. Who was this woman?

      “No, child, it brings me great joy to have you here among us.”

      Valeria’s eyes narrowed. She got the feeling the woman knew exactly who she was. Her stance remained friendly, and she hadn’t started shouting for any nearby guards.

      “I had hoped you’d find your way out alone.”

      Hair prickled on the back of Valeria’s neck. She stood and assumed a fighting stance as she prepared to defend herself. This woman definitely knew who she was. She just didn’t know how.

      “Do not be alarmed, Valeria Dendali. I mean you no harm. I am here to help.”

      “Who are you?”

      The woman smiled once again. “I am Arulian, as I told you.”

      “How do you know who I am?” She pulled her sword, ready to thrust it into the girl at a moment’s notice. Where was Talen? Had she hurt him?

      “I know every person in Atlantis. It is my job to know who you are.”

      Was she a spy for Kronos?

      “But, specifically, I was designed to recognize the Dendali family.”

      “Designed?” What was she talking about?

      “I was created by the Dendalis. I have guided them for centuries, and now that you and your grandfather have returned to your home, it is my job to guide you.”

      “Then why didn’t you seek out Tobias, and what do you mean, you were created?”

      “Tobias is not the true ruler of Atlantis. He betrayed his bloodline, and his blood can no longer call to the true Atlantis that remains hidden from all. Only a Dendali who is pure of heart and pure of purpose can access the hidden city.”

      “The hidden city?” Valeria edged away from the woman, trying to scan for Talen while keeping one eye trained on the stranger.

      “Atlantis is three times the size of what you see now. In the beginning, the city thrived. Then we were struck with a plague that not even our best healers could cure. Part of the city was closed off until the disease burned itself out, but it lay forgotten after a while. What people fear, they forget. When your great uncle was slain, the second part of the city sealed itself off. There may still be survivors there. I am not sure. No one can access it except a Dendali whose purpose is pure. The city will open for you and give you access to everything.”

      “You’re not making sense.”

      “I know it must be overwhelming. Kronos has tried for years to unlock the city that most have forgotten. There are secrets there, weapons that can help you, but more than anything else, there is an army waiting for you. An army that will help you take the city, but to command them, you have to be pure of purpose. Are you, Valeria Dendali?”

      “Am I what?”

      “Pure of purpose.”

      “What purpose are you talking about?”

      “Only you can answer that.”

      Valeria wanted to throw her sword at the woman. What was it with Atlantians and their riddles? Could they never just come out and say what they meant?

      “My time is running out. I can only manage a few minutes a day now. Go, speak with your grandfather about the hidden Atlantis, and he will tell you I speak the truth. Come back here tomorrow, and I will show you part of the city that hasn’t been seen in more than a thousand years. To see it, you must be pure of heart.”

      The woman faded, like a memory that dissolved into nothingness.

      She blinked and saw Talen sitting a few hundred feet away, his eyes watching the ocean, filled with a desire that beat a staccato into Valeria’s heart. He was dreaming of something that meant a great deal to him, just as she’d longed for her ship.

      He should have seen the woman who’d been here only a moment before, yet he hadn’t.

      Talen’s questionable lookout talents aside, Tobias had some questions to answer.
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      Tobias sat with the others during their mid-day meal. The changeling, Stephen, Ryder, Lukas, and Ileana were all there, along with an assortment of pirates and thieves.

      Ileana’s hideout was far from extravagant, but she had saved a large room with a few tables and benches to serve as the mess hall for those participating in Val’s insurrection.

      Tobias sat at the end of a bench next to Stephen and across from a pair of Ileana’s thieves. The table was lively with laughter and playful jabs. Tobias remained quiet as he spooned in ladle after ladle of the thick stew. It wasn’t the best meal he ever had, but neither was it the worst.

      Spices tried to hide the poor quality of the meat. The vegetables were fresh, if sparse, in the dish. Baskets of dark bread sat on the table, along with pitchers of water and mead.

      “Do you smell that?” Ryder pinched her nose at the opposite end of the table. She got up in a hurry, shaking her head from side to side. “That is foul. Whoever did that needs to be checked by a doctor.”

      At the same time Ryder stood, the changeling began coughing into his stew. He had taken on the appearance of a wealthy young man, with black hair and a pointed nose.

      “And you call me a monster?” The changeling began dry heaving into his bowl. He looked over at Stephen with blame in his eyes. “You did it, didn’t you?”

      “No.” Stephan denied the allegations. “I don’t smell anything yet. It’s someone on your end of the table.”

      Tobias gathered his courage and forced himself to breathe. Past the smell of the fresh stew and bread, he didn’t notice anything.

      “It’s me.” Ya-You, the shaman sitting at the opposite end of the table, stood with a large smile on his face as if proud to reveal the true culprit behind the odor. “Strong gut make for strong smells.”

      The table erupted in more coughs and gags with a fair share of laughter mixed in. Tobias even found himself smiling. Like it or not, these misfits of monsters, Dragons, and warriors were bonding like any family should. It was inevitable. Anyone who spent a large amount of time together and experienced struggle as one would bond to one another. Tobias had seen it happen on ships, in kingdoms, and now in the midst of a revolution.

      “You feeling all right, Tobias?” Stephen looked over at the sorcerer with laughter still in his eyes. “Did Ya-You’s rectum stun you?”

      “I’m fine.” Tobias caught the very faint stench of something like a skunk who had not washed in a month then went rolling in rotten eggs. “I think I’m just tired. I’m going to lay down for a moment.”

      Stephen nodded, already turning to join the others ribbing the medicine man for his foul-smelling gas.

      Tobias walked out of the makeshift dining room, choosing a path that would take him around Ya-You and through the exit. Tobias tried ignoring the laughter and moment of joy behind him as he traveled down the hall to his room. The sad truth was that half, maybe even more than half, of those in the room wouldn’t live past the next few weeks.

      Tobias had seen a regime change before. He had a front row seat to what it meant to seize power from one dictator and give it to another. Valeria was nothing like Kronos. Still, lives would be lost in her rise to power, like it or not. It was inevitable.

      Upon reaching his room, Tobias closed the door behind him and lay on his tiny bed. The room was small, with nothing special about it, but it was clean. He was almost never in his own chambers, anyway, except for when his head hit the pillow as it did now.

      Tobias closed his eyes, allowing his mental guards to lapse the slightest bit as he made the transition from wakefulness to slumber. In those moments, she came to him.

      He understood he was in a dream, but there was nothing he could do to wake himself up if he wanted to. He stood on a grassy cliff overlooking the vast ocean that extended out as far as the eye could see. The sun was high overhead, beating down rays of heat on his head.

      He heard her coming before he saw her. The soft crunch of grass blades bending under her feet was barely audible above the waves below.

      “I was wondering how long it would take you to come,” Tobias said without looking behind him. “Working for Kronos now, are we? That’s beneath you. You used to be such a—”

      “Please.” Hera sidled up next to Tobias. He could just make her out in his peripheral vision. “You talk as if you know me so well. But you abandoned me before you could ever truly know me.”

      “I left you because of your obsession with dark magic.” Tobias finally turned to face her. She had aged, but the years had been kind to her. Her raven hair contrasted with her pale skin just like he remembered. “You didn’t come to talk about the past though. What is it that you want?”

      Hera’s dark eyes shone with a mild level of seduction, but what really lived there was danger. Tobias had seen that same look when a snake stalked its prey. The wide eyes just before it struck.

      “Why, Tobias, so straight to the point? I thought you’d at least want to butter me up a bit.”

      “And why would I want to do that?”

      “Because I’m in a position to help your granddaughter claim the throne, of course.”

      “How?”

      And just like that, Tobias knew he had fallen into her trap. She had manipulated the conversation already. She had him asking her questions, already intrigued and wanting to know more. The serpent that Hera was readied herself for the strike.

      “Haven’t you heard? I’m Kronos’s left hand. His right hand is that moron of a general, but he’s nothing in the grand scheme of things.” Hera shrugged and began to move around Tobias slowly. “Who else is in a better position to feed you information?”

      “What’s in it for you?” Tobias refused to fall completely into her trap. Instead of turning to see her as she circled him, he remained still. “You’re going to do this out of the kindness of your heart?”

      “I don’t have a heart anymore, thanks to you.” Hera laughed out loud, but the sound was void of any true joy. “I want money and power, of course. I want to be rewarded for my work like anyone would.”

      “And?” Tobias waited for Hera to come full circle back into his line of sight before asking his next question. “In what form do you want this power and money?”

      “Oh, you do know how to treat a girl.” Hera winked at him. “Let’s see. Anything I want, right?”

      Hera tapped a long fingernail on her chin as she pretended to think on Tobias’s question.

      “I’ll take enough money to live comfortably for the rest of my life, a large estate in the city, and…you.”

      “I thought you might say that.” Tobias looked her up and down. “I might even give your offer a second thought if you could be trusted.”

      “And therein lies our little dilemma we’ve had since the very beginning of this twisted tale. Trust.” Hera grinned at Tobias, clearly enjoying their conversation. “There was a time I put my trust in you, and you broke it. Now there has come a time where you need to place your trust in me. Scary, isn’t it?”

      “I’m not that desperate.” Tobias shook his head, noticing the bright colors of the grass and ocean beginning to fade, signaling an end to his dream state. “I don’t need your help.”

      “No, you’re not…not yet.” Hera stretched up on her tiptoes and placed her lips so close to his ear, Tobias could feel her hot breath on his skin. “But there is a day coming soon when you will beg for my help. I promise you that, Tobias Dendali. You will beg.”

      Lukas sat back and pretended to watch the antics of the group as they consumed dinner, but his focus was on his captain. She looked deep in thought. She might have a smile on her face, but he wasn’t fooled. Something bothered her. He got up and walked over, leaned down, and asked her to take a walk with him. She agreed, but again, her entire demeanor was distracted.

      They found their way to Ileana’s private entrance to the public gardens. There should only be a few guards around this time of night, and they could easily dodge those. The smell of roses and jasmine assaulted his nose, and he sneezed, finally pulling a small chuckle from Valeria.

      “Why would you bring me here, knowing how allergic you are to most flowers?”

      “Because you love them.” He took her arm and steered them toward the center of the gardens where the night flowers were in full bloom. He’d suffer from a snotty nose come the morning, but if it made her smile, it was worth it. “Now, tell me what’s bothering you.”

      “What makes you think something is bothering me?”

      “Because I know you better than anyone, even your Royal Navy captain.” He was proud of the fact he didn’t sound jealous even though that particular green-eyed little monster ate away at him every day she was around Stephen.

      Valeria sat on one of the benches hidden from the main path, and he joined her, stretching out his legs. He knew not to push her. She’d talk in her own time. For the moment, he relaxed and looked up at a cloudless night sky with millions of stars twinkling down at him.

      “It’s beautiful here.” She rolled her head on her shoulders.

      “Mmm.”

      “If you look to the east, you can see the moonlight shining down on the water. Did you think we’d ever see such clear, blue water?”

      “No.” He leaned over and picked a dark blue flower he didn’t know the name of it and gave it to her. “Here you go. A beautiful flower for a beautiful lady.”

      She took it and smiled, the first real smile he’d seen since they began this journey. He loved it when she smiled like that. It lit up the entire night.

      “You are going to be a runny mess in the morning.” She buried her nose in the blossom and took a deep breath.

      “Can’t be worse than that time we hid in the flower gardens at the queen’s palace, our pockets filled with jewels from her fancy party. Now, that was a night.”

      Valeria burst out laughing. “I told you it was a bad idea, but you just had to try your hand at stealing from the royal family.”

      “It worked out.”

      “You were sick for a week.” She held her nose and mimicked. “Cap’n, please have mercy on me poor bones.”

      “You wanted me to go up and man the wheel during a storm, and I was so sick I couldn’t move.”

      “All because you decided to rob the queen like a common thief instead of robbing her merchant ships blind.”

      “As I recall, you never said a word about that emerald necklace I filched for you.”

      “Of course not. Spoils of war.”

      He shook his head, glad to hear her laughing.

      “Do you think I can do this, Luk?” She swept her hand out in front of her, toward the city.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think people shoved this at me, and I got steamrolled into it.” She pulled her long locks up into a loose knot. “I never wanted to be the ruler of anything. I’m a pirate, not a queen.”

      “I think you’ll make a good queen because you’re an amazing captain. It’s just wrangling more people than the small crew we have.”

      “But I like being a pirate.”

      “But you want a home more, somewhere you feel you really belong. And I think that’s here. It suits you, this place.”

      She was quiet for a long time, thinking his words over. It startled him a bit when she laid her head on his shoulder. “Promise me, if I do this, you’ll stay with me. I can’t do it alone.”

      “Whatever you need, Cap’n, whatever you need.”

      “No, Lukas. I don’t need my first mate. I need you, my friend.”

      “Of course, Val. You know I’m here for you. I’ve always been here for you.”

      “I know.” She let out a long sigh. “I think I’m seeing things.”

      Now, that got his attention. He was used to her quickfire subject changes, but this wasn’t something he’d ever heard her admit before. “What do you mean?”

      “I saw someone on the beach yesterday. Talen took me, but he didn’t see her.”

      “Her?”

      Val nodded. “The woman told me only I could see her.”

      “Hallucinations? Have you been dipping into Ya-You’s liquor?”

      “No.” She sat up and stared him in the eyes. “It was a woman who said only I could see her because I was a Dendali, and she was designed by them.”

      “Designed?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. She told me about a hidden city within Atlantis. One that has been locked away forever.”

      “Tobias never said anything about a hidden city, did he?”

      “No. The woman told me to talk to him, but I haven’t seen him since the noon meal. I checked his rooms, and he wasn’t there before dinner.”

      “He’s probably off playing cloak and dagger with the riff-raff.” Tobias kept harping on how they needed allies in the city and spent every waking moment making those connections.

      “Maybe,” Valeria said, her eyes distant and worried.

      “He’s okay, Val.” Lukas wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close. “That old man has more lives than a cat.”

      “Even cats eventually run out of luck, Luk.”

      “Why don’t we go find him and set your mind at ease?” He tilted her head so he could try to read her eyes. They were dark and fathomless, the worry brimming over.

      “You always know exactly what I need, don’t you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He dipped his head and gave her quick kiss. “I do. Now let’s go find your grandfather.”

      He didn’t give her time to respond to either the kiss or his demand. He hauled her up and tugged her back toward the secret entrance.
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      Tobias shivered in the cold morning that lived by the sea. It was still early enough that the sun had not even begun to gray the horizon to the east. He stood with his granddaughter by the seashore. According to her, the very spot where she had been visited by Arulian.

      “I’m not keeping anything from you.” Tobias looked over at a seething Valeria. “I didn’t think the Guardian would still be active after all these years.”

      “See, there you go again.” Valeria crossed her arms under the thick cloak she wore. “Start from the beginning. What is a Guardian?”

      Tobias took a deep breath in through his mouth and out through his nose. Painful memories were once more needed to move forward, a constant reminder of how he had failed, how he had allowed himself to be manipulated by Kronos.

      “Guardians are lifelike forms created by powerful magic. Only the strongest sorcerers and sorceresses are capable of conjuring them. Our ancestors created the most powerful Guardian to watch over the entrance to the Dendali legacy. They named her Arulian. I would have said something sooner if I thought she was still active. I visited this very spot myself, and she did not appear to me. I imagined she was gone like all the others.”

      “Yeah, she said to open the way, a Dendali pure of heart had to be found.” Valeria looked Tobias up and down as if she didn’t want to say more to hurt his feelings. “She said to come find you.”

      “I should have guessed.” Tobias scratched the side of his face. This would change everything. If Valeria could open the way to the Dendali horde, they had all the military backing they would need to take on Kronos. “If Arulian appeared to you, then you must be the one to open the way for us.”

      Tobias paused, waiting to read Valeria’s reaction. The pirate queen shrugged and stepped forward.

      “Why not? I mean, a Dragon shifter is fighting at our side. Even as we speak, a changeling is going around impersonating me and gaining more support for our cause. Oh, and I can control magic now. Yeah, that all happened.” Valeria shook her head as if she were still coming to grips with it all. “So, let’s do it. What has to happen for me to unlock this secret city? Where is it, anyway?”

      Tobias picked up on the panic in her voice. While Valeria might not think she could do this, lead an entire nation, he knew she could. He’d seen it in the way she commanded her crew and treated them as she would her own family. She’d come to see the people of Atlantis as her family soon enough, and when she did, she’d protect them with everything in her.

      A chill rustled Valeria as she stood there waiting for Tobias’s response. At this hour of the morning, no one was on the beach. The strand extended to both sides as far as Tobias could see. Behind them, the shore was eventually taken over by grass and a road.

      But for now, in this moment, Tobias and his granddaughter were alone. She waited on his words, grown and more of a leader than he could ever hope to be. He admired her more and more each day.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Valeria went to Tobias’s side and put a hand on his shoulder. “How much of Ya-You’s drink did you consume last night?”

      “I’m fine.” Tobias shook his head free of the thoughts. “When Arulian comes again, she’ll want a symbol of your heritage.”

      “Great, how much blood does she want?”

      “Not your blood.” Tobias looked over Valeria’s shoulder. “She’ll want to see that birthmark of yours. It will—”

      Tobias didn’t finish his sentence. Shimmering out of what seemed like thin air, Arulian made her appearance. As she approached from their right down the beach, her footsteps made no prints in the sand.

      She wore her blonde hair back. The simple white dress fell around her slender body with no special distinction. She looked as if she were a normal Atlantian citizen on the beach for a morning stroll.

      Tobias understood there was nothing normal about this Guardian at all.

      “Valeria, Tobias.” Arulian nodded to each of them in turn. “I have minutes before I will fail again. The energy supply that allowed me to manifest is dangerously low. Shall we begin?”

      “I guess.” Valeria took off her black cloak and loosened the top few buttons on her blouse so she could show the Guardian her birthmark. “This is all you need to see?”

      “This is all I am required to see before I show you the path. To open the door itself, you will need to be pure of heart.” Arulian examined Valeria’s birthmark with a nod. She extended her hand out toward the water. “Behold, your destiny as a Dendali.”

      The ocean itself parted at Arulian’s action. Two walls of water rose on either side of a sandy walkway. The path sloped down as it went further and further into the ocean. A hundred yards from their place on the beach, it stopped. Set in a large outcropping of coral was a thick metal door.

      “After you.” Tobias motioned to Valeria. “This is your destiny.”

      Valeria didn’t respond at first. Her eyes were wide as her hands placed her cloak back on her shoulders. Her eyes were free of fear, but wonder and even excitement touched her now.

      “I would caution that your intentions for Atlantis must be pure.” Arulian was beginning to fade in front of them. Already the sand and ocean behind her could be seen through her shimmering body. “Be of strong courage and take heart. Atlantis needs a Dendali on the throne.”

      With that, Arulian faded from sight.

      Tobias looked around them to make sure they were still alone on the beach. To their left, an early rising fisherman stood open-mouthed, staring at Valeria and Tobias. When he noticed Tobias staring at him, he backpedaled in the sand, fell, and then scrambled up and turned to run.

      “We should hurry.” Tobias motioned Valeria forward. “I don’t know how long the waters will stay parted.”

      “Understood.” Valeria took her first step toward her destiny. “This is it, isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “After this, there is no turning back.”

      “No, I don’t think so.” Tobias gave Valeria an extra moment. “This is what you were born for. This is your future.”

      Valeria nodded, set her eyes on the door, and strode forward.

      She expected the sand to be squishy beneath her feet, but it wasn’t. Instead, it was hardened, like stone. Perhaps the sand had been bespelled long ago to protect it from the salty water of the ocean.

      Valeria squatted to reach the iron door set into the ground. It reminded her of one of the doors on her ship, deep in the belly where it was all steel and hot iron. The doors were meant to keep water out, should the pipe system fail them on board. This door had to have much the same function. It kept the ocean out of the city.

      Placing a hand on the cold metal, she wasn’t exactly sure what to do. There was no lock for a key, no handle to swing the door open. It was simply a black square set into the ground. Intentions. That was what Arulian meant when she kept harping on about pureness. Her intentions toward Atlantis had to be the right ones to make this door open. Magically sealed and unsealed through intentions.

      That was what she’d learned about magic. It was all about intent. You concentrated then pushed your will into those intentions. Not forced. That never worked well. You wove your will into your intent, convincing the magic that what you were doing was right, and if you were truly strong of will, you bent the magic to your way of thinking by convincing it you were right through your intent.

      What were her intentions toward Atlantis? It was a question she’d asked herself over the years, even when the city was just a pipe dream. For so long, Atlantis represented a home and family she’d longed for since she was a small child. It was through the trials in the Crucible she’d recognized the truth that had been staring her in the face. She had a home and a family in the form of her crew. They’d stuck by her and protected her and loved her as any family would. She’d been that for them too. She no longer needed Atlantis to fulfill that need.

      Magic was another ability being an Atlantian provided her, but again, she’d lived without it her entire life, and she could again. It wasn’t vital to her.

      That left the people themselves. She didn’t know them or owe them anything. Dendali blood ran in her veins, yes, but she wasn’t raised as a Dendali. She was Emerald, the most feared pirate of the skies, and she could easily slip back into that role.

      But it wouldn’t be right to leave Atlantis in the hands of a man who had murdered to gain what he wanted. She’d stolen and had taken a few lives herself, but only when it was necessary, and the only thing she gained from the act was her own life. She defended herself or killed in defense of her crew. Kronos butchered the Dendalis to steal their throne. People feared him. They pretended to love him, yes, but not because it was true. They simply didn’t want to meet the same fate as the previous ruler.

      Tobias promised to set things right. Promised his brother as he lay dying in Tobias’s arms. He saw her as the method of righting that wrong, but was it fair for him to use her to fulfill a promise to his brother? To force her into something that wasn’t anything she would have chosen for herself?

      But she had chosen this for herself. Valeria sought out Tobias, infiltrated a slave ship to find him. She’d gone looking for Atlantis, made him bring her here. Valeria forced Tobias’s hand perhaps even more than he’d forced hers. Coming here meant a death sentence for him, in more ways than one. He sacrificed everything to get her here.

      One thing she did know. She couldn’t let these people suffer under Kronos’s rule longer than necessary. She’d seen his cruelty up close and personal. Then there was DeCadia. Her crew’s families were there, and she’d protect them with everything she had. If that meant overthrowing a mad ruler to keep all those at home safe, she would. Taking down Kronos would protect DeCadia and Atlantis.

      Her intentions toward the city and the people of DeCadia were clear—she’d protect them with her own life.

      The door dissolved beneath her fingertips, and a ladder appeared that descended into fathomless darkness. She gasped and lost her balance, falling backward. Tobias rushed over, ignoring her sprawled on the ground. She shook her head and sat back up. Tobias was not the paternal type.

      “It’s dark.”

      She rolled her eyes. He’d pointed out the obvious, but she kept her tongue still. No sense in aggravating him. She might need his help.

      “Yes, but we can produce our own light. Now, move over so I can go down. You follow me.”

      When he moved, she began to descend the ladder, and almost immediately, her hinky feeling rose. The hairs stood up on the back of her neck. Someone was watching them. She knew it like she knew how many miles her ship could drift on the winds before she needed to refuel it. Ignoring it for now, she focused on not losing her footing. The ground came soon enough, and she was glad to feel solid stone beneath her. Concentrating on light, she felt the green energy flare within her then form in her hand, and she got her first good look at the lost city of Atlantis.

      She screamed.

      Two giant warriors stood in front of her, their swords pointing straight at her.

      “Valeria?” Tobias shouted from where he hung suspended on the steep ladder. “Answer me, girl!”

      She didn’t know if they were men or women, their bodies covered in armor. Helmets completely concealed their faces. The swords that hovered in front of her kept her quiet. If she spoke, they might attack. But if she didn’t, they might attack her as well. A no-win situation, if ever there was one.

      “Who cometh here?”

      The words tumbled out harshly. It sounded as if these people hadn’t spoken a word in a long time. The hoarseness in his voice attested to that. Perhaps this wasn’t a person after all, but a machine? The voice sounded human, but with Atlantis, she’d learned never to assume anything.

      “I am Valeria Dendali Riverthorne.” She kept the fear out of her voice, but barely. They’d heard her scream, so they knew she was afraid, but she wasn’t going to reinforce the name.

      “Den…dali?”

      The drawn-out word made her flinch. It wasn’t a question, but an accusation. These people had been abandoned here, walled off and forgotten. She understood the anger. She’d been ostracized and forgotten herself.

      “I am a Dendali, yes, but I am not from Atlantis. I am here to free you and try to protect all the people of Atlantis, even the forgotten ones.”

      Tobias had made his way down the ladder and stood staring at the massive warriors, easily a good three heads taller than himself. They were quite daunting.

      “What do we care of the Dendalis or their wishes?”

      A woman stepped out from behind the warriors. She was older, perhaps in her late fifties. Her iron gray hair was pulled back in a severe bun, and her tattered clothing fluttered in the breeze from the opening above them. Anger pinched her features and made her brown eyes sharpen.

      “How long have you been here?” Valeria kept an eye on the swords, but tried to focus on the woman. She needed to know if she was from the plagued city or the part of the city that sealed itself off after her uncle died.

      “Why do you care how long we’ve been here?” The sneer on her face spoke volumes of what she thought of Valeria.

      “Because I need to know. I need to know if the disease is gone from the plagued part of the city.”

      “It is gone.” The woman stepped closer. “Is that why we were sealed off with no warning or explanation? Did the Dendalis find signs of the plague here?”

      So, they weren’t part of the diseased area. “No. The city sealed itself off when my uncle was murdered.”

      A gasp left the woman, and she stumbled back, not expecting that particular truth.

      “She speaks the truth, Serath.” Arulian flickered to life beside them, her form flashing in and out. Her power source must truly be failing.

      “Guardian.” The two warriors stepped back out of reverence. Even Serath appeared to hold much respect for the Guardian. She bowed to her.

      “This girl is the first Dendali who has not only passed through the Crucible, but also been pure of heart. She opened the doorway to free the city from not only this exile, but all the city. Valeria Dendali is our true queen. She is here to take back the city and free us all from Kronos.”

      “Kronos?” Anger unlike anything Valeria had seen flashed across Serath’s face. “Kronos holds the city?”

      “Yes.” Arulian nodded. “We must help her to take our home back. I do not have much time left. I am fading, but I need your word, Serath, that you will help this child of Atlantis free our home and bring us back into the world as we were always meant to be. She is a child of Atlantis and a child of DeCadia. She can bridge our worlds as we were at one time. She can make this world whole again. But she needs your help to do that. She needs the warriors of old to fight for her.”

      “She truly means to help us and not take advantage?” Serath kept her eyes on Valeria, even though the question was posed to Arulian. Not that Val blamed her. If she were in the woman’s shoes, she’d behave the same. It was never wise to only trust what you saw. Make people earn your trust.

      “Yes. She would not have been able to open the city, had she not. You know the protections built into the very heartbeat of the city. You helped create the wards that hide this part of the city in times of great need, Serath.”

      Serath slowly nodded, still wary. “You will make sure Kronos is removed from the throne?”

      “I swear it.” And it was a promise Valeria meant. The man who had destroyed everything these people held dear would pay for his crimes. The resolution had grown with every moment she spent in Atlantis and was one that would be carried out.

      “Then you will have our help.”

      The warriors stood down, their swords lowering into heavy sheaths.

      “Come, daughter of Atlantis, and see the entire lost city and greet the people who will aid you.”

      Seraph stood back and motioned Valeria forward. The dark tunnel held no hints of what lay beyond, but she couldn’t contain her excitement. The true lost city of Atlantis awaited around the corner, and she’d be the first person to set eyes on it in hundreds of years.

      She beckoned her grandfather to follow her and set off down the tunnel, eager to see her destiny.
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      When Val stepped through the massive threshold, the two giant guards stood sentry beside it. The feeling was strangely familiar. Val was one hundred and ten percent sure she had never been to Atlantis before, much less this hidden section of the city below the ocean. Still, there was a sense of comforting familiarity she couldn’t place.

      “Serath will show you the city,” Arulian said as she blinked once more then vanished completely.

      “Will we be able to revive her?” Val felt a twinge of panic at never seeing the Guardian again. “Will she be back?”

      Serath exchanged a knowing glance with Tobias. “That will be up to you, if you have the strength to revive her.”

      Val had a dozen other questions, but for the moment she decided to bite her tongue and let her eyes do all the work. As they walked deeper into Atlantis, Val was rendered speechless.

      The trio walked into a large, open room, simply yet elegantly decorated with clean floors and pillars that rose to a vaulted ceiling. Val found herself marveling at how high the ceilings could be compared to the short rope ladder she had used to climb down into the city. The walls and pillars shouldn’t be able to extend that far up without poking out of the ocean floor above.

      “Atlantis is protected by magic,” Tobias said, passing her. He followed Serath down a hall to the right. “Come on. If you think that’s something, wait until you see the rest.”

      Val wasn’t disappointed. She had to remind herself to close her mouth multiple times during their trip through the underground section of Atlantis. Many of the walls weren’t walls at all, but thick glass that showed them a dazzling view of the bluish green water on the opposite side. Reefs rose in the distance like small boulders, fish of every size, and so many Val didn’t recognize them all, swam this way and that, eager to be on their way.

      A small shark with a flat head and spots on its smooth skin swam by. Val could have sworn he grinned at her as she passed, somehow realizing a Dendali of true heart was back in Atlantis.

      As they journeyed through the Atlantis underbelly, Val passed a handful of Atlantians who gawked at her then realized they were staring and tried to look away. They looked as if they were going to spew a hundred question at Serath.

      “Have everyone who is not eating meet us in the hall,” Serath said, waving away their questions. “Tell them a Dendali has come back to rule Atlantis.”

      These words seemed to have a magical effect on the Atlantians. Whenever Serath shared the news, those on the receiving end dropped whatever they were doing and ran, not walked, to obey her. One elderly man even jumped into the air with a click of his heels, beaming at Val before he took off down the hall.

      Serath led Val to a massive room filled with long tables and benches. Along the far wall was a pair of double doors where Atlantians with aprons carried out steaming bowls of breakfast food.

      Hundreds of people were gathered there sharing their morning meal. The smells of hot bread and fresh fruit filled Val’s nostrils and reminded her how hungry she was.

      Easy, this isn’t the time to stuff your face, Val coached herself. Think of how long these people have waited to be returned to the world above.

      Serath led Val through a sea of bright, wondering eyes. The hall had been a cacophony of utensils hitting bowls, morning yawns, and the light chatter of familial voices at the table. Once Val and the others entered, the noises silenced.

      “Momma?” A young girl to Val’s right looked to her mother with concern.

      “Shhh…” the attractive Atlantian woman hushed her daughter. “Be still, Eliana.”

      “The door to the surface has been reopened.” Serath opened her arms and displayed Val to the room as if she were a prized trophy. “A Dendali worthy of the name has returned. I present to you…our queen.”

      The room fell silent for the space of a heartbeat, as if a spell had been cast on the breakfast attendees, and no one was able to break its hold. The next moment, the spell shattered. Applause and shouts ripped through the room as everyone from the smallest babe slapping her tiny hands together to the oldest gray-bearded Atlantian cracking a toothless grin and clapping along with the rest.

      Val felt heat rise to her face. She wasn’t prepared to give a speech, but the booming applause was bound to die down sooner or later.

      What are you going to tell these people? What are you going to tell your people?

      The moment she had been dreading since they began their applause came. Slowly, the hands and shouts died away like mist in the heat of the sun. They all looked to her to speak.

      Val opened her mouth, unsure of what she was going to say. Whether it was years of leading a crew on a ship or the royal blood that flowed freely through her veins, the words came.

      “My name is Valeria Dendali,” Val said, licking her lips and trying to word what she wanted to say just right. She refused to lie to these people. At the same time, she couldn’t crush their dreams. “I do not know what strength lies within me, but I promise you this. I’m a fighter. I don’t know the meaning of retreat, and I am not my ancestors.”

      Apparently, that was enough for the Atlantians. Like a surging wave, they picked up their shouting and applause again. They moved with wide grins and outstretched hands to meet their new leader.

      Serath blocked the rush of people. She stepped in front of Val with arms open wide. “Our queen has much to do, touring her city as well as waking her army and bringing life to our Guardian.”

      The mention of the Guardian seemed enough for the Atlantian well-wishers to understand and hold back their greeting for another time.

      “Follow me.” Serath beckoned to Val and Tobias. “We need to revive the Guardian, and she can aid us in resurrecting your army.”

      “I’m sorry, it sounded like you said ‘army.’” Val followed Serath as she left the large hall. The trio traveled through another hall with tall ceilings and glass walls looking out into the ocean depths.

      “I did,” Serath said, turning another corner. “The Dendalis have a standing army of soldiers that await your command. They are in a cryogenic state of sleep. The Iron Brigade is sworn to serve the Dendali line until their last breath. In order to ensure they can fulfill this promise, they have voluntarily subjected themselves to a dream state in which they do not age. You will awaken them with Arulian’s help.”

      Val looked over to Tobias. The elderly Dendali had been uncharacteristically quiet during their trip and all the information that was being dumped on them. A sadness crossed his eyes that Val understood without having to question.

      For his part in the death of his brother, Tobias could never be the one to free the Atlantian people. He was destined to atone for his sins until he met his grave.

      Serath finally stopped in front of a pair of giant double doors. The doors themselves looked as though they were made of stone. Ancient runes were carved into the stone in a pattern Val did not recognize.

      “The chamber of enlightenment is only for the queen,” Serath said in a tone that would not allow for debate. “We must wait outside.”

      Tobias held the woman’s gaze for a moment before shifting to Val. “Remember your training. If you need me, call. There is nothing this woman could do to me to keep me from you.”

      Tobias said the words right in front of Serath. He matched her own tone for strength, not allowing any room for argument.

      “I’ll be fine.” Val had been in a hundred fights, shot and stabbed in a dozen confrontations. Whatever was on the other side of the door, she would handle. She had to. “I’ll revive the Guardian and be out before you know it.”

      Val pressed her right hand to the door, and the stone barricade slowly swung open on heavy hinges. A glow came from the room inside.
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      It took a moment for Val’s eyes to transition from the brightly lit hall outside to the dull green glow of the room’s interior. The chamber was circular with a large round table in the middle. In the center of the table was a glowing green orb the size of a cannonball. The emerald light coming from the globe was weak, as if the light itself was tired or sick.

      Along the walls were paintings of kings and queens. By their clothing and the age of the paintings, Val could make a guess as to who these men and women were. They were her ancestors. The Dendalis who had ruled Atlantis from the beginning.

      On her right was a scarred pirate with a patch over one eye. As the paintings progressed, the images of their clothes became closer and closer to the style Val wore. Ages passed as the history of the Dendali line was painted out in front of her eyes.

      The last picture on her left was a strong jawed man who looked disturbingly like Tobias. This had to be the brother he had unwittingly helped kill.

      Next to this image, the wall was blank. It was strange to think this was where Val’s picture would one day hang. Val walked around the room examining the pictures one more time while looking for a control panel or instructions on what she was supposed to do next.

      There was none, but what she did realize was that a section of the table where the green orb rested was cut out. A narrow gap that allowed one to walk into the center of the table.

      Val did so, approaching the green orb.

      Okay, now what? Val stared into the pulsating light the orb gave off. Is this what’s powering the Guardian? There’s only one way to find out.

      Val tentatively placed her right palm on the pulsating sphere. A warm sensation immediately ran up her hand, through her arm, and into the center of her body. A tug from the orb pulled at her magic, gentle at first, but then more aggressive.

      Val placed her other hand on the smooth glass surface, straining to satiate the hunger for magic the orb demanded.

      Val gritted her teeth. A low roar started in the back of her throat as she fought the urge to pull her hands free. The green glow continued to grow. The once dull, pulsating light now bathed the room in emerald green.

      Val wasn’t sure how much longer she could feed the orb. Sweat gathered on her brow. A deep feeling of exhaustion touched her body, and her muscles screamed with fatigue.

      A moment later, as Val debated pulling her hands off the magical ball or calling for Tobias, Arulian appeared beside her.

      “You can remove your hands now, my queen,” Arulian said with a smile, nodding to the orb full of bright green light. “You have restored me.”

      “Good,” Val panted, pulling her hands free. Her fingers felt numb, and her arms shook with fatigue. “I don’t know how much more I had to give.”

      “More strength resides in you than you know,” Arulian said with a nod. “Follow me. It’s time we wake the slumbering Iron Brigade. Your army awaits.”

      Val followed Arulian to the portrait of one of the Atlantian Kings. He wore clothing similar to her own—pirate gear, she’d call it—without all the bells and whistles. His dark hair glinted eerily in the green glow of the orb. It gave him a sinister demeanor.

      “This is the first of the Dendali rulers.” Arulian studied the man as intently as Valeria herself. “He was a pirate who invaded our city. Back then, we were only beginning to understand how magic and technology could work together. Jora Dendali was the one to fuse true magic and technology together.”

      “He sounds like the man who created the sky map to where Atlantis is now.”

      Arulian smiled. “Sky map. Is that a DeCadian term?”

      “Yes.” Valeria couldn’t suppress her own smile. She’d heard the term from Lukas. He’d explained to her since DeCadians had taken to the skies instead of the seas, it was a sky map instead of a land map. Truth, but it was still an odd term, especially for someone like Arulian, who’d been bound to the land from her creation.

      “You are very much like Jora.”

      “You knew him?” Just how old was Arulian?

      “No, but his essence remains here, guiding us, as do all the late rulers of our great city.” Now, that made absolutely no sense. Arulian must have read the confusion on her face, because she laughed. “When a ruler dies, his soul and his magic remain here, in the orb.”

      “They don’t pass on?” Valeria frowned, turning to look at the now bright green sphere. “That doesn’t seem fair. Everyone should get to pass on to the next life, to our great adventure in Hiahealmia.”

      “That is the DeCadian in you talking. Atlantians do not concern themselves with such nonsense. The souls remain to strengthen our city, our magic, and guide us. They are here, every ruler, every citizen, every life cut short, so we may prosper.”

      This saddened Valeria more than anything else she’d heard. The poor souls of the dead did not get to move on to the great adventure waiting for them. Instead, they were stuck here, being an energy source for people who did not deserve it—people like Kronos.

      “You are upset.”

      “I think it’s unfair they can’t reap the rewards of their life in Hiahealmia.”

      “And what is Hiahealmia?”

      “It is the place we go after death. Our great adventure. For some, it’s simply peace after a long, tiring life. For others, it’s the chance to be who they always wanted or to go on their grand adventure circumstances in this life prevented.”

      “So, it’s about choice?” Arulian asked.

      “I suppose.”

      “So is Atlantis. The people here love our home, our people. They choose to help the one place they love thrive. Do not be sad for them, little queen. They do this out of love, not out of fear or necessity. It is love that binds them.”

      “Even those under Kronos’s rule?” Valeria turned back to the portrait, her tone hard. “Why would they choose to help someone as cruel as he?”

      “They do not.” Arulian laid a hand upon the portrait, causing the gold frame to light up. Lines and ancient runes ran through every inch of the frame. “That is why the orb had gone dark. There was no ruler worthy of the love and respect of the people. Souls moved on, some slumbered, others waited. Your strength awoke them all and gave them hope that the true Atlantis could once more be reunited with the current Atlantis.”

      The wall vibrated, and Arulian whispered words Valeria didn’t understand, but she took a startled step backward when the wall moved. It slid to the left, revealing a dark space beyond. Stale air tickled her nose, and she sneezed. No one had been in this room for at least one hundred and fifty years, since the city closed itself off.

      Valeria called up the light Tobias had taught her, and it barely cut through a few inches of the darkness in the area. This was a magical blackout, and one her small light had no hopes of dispelling.

      Arulian took her hand and guided her deeper into the inky blackness, and Valeria felt old fears start to rise. She hated cramped, dark places. This might not be a locked closet, but the darkness mimicked it in a way nothing else could. Her breath came out in short gasps, and her fingers clenched Arulian’s like a lifeline.

      “Be at ease, my queen. There is nothing here that can hurt you, but you must wake the city. It is dark here because the city itself is dark. I will lead you to the control panel, but it is you who must do all the work.”

      Did she have more energy to give? Val wasn’t sure she did, especially not with the panic attack creeping up on her. The longer they walked, the more it ate away at her courage, her sanity. Madame’s voice began to torment her, telling her how unruly children deserved the dark. Teasing her about all the things that crawled along the floor in the closet. Wondering how long such a misbehaved little girl could survive the spiders, the rats…She let out a scream when Arulian pulled her to a stop.

      “It’s all right, my queen. I am here with you. You’re not alone.”

      “I want Lukas.” He knew all about her fears, how to calm her. He was her strength when she had none herself. Stephen was her past, but Lukas was her everything. She needed him more than the air she breathed. It was something she should have realized earlier, but the heart was confusing on the best of days.

      Arulian was quiet for a moment. “As soon as we are done here, I can take you to him, but we must wake the city.”

      Arulian took both her hands and placed them on something cold. Val closed her eyes and worked to force back the panic and the old fears. She conjured up an image of Lukas the day he’d found her in the Atlantian prison. He knew she couldn’t stand to be locked up and had come for her. She took strength from the thought of him and was able to concentrate.

      A control panel, the woman said, but it was unlike any control panel she’d ever come across. It was completely smooth, no buttons or knobs or gears. It wasn’t stone or iron. The smoothness spoke of marble. An empty marble slab did nothing to help her understand what she was supposed to do.

      “There’s nothing here to work with. How can I wake the city if there are no controls on this panel?”

      Arulian chuckled. “Have you not learned by now, my queen, magic runs everything in Atlantis, including this panel? Use your magic.”

      Magic. Could these people do nothing without magic? She wanted to snort at the absurdity of it. One thing she was going to do when she became queen was teach them not to rely on magic for everything. Always have a back-up plan. What good would it do them to have all these things if no one was around to make them work?

      When she became queen. The idea was growing on her. Before, it had been more of an ideal than a reality. Something her grandfather forced her into. These people here, their faces gaunt and scared, waiting for someone to rescue them for over a century, had started to change her way of thinking. They needed strength, the way Lukas gave her strength, even when he wasn’t standing next to her. That was what they needed, someone to believe in, even when she wasn’t right beside them.

      They pulled at her heart, because in many ways they were her. Down here alone in the dark. They were her all those times she’d been trapped in a dark closet, with no way out and no hope of rescue. These people had been abandoned and forgotten just like she had been. She wouldn’t leave them here. No matter what she had to do, she’d rescue them. Valeria would take this city back and give it to the lost and the forgotten. These were her people more so than any of the ones topside. These people were her family.

      The control panel burst into a blaze of white light so intense she almost pulled her hands away to shield her eyes, but Arulian held them tight. The light bled out from the panel, crawling over every surface in the room, along the walls, for as far as the eye could see. She blinked, forcing her vision to adjust to the blazing light now radiating through the entire room.

      Only it wasn’t a room, not really. The ground beneath them was hardpacked dirt, stone pathways leading in all directions. The ceiling was the at least a hundred feet high, the walls perhaps glass, because she could see the ocean all around them.

      None of that mattered, though.

      The only thing that mattered was what was in the room.

      Hundreds of thousands of soldiers, some human, some machine, standing erect and at attention. Sleeping soldiers waiting to be awakened. They were so many, so packed together, it caused a laugh to bubble up. Kronos had had the numbers, but now she did. These slumbering giants of flesh and metal would help her take the city with little to no bloodshed, and there wasn’t a thing Kronos could do.

      “Wake them, my queen,” Arulian urged, her fingers tightening where she pressed Valeria’s hands into the cold marble.

      Intent. It always came down to intent. She looked at the panel and pushed her intent to see the panel, to see the controls, and it came alive beneath her. A flat control board with a hundred flashing lights appeared in a language she did not understand.

      “I don’t…”

      The panel moved, changed, and became something she did understand. It morphed into a version her mind could decipher. She found the button to release them from their sleep, but she hesitated. Flipping this particular switch meant no turning back, no second-guessing herself. For better or worse, she would be the new Queen of Atlantis and not Emerald, Queen of the Skies.

      The faces of the children she’d seen outside this chamber rose, and the little girl in her that cried out for justice committed her to her choice like nothing else could. She pressed the button.

      At first, nothing happened, but then a sound like bathwater draining from the tub filled the room. Creaking of metal shifting for the first time in ages bounced off the walls, and the eyes of all the human soldiers landed on her, standing at the helm of the proverbial ship, awaiting orders. The machines that served as soldiers stood at attention. They would need to be programmed with new parameters.

      Her army. This was her army.

      And they deserved to see the light of day.

      She looked back down at the control panel, and it shifted again, showing the controls that sank and locked the city. She moved her hands, connecting the sections of the entire city together again, until it formed one unit, including the city above ground, and she slid her hand up, raising this part of the city as well as the plague ravaged section up and out of the ocean.

      Time to go to war.
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      Kronos paced back and forth. The large open space in his throne room was perfect for the act. Reports were already coming in of the section of Atlantis that had closed itself off now resurfacing.

      When Kronos had taken his place as king and removed the Dendali line from ruling power, ancient magic had locked a section of Atlantis away. The section of the city was lowered into the ocean and nearly forgotten.

      “You’re a fool for thinking no returning Dendali would be deemed pure of heart,” Kronos said to himself as he paced. “You should have watched, guarded the entrance night and day.”

      Kronos stopped chiding himself as someone knocked on the doors of his palace room.

      “Enter,” Kronos commanded.

      Ajax entered, his uniform pristine. The bulging muscles were only slightly hidden by his tight coat.

      “My king,” Ajax said, bowing his head, “I take it you are aware of—”

      “From the beginning.” Kronos waved away Ajax’s bow. “I want to hear it all.”

      “Reports came in only minutes ago.” Ajax cleared his throat before he continued. “It seems Valeria Dendali has been able to open the closed-off portion of Atlantis that has remained submerged since your ascension to the throne. If history is correct, she now has the power of the Iron Brigade at her disposal.”

      “We move now, and we move quickly,” Kronos said as plans began to form in his mind. “Have Hera and Ileana gather their assets and meet me outside the palace walls. I want our army ready to move as soon as possible.”

      “Understood.” Ajax’s eyes narrowed. He licked his lips as the promise of blood in the near future was confirmed. “I can have the Atlantian Army marshaled and ready to advance on the risen portion of Atlantis within the hour.”

      “If we strike now, we can crush her before she has time to mount any kind of defense.” Kronos curled his hands into balls so tight the fingernails dug into his skin. “This will delay the invasion of DeCadia, but no matter. Valeria and her mutinous band must be crushed.”

      “They will, my king.” Ajax bowed again and left the room.

      The doors had not even closed when Hera entered. She wore her raven hair down, the black robe of her order contrasting against her fair skin.

      Kronos thought for the hundredth time how unnaturally pale the sorceress was.

      “I just sent for you.” Kronos released a heavy breath. “You’ve heard the news?”

      “I have.” Hera approached his position. She made her obligatory bow two feet from where he stood. “I’ve come to discuss how best to use my Titans in battle. Along with my magicians and the chimeras I’ve bred.”

      Something was wrong. Kronos couldn’t put his finger on it, but Hera was uncharacteristically close and almost eager. He wrote this off to the coming battle. It made sense that she would be happy. Much like Ajax, she was about to be allowed to unleash the full power of her weapons on her enemies.

      “We’ll let Ajax go in with the first Atlantian soldiers and your Titans.” Kronos bit his bottom lip. “Your magicians and chimeras we’ll hold in reserve.”

      “Of course.” Hera moved forward like she was going to embrace him in a hug then stopped. “Will you be addressing the army before we march?”

      “Of course. Ajax and the others will have their troops marshaled there within the hour.” Kronos narrowed his eyes at the sorceress. She was acting strangely indeed. “Why?”

      “No reason.” Hera made to leave the throne room. “I’ll have my forces congregated there as well. It will be a gathering everyone will remember.”

      Hera exited the room, leaving Kronos disturbed in her wake. Did she have the tenacity to try a coup? Did she even desire the power of the throne? These were questions Kronos asked himself of his staff repeatedly. The answer was always no. Hera had never been anything but obedient. So why did he sense a shift in her demeanor?

      She would have to be watched closely.

      Kronos strode to the door. He opened it and motioned to one of the two guards stationed outside. “I want you to follow Hera and report back to me if you see anything out of the ordinary.”

      The day had finally come for Hera to take her place as the ruling power over Atlantis. What better way to show her ability to rule than killing Kronos in front of everyone as they gathered for war?

      Her plan would not be without risk. However, she had what no one in Atlantis possessed at her disposal. She had the power of not only magic, but the Titans and her precious chimeras.

      Hera descended into the belly of the royal palace. She needed to construct multiple plans—one to make a show of marshaling her forces as Kronos expected, and one to lay her actual plan that would give her the throne.

      To accomplish this, she would need her lieutenants, Tara and Kat.

      Hera made long, bold strides to her private office. Maybe she had made a mistake leaving Kat concealed on The Emerald Queen all this time. However, she had served as insurance if things did not go her way. It was time to call her back.

      Hera entered her chamber where Tara sat on an overstuffed chair studying an ancient scroll. Hera’s understudy stood at once when she saw the look on her teacher’s face.

      “I need you to gather the Titans, every loyal magician we have, and the chimeras. We’re marching on Valeria Dendali. But first, it’s time to make our move,” Hera said to a wide-eyed Tara. “Our time has finally come.”

      “I can’t believe it!” Tara’s mouth fell open. “This is it. It’s our time…”

      Tara continued to voice her excitement. Her hands were a flurry of motion as she spoke.

      Hera heard a soft step outside the door. Tara heard it as well, because she stopped babbling mid-sentence, her mouth still open.

      Hera gestured, miming for Tara to continue.

      “Err—right, and we’re going to finally take our place where we belong,” Tara prattled on as she glared at the door as if she could see through the wood to who was on the other side. “You will be the rightful Queen of Atlantis. Kronos is nothing without you.”

      Hera tiptoed to the door. She channeled her magic, forming a long, thick blade in her right hand. The red magic that created the weapon glowed as it formed in her grip.

      Without warning, Hera slammed the blade through the door and into whoever was eavesdropping on the other side.

      A sharp inhale followed by a fleeting breath met Hera’s ears.

      Tara rushed to the door, the same kind of magical blade in her own hand. She threw the door open as Hera released the hold on her weapon, and it evaporated into thin air.

      In a pool of his own blood, one of Kronos’s guards lay at the door. His eyes were open as if he were still trying to figure out how he died. A large rend in his breastplate showed where Hera’s magical blade had found a home.

      “He knows,” Tara breathed, trying to figure out what to do next. “Kronos knows.”

      “Kronos suspects,” Hera corrected her protégée. “Get rid of the body. Rally the troops as we discussed. Nothing has changed. This is our time. We will seize it.”

      Tara nodded along with Hera’s words. She bent to drag the dead soldier away and dispose of the body.

      Well, Kronos, Hera thought as she closed the door. The sound of the dead soldier’s armor scraping on the ground died down the hall. You’re not as much of an idiot as I suspected. Send a little fly to spy for you? Well, you won’t have to be disappointed long.

      Hera stood in the center of her room, channeling a window through space to communicate with her other lieutenant, Kat. Kat was secure, hidden away on The Emerald Queen since the engagement with the Titan on Valeria’s ship.

      Hera traced a small circle in front of her with the tips of her pointer and middle fingers on her right hand. A wavering red line followed her motion through the air as she created a window to where Kat lay hidden.

      The window she made was no larger than her own palm. If there were sailors around, Hera did not want to alert them to Kat’s presence. The tiny window into the ship showed nothing more than a pile of wooden barrels in a dark room.

      “Kat,” Hera whispered, “can you hear me?”

      Shuffling from the opposite end. The window widened two feet to create a large circle in the air. Kat’s hooded face showed on the other side. “I’m hidden in the underbelly of the ship. It’s safe to talk.”

      “You’ve done better than I could have ever asked,” Hera praised her lieutenant. “You are needed here now. Sneak off the ship and return as fast as you can. You are to remain hidden while you do this.”

      Kat withdrew her hood to reveal an attractive face and long brown hair. “Am I to kill everyone on board first?”

      She asked the question with a twisted smile on her full lips.

      “No,” Hera answered.

      “What? Why not? I thou—” Kat caught herself. She shook her head, setting herself on track once more. “I’m sorry. I thought I was here waiting for the time when you wanted the crew slaughtered. I’ve been here patiently for days.”

      “Plans change.” Hera smiled. “Kronos is marching for war. This is our time to remove him from power in front of everyone and solidify a sorceress queen as ruler of Atlantis. I need your help here. If you kill the crew as you flee, we could tip our hand in one of many different directions.”

      Kat’s disappointed face gave way to one of pure glee. “Of course, right away. I was wrong to question you.”

      “You are to remain hidden, enter the city, and guard my back. When I move on Kronos, I’ll be exposed to any failsafe plan he has in place. Our Titans and chimeras will be more than enough to deal with Ajax and any soldiers idiotic enough to stand with him.”

      “I understand. I’ll slip out immediately and be there as soon as possible.”

      “We have an hour,” Hera warned her. For the first time, an icy edge betrayed her feelings. “Be here on time.”

      “I will,” Kat answered.

      Hera nodded and released the hold on the spell. The window into the cargo hold of The Emerald Queen disappeared.

      With her plans in place, there was little to do besides wait for the appointed time when Hera would make her move. How she had dreamed of this hour. Not only because it would mark the end of Kronos, but the ability to capture and twist Tobias Dendali into her plaything.

      Hera smiled to herself as she left her room. Every contingency had to be accounted for. Ajax was sure to attack as soon as he witnessed Kronos fall, as well as a handful of the higher-ranking officers. Hera would need to place her own magicians within striking distance of each one of these key players.

      Her Titans and chimeras would be enough to make anyone else considering attacking her pause. A pause was all she would need. In that time of uncertainty, she would have to convince them she was the one who should rule.

      Whether they joined her out of fear or out of loyalty, they would join her.
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      Valeria cringed a little on the inside. People were bowing, calling her “queen.” It was strange, not something she’d ever wanted, but she had to deal with it. Reports were already flooding in that Kronos was assembling his army to march on the newly-risen sections of Atlantis.

      She was amazed at how quickly things were coming together here. Tobias had left to fetch the others. Val wanted them all here where she could see them. It would be just her luck to have Kronos find and use them to make her come to heel.

      Kronos had called the thieves back, and it worried Valeria. Sure, Ileana had been on their side, but she also knew the woman would stab her in the back in an instant if it benefited her to do so. Tobias didn’t or wouldn’t understand that simple fact. He thought she was loyal, but Ileana was only loyal to herself. It was a hard lesson Val had learned over the years of dealing with thieves, since she herself was one.

      Arulian had been bringing systems online that baffled Valeria. She’d never seen anything as sophisticated as the war room. Massive holographic screens lined three walls. Desks, for lack of a better word, sat in three neat rows, now occupied by some of the forgotten Atlantians. It may have been over a hundred years since they’d manned these stations, but they remembered how.

      The city had sealed off the military section of Atlantis so as not to give the usurper access to its most lethal weapons. Or at least that was how the Guardian explained it to her. The metal weapons were designed to combat the mythical and magical, steel imbued with its own magic. It was supposed to be able to withstand the most powerful blasts. Valeria had to wonder if they would be able to combat the creature they’d fought in the Crucible. The Titan, she’d heard Hera call it. The thing had been nearly impossible to kill, and Hera had been able to tweak her design since then.

      Valeria sincerely hoped they could, or this was all for naught.

      “My queen, we have visual access to the entire city.”

      This was one of the technological advances that baffled Valeria. How could you get an actual image onto a screen? She was used to steam powered advances that did not include picture technology. How was she going to get used to all this fast enough to use it wisely?

      She stepped closer to the main desk, or the helm, as she’d taken to calling it. It was easier if she used terms associated with her ship. Made more sense to her. The screen in front of them cycled through dozens of images, all centering on different parts of the city. Soldiers filled the streets, scared citizens scurried out of their way, and monsters unlike anything Valeria had witnessed before rambled through all of that.

      One such creature caught her attention. It seemed to be created out of different animals. It had the head of wolf, spiked horns lining the circumference of its face, the body of a lion, and what looked to be a Dragon’s tail. A chimera. She’d heard of such beasts, but they were fairytales, creatures of myth and legend. How had Hera crafted these things?

      Magic.

      Valeria shook her head. Magic should never be used in such a defiling manner. It was meant to protect and to create beauty, not to give reality to the imagination of a dark and twisted mind. One of the first things she was going to do was round up Hera’s little horde of magic wielders and have them executed. There was no help for it. Minds that had been cultivated to create things like this? They had to be destroyed.

      “What is going on?” she asked Ileana, hoping to distract herself from her own dark plans.

      “Kronos’s response in the city rising. He knows it’s you, and he’s preparing to march on us before you have time to prepare.”

      “Well, it’s what I’d do.” Valeria leaned closer, studying the central courtyard where so many Atlantians were gathered. They were afraid, and had every right to be. How long had it been since they’d seen any kind of war or battle? People were going to die today. It was a fact, and one Valeria hated, but she knew it was necessary. She’d boarded enough ships and lost too many men to think there would be no casualties.

      “Shhh,” Arulian hushed her and pulled up the main visual of the courtyard. Kronos had just stepped out onto the dais and faced his kingdom. “We must listen.”

      Kronos held up a hand for silence. The noise level fell until the only sound was the growling from the beasts spread throughout the location. Two of the deranged looking beasts took up residence behind Kronos. He looked at them, unable to mask his nervousness.

      “Citizens of Atlantis…friends, as you are all aware, the city has unhidden itself and emerged from its watery grave. This is nothing to be feared, but we should rejoice that our great city is whole again.”

      Applause interrupted him, and he smiled down upon them all, confident, smug.

      Once the noise had quieted, he held up a hand for silence. “As we celebrate the rejoining of our home, we must also combat the threat to the peace we have achieved over the last century. Tobias Dendali, traitor to the throne, has returned with his granddaughter to plunge our home into civil war. They seek to destroy the peace we’ve achieved, to dismantle everything we’ve built. They must be dealt with swiftly and efficiently. And that is why our armies are out in force today. We are preparing to march on the lost city and oust the usurper. We have waited for this day since the city was sealed, and we will not give up. We will reunite our home and spend the next millennium enjoying the same peace as we have had…”

      Val gasped as the two creatures behind Kronos rose and yanked him backward, their massive paws resembling human hands. They held him, and the crowd cried out in fear as more of the chimeras herded them in tight circles while the monstrosities called Titans marched in, daring the soldiers to move.

      “What is this?” Kronos demanded.

      Hera stepped forward, her face a mask of triumph. “Why, my lord, I think you, of all people, the original usurper, would understand what is about to happen.”

      The man on Kronos’s right stepped forward, drawing his sword. “I knew you were not to be trusted! Men…” He stopped speaking, the sword falling from his hand and the other clutching his throat. No air left his lips, and he began to turn blue.

      “Ajax, you should know by now not to cross me.” Hera twisted her hand slightly, and the general fell to his knees, desperate for air. “Your men will either follow me or suffer the same fate as you.”

      With that declaration, the army of Atlantis all fell to their knees, gasping for lifesaving air. More and more of the black robed magicians came forward, their faces intent as they worked their magic on the soldiers of Atlantis.

      Hera smiled. Val’s gut twisted. This woman was mad.

      She leaned down and said something to Ajax no one else could hear before he fell over, his eyes unseeing. With a swift hand, the head sorceress had killed the general of the armies of Atlantis. Many in the crowd cried out in fear, but not Kronos. He watched the woman with the eyes of skilled predator. He had something up his sleeve. But what?

      “Let them breathe, but do not release your hold,” Hera commanded her own army of magic wielders. “It is time for them to understand they now have a new ruler.”

      Kronos laughed, and it pulled Hera’s attention back to him. Her eyes narrowed as she moved closer to him. “Why are you laughing?”

      “You think if you kill me, the city is yours?”

      “I will be the new ruler when you are dead, yes.”

      “Rule all you want, but this city will never follow you.”

      “Explain.”

      “In order for the city to obey you, you have to be given control of it by its current ruler. Thanks to your trickery, Tobias gave me control of it. I will never do the same for you.”

      Her trickery? What was he talking about? How did Hera trick Tobias? So many questions.

      “Tobias was a fool, easy to manipulate and even easier to bespell.” She threw her heavy mane of jet black hair over her shoulder.

      “But I am none of those things.” Kronos gave her his own evil smile. “Atlantis is mine, and it will never be yours.”

      “You are a fool as much as Tobias was. The city’s hardwired to accept a Dendali. The girl will never need you to give her control of it. She has it now. Once I have dealt with her, Tobias will give me the city.”

      “When he finds out you were the reason he brought about his family’s death, he’ll never trust you again. He’ll kill you.”

      “Perhaps, but I think not. I am stronger than Tobias, my magic more powerful. He will kneel before me and do exactly as I tell him.”

      Valeria outright laughed at this declaration. Tobias would never kneel before this woman. She’d often wondered what drove Tobias to betray his family, and now she knew. Hera had cast a spell on him. She’d used him to help Kronos take control of the city. Her heart twisted for her grandfather. To know he’d been a pawn in a game would kill him. He’d be out for blood, but Valeria wasn’t sure she wanted Tobias anywhere near Hera. The more she thought about it, the more she wondered if that spell had lasting effects. Could she still control Tobias even now, all these years later?

      Without a clear answer, it would be best to keep the two of them separated.

      Kronos was dragged to the front of the dais, where everyone could see him. The chimeras all made a weird chirping sound, something that sent spikes driving through Valeria’s temple. Forced to kneel, he spat at Hera, but she only smiled.

      “Hear me now, people of Atlantis. I am Hera, the only Queen of Atlantis you will ever follow from now until eternity. All those who do not follow me shall follow Kronos into the afterlife. It’s an easy choice—life or death.”

      She pulled a shining red blade from thin air, and the people below her cowered in fear. The magical blade touched Kronos’s neck, and he hissed. “You will pay for this, Hera. I swear it from this life into the next. You will pay.”

      She grinned and brought the heavy blade down, slicing Kronos’s head from his neck in one fell swoop. The head rolled, blood spraying as it landed at the feet of the people below.

      Hera stepped forward, facing them all. “Kneel and live, stand and die.”

      The quiet in the square was deafening. Slowly, the soldiers fell forward, as they were already kneeling, and the people soon followed.

      Atlantis was hers.
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      “I am just made of questions right now,” Stephen said as he stepped into the command room of the newly risen Atlantis. “How did you—what are those—we have an army now?”

      Since his arrival into the Atlantis that had risen from the depths of the ocean, Stephen had been introduced to wonderous sight after wonderous sight. Things he didn’t understand like Arulian’s magical heritage, screens that showed them views of various parts of the city, and most of all, the events that had pitted them against a new magic wielding enemy and her monstrous creations.

      “I wish there was more time to explain.” Valeria’s glance at Stephen said she meant it. “I’m still dealing with the discovery of a sleeping Atlantis and its technology as well. But there’s no time to go over details. I’ve asked you all here because we need to move, and move at once.”

      Every head in the command room nodded along with Valeria’s words. From those who had been with her since the beginning, like her first mate Lukas, to the most recent member of her group, the woman named Serath, who spoke for the recently risen part of Atlantis and its inhabitants.

      The conference room was one long hall with a giant monitor showing a map of the city on the far wall. A long table stretched down the center with high backed chairs on either side. Stephen sat between Ryder and the changeling, who was in the form of a little boy at the moment.

      The changeling had received a few confused looks when he entered the war council in the appearance of a ten-year-old, but he had acted like it was the most normal thing in the world.

      “Why is there a child in the room?” Serath turned a raised eyebrow at the changeling’s chosen form. “This is no place for children.”

      “But my mommy and daddy said I could come,” the changeling whimpered in his seat. “Please, lady, let me stay.”

      “Not everyone gets his brand of jokes,” Valeria said from the head of the table. “He’s a changeling, and—well, it’s a very long story. We need to concentrate on the army bearing down on us right now. Ileana, you know the city the best. How will Hera attack?”

      Ileana sat between Tobias and Stephen. Her sharp eyes looked past Valeria and to the map of the city behind her. “Kronos would have been an easier opponent. Hera is more cunning, as we have all seen now. She’ll be patient, she’ll plan, maybe even try laying siege to the newly risen portion of Atlantis.”

      “Ileana’s right.” Tobias spoke up for the first time since the war council began. “We must attack where Hera is weak. With Kronos, we could have been on the offensive, but with Hera, we’ll have to be the aggressor to finish this fight.”

      Stephen caught the look that passed between Valeria and her grandfather. It was obvious the two had not had a chance to speak yet. The information that came to light when Hera had killed Kronos was circulating like smoke in a boiler room of a flying ship.

      The look on Valeria’s face was one he had come to know well over the years. It said there was serious conversation in store for Tobias soon. This just wasn’t the place or time. Speaking later was a sign of maturity. Years ago, Valeria wouldn’t have waited to have the conversation and would have forced the topic there and then.

      How much had Valeria changed? How much had she grown? How much had they both grown? And Stephen hated to admit how much had they grown apart, each sharing memories with others and experiences on their own.

      “I agree,” Valeria said to Tobias. “I have no desire to turn this into a siege or prolong this engagement in any way. Hera has her magicians, the Atlantian army, Titans, and chimeras at her disposal.”

      “Well, when you put it like that, it just makes me want to jump right in.” Stephen couldn’t help himself. “Hera does have all of those things, but you have a city ready to fight for you, including the Merchants and Thieves Guilds, a sleeping Atlantian army—”

      Stephen felt Ryder nudge him under the table. She sat to his left, still quiet, but her touch spoke volumes. She was ready to fight. More than that, she felt comfortable enough to encourage Stephen with a touch. Was this really the shifter he had wanted to kill not so long ago?

      “And we have a mother freaking Dragon.” Stephen looked at everyone at the table. “We can do this. Tell us where to fight, and we’ll give Hera a war she never imagined.”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Lukas said following Stephen’s words. “Tell us where to go, and we’re with you until the end.”

      “Well, maybe not all of us feel that way,” the changeling said in his young, prepuberty voice. “I mean, I like you guys and all, and Valeria, I think you’re great, but I’m not a platinum member of the fan club yet.”

      To everyone’s surprise, Valeria actually smiled. “That’s okay. I’m not sure how I feel about you either. What I do know is we need a plan. Time is not on our side.”

      “The Titans and chimeras, I’m not too worried about.” Arulian pursed her lips in thought. “These are physically formidable opponents, yes, but the magic wielders will be more of an issue.”

      “I agree.” Valeria walked over to the map of the city behind her. “We need to hit Hera, and hit her hard. If we can take away even a facet or two of her force, I believe the Atlantian army she is ruling with intimidation will cross to our side. I’ll be leading the bulk of the Iron Brigade right into the main Titan and chimera force. If we can break them there, I think we have a chance of turning the Atlantian army to our side.”

      “You can’t lead them into that,” Tobias said with frustration in his voice. “The fighting will be bloodiest there. I’ll lead them.”

      “Real leaders lead from the front,” Valeria said, shaking her head. “I refuse to send soldiers to die for me. I’ll do the killing, and if need be, the dying myself.”

      “I’m going with you,” Lukas said without hesitation.

      “I’d argue with you if I thought that would change anything,” Valeria said with a smile.

      “As am I,” Tobias and Serath both said at once.

      Valeria nodded as if she expected the words to come out of both of their mouths.

      Stephen was about to volunteer as well, but he knew Hera’s magicians as well as the Atlantian soldiers would have to be kept at bay by someone while Valeria and her force dealt with the Titans and chimeras. Valeria hadn’t overlooked this fact.

      “We have a chance here to keep Hera busy while we remove her key pieces from the board.” Valeria now turned her eyes on Stephen, Ryder, the changeling, and Ileana. “Ryder is more than capable of keeping the Atlantian army at bay on her own in her Dragon form, but she’ll need the help of the Thieves Guild, the support the merchants promised, and a captain to lead them.”

      Valeria said this last part looking to Stephen. “Will you lead them?”

      Stephen slowly nodded. Valeria had her mind already made up when they sat down at the council. She would have Lukas at her side when the final battle took place. Maybe it was best this way. Maybe it was meant to be this way from the beginning.

      “I’ve never battled a force of magicians before,” Stephen said, catching Ileana’s eye. “But if anyone can do it, I think a force of thieves and whatever assassins and scoundrels the merchants are digging up is the right unit for the job. We’ll keep them busy.”

      “And I’m guessing I’m going to be you while I go with Stephen to throw myself in harm’s way again.” The changeling rolled his boyish eyes. “You want Hera to think it’s you going after her magicians while you take out the real threat.”

      “That’s right.” Valeria nodded.

      “Can we at least bring that medicine man of yours with us?” The changeling grinned. “I’m going to need a few drinks before walking into a fight with magic wielding psychopaths controlled by an evil overlord.”

      “Ya-You can go with you if he chooses,” Valeria said, granting the request without a pause in the conversation. “Let’s get this done.”

      Everyone in the room looked at one another with grim eyes and determined hearts. The meeting adjourned with the two parties already beginning to plan with their counterparts how to assemble their units as quickly as possible.

      Ryder was refusing a pleading request from the changeling to ride her into battle when Stephen approached Valeria. She was giving instructions to Tobias and Lukas when he walked up.

      “Can you give me a moment?” Valeria nodded to Lukas and her grandfather. “I’ll meet you outside the city when you gather the sleeping Atlantian army.”

      Tobias nodded and left. Lukas gave Stephen a sideways glance before doing the same.

      “So, this is it, huh?” Stephen wished he had something better to say, but at the moment, it was all that came to mind. “This is the end.”

      “I needed you to lead the other end of the assault. You’re the only one with military training.” Valeria looked into Stephen’s eyes like she always had, not shying away from the lingering question that still haunted each of them. “This is how it has to be.”

      “I’ll buy you all the time I can,” Stephen said, already moving on from personal feelings to the battle. “You’ll be surrounded by people who will have your back and care for you, and you for them. It’s the way it should be.”

      “You’ll have the same,” Valeria said, looking over Stephen’s shoulder.

      Stephen followed her gaze behind him and caught Ryder staring at him for a split second before she turned back to her own conversation with Ileana and the changeling.

      “I’ll see you after you take out the Titans and chimeras,” Stephen said, suddenly feeling awkward. “Fight hard.”

      Valeria nodded. “I’ll see you then.”

      The next moment, they were interrupted as Valeria engaged with conversation with Serath. The woman had come up just as they were finished speaking, one of many questions for Valeria on her lips.

      Stephen took this opportunity to head back to Ryder, Ileana, and the changeling as they discussed their own parts they were to play in the coming hours. They quieted as Stephen approached. Ileana looked ready, the changeling like an excited kid, and Ryder with serious determination in her eyes.

      “All right,” Stephen said, taking time to address each of them. “Ileana, we’ll need you to place your assets in the city in very specific locations to take out the magicians. Change in his Valeria form and I will lead whatever force the merchants are sending, and Ryder, you get the best job.”

      “What’s that?” Ryder asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Intimidation,” Stephen said, smiling. “You’re going to make the Atlantis army pee their pants.”

      “Stephen, Ryder…”

      They both turned their heads to see Val and Serath motioning them over. It must be urgent. Valeria knew how important it was to get their plans moving and for everyone to get into place.

      “What is it?” he asked once they reached the pair.

      “Serath has something she thinks might help. Sending humans against non-magic wielders, no matter how stealthy they might be, is risky.”

      “We know that. That’s why we went with this ploy. They’ll never suspect it.” What could she have that could help them?

      Serath smiled. “Yes, but you need magic to fight magic. Our own magicians will be helping deal with the chimeras and the Titans, but I have another secret that may aid us.” She turned and looked at Ryder. “More of your kind are here in the city, asleep. Dragons are impervious to magic, and they be able to shield your men while they work by drawing the fire of Hera’s magicians.”

      “Dragons?” Ryder’s eyes went wide. “Here?”

      “Yes.” Serath smiled. “They’ve been sleeping for nearly five hundred years. We do not know how to wake them or even if it would be too dangerous, but I’m sure one of their own might be able to do it safely.”

      Ryder exhaled, her eyes unfocused. “There is a tale among my people of a great king who slumbered beneath a sleeping city. He grew dissatisfied with his own kind and went into hibernation until such a time he was needed, or the world changed enough to pull him from his eternal rest.”

      “I don’t know about the king part, but I do know there are three dragons beneath us. We’ve often feared they’ll awaken and destroy us because they would have been as trapped as we were.”

      “Dragons are not to be feared unless you encroach upon our territory.”

      “Things are happening quickly. Do we even have the time to wake them?” As much as Stephen would like the extra help, waking Dragons and convincing them to help didn’t sound like something that could be done on the fly.

      “I think we need to make the time.” Valeria bit her lip, thinking. “Even I have reservations about sending you and the thieves into that mess with no magical backup. I think having four dragons instead of one will help you win the day.”

      “I’ll wake them.” Ryder nodded, her eyes finally starting to focus. “They have been asleep far too long and need to rejoin the world.”

      Stephen drew in a frustrated breath, but kept silent. He knew better than to argue with Valeria. The woman was more stubborn than his own grandmother.

      “Stephen, go with her.” Val watched the rest of their crew withdraw from the room, her eyes troubled. “I don’t want her there by herself in case things don’t go as planned. Get her out.”

      “Of course.”

      “Then come with me.” Serath took off at a rapid pace, and Stephen and Ryder ran to catch up with her fast-moving form. She led them deep into the heart of the hidden city and then down into the underbelly where crypts and catacombs ran the length of all of Atlantis. How she knew her way boggled Stephen’s mind, as he found it hard to remember the way they’d come.

      Serath finally came to a stop outside a set of double doors that were a hundred times taller than anything Stephen had ever seen. This entire chamber was massive. It had to extend upward into the city itself. How had they not seen it? Magic. It had to be shielded by magic.

      A loud rumble startled both Stephen and Serath, but Ryder simply smiled. “They’re snoring.”

      Snoring? It sounded like an explosion.

      Ryder pushed the doors open easily. They creaked, and Serath looked in nervously. Would the sound awaken them prematurely? Would they burn first and ask questions later? All these questions and more assaulted Stephen as Ryder strode into the eerily dark room. Serath touched her hand to a panel along the inside wall, and lights sprang on throughout the room. Not bright, but enough for Stephen to see the gigantic mass of Dragons in the center, sound asleep. The burnt orange one was on its back, feet stuck straight up in the air like a dreaming kitten. The deep green one lay curled in a tight ball, while the biggest of the three was stretched out, its head facing them. Its eyelid was bigger than Stephen was tall, and he took an involuntary step backward.

      None of the Dragons on Roanoke Island came close to the massive size of these three. They were monstrously big.

      Ryder walked right up to the one Stephen assumed was the king and whispered in its ear. A snort sent her reeling backward, her dress flying in the wind.

      She got up, her face set in a mask of determination. “Kelestion, vamorialdia setendar!”

      Her voice echoed around the chamber, thousands of times louder than it normally would have been. The tenor had gone gravelly, and the power in it staggered Serath. Stephen remained impervious to the effects. Why, he wasn’t sure, but Ryder impressed him. Like she had so many times over the last few weeks.

      The king cracked an eyelid and studied the tiny woman shouting at him. The deep, bloody yellow eye roved around the room lazily and came back to settle on the girl.

      “Kelestion.”

      The Dragon yawned and stretched, and the razor-sharp spikes that spread from his neck down his back to his tail rippled as he moved.

      “I am Ryderroux, daughter of Bromarhian, heir to the throne of all Dragons.”

      Serath gasped at this statement, but the Dragon’s gaze grew sharper. He still had not spoken, but he was listening.

      “I am here to ask for your help.”

      The Dragon shook himself, and the movement seemed to awaken the others, as they began to stretch and move as well.

      “What aid could the daughter of Bromarhian need from an ancient such as I?” The Dragon’s voice was raspy and low, probably from non-use for hundreds of years.

      “You are in Atlantis, and we seek to take the city back from the thief who took it from the rightful ruler. They have magicians, more magicians than the small force going against them can handle.”

      Kelestion stood, his head brushing the ceiling. He glanced at it irritably. “What do I care for the games of foolish humans?”

      “They are the foolish humans who gave you refuge when you wanted peace.” Ryder stood her ground even when the massive beast barreled toward her. The other two stood and stretched, their wingspans reaching from one end of the chamber to the other.

      “Again, they are just humans. Their games have nothing to do with me.”

      “But they’re not just humans. The Dendalis have Dragon blood in them, your blood, specifically. You cannot desert your kin in their time of need. Dragons band together and protect what is ours. Because of Valeria’s Dragon blood, that means she is ours, and so is Atlantis and every citizen who carries even a minute amount of our lineage within them.”

      Even from this distance, Stephen could see the glint of triumph in Ryder’s eyes. They shined with confidence. She’d struck a chord the elder Dragons could not deny. She called upon heritage and bloodlines.

      “You dare to try to command me, girl?” Flames licked at the edges of the Dragon’s nostrils, teasing the air around him with smoke. Stephen didn’t hesitate. He ran and pulled Ryder away from the Dragon, shielding her with his own body. He’d failed her once; he wouldn’t do it again.

      The beast looked at him, its glare telling him that he was no more than a fly to swat, but he did not move. “You will not harm her.”

      “And who are you, human, to tell me what I will or will not do with one of my own?”

      “I am her protector, and I will not let you harm her.” He held its gaze, shoving back his own fear.

      It let out a sound that might have been a laugh. Stephen wasn’t sure.

      “You are fragile, only a human. There is nothing you can protect her from, certainly not one of her own kind. You are nothing.”

      “He’s more than nothing.” Ryder pushed him out of the way, which earned her a frustrated glare from Stephen, which she promptly ignored. “He has risked his life for mine, even though my foolish actions cost him his entire crew. He is not nothing.”

      The old Dragon seemed to think on her words. “You have vowed to protect her?”

      “I have, and I will.”

      “Then you need to be able to do so.” He moved, his steps shaking the ground around them, and ordered them to follow him. Ryder didn’t hesitate, forcing Stephen to go along. He didn’t want her anywhere near these creatures because he couldn’t tell if they meant them harm.

      Behind the mound of Dragon flesh lay another chamber just as large as the first. Treasure upon treasure was piled around the room. It was enough gold to finance the entire planet for millennia. He’d forgotten the old legend that Dragons were true hoarders who loved everything shiny. They typically amassed fortunes.

      Kelestion nosed around in one of the piles until he found what he was looking for. He picked up a simple wooden box in his mouth and leaned down so Ryder could take it from him. She frowned, unsure what the ancient meant for her to do.

      “It is for the boy,” Kelestion muttered, rolling his head. Stephen shuddered at the loud sounds of bones popping. It was the most unpleasant thing, making him remember how easily this creature could snap his bones.

      Stephen took the box and opened it. Inside lay a set of garments, a shirt and a pair of leather pants. Peasant clothes. That was what it reminded him of. “Put them on, boy, and you’ll be worthy of being this princess’s champion.

      The old beast was out of his mind if he thought a change of clothes would make him better able to protect Ryder.

      “Do not make me change my mind, boy. Put them on now.”

      Kelestion reminded Stephen of his grandfather and his way of commanding everyone around him. Stephen had often indulged him just to avoid being harassed. What harm could it do to put the clothes on if it meant the Dragon wouldn’t eat them and helped Valeria? He went behind one of the piles of gold for privacy and slipped the clothes on. They were a little big, but they would do.

      Before he could take a step, a burning sensation consumed every inch of his body, the clothes molding to him like a glove. He screamed as the pain overwhelmed him. He was being incinerated. Ryder was yelling, but he couldn’t focus on her as his lungs were consumed in the intense burn, robbing him of breath. He staggered and fell, his arms catching his fall, but even those gave out as the pain destroyed everything in him that was human.

      What felt like hours later, he was finally able to move, the breath returning to his oxygen starved lungs. He tested his limbs. Moveable, but sore. What happened to him?

      When he sat up, he found Ryder and Serath at his side, tears falling softly from Ryder’s scared eyes.

      “You woke up.” She threw herself at him, wrapping him in a hug so tight it might have crushed a man, but he only grunted and hugged her back.

      “What did he do to me?”

      “It’s the clothes.” She hiccupped and squeezed him tighter. “They are made of the oldest Dragon magic still left in the world. It turned you into someone capable of protecting me.”

      “Turned me into…?”

      She pulled away from him and nodded. This was not good at all. Not at all. She handed him a small mirror he assumed she’d found in the hoard. He looked down and then looked again. It was him, but it wasn’t. His features had sharpened, and his blue eyes now held a ring of gold in them. He stood and stretched. He was taller, a good foot taller than he’d been.

      “See, boy?” the elder Dragon’s voice boomed around him. “You are now made of blood and magic, worthy of being her protector. You are stronger, faster, and harder to kill. You can even withstand my fire.”

      “I…”

      “I am sorry!” Ryder fell to her knees, her head bent. “I’ve taken so much from you already. This should have been your choice, you should have known…not have it thrust upon you. I am so very sorry, Stephen.”

      He watched her shoulders shake as she wept. Her guilt was misplaced. This was not on her. He walked over and squatted in front of her. “Be at ease, little Dragon. This is not your fault, and I do not blame you. I do not even blame this beast.”

      “No?” Ryder lifted her head, and he wiped her tears away.

      “If it means I can protect you, I would have gladly accepted this. I wish I had known about the pain, though. I would have been better prepared.”

      She gave him a half smile, and he helped her to stand. “Have your Dragons agreed to help Valeria?”

      “Yes, we have.” Kelestion drew his attention from Ryder. “The Dendalis are descended from my bloodline, and I am bound by honor to give them aid.” He let out a keening noise, and the ceiling above them began to shake and then shift, folding in on itself, letting the bright blue sky bathe the dark room in light. “Where is the mordra?”

      “The mordra?” Ryder frowned. “We do not have a mordra.”

      “Yes, child, you do. I can feel him.”

      “What is a mordra?” Serath asked, still a good way back from the Dragons. She trusted them about as much as Stephen did.

      “A human who can lead the Dragons. We’ve haven’t had one in many years, though.”

      “You’re wrong, girl.” Kelestion shook his head. “Have you not felt him? Think. Is there someone among you that you feel drawn to, that you can’t explain who or what he is?”

      “Lukas!” she breathed. “I’ve been trying to figure out who he is since I met him. I knew he wasn’t quite human. He was kind to me, from the very beginning.”

      “Of course, he was. It is bred into him to care for you. He is neither human nor Dragon, but he walks with one foot in the world of humans and one in the Dragon realm. Take me to him. Now.”

      Stephen’s head wanted to split open. A headache bloomed behind his eyes, but he had to focus. Val was counting on him.

      “Can you change into a human form? We don’t want Hera’s magicians to know about you until it’s too late.”

      “Of course.” The elder Dragon grinned. “Take me to my mordra, and we will win this war for you.”

      And for the first time all day, Stephen had hope that they could win this.

      They would win this.
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      Marching with the Iron Brigade was like moving with a rolling earthquake. The army was made up of one half massive armored machines that stood fifteen feet tall, and one half ancient Atlantian warriors who had been under a sleeping spell, only to be woken by their next true leader.

      Val walked at the head of her army along with Tobias, Arulian, Ya-You, and Serath. Serath had joined their group, asking to send Lukas to help Stephen and Ryder with their assignment. Val had reluctantly agreed. Lukas had promised her he would be back as soon as possible.

      The day that had begun with Val discovering the sleeping city of Atlantis was now coming to an end. The sun which normally shone bright overhead was making its westward descent. Even now, the orange orb was falling behind Atlantis’s tallest buildings.

      The fresh, salty breeze from the sea reminded Val of easier moments riding on The Emerald Queen, moments she would need to cling to if she was going to get out of the next few hours alive.

      Her army—it still sounded strange to call it “her army”—assembled outside the recently risen city of Atlantis. They had begun their march to the palace in the center of the city only minutes before.

      Word was already spreading. Citizens of Atlantis hurried this way and that to find cover from the coming engagement. Many of the people looked stuck in a state of awe and panic.

      Val had to admit the military presence behind her was more than impressive. The mechanical suits of armor were made up of a heavy circular helmet that reminded Val of old pictures of deep sea divers before the seas had become contaminated. The armor covered them from helmet to heavy boots. Each of the machines carried an intimidating weapon ranging from some sort of light powered gun, to swords, to more archaic weapons like axes and maces.

      The slumbering Atlantian soldiers were not as large but still more than impressive. They were tall, strong men and women who wore their own version of armor. Unlike the large machines, these soldiers all carried the same weapons. Every soldier had a bow and quiver of arrows slung around their shoulders. Along with this, they held a tall shield and carried a sheathed sword. At their side, a small pistol was slung. Val assumed these weapons shot the same green light as the bigger ones the machines carried.

      Serath was acting as the go-between for Val and the rest of the soldiers while Ya-You was to head up the mechanical units.

      “Are you sure we should put Ya-You in charge of—well, in charge of anything?” Val said in a whisper to her grandfather as she landed a skeptical sideways glance at the aged medicine man, who was lifting a bottle of his infamous mystery liquor to his own lips. “He’s more likely to pass out from drinking too much than make a strategic military move.”

      “Ya-You won’t let you down,” Tobias said as if he too had asked himself this question. “Each member in your team has their own strengths and weaknesses. Ya-You’s strength is loyalty. He’ll hold whatever position you need to the last man—er, the last machine.”

      Val pushed the thought of people dying in the battle from her mind. It was something she realized was coming, but there was no use tormenting herself with it. Right now, she should be concentrating on how to end the conflict quickly to save as many lives as possible.

      Her green robe whipped around her, played with by the wind, as her boots crossed over the stone roads through the city. The only sound was the stomping of booted and mechanical feet behind her.

      The city, alive with activity only hours before, was nearly a ghost town. The very last doors were being closed by those who chose to stay, the last windows latched shut to try to fend off any harm that would come the residents’ way.

      “When Hera strikes, she’ll strike quickly,” Tobias said from her left. “I’ll deal with her when we meet her on the battlefield.”

      “Not if I get to her first.” Val’s gaze searched the building outlines for any sign of the enemy. “I’m not sure what happened with you two before, but—”

      Boom!

      The harsh sound of something like a massive drum silenced Val. She reached for her weapon, unsheathing the blade, while at the same time channeling the magic that lived inside of her.

      Boom! Boom!

      From around a corner, still several hundred yards away, a company of Titans walked toward them. The augmented soldiers were covered in heavy armor. The second line of the force carried giant war drums they pounded in sync with their march.

      The street allowed for six of the enormous soldiers to stand shoulder to shoulder. Val gritted her teeth as she remembered how difficult it had been to take down a single Titan, let alone an entire company of them.

      Ya-You and Serath were already preparing their units to hold a defensive position around Val. But that really wouldn’t be Val’s style.

      “We’re going to charge them.” Val stared down the approaching enemy lines. “Get your units ready. I’ll go with the machines first, and then bring the rest of the soldiers.”

      “I’m sorry, did you just say we’re charging into that?” Serath asked. The woman was far from a coward. Her gray hair was pulled back into a tight braid. Silver armor covered her torso, shoulders, and forearms, and she carried a heavy spear with a tip so long it made up half the weapon.

      “Ya-You like plan.” Ya-You belched from his spot behind Val. Unlike his counterpart, the medicine man had no armor, neither did he carry any weapons, unless you counted his jug of alcohol. “Strong plan.”

      “I’m not going to stand here and wait.” Val’s thoughts fled to what Tobias had said about Hera being a cunning strategist. “I’ll go in with Ya-You and the machines. Serath, on second thought, you hold back a moment to make sure this isn’t some kind of trap.”

      Tobias didn’t offer any advice, but Val saw her grandfather nodding along with the changes she had made to her plan. “A queen should rally her troops.”

      “Let’s get this done.” Val took a stance in front of her army. The machines looked at her through unblinking lenses while the men and women gazed on her with respect in their eyes.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      The war drums still came, reminding Val that her time for any kind of pep talk was short.

      “This is it!” Val lifted her sword in her right hand. She used her magic ability to cover her weapon in a sheet of green flame. “Nothing else matters but this moment and what we do right here, right now!”

      Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!

      Ya-You lifted his jug into the air and let out a battle cry, and others started to join in. “Ahru!”

      “Fight for your homes!” Val screamed.

      “Ahru!” her army shouted so loudly now it drowned out the sound of the war drums.

      “Fight for your families!”

      “Ahru!”

      “Fight for each other!”

      “Ahru!”

      Val turned to face down the enemy, Tobias on her left and Ya-You with his machine unit on the right and just behind her.

      The coming Titans were no more than fifty yards from their position now. Val began her run forward that soon turned into a sprint. She charged the enemy lines like a demonic wraith with bloodlust on the mind.

      As she moved forward, she pushed everything from her mind. Her heart was beating as loudly as the war drum in her own ears. Her eyes were alive with the mania battle brought.

      Val, Tobias, Ya-You, and the machines behind them slammed into the front lines of the Titan force like a massive battering ram hitting a wooden gate.

      Chaos was the only word to describe what happened next. Val had been in plenty of battles, some even large enough to include dozens of combatants on each side. She had never been in a war, one that was waged with fifteen-foot machines on one side and augmented, giant soldiers on the other.

      Val slashed out with her sword covered in fiery green magic, doing her best to strike with killing blows. She had seen firsthand how much punishment the Titans could take. She had to be smart about where she placed her sword.

      The sound coming from the battle as weapons struck one another, armor and flesh, was nauseating. Val’s ears rang with the cacophony around her as she stayed in constant movement.

      At one point, she caught Ya-You to her right. She had to do a double take as the medicine man jumped onto the back of one of his machine warriors and struck a thick match. As soon as the flame came to life, he filled his mouth with the alcohol he carried and blew it out through the flame and at a group of Titans below.

      Three of the massive soldiers caught on fire like they were made of kindling.

      Their dark armor blazed with red, orange, and yellow fire.

      Val hacked away her clothes covered in black blood and gore the Titans spewed from their wounds. Val had the upper hand in the fight. Not only were her machines larger, but they were capable of taking more damage than the flesh-based Titans.

      Val found herself fighting back to back with Tobias as her grandfather sent bolts of green fire into the ranks of the Titans, beating them further back.

      She was about to yell something about victory being close when an unnatural scream ripped the air apart. It sounded part enraged feline, part angry bird.

      Val looked up to the roofs of the buildings around her. What she saw turned the blood in her veins into ice. A dozen or more monsters stared down at her with unnatural eyes. The creatures had two heads, those of a lion and an eagle. The bodies of lions connected to wings and a tail that ended in the head of a snake.

      The beasts were as large as her machine units. On the backs of two of these creatures rode robed women Val guessed were lieutenants in Hera’s army.

      Without warning, the creatures pounced on Val’s units on the ground. One of the creatures came for her with outstretched paws the size of her chest. Val drove her sword into the bulk of the beast. Absorbing the brunt of the force, the wind was knocked out of her as she was buffeted back.

      Val hit the hard ground with enough power to knock the air out of her lungs.

      On your feet, get on your feet, Val screamed at herself as she regripped her weapon and stood back up. This isn’t over yet!

      A rain of arrows ripped through the sky. Steel barbs buried themselves into the flanks of the winged monsters. Serath had formed a shield wall in front of the rest of her unit that now fired arrows at the creatures swooping and diving around the battlefield.

      The tide of battle had definitely shifted in the favor of Hera’s forces, but Val didn’t count herself out of the fight yet. With a roar, she stoked the fires of her magic, sending a fiery green beam into one of the winged monsters carrying a rider on its back.

      The blast caught the creature in the chest. With a crash, the beast fell to the ground, crushing its rider.

      A cheer erupted from the Atlantians as they witnessed one of the monsters fall from the sky.

      “We can still do this!” Tobias yelled as he ducked under a strike from a Titan. “We can still win!”

      The constant movement was exhausting, but Val fought on. The steady flow of adrenaline coursing through her veins spurred her forward. For the moment, the two sides were locked in a deadly struggle.

      The remaining enemy rider turned her winged creature toward Serath and her unit of Atlantis soldiers sending arrows into the air. She shouted something Val couldn’t understand.

      At once, the streets that had become the site for the bloody conflict for the throne were filled with more soldiers. Hera had apparently decided to now send in the Atlantian militia that had once served Kronos and Ajax. These warriors were less bloodthirsty than what they currently faced, but as hundreds of these men and women raced into the street, hope began to die in Val’s heart.

      The new force went after Serath and her unit of warriors. They clashed with shields, spears, and swords.

      “We have to do something!” Val screamed to Tobias and Ya-You. “Keep fighting!”

      What had started as a conflict in a single street that lead to the palace had now spread to an engagement taking place over multiple city blocks.

      Blood was being spilled so heavily it ran in the gutters. Val was having a difficult time finding sturdy footing because of the carnage that lay in the road.

      To her right, a mechanical unit went down under the attack of two of the winged monsters. To her left, Ya-You set another handful of Titan soldiers ablaze with his impromptu weapon.

      The sun was sinking overhead, the top of the orange orb barely visible past the edges of the buildings.

      Val would never allow herself to admit defeat, but something had to be done. Between the remaining Titans, the newly arrived chimeras, and Hera’s foot soldiers, they were outnumbered three to one, maybe more.

      “What’s the plan?” Tobias spat blood from his mouth as he made his way to his granddaughter. “I’m with you to the end. Where do you need me?”

      Val took a moment to think on her grandfather’s offer. How much had they both changed to share this moment? The woman who only wanted to find her home, and the man who had abandoned his, now willing to die for it.

      “Perhaps I can be of assistance,” Arulian said, appearing out of thin air to Val’s left.

      Val jumped and cursed under her breath. “Don’t do that. And where have you been?”

      “Coordinating with the Dragons and your ship, of course.” Arulian said the words like Val was supposed to immediately understand what she was talking about. “Hope is on the wind.”

      “What?” Val felt a headache coming on with Arulian’s cryptic message.

      “Look.” Arulian pointed to the eastern sky. “Hope.”
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      Stephen nearly fell at the sight of the bloodshed below him. The Atlantians had been slaughtered, thanks to Hera’s monstrous creations. He could barely make out Valeria, staring up at the sky. He saw an expression of hope on her face, and he vowed to give her victory this day.

      Ryder let out a roar so loud it startled him once more into almost falling from her back. He sat between two of the spikes that rippled along her neck. She spread her wings and roared again, and this time, the other three Dragons crested the sky behind her, their answering roar massive enough to make the creatures below them pause.

      The king Dragon and his two brethren broke off and started charring the creatures overwhelming Val and her troops, while Ryder flew past the conflict and toward where Lukas and Ileana were fighting Hera’s magicians.

      The magicians of Atlantis were not easily snuck up on, and more dead than Stephen had seen in his lifetime littered the streets. Ileana stood with Lukas fending off what she could, but humans were no match for magicians.

      “We take out the magicians first, and then link up with Val,” Stephen said, leaning down to shout into Ryder’s ear. He couldn’t be sure she had heard him because the wind was whipping past both Dragon and rider so fast.

      Instead of words, Ryder nodded her thick head and turned to the other confrontation taking place blocks away from Val and the bulk of the army.

      As much as Stephen wanted to go lend aid to Val and the conflict below, he would have to trust that Kelestion and the two Dragons under his command would do enough to tip the scales of war.

      Alongside Ryder, The Emerald Queen was also making its way into the port of Atlantis. The flying ship led by Marm and Jacoby sailed through the air to help Lukas and Ileana.

      Stephen searched the battlefield for a place they could do the most good. Lukas and Ileana, aided by the Thieves and Merchants Guilds, were fighting guerilla tactics against Hera’s stronger magicians. The dark robed magicians stood out in the open as they fought their more elusive foes down alleyways and on the tops of roofs.

      The fighting had spread out multiple blocks in every direction. Buildings were being destroyed from rogue energy blasts from the magicians, although they didn’t seem to care what they ruined in the process of killing Hera’s enemies.

      “There.” Stephen leaned low on Ryder’s neck. He pointed with an outstretched finger to a slim figure dancing between magical blasts. “That’s Ileana.”

      Ryder dove down to the ground, sending a blast of flame that started from deep inside her throat. She covered the two magicians who cornered Ileana in a wave of flames. Their robes ignited like kindling. After a brief moment of flailing, they were reduced to smoking corpses on the ground.

      By now, other magicians were realizing they weren’t the only heavy hitters in the fight anymore. They began ducking for cover and sending red blasts of magic at Ryder.

      “I had them right where I wanted them,” Ileana shouted. “But thanks, anyway.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure,” Stephen shouted to her in return. “We can clear a path to the palace along with The Emerald Queen. Stay behind us.”

      “Understood!” Ileana gave Stephen a thumbs-up before rushing off to relay the information.

      Ryder flapped her giant purple wings higher into the air, doing her best to avoid the blasts of crimson magic, but still being struck by bolts. Lucky for her, her Dragon scales were thick enough to turn back any blast of magic that hit her.

      Ryder rose into the air and banked to their right. The Emerald Queen came up beside them, its massive frame cutting through the air not as menacing as a Dragon, but just as deadly.

      Stephen caught sight of Marm at the helm.

      “Follow us, and keep your altitude. Ryder’s hide is impervious to the magical blasts, but the ship will take damage,” Stephen yelled over the sounds of battle below. “We’re going to clear a path to the palace!”

      “Lead on!” Marm turned the large wheel at the helm and shouted orders to her acting first mate, Jacoby. “Prepare the cannons and get the crew their long-range rifles.”

      “Aye, Marm.” Jacoby ran to obey her orders.

      Ryder took the opportunity to lower herself once again into the fray. She hovered over the city, sending fire blasts at any position that sent up red magical bolts.

      The magicians were hiding now as their dominant position over the battlefield had changed, and were now forced to fight from cover. Over and over again Ryder lit them up with fiery blasts.

      Ryder touched down on the ground a block further up the street as she and Stephen found Lukas in the middle of a fight with a rather large magician who used his magical ability to channel magical swords in each of his hands.

      Lukas was sweating, his right side cut open from a slash. As Ryder moved in to help, Lukas took his opponent by surprise, and with one long strike, severed the magician’s head from the rest of his body.

      “Good to see you,” Lukas shouted up at Stephen and Ryder. “Stephen, I think that’s the first time I’ve said that to you and meant it. We’re only a few blocks away from the palace now. I’m sure Hera has a surprise for us there. We should link up with Val before we enter.”

      “Couldn’t agree more.” Stephen motioned to a rifle and a bag of ammunition laying in the street beside Lukas. “Throw me the rifle, and I’ll see what I can do from the sky.”

      “Just don’t shoot me in the butt.” Lukas grinned as he found the rifle and ammunition and threw it up to Stephen.

      “No promises on that one,” Stephen said with a grin.

      Ryder rolled her eyes and shook her head at the two men.

      “All right, all right,” Stephen said, checking his weapon’s sights. “Follow us.”

      Stephen and Ryder stayed on the ground level, Ryder’s massive bulk filling the street. Between Ryder and Stephen cleaning up the magicians on the street and Marm and Jacoby firing rounds at the magicians from above, Hera’s forces didn’t stand a chance.

      Even with his moving position on top of Ryder, Stephen picked off the magicians who hid in doorways, windows, and alleys with perfect accuracy. The rifle he had been given by Lukas wasn’t one he was familiar with, but it was doing the job.

      The weapon’s iron sights were honed with precision. There was only a slight hitch of recoil when he pulled the trigger, and the ammunition was housed in a square cartridge right in front of the trigger.

      Magicians fell with headshots right and left of the street. Whenever one of them targeted Stephen, Ryder would shield him with her wing from the oncoming blasts.

      “I owe you one, or two, or three when this is all over,” Stephen said to Ryder as she shielded him from another onslaught of enemy fire.

      Ryder turned her head to look at Stephen and gave him a nod as if to say, “Yeah, you do.”

      Leading the way to the palace gates with Marm and Jacoby high in the sky, and the combined forces of the Thieves and Merchants Guilds at their back, Stephen and Ryder finally made it to the palace gates.

      Stephen knew he should have been happy, but the fact that the palace gates were wide open, and a thick fog made looking into the courtyard impossible, sent a chill down his spine.

      “Come in,” said a female voice Stephen guessed was Hera. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
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      Tobias stood at the entrance to the palace alongside Stephen, Lukas, and the other warriors who had fought and bled that day.

      Once the Dragons had entered the fight, the tide had turned. The chimeras and the rest of Hera’s forces had fought like demons from the abyss. In the end, they were overpowered with Dragon flame, but Val’s side had lost far too many men.

      How many were too many? Were a hundred deaths acceptable, a thousand, ten thousand? Tobias found his mind wandering to the thought as he contemplated how his answer to this question had changed over the years.

      As a young man, he would have shrugged. He would have written off all the deaths as a necessary part of war. As a grandfather looking at his only living heir and family member in Val, he understood a single life was precious to someone.

      “What is it?” Val spat blood from a cut on her lip. She motioned to the tall open gates of the palace courtyard where a wall of mist billowed. “Hera’s magic?”

      “I suspect so.” Tobias looked up as Ryder and the other three Dragons lifted from the ground and beat massive wings at the billowing fog. “It won’t do anything. This mist doesn’t obey the laws of nature.”

      As he predicted, the strong gusts of wind pushed forward by the Dragons struck the wall of mist but did nothing to encourage the fog to dissipate.

      Tobias gathered himself for what he knew was coming next. His left arm was numb from a strike he had taken at the hands of a Titan. His skin had not broken there, but he felt like something had fractured inside. On the right side of his face, blood fell from a wound he received near his hairline. Only instinct had saved him from being beheaded by a swooping chimera.

      “We go in and stay close,” Tobias said to Val. “Expect anything. Hera will not go down easily. Leave her to me.”

      Val ran her tongue over her cut lip and nodded along with Tobias’s words. “Everyone is to stay together. Tobias and I will take the lead.”

      Tobias brought the magic to life in his hands, and a fiery green staff exploded to life.

      Entering the fog felt like being wrapped in the embrace of a long dead corpse. Visibility was near impossible. Tobias could see Val beside him, Lukas and Ryder in her human form behind them, and that was it before the fog enveloped the rest of the army.

      “Hahaha.” Hera’s voice echoed into the mist from nowhere and everywhere at once. “I knew you fools would come.”

      “Ahhh!”

      “Ughhh!”

      Tobias looked around to see where the screams had come from. The cries came through the fog muffled, almost sickly.

      “Something’s pulling the men into the fog,” Lukas said, gritting his teeth. “How can we fight an enemy we can’t see?”

      Tobias did a complete circle, looking through the fog to Val and the portion of the army he could see, and back into the fog once more. A faint glimmer caught his eye to the left. A rustle of robes, red eyes.

      Tobias took a step in that direction to get a closer look. Two figures emerged from the white, swirling mist—Hera and a version of Kronos Tobias couldn’t imagine even in his most nightmarish dreams.

      Hera stood next to a resurrected Kronos, an abomination brought back from the dead and controlled by Hera herself.

      “I’m glad you could make it, my love,” Hera crooned. She turned to the red-eyed Kronos, who stood straight-backed. “Go and kill the granddaughter while I deal with Tobias.”

      The next moment, Kronos turned and disappeared into the fog. Tobias looked back, a cry of warning on his lips. When he looked behind him to warn Val, there was no one there, not even a sound from the army in the fog.

      “Val!” Tobias yelled. “If you can hear me, Kronos is coming for you!”

      “If I were you, I’d worry about yourself,” Hera said, conjuring a blazing red whip in her right hand. She cracked the weapon, sending a shower of sparks exploding into the air. “It’s your day of reckoning, Tobias Dendali, and I am your judge, jury, and executioner.”

      Tobias and Hera circled one another, each measuring their opponent before the fight began. Tobias understood how powerful Hera had to be to have brought a spell like the fog to life. He would have to win this fight not with brute strength, but skill.

      “Come!” Hera said, her eyes alive with the fire of battle. “Let us begin!”

      Hera rushed forward and brought her whip down on Tobias. Tobias rolled to the right, sending a green blast of magic from the end of his staff.

      Hera whipped it from the air before it hit her like it was a fly in her path. A laugh erupted from her lips. “You’ll have to do much better than that.”

      Hera summoned a second whip in her left hand. She swung both of them in the air, bringing them down on Tobias at once. Tobias blocked the first one with his staff, but the second connected with his left ankle. A burning sensation scorched his skin. Hera pulled back on the whip, taking Tobias’s foot out from underneath him. His head slammed against the hard ground as another wave of pain exploded in his skull. Tobias’s vision blurred as he was dragged across the pavement.

      “I expected more.” Hera tsked. “We could have been more. But you turned your back on me, you—”

      “You did that to yourself.” Tobias grabbed the whip around his ankle, despite the way it burned his hands. He released himself and struggled to his feet. “We were young. Yes, I made a mistake in using you, but that doesn’t justify the path you have taken. You became this person by your own hand. I’ve paid for my sins and will continue to do so. It’s time for you to do the same.”

      Tobias called every ounce of strength he could manage. Green crackling energy raced across his entire body. Even his vision tuned green as the magic covered his eyes. He summoned two short blades, one in each hand.

      “You are to blame!” Hera screamed as she too allowed her red magic to course over her frame. She brought two identical red swords to her own hands. “You, and you alone!”

      Tobias and Hera rushed forward, exchanging strikes. They moved so fast they would have appeared as red and green blurs, had anyone been present to witness the fight. Every time their blades struck one another, a shower of sparks erupted. As soon as Tobias made contact with one of Hera’s swords, he broke off the attack and positioned himself to strike again. Speed was his ally now, not strength.

      Hera pressed the attack as the two fought on. Soon, Tobias’s muscles began to burn from fatigue.

      Hera brought her hands overhead in a move that forced Tobias to bring up his own swords to block her. Their weapons met with a crack of sparks. Hera pushed down hard, forcing Tobias to a knee. His arms over his head to fend off the blow, Tobias didn’t know how much longer he could hold.

      “Swear to me, swear your allegiance to your queen, and I may let you live,” Hera said as spittle flew from her mouth. “Swear to me!”

      The blades above Tobias were so close to the top of his head he could feel the heat caress his face. “I swear! I swear!”

      Hera let up on her attack for the briefest moment, shocked and pleased that Tobias would yield. Tobias grabbed his moment of opportunity, shoving her swords to the right with his own and rising to his feet. He replaced the two swords in his hand for a single green knife held in his right hand.

      Tobias sank the blade hilt-deep in Hera’s heart. He leaned in and whispered into her ear as she struggled to exhale her last breath, her face a mask of surprise. “I swear to kneel only before the one true Queen of Atlantis, my granddaughter.”
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      The fog that rolled over the Atlantian forces blinded them. The soldiers lost all sense of direction and became separated. It was like being in a vacuum, with only the silence and thick gray substance that wrapped around them. Occasionally, the sound of gunfire or a scream would echo around them, causing the panic crawling through them like an unwanted virus to wind higher and higher until it choked all sense of hope from them.

      It was that debilitating.

      Valeria fought back her own fear of tight or closed off spaces. This fog reminded her of the closet, darkness everywhere, only this darkness was dense and wet gray fog. She managed to survive her childhood. This was nothing. Or at least that was what she told herself.

      She stopped moving, blindly looking for anyone, and listened. Hera sent that monstrous creature that was once Kronos out into the mist with the distinct command to kill her. He was here somewhere. Hopefully, he was having the same issues navigating this hope-sucking fog she was, but she wouldn’t bet The Emerald Queen on it.

      A sound behind her had her twirling, her sword at the ready. She had a pistol, but she preferred her sword. Silence met her. The absolute echo of utter silence. Where was he? She did a complete three-sixty turn, and saw nothing but the deep, deep fog that muffled everything.

      Should she keep moving forward or wait? If Tobias killed the sorceress, would the spell dissipate? Would its effects wear off?

      Another scream tore through the mist, and she jumped, unprepared for the sharp burst of sound in the quiet. She took a deep, steadying breath. This was pointless. She’d press on and hopefully reach the palace steps.

      Something massive hit her from behind, and she went soaring through the air. Her head bounced on the marble pathway. She blinked, trying to clear her vision, and pushed up to her knees, her sword still in her hand. The energy to lift it was another matter, but she had to try.

      Laughter filled her tiny bubble of the vacuum. Laughter that made her cringe. She recognized Kronos’s laugh, but it had a deadlier lilt to it now. He was raised from the dead by a black sorceress who controlled him. He was nothing but an empty vessel for her own dark arts to warp and twist an already vile person. It made him even more dangerous.

      “Show yourself.” She tried to make her voice as hard and commanding as possible, but the fall she’d taken knocked the breath from her.

      Another laugh floated through the air.

      Creepy little monster. “Kronos. Only cowards hide.”

      A hiss this time. He didn’t like that. She wasn’t sure if some part of Kronos remained in his corpse, or if it was Hera, and she didn’t like being called a coward. Either way, if it made the monster show himself, she didn’t really care which was the case.

      “But you are a coward, aren’t you, Kronos?” Valeria kept her voice soft, betting he could hear her. “You and Hera both. You tricked a man into betraying his family to gain the throne. A right you did not earn. Either of you. I bet it really galled you both when Atlantis refused to harken to you, that it stayed hidden from you. The city knew how much of a sniveling coward you are.”

      Snake-like tongues wrapped around her ankles and tugged so hard she lost her footing, her sword dropping from her hand as she fell. Reaching out, she grasped the handle just as Kronos started pulling her toward him, a low chuckle resounding like an echo over the valley. She twisted and sat up, her blade coming down across the gross green appendages, slicing through them with little effort.

      A howl lashed at the confines of the little vacuum they were in, and Val wasted no time in scooting backward, kicking the remains of the creature’s tentacles from her feet when she stood.

      “You have to do better than that, Kronos, but then again, you were never a fighter, were you? You let others do all the dirty work and reaped the benefits of those actions. But not today. Today you have to face me all alone.”

      An arm the size of a tree trunk lashed out and struck her, sending her sprawling backward. This time she kept a tight hold on her sword, and her back took the worst of it when she smashed into some kind of stone statue.

      This was not going as planned. She couldn’t fight him if she couldn’t see him. Using what little energy she had left, she summoned the light within her and forced her intent into it. She wanted to cut through the mist and see Kronos. The small flame leapt to life in her palm and grew in intensity until it spread outward, bathing the area around her in a blinding green light.

      That was when she saw him lurking at the very edge of her field of vision. He’d grown three times the size he’d been as a man. His head had been grafted back onto his neck, held there by the eerie red glow of Hera’s magic. Foam dripped from his mouth, and he lumbered almost clumsily toward her, but she knew better than to think him anything but lethal. What he lacked in speed, he made up in brute strength.

      She used the tree to pull herself up, confident the light wouldn’t dissipate. A groan slipped out when she turned toward Kronos. She hurt everywhere. Kronos grinned at her, his lips bloated, and the serpentine tongue that flicked out caused Val to shudder.

      He had no weapons as he advanced upon her except the strength Hera gave him. Val was weakened from the damage she’d already received, but she stood firm, her sword in her hands, ready to face the beast.

      Green fire sprang to life and danced along her blade, engulfing it, strengthening it. She gasped, not expecting it. The sight of her sword held her frozen in awe for a few seconds, but only for a few seconds. She swung at Kronos, and he hissed, the blade slicing through him as easily as butter.

      Valeria pressed her advantage, using her skills as a trained swordsman to slice the slow-moving creature to ribbons. He roared, and his big, beefy hand caught hold of her and shook her like a rag doll. Her head bounced back and forth, aggravating her head wound. The beast’s blood and spittle soaked her, and she fought to free herself. He let out a howl of rage so deafening, Val wouldn’t be surprised if her ears bled.

      Her sword fell, and she cried out in anger. The only thing she had to rely on was her magic, something she still wasn’t comfortable with, but it was all she had left.

      Intent. It was all about intent. She needed him to let go, so she thought of fire. She let her magic spread over her entire body and heat to a blistering intensity. Kronos dropped her, and she bounced, but only once. She jumped to her feet and took several steps away from him.

      Nothing she was doing seemed to make a difference. He was a creature of magic, not flesh and blood. The wounds she inflicted were like pinpricks or the sting of a mosquito.

      Her eyes zeroed in on the place where Hera reattached his head. He’d died from a beheading. Maybe if she was able to sever his head from his body once again, the magic that animated him would stop? Could it be that easy?

      No. He was a good three feet taller than she was, and her sword was nowhere in sight. This wasn’t going to be easy.

      He gave her another of those crazy grins and stepped toward her. Val walked backward, looking for her sword and summoning her magic at the same time. No sword…but she could pull a sword out of the hat. Concentrating hard, a blade of green fire formed in her hands just as the brute reached her, and this time she didn’t fight him when he picked her up. She was banking on it.

      Kronos lifted her, leering at her, his eyes wild with glee. Red fire burned within them. Hera’s magic. Not waiting to see what he would do, Val pushed every bit of intent she could find into the swing of her sword. It lodged into the side of his meaty neck, and she cursed silently, doing her best to pull it free. Kronos growled and shook her, but she ignored him and managed to release the blade. She swung again and again, clinging to the blade as hard as Kronos was trying to wrest it away. She kept chopping until the blade severed the last of the magical bindings that kept his head attached to his body.

      And then she fell.

      When his head rolled down his arm, the magic animating him died, or so she thought. The mist around her was clearing, her soldiers coming into focus, looking confused and frightened. She stood taller, the body of Kronos at her feet. They needed to know she was with them, that she fought for them. More and more people began to move closer to her as she took a moment to gather her strength.

      “To the palace!” She raised her green sword into the air and commanded them to charge on. The day was not won until Hera was dealt with. Her soldiers, much like her crew, understood the bite of the command and followed it without fail. She took off herself, only stopping to pick up her sword when she saw it glinting in the black, bloody mess a few feet from the now fallen Kronos.

      She saw Tobias on the steps struggling with Hera. This was his fight. She understood that on a level most couldn’t imagine. This woman had caused all his pain, his guilt, his need for atonement. She ruined him the day she caused him to betray his family. She may not have pulled the trigger, but she was to blame for everything just as surely as if she had.

      When she reached the bottom steps, she held up her hand for the men and women to stop while the fight between the two magicians raged on. She could hear the roar of Dragons behind her, feel the heat of their flames even from this distance, but she never took her eyes off her grandfather and his foe.

      When he stabbed the woman through the chest, a cheer went up in the crowd, and Valeria let out a quiet sigh of relief. She’d feared Hera would get the best of Tobias. He hadn’t practiced his magic in years, and Hera had spent centuries honing her skills. It was a testament to his stubbornness that he won.

      She walked up the steps, and he turned when she approached. He looked grim. Grimmer than she’d ever seen him. Why was he upset? He’d done what he set out to do. He’d avenged his family.

      “We won, Tobias.” She hugged him. “Stop frowning. We won.”

      “I…I just…” He shook his head and cleared his throat. “I thought I’d feel something when I killed her. She took everything from me. I kept my promise to my brother, I set everything right again, but I still feel the same burden of guilt.”

      “You’ll always feel that way.” Valeria laid a hand on his forearm. “Every crew member I’ve ever lost in battle weighs heavily upon me every day. I know their names, have memorized their faces, and the guilt of what I could have done to save them is always with me. It makes me a better captain because I’m always learning from that guilt. Don’t hide from the guilt, Tobias. Embrace it, and use it to make you a better person.”

      He nodded, but didn’t say anything else as the Atlantian forces made their way into the central courtyard in front of the palace. Dragons flew over the skies, terrifying and brilliant all at once. Ryder had proven her loyalty to Valeria, and it wasn’t something she took lightly. The girl had been responsible for so much carnage, but she’d changed over the last few months. She valued all life now and didn’t see it as simply a means to an end.

      Lukas and Ileana stumbled up the steps, dirty and bloody, but both grinning like fools. They looked ready to steal all the Christmas cookies and then boast about it while they dunked the sugary delights in warm milk.

      Val watched as more and more Atlantians began to slowly come out of their homes and businesses to join the growing crowd. They looked more terrified of her than they did the Dragons circling over them. They’d lived in fear for so long, they didn’t know what to make of the girl who’d stolen the crown from the only ruler they’d known for almost two centuries. She couldn’t blame them for their caution.

      “I am Valeria Dendali Riverthorne. I am one of the last living Dendalis, granddaughter to Tobias Dendali. Many of you are asking yourselves, what does this mean for me? Many of you are celebrating that Kronos’s rule is over. I am not Kronos or Hera. I do not use fear or rage to guide me.”

      She licked her lips and took a step, but the searing pain in her side made her gasp. She looked down to see the red stains blooming along her abdomen. Her sword. That first toss from Kronos…she landed on her sword. It must have stabbed her, and she’d just pulled it out, not thinking and scared out of her mind.

      Lukas was at her side in an instant. She stopped him when he tried to get her to let him tend it. There was something she had to say to these people.

      “I grew up in DeCadia, cast aside by my family, forced to grow up in conditions no child should ever suffer. All I ever wanted was to belong somewhere, to be where I had family. During the trials of the Crucible, I learned I had that all along with the men and women of my crew aboard The Emerald Queen. They accepted me, they loved me, and they were my family. Family isn’t blood. It’s the people who love you and tend to you, much like this oaf here trying to pull me away.”

      Lukas let out an exasperated sound, and instead of trying to make her leave, he let her lean against him for strength. She might fall soon. It was a real possibility, but she hoped she’d be able to get this out first.

      “I came here searching for a home and family. What I found was a cruel leader who had stolen the crown not through any rite of passage, but through deceit and treachery. I found people suffering from that rule. It called to me, even though I wanted to run. I didn’t want this. I didn’t want to be the queen of anything, but this city called to me on a level so deep I couldn’t deny it. When I looked into the eyes of the children who’d been abandoned and lost for a century, I couldn’t let that pass. I had to do something. I had to help.”

      Lukas’s arm slipped around her, and she pressed against him, her vision going a little blurry. “I can’t promise I will be the best leader, but I will promise you I’ll be fair, patient, and kind. Doesn’t mean I won’t be stubborn and swift and brutal in punishment when it’s merited, but it will be dealt with a hand tempered by compassion and kindness. That is a promise. I will work with all of you to rebuild the city into what it once was under the rule of the Dendalis.”

      Ileana stepped up, and the crowd became even more hushed. She opened the simple black bag around her waist and pulled out a crown. It wasn’t large or opulent. It was small and embedded with green emeralds. “This is the crown of the last Dendali queen. My father had it in his possession and told me to keep it until someone returned worthy to wear it. You’ve proven yourself worthy, Valeria Dendali.” She placed the crown on Val’s head then turned to the crowd.

      “May I present to you Valeria Dendali, Queen of all Atlantis.”

      The crowd was quiet at first, and then a smattering of applause broke out until it became so loud, it was deafening.

      “Now, my queen, let’s get those wounds tended to before you pass out.”

      Stephen and Ryder pushed their way to the front of the crowd. She saw them as she turned to let Lukas lead her inside. Stephen held onto Ryder’s hand like a lifeline. Val smiled at him, and he nodded, his blue eyes shining with pride and affection. And that was all it was, simple affection. He’d found his heart in the woman at his side, just as she had in Lukas.

      Everything worked out the way it was supposed to.
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