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    Chapter 1 
 
    The cry of a seagull, or what was actually a yellow pterosaur-looking creature overhead, caught my attention, and I stopped my work with the mainsail for a second so I could watch it circle around in the breezy updraft against the clear sky. 
 
    The day was glorious, but it was deceiving. If one were to widen their scope a bit, they would see how a barrier of storm clouds and ominous lightning had wrapped itself completely around this patch of calm. 
 
    As much as I tried to pretend otherwise, I knew I was just looking up at the eye of the Endless Storm The Soaring Light and her remaining crew had been trapped inside of going on five days now. 
 
    After being steered into the eye of the never-ending hurricane by Captain Nemis’ band of mutinous and brainwashed crew, we’d found ourselves out of danger, but stranded. 
 
    And the reality at present was we were almost out of food and water, and there were those of us on board who weren’t doing the best with all this extended time out at sea. 
 
    Zoie, for instance, had never fully found her sea legs, Shay’s appetite was off, and Rylan couldn’t sleep because Mr. Jenner snored. It was enough to make me never want to take the Fam on a cruise ever again. 
 
    Then, of course, there was the matter of the Terran Regent Lord who, after his break from sanity, had refused to eat, sleep, or talk. 
 
    So, that’s been fun. 
 
    “Master Alex!” A zany half-raccoon, half-man appeared in front of me from the ship’s rigging in a jangle of potentially-pirated jewelry. 
 
    “Gah!” I startled, and the rope in my hands almost slipped. “Um, what can I do for you, Captain Nemis?” 
 
    “Alex, my friend,” Nemis said and twisted himself the right way around. “What be the correct response if I yell ‘wind-wards, ho, ye scatty scoundrels!’?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow but grinned at his antics, and then I tied off the rope so it wouldn’t unravel from the pulley. 
 
    “It means all hands adjust the sails into the wind,” I responded diligently. 
 
    “Aye.” The pirate-man scrutinized me through his dark ringed eyes as if he was put out about my correct answer. “And the reverse of wind-wards?” 
 
    “Lee-wards,” I answered. “Is everyone getting this pop-quiz, or am I special?” 
 
    “Pop-quizzzzz,” the eccentric raccoon-man said with an emphasis on the buzzing end sound. “I like that. And, yes, the others have been victims to my dastardly sailing questions.” 
 
    “Dastardly?” I snorted and leaned against some crates. 
 
    “I’m not being too pushy-shovey, am I? You’d tell me right?” Nemis clutched the various skull-beaded necklaces like a maiden clutching her pearls. “My cousin, Mercedes Guide him, always told me I have the propensity to be a little bit like fizzy-wine. A little goes a great many lengths.” 
 
    “You’re good, Nemis,” I chuckled and patted the captain on the shoulder. 
 
    “And you are honest, Brightwood.” Nemis grinned as he clasped my wrist. “I am glad to have a brave man such as you to weather the pending trial.” 
 
    “You still want to try and sail out of the storm today?” I asked when his expression sobered. 
 
    “Aye, we have no choice, I fear,” he said and hopped up onto a barrel so he could squint out at the horizon. “At least if we greet death on this day, it will spare us a slow and painful wasting due to thirst.” 
 
    “At least there’s that,” I repeated grimly. “Are you worried?” 
 
    “My beauteous ship is more than up for the task, but the Ocean be a temperamental mistress, and this storm hungers,” Nemis said, and his odd inflection was as changeable as he was and made him sound like an old Irish sailor. “However, your son did a mighty fine job patching up our storm sail. Once you finish reefing the other sails, please meet me in my quarters with Ambassador Sskern.” 
 
    “Will do, Captain,” I said and reached for the rope I was working with before. 
 
    “You, with the hair!” Nemis suddenly barked and pointed a finger at Horus, who froze in the middle of folding some extra canvas. “Which one of these lines is for the topsail?” 
 
    “Uh-- erm, this one!” the falcon-man, and my best friend, said as he fumbled with the rigging around him. 
 
    “You’re correct,” Nemis said with a little pout as if he was really looking forward to calling someone out. “Carry on, midshipman.” 
 
    And then the strange little man scurried back up the rigging like a spider monkey, ostensibly to question Amaya about “lifelines” up in the crow’s nest. 
 
    “I thought I was a lot to get used to,” Horus chuckled and came over to stand next to me. 
 
    “You’re like a tranquilized Arvid compared to him,” I agreed and clapped him on the shoulder. “I think the captain is nervous about sailing through the Storm.” 
 
    “Aw, I miss the big guy,” Horus said as he stretched his arm across his body. “Makes me realize the captain also lost all his crew except for an odd handful.” 
 
    “Poor guy,” I murmured as I tracked my gaze around The Soaring Light. 
 
    It seemed Shay was teaching Zoie and Anwaar how to darn socks, while Jenner made a list of people awaiting their patched items. Rylan was just above them in the rigging with a look of concentration on his face as he helped another deckhand furl the mainsail. 
 
    Counting Sskern and Sskorn below deck, it seemed as if my company nearly outnumbered the raccoon-man’s original crew, and because I knew from experience how meaningful a found family was, I figured it had to hurt to see the ship so empty. 
 
    I just hope the captain’s head was in the game when we decided to get this show on the road. 
 
    “Hey, H?” I queried. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, chief?” he asked back. 
 
    “Think Nemis is up for getting us through the Endless Storm?” I turned to him so I could watch his expression. 
 
    “Did my sister ever tell you how she hired the captain?” Horus gathered up the canvas and started tucking it into one of the stowage cupboards under the quarterdeck. 
 
    “No, but if I had to guess, Nemis was something of a stray she brought home,” I chuckled as I observed my beautiful phoenix-wife adjust Anwaar’s grip on the needle with expert patience. “Am I right?” 
 
    “Like with most things with my sister, Shay’s capacity for empathy for all creatures outweighs her common sense sometimes,” Horus snorted and shut the cupboard with his heel as he turned back to face me. “Nemis was a miserable drunk who’d recently washed up on Nata’s shores after a bad shipwreck, but Shay saw through all that even when he was ostracized from his own Leenian people for losing the crown prince in the wreck. She just needed a way to convince Bala to hire him, and because she’s clever, she manipulated that scat-bastard Ren into entering a gamble that required a swift vessel that could sail through Jagged Reef in the north. The rest is history, but to answer your previous question: if anyone is crazy enough to survive the bloody Endless Storm, it would be Nemis.” 
 
    “Oh?” I arched an eyebrow when I sensed there was more. “What was the wager Shay conned Bala into?” 
 
    “The wager?” He drew out the suspense in typical ham-Horus fashion, and I simply waited for the showboat to finish his tall tale. “It was that no one could navigate through the sharp cliffs and the rough waves in under one quarter’s length. And then, when the madcap showed up drunk on the appointed day, he opened his mouth and declared he could do it blindfolded, double or nothing.” 
 
    “No way!” I laughed even though that fit perfectly with the little I knew of the eccentric Captain. 
 
    “Bala made a lot of gold that day,” Horus said as he smiled fondly at his sister. “I have never questioned Shaylee’s judgement of character ever since.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said, and then I spied Sskern ascending from below deck and toward the quarterdeck where the captain’s quarters were located. “Come with me, H. The captain wants to go over stuff.” 
 
    The falcon-man nodded, and we both made our way to the small chamber below the quarterdeck where Mr. Hervin was manning the wheel. 
 
    Inside was a modest room similar to the crew quarters with a desk covered in maps and charts. These charts showed the archipelago Aventoll, and my gaze was immediately drawn to it. 
 
    Jenner had maps and stuff in his study, but they were mostly of Nata Isle. Seeing the cluster of shapes floating in the artist’s depiction of the Ocean Mercedes was intriguing. I picked out the rugby ball-shaped island I was so familiar with seeing above the koala-man’s desk, but I was especially curious about the claw-shaped island to the southeast of Nata labeled with our destination. 
 
    “Alex, and friend!” Nemis gushed as he looked over up from where he and Sskern were examining a rendered image of the hurricane we were trapped in. 
 
    “Hello, Brightwood,” Sskern said with a smile. 
 
    “Ambassador,” I greeted and extended my hand so we could clasp forearms. “How is your brother?” 
 
    “He still refuses food and drink, and he only utters half-formed words and sentences in his sleep,” the lizard-man said as neutrally as he could, but I could see the lines of worry that made his jaw and shoulders tense. “But he rests now, thank you for inquiring. And we are almost on my home ground, so it is you who will have to get used to the title of Ambassador, my friend.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said and cleared my throat in order to change the subject. “So… I have a question. Why are there only seven islands on this map? Doesn’t Aventoll have eight?” 
 
    “Good question, very astute of you,” Nemis said and grinned a patchy grin. “The eighth isle of La moves, you see, and one can never pin her down when one wants. Not even the La-folk like our dear Midgen. Not anymore.” 
 
    As if on cue, a deep clap of thunder could be heard from the eternal storm. 
 
    “More about that later, hey, Nem?” Horus suggested and nudged the raccoon-man out of one of the strange and sudden fugue-states he was frequently prone to time and again. 
 
    “Ahem.” The captain blinked his kohl-rimmed eyes and plucked his tri-cornered hat from where it was hanging on a wall-peg. “Mr. Sskern and I were just hypothesizing about how to exit the beast that is The Storm, and he was just about to explain to me the ancient Terran ritual called The Gauntlet.” 
 
    “Then by all means, please continue,” I said to the lizard-man. 
 
    “It is an Upper Terran coming-of-age ceremony to take a frigate from the days of old and sail into the eye of the storm and then back out again,” Sskern explained. “There is a place between the whirling arms of the storm that is just wide enough where the waves and the winds aren’t as powerful. We call it The Gauntlet.” 
 
    “Apt,” Horus commented. 
 
    “But I was also just about to tell the captain that although I am of the Upper Echelon, the practice of this ceremony is symbolic and performed as a parade through the capital city,” the lizard-man continued. “Because of the high mortality rate not only for the sons, but also the fathers who were expected to teach them by example, and because of the antiquated quality of the frigates, the ceremony evolved.” 
 
    “You mean your people became fat and lazy,” Nemis said pointedly, and he finally shoved the hat on his head so he could aim his double-barreled glare along the hat’s center point. 
 
    “I object to that whole-heartedly!” Sskern suddenly snapped as the accusation hit the chord the raccoon-man probably intended. 
 
    “Don’t lie,” Nemis barked, and an edge of something dark and dangerous flashed across his face. “I’ve run across several that your ilk has banished. They all say the same things about you Up-ish folk-- entitled, fat cowards, the lot of you. You may have Low-ish blood, but you are Up-ish bred.” 
 
    “Watch your tongue,” the lizard-man hissed, and his tail lashed out in agitation and thunked against the legs of the desk. “My father’s second mother may have been of Lower descent, but do not mistake my visage for being anything less than lethal.” 
 
    A loud ripping could be heard, and suddenly, Sskern’s boots busted open to reveal a set of formidable claws similar to a raptor. With a growl, his transformation completed itself as his teeth grew a little longer, and dual ridges of neon green extended up like the sails of a schooner on either side of his skull. 
 
    “Woah,” Horus said as Sskern continued to growl and raised himself to balance on the balls of his feet like a proper velociraptor. 
 
    “Hah! I got you to posture, natty-nat!” The captain twiddled his nose in a teasing manner.  
 
    Sskern blinked before he threw back his ridged head and laughed long and loud. “Well played!” 
 
    “What… exactly just happened?” I asked with a cautiously confused smile. 
 
    “You really have kept the company of my Terran kin if you know about the Fool’s Posture,” Sskern chuckled and clapped the raccoon-man on the back hard enough his hat popped off. 
 
    “To be honest, I was purely concerned for the sanctity of your balance.” Nemis kicked his hat up and caught it in one practiced motion. “I’ve had many a Terran midshipman who have tried to hide their primal features, and their clumsiness is often more of a liability.” 
 
    “And the Fool’s Posture?” Horus asked. 
 
    “It is a game between Up-ish school boys,” Sskern explained, and he rolled his head around on his neck as if he finally got permission to stop holding in his stomach or something. “The goal is to anger the other into a primal display, typically in public.” 
 
    “Like pantsing someone.” At the blank looks I received, I then took it upon myself to elaborate. “Pulling down someone’s pants in public because it’s funny.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sskern said. “It is frowned upon to show strong emotions in Upper. Although, you could have just told me it was preferable to take off my boots.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this was way more fun!” the captain said, and he gleefully rubbed his hands together as he faced the hurricane map again. “Now, show me where on here that beauty of a Gauntlet is?” 
 
    “It is here, but there is another reason no one undertakes this feat anymore,” Sskern sighed. “There was a time when it was possible to calculate the timing down to the mite. But the poor souls who managed to straggle their way back reported the unpredictable patterns that made sailing virtually impossible.” 
 
    “Do you know Virtually Impossible was almost my name?” Nemis cackled and started to pull the hurricane map down from the wall. “About how many seasons would you say this map is out of date?” 
 
    “Close to eighty, why?” Sskern asked. 
 
    “I need to ask our resident augur-woman to commune with Soaring in order to make my calculations,” the captain said as he rolled up the weathered parchment. “Be ready to man your positions on my order. Will your people be waiting for us on the other side?” 
 
    “Our delayed return no doubt has alerted my uncle something has gone terribly wrong,” the raptor-man said. “He will have guards posted on the eastern fortress as well as the western harbor. If we make it through, he cannot miss us.” 
 
    “Good to hear, good fellow.” Nemis then whirled out of the cramped quarters like the dervish he was. 
 
    “Alas, I must prepare my brother,” Sskern said and smoothed his hands over his head so his ridges would retract. “I must remove his shoes, apparently, and then get him above deck where he may be secured with one of the harnesses I fortified just this day.” 
 
    “Good for you, my man,” I said, and Horus and I followed him out of the captain’s quarters and into the crisp air. 
 
    Then I squinted up at the main mast to see if I could get a glimpse of the oryx-woman and the captain. 
 
    “What’s the situation, husband?” Zoie asked as she sidled up next to me, and even though we’d spent days at sea, her fresh clover scent could still be smelled under the unwashed briny scents that clung to all of us. 
 
    “Nemis is asking Amaya to help with calculations, but essentially, this is it,” I said and then made eye contact with the others as they started to gather around Horus and me. “This is the day we are getting out of this place.” 
 
    By the time the captain gave the signal and manned the wheel, all of us were in our places with our safety harnesses secured to the iron loops bolted to the deck. All of us had some slack so we could brace on either side of the ship if the keel was too sharp either way, and each harness was also long enough for each of the ten people manning the ropes to reach the ones they were in charge of. 
 
    Even though we’d been stranded at sea, our noble Captain had not kept us idle. The first two days were spent rigorously learning the ropes on the three-masted ship, and then the next two were spent practicing different runs as Nemis steered us near the inner edge of the violent vortex so we could practice manning the vessel as a single unit. 
 
    Me being the farm boy I was in the past, sailing was a completely foreign trade to me. But as the days went by under the zany man’s instruction, I figured that was probably for the best. Some of the commands the captain would holler out were definitely nothing like what I’d even remotely heard or read about, so in the end, I was a blank slate. This thankfully kept the confusion at bay, and I found myself taking to sailing pretty well. 
 
    But now was the true test. 
 
    “Hold the lines until we catch the sprint!” Nemis ordered from the helm as he aimed us into the rain and mist, and I turned toward the stern to get a last glimpse of the calm waters of the eye. 
 
    “Dad?” Rylan murmured from next to me as the sky darkened, and fat drops of water began to pelt us. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked and reached over to make sure his lifeline was properly tied. 
 
    “Thanks for being my dad just in case, you know, we get killed,” he said with a sunny smile despite the dire circumstances, and even though Impending Doom was most-likely incredibly-fucking-nigh, I couldn’t help the wild grin from tugging up the corners of my mouth. 
 
    “We won’t, just listen to the captain, and don’t second-guess yourself,” I shouted over the wind and ruffled his sopping wet hair. “And don’t forget to have fun!” 
 
    “Alex, my darling!” Shay called out from her position closest to the bow with her braided scarlet hair whipping around. “I love you, you crazy man!” 
 
    “I love you, too!” I yelled, and then I reached out my hand for Zoie, who was to my right like she always was. 
 
    My rock. 
 
    And as the wind picked up, and her ebony locks lashed around just as furious as the impending storm, I looked deeply into her indigo eyes. 
 
    “Ready?” I mouthed. 
 
    “Always,” she said back, and then she captured my lips in a deep kiss as the waves began to swell. 
 
    “This is it!” Nemis cried out over the screech of the tempest. “Steady on! Keep that main in tight! Master Rylan, hold the storm sail always windwards! All hands quick and ready!” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” we shouted as one. 
 
    From that point on, it was a constant barrage of commands I found myself obeying on autopilot as we all danced to the rhythm of the hurricane. 
 
    “Mr. Alex! Adjust the arm! Everyone, pull right against the keel!” the raccoon-man roared as he swung the ship around to try and keep us in the flattest parts of the roiling waves. 
 
    “The timing, Captain!” Sskern bellowed as he braced against the starboard side of the ship with the rest of us. He flung a finger upwards, and I could see how the black clouds overhead were picking up speed. 
 
    “He’s right!” Amaya shouted over the wailing gale. “Soaring has slowed with the wind. We must turn her and pick up speed, or else--!” 
 
    A violent howl exploded through the air, and as if a fucking hurricane wasn’t enough to contend with, the sky was now a dark maroon with the onslaught of the angry Red Sun. 
 
    “Alex, the sky!” Zoie cried out. 
 
    “Captain?” I called as the waves started to heave higher and higher. 
 
    The raccoon-man’s mouth hung open, and his hat was torn away by the furious winds. However, another eerie howl thundered louder than the clashing wind, and he snapped out of it. 
 
    “Mr. Alex, and Mr. Horus!” Nemis began turning the wheel at a rapid clip. “When I tell you to, start hoisting the mainsail! We’ll catch our sprint on the wind’s backside!” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” Horus and I both shouted back, even though we exchanged worried glances. 
 
    “Didn’t he always tell us we should never hoist this one during the storm?” Horus asked as we both untied and gripped the rope, but before I could answer, the crazy raccoon-pirate cackled to the red sky. 
 
    “The Dark may not take me yet!” Nemis screamed. “Now, lads! Hand o’er hand, raise her high!” 
 
    Horus and I poured every ounce of strength into hauling the mainsail up as The Soaring Light turned almost a full one-eighty degrees. The wind battered the side of the ship as we cut across the no-sail zone, but when the captain aimed the bow just right of where the wind was pushing us back, the mainsail caught the wind enough that we were able to put on a boost of speed before the whole mast was torn off in the wind. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Zoie screamed as a wave surged up the side of the ship before the cat-woman had a chance to brace herself, and she was launched sky-high. 
 
    “Zoie!” I yelled as I saw her lifeline snap, and time slowed down as I followed the trajectory of her body. It was clear she was about to be pitched clean over the side into the raging waters, and just as the icy fear crawled up my spine, I flung my hand out without thinking. “Nooooo!” 
 
    A silent sonic boom seemed to impact the air around me as all of my conviction was instantaneously channeled into the strongest time-stop I’d done yet. 
 
    Everything, even the churning sea, froze, and I gasped for breath that I felt was snatched from me with the shock of energy. I almost blacked out for a second, but my knees hitting the deck was the sharp jolt I needed to stay conscious, and I groaned as my fingers clawed at the main mast. 
 
    I looked up at my cat-wife frozen in mid-air and then gaped at the towering Everest of water at least three times bigger than the rogue wave in The Poseidon Adventure. For a moment, the futility of even saving Zoie when we were all about to be pummeled by this wall of Ocean was almost laughable. 
 
    But then I shook my doubt off like thawing snow-melt and willed my leaden fingers to undo my harness. Then, with limbs that felt like they were filled with sand, I started to climb up the five feet or so to where Zoie was suspended. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The cord of invisible tension that held time at bay started to stretch… 
 
    “Come onnn…” I panted as I reached out my hand for Zoie’s wrist. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    I gasped as the feeling of fish-hooks yanked me behind the sternum like something wanted to rip my ribcage open, and I had to grip onto the ropes with both hands when my vision doubled. 
 
    Tick… 
 
    My hold on the time-stop was slipping, and I was fairly sure it wouldn’t be by choice considering how my vision kept swimming in and out. 
 
    That was why I wrote off the first flash I saw as being just the shiny cobwebs I was used to seeing in my strained vision, but when I saw the second flash, I knew it was something else. 
 
    Through the wall of water, staring back at me, was the familiar sight of two large chrome-colored eyes. 
 
    And they were blinking at me curiously as if waiting to see what I would do. 
 
    I reached out for Zoie again, but the pulling in my chest made me clutch at the mast again when the pain threatened to make me fall. 
 
    My foot slipped, and I glanced down at the frozen tableau of all the people I cared about fighting their hardest even when things looked like they were at their most hopeless, and I glared back at the leviathan still peering at me through the frozen wave. 
 
    “Help me!” I pleaded to those large blinking eyes. “Save them…” 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    I heard myself scream when the time-stop began to retract like a rapidly shrinking balloon, and I knew time would resume its normal stride any second. 
 
    “Nooo!” I yelled as Zoie’s body started to slowly resume its trajectory, and her wrist drifted farther away from my grasp. “Aventooolll!” 
 
    And, just when my grip slipped off the mast, and I plunged to the deck below, the black-and-green leviathan from my dreams crashed through the wave and swallowed the entire ship in its dark black maw. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Alex?” A voice like the sweetest silver bells drew me upward through the syrupy darkness clinging to me like tar. “Breathe, Alex.” 
 
    My eyes snapped open, and I gasped in huge drafts of air like my lungs had been paralyzed all this time until the magic words released them. 
 
    “Sh-Shay?” I croaked out, and I tried to get my blurry eyes to focus on her concerned green ones through the blinding light. 
 
    “He lives!” I heard the captain cry out, and I groaned as the sharp sound chipped at my aching head like an icepick. 
 
    “Take it down a bit, Cap,” Horus said in a low voice, and I felt a shadow block the sun beaming down on my face. 
 
    “Zoie?” I squinted my eyes open again. “Is she--?” 
 
    “I’m right here, my love,” my cat-wife interrupted before I could whip myself up into a frenzy in my half-blind state. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked as Horus and Shay helped me sit up against the mast, and I nearly wilted again at the sight of Terr towering in the distance. “Last thing I remember is-- oh.” 
 
    When I craned my neck back, I noticed how the main center mast was broken in half, and the mainsail and crow’s nest were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “The Red Sun came,” Zoie explained and cupped my face. “I remember I was tossed into the air, and then nothing.” 
 
    “Your harness broke,” I said as I picked up the tattered end of the rope still attached around her waist. 
 
    “By all rights, I should be in the arms of the sea,” she breathed while she studied my face. 
 
    “We all should,” Jenner said as he wrung out a corner of his sopping blue jacket. “One minute we are in the thick of the gale, and then the next we are waking up here, completely unharmed.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t quite say completely,” Sskern said as he knelt down by his unconscious brother. “Sskorn has yet to rouse.” 
 
    “Can I…?” Shay got up and went over to the reptile-men so she could give a once-over to the ashen Regent. 
 
    We all looked on in curiosity as Shay assessed the T-rex man with her steady hands, and when she placed a palm over the Regent’s forehead and closed her eyes, I locked gazes with Horus. 
 
    However, nothing happened, and after a brief slump of her shoulders, Shay opened her eyes. 
 
    “Once there is space, he should be moved below deck,” Shay sighed. “Is there water?” 
 
    “Good question, my darling lass,” Captain Nemis said as he scanned the people on board with his calculating eyes and walked slowly down the center where the harnesses were tied to the solid iron rings bolted to the deck. Aside from Zoie’s, there were a few more snapped lifelines still tied to the rings. “It appears three of me own have been lost to the watery and eternal grave, so I’ll need all of your capable hands to salvage what we can. The Lady is correct to prioritize water, and after that any food or tools that are in good repair.” 
 
    “Captain,” I said and extended my hand to the raccoon-man. “My family and I owe you our lives. I’m so sorry about your crew.” 
 
    “A Captain is only as strong as the faith he has in his own men in times of crisis,” Nemis said and then clasped my wrist. “It is I who owe you and your family for your skill and ability to get us through. And thank you for your condolences, my friend.” 
 
    I nodded as he excused himself to his quarters to regroup, and I mentally logged the fact that, including Zoie and Jenner, this now made three people who apparently didn’t remember the recreation of Jonah that somehow spat us out in the calm shallows, anchor down, under a serene sky. 
 
    “Thank you for your aid on behalf of Sskorn,” Sskern said as he heaved his still unconscious brother over his broad shoulders. “I will find a place for him to recover.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more,” the phoenix-woman murmured with a frown. 
 
    “You have done ten-fold in kindness alone, milady.” The raptor-man smiled kindly and then made his way below deck. 
 
    Shay smiled after them but then hugged herself with a sigh. “I should be able to do more.” 
 
    “Sweetheart?” I asked and came over to rub the back of her tense neck. 
 
    “I wanted to feel it again, Alex,” she whispered like she was admitting some terrible confession. “Though your near-death experience was the worst day of my life, I had also never felt the way I did when I healed you. I was hoping it would come back.” 
 
    “These things take time,” Anwaar said as she pulled her autumn hair up into a high ponytail. “Especially on things as ancient as the magicks that run through your veins.” 
 
    “My sister is correct,” Amaya said and shook out her flaxen curls. “Do not be hard on yourself, or force the Incarnate power to come. It will be there for you when you need it, this I Know.” 
 
    “Do not fret.” Zoie then pulled Shay in for a brief nuzzle. “In time, you will be able to call upon it at will.” 
 
    “But--” she started until I interrupted her by enveloping both my wives in a strong embrace. 
 
    “Shh,” I murmured. “Let me just hold you both.” 
 
    The three of us held each other on the deck just like that, and we only moved to let Rylan, and of course Gelf, worm their way into our group hug. There might have been one or two moments back there when I honestly thought it was over, but at the moment I was more concerned with the immediate chaos and the reality of how close I came to almost losing them. 
 
    “Come,” Zoie said when the moment had passed, and we all pulled out of the embrace. “Let us help out our Captain. He is the sole reason why we are all together.” 
 
    She was right, and even though we’d all made it through the storm, we were still in need of getting the ship into safe harbors, so whatever the captain needed to get us out of here was top priority. 
 
    “I’m going to go check on the Regent once more,” Shay said and patted the small kit that was always slung around her waist. 
 
    “Don’t push yourself,” I murmured into her ear before I kissed her on the lips and then addressed everyone else. “I suggest everyone take charge of being responsible for one thing. Mr. Jenner will probably be making the rounds, so report to him with your findings so he can tally everything up. We’ll all reconvene later.” 
 
    “Ani, Ames, and I will see to the remaining water we have,” Horus said. 
 
    “Please bring some to the Regent if you can,” Shay requested. 
 
    “I can hunt for tools and the like,” I pitched in. “Ry, can you make piles of any usable scrap wood lying around? Then we’ll both see what needs fixing.” 
 
    “Yeah!” my son said, and with one last hug, he scurried off to do just that. 
 
    “Horus,” I said before he could head below deck after the Mec sisters. “If you could also find out if we have a little brandy left, that’d be good of you.” 
 
    “Sure thing, chief,” the falcon-man replied, and we both grinned and clasped forearms before he went down. 
 
    “Mr. Alex,” Jenner said and snagged the tattered edge of my tunic. “According to what I know about The Soaring Light, this vessel might come equipped with an oar galley.” 
 
    “What is that?” I asked. 
 
    “This ship has a low deck that is able to be propelled with oars just in case of catastrophic sail failure,” the koala-man explained. 
 
    “I’m guessing the absence of our center mast might classify as catastrophic?” I snorted. “But don’t worry, I’ll find them.” 
 
    The koala-man nodded and bustled off. 
 
    “Husband, I should like to collect the remaining tethers and fortify them before we journey once more,” Zoie said, but before she could do just that, I snatched her by the hand and brought her in for a deep life-affirming kiss I could feel down to my toes 
 
    “I think that’d be good, yeah,” I breathed when we finally came up for air. “But first maybe you should come below deck with me real quick.” 
 
    Zoie’s nostrils flared, and her sapphire-blue eyes widened when she picked up on the arousal flowing through my veins. She rumbled something that sounded like a whine and a purr as she kneaded my shoulders with her long fingers, and then she nearly bit into my mouth with her frantic desire. 
 
    “Down, now,” she rasped out, and I grabbed her wrist and hauled us both down the stairs. 
 
    Every time I closed my eyes, I kept seeing her body being flung into the air over and over again, and the desperate grasping fear I felt came barreling back. I knew we all had a task to do to get us to land, but I needed to reaffirm the fact that she really was here. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I asked as she led us down a narrow corridor. Every now and then, she would pop her head in one of the rooms, but she seemed to know exactly where she wanted to go. 
 
    “Shh!” she hissed through a giggle, and I was reminded of the time we crept through Ithaca’s halls like schoolchildren. 
 
    “You’re being louder than me-- oof!” The breath was knocked out of me when she suddenly spun around, pushed us both into a small dark room, and shut the door. 
 
    “Shh,” she said again and nipped at my lips with her sharp teeth. 
 
    And after that, there was no more talking, just one body feeling the beat of the other’s as we both found our sync. 
 
    With one hand, I unfastened the laces at the back of her armored corset, and when it was loose enough, I exposed her left breast by pulling down her blouse so I could tease and lick at her pale-pink nipple. 
 
    “Uhh!” my cat-wife moaned as she scrabbled for the front of my trousers, and I shuddered with pleasure when her hand wrapped around me and stroked twice. “In me. I need you.” 
 
    I kissed her swollen lips once more before I turned her around and pulled her tight leather pants down to expose her gorgeous behind. 
 
    “Goddess,” I breathed, and I pulled my aching cock out of my pants and pushed her even harder against the wall so I could watch her back arch so beautifully like that. 
 
    Then her silken tail lifted and draped to the side when I kicked her legs open even wider. 
 
    “Alex!” she choked out as I stroked a finger between her wet pussy lips. “No teasing, please.” 
 
    I rubbed her lower back, and without further ado, I guided my hard cock into her all the way to the hilt. 
 
    “Zoie,” I groaned and pulled out until just the head was enveloped in her tight moist heat. Each internal flex of her muscles lit up my vision with fireworks, and we spent a glorious few moments just like that. “Fuucck.” 
 
    She chuckled and then reached behind her so she could pull me flush against her. 
 
    “Harder,” she moaned, and I wrapped both arms around her while I started up a tight rolling pace that kept us plastered as closely together as possible. 
 
    For one, it appeared as if we were actually in a storage cupboard so there wasn’t too much room to begin with, but on the other hand, the way I ground us together was so erotic I wasn’t even mad. 
 
    “Yes, my love, oh, faster,” Zoie groaned, and I brought my hands around to cup her full breasts. 
 
    “Zoieee,” I said as I pulled her semi-upright so I could slam roughly into her. The leverage gave me a slightly upward angle, and she suddenly had to bite down on her own hand as her climax hit her like a freight train. 
 
    When she pressed a shaking hand to my pelvis, I knew I had to ease off the accelerator somewhat, but I still drove the pace with an intent that couldn’t be ignored, and soon Zoie was undulating against me again. 
 
    “Yes, my love, pour your essence inside meee-- ahh!” She suddenly gasped as one of my hands traveled down between her thighs where she still trembled and shook. 
 
    “Not yet, baby, c’mon,” I breathed heavily in her velvety ear, and then I started up that slow heaving grind again. 
 
    “Aleeeex,” she nearly yowled, and her pussy walls contracted like a gently rolling sine wave. “Ohhhh, Goddessss!” 
 
    Just because her second orgasm was slow burning, that didn’t mean she didn’t completely yank me off the peak of my own climax with the sight of her staring at me over her shoulder with those gas-flame eyes. 
 
    “Husband, c-come on me,” she stuttered out. “On my back.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned and pulled out so the last few spurts of my orgasm would land in the divot at the base of her tail. “You’re so beautiful, Zoie.” 
 
    “Ohh, Alex,” she breathed and then leaned all the way forward so she could brace herself against the wall. “Your scent… I want to smell like you.” 
 
    Her tail then swished to the other side, and I couldn’t help but rub my pearly emission into the small of her back. 
 
    “Zoie,” I whispered and straightened the both of us so she was facing me. “I’m so glad you’re alright.” 
 
    “Did something happen to us?” she asked in that disarming way that only meant she was curious and not combative. 
 
    “No one remembers, but… let’s just say I think Aventoll, or the Ocean, or something, saved us,” I said as I fixed her blouse for her so she wouldn’t get cold in this damp storeroom. 
 
    “How do you mean?” Zoie persisted, and I knew it wasn’t going to be that easy. 
 
    “So… remember that, um, large fish I told you I saw?” I asked. 
 
    “The one you swam with before you came to Nata Isle?” she queried. “What of it?” 
 
    “When you were launched from the deck and your harness snapped, I created a time-stop to try and save you,” I explained as Zoie ran her fingers through my tangled hair. 
 
    “Thank you for doing that, by the way,” she purred, and I gathered all of her sweaty and tangled hair to lay over one shoulder. 
 
    “No, wait, you don’t understand,” I said and then helped her with her corset after she turned around. “I couldn’t focus the time-stop and ended up freezing the entire storm, I think. It was too much, and I couldn’t reach you. But before I failed, I saw the Sacred Fish again in the water, and I asked for it to help us, and then we were all waking up on The Soaring Light.” 
 
    “How… but… oh, Mercedes be,” she breathed and turned back around so she could gaze up at me. “The allies you seem to make, Alex Brightwood. If you ever see your friend again, say thanks come personally from me.” 
 
    “I will try to,” I chuckled, and then I fixed myself up. “But if anybody besides Shay or Amaya ask, I’m just as puzzled as all of you are.” 
 
    “I think that is wise.” She nodded and butted up under my chin for a moment before pulling back. “Now, come. Let us take these to Jenner.” 
 
    “Hm?” I questioned, and my cat-wife smiled slyly and rapped her knuckles against a cabinet with two oars stenciled on the door. “You picked this room on purpose.” 
 
    “When on a mission of subterfuge, it is a good idea to stick to the truth as much as possible,” Zoie recited as she opened the cabinets wide. “Now, it will not be suspicious if the two of us are seen coming out of this dark room.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but reel her back in and nibble the side of her neck. 
 
    “What if I don’t care if it looks suspicious?” I growled. 
 
    “Normally, I wouldn’t  either, but our too-curious and observant son has stowed away with us, and I don’t like the idea of have to explain anything to him should he be in the corridor,” she said pragmatically while also offering me more of her beautiful neck to nibble on. 
 
    “Good point,” I said after I’d left behind a rosy mark with my lips and teeth. “You think of everything.” 
 
    She chuckled in that sultry way of hers, and the two of us began to haul tied bundles of flat wood out of the cabinets. 
 
    “Hey!” Rylan said just as we were coming out of the cramped room. “I finished with the scrap wood, so Mr. Jenner sent me down here to see if I could help you. Oh, hi, mom.” 
 
    I exchanged a knowing glance with my wife as she smirked. 
 
    “I, too, am helping,” she said smoothly. “But there are several more oar assemblies in there. Your assistance is most welcome.” 
 
    “On it!” he said and ran straight in. 
 
    “My clever kitten,” I murmured and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    When the whole gang was finally back together, minus Regent Sskorn, The Captain explained how to fit the separate pieces of wood together almost like telescoping bamboo. 
 
    “You see the lever in the center of the biggest end?” Nemis asked from his position on the quarterdeck when we had all eight of the long, but surprisingly lightweight, rods assembled. “Stand on it, and pull to release the mechanism.” 
 
    I looked down at the end of the ten-foot pole that was shaped more like a cricket bat, and I saw there was a leather strap bolted to the middle of it. I used one foot to step on the oar while I yanked on the strap. A sleek clicking noise sounded, and a gold leaf that resembled a maple seed grew from the end until it looked like there was a decent but lightweight paddle on the end. 
 
    “That’s awesome,” I remarked, and the captain winked. 
 
    “I was enticed by Soaring’s Leenian craftsmanship, and I admit the real reason I accepted the position as Captain on retainer was due to this alone,” Nemis said as he stoked the helm like a lover would. “Being employed by your beauteous wife was just extra luck.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see you have your priorities straight, or we might have to have words,” I joked and waggled my eyebrows at my phoenix-wife. 
 
    She giggled and then hopped off her oar. 
 
    “Indeed I do, milord,” he said with that off-Irish cadence. “And the top of me list just now is getting to that island. Everyone! Oars in! Now, listen to the beat of my voice while I regale you with the haunting melody of a Leenian sailing chant. Ahem…” 
 
    The captain then began to strum a tune seemingly with his mouth alone in a steady but upbeat tune. There were no words, just one repeating syllable that made it easy to hum along to, and very easy to keep time with like a metronome. 
 
    All of us kept the beat like we were instant naturals, and as we drifted into Terr’s harbor, I zoned out to the peaceful and hypnotic sound. I wondered briefly if the trance-like quality did something because based on the sun, we’d done several hours of rowing, yet my arms weren’t even tired. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Rylan whispered when the captain’s singing came to an end, and we all pulled in our oars. 
 
    The docks were quiet and empty, and an eerie wind whistled through the creaking weathered structures. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said and glanced at Sskern, who was standing at the bow with his arms folded over his chest. “But I’m going to go ask the Ambassador.” 
 
    I crept closer as Captain Nemis continued to steer us deeper into the inlet, and the profound silence radiated all around us with a heavy uneasiness. 
 
    “Alex,” Sskern said when I came up beside him to look out over the ghost town. “This is the silence of desertion, not scarcity or temporary absence.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “This place looks like it hasn’t seen any action in a long time. I thought you said your buddies would be waiting for us?” 
 
    “That was before the sun went Red,” Sskern sighed, and one of the large talons on his newly bootless feet tapped the deck as he thought. “I worry about the frequency of the Red Sky Events. I would not be surprised if they have pulled the reserves back from the guard station to the outposts only. The outposts in the mountains require fewer men, therefore more can help defend the Upper Echelon when the demons come. We will just have to hike to one.” 
 
    “Do you think your brother is up for climbing mountains?” I questioned as my mind began going over the practicals that would need to be dealt with sooner or later. “No offense, but your hometown looks like it takes extreme sports to a new level.” 
 
    I eyed the jagged snow-capped peaks surrounding the claw-shaped island, and I thought even Shawn White might pass on the snowboarding. 
 
    “Sskorn will hang on long enough to get to the outpost,” the raptor-man said with what sounded like a mile of false confidence. “There will most definitely be a guard posted there.” 
 
    “And if there’s not?” I dared to ask. 
 
    But Sskern didn’t need to answer. 
 
    The silence was answer enough and spoke of Very Not Good Things. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    The small harbor town was as deserted as it appeared from the deck of the ship, and as we all traversed the docks, the creaking of the old wood sounded like a gunshot in the eerie atmosphere. 
 
    Even the oppressive muteness of a Red Sky Event was nothing compared to the utter desertion that shrouded the whole place. It was clear by the abandoned carts, boarded-up windows, and rotting food vendor stands that the people who were here left in a hurry without being sure they would even return. 
 
    It was also clear by the marks and stinking mounds of clay festering on the boardwalks what had run them off. 
 
    The Scourge. 
 
    “I am not liking this,” Sskern said as he looked at me askance from under the arm of his sagging brother. “Even with the Red Sky Event, there should still be people here. The Royal Garrison should have returned straight after. Unless…” 
 
    “Are you sure there were any of them left to return, lad?” Jenner ventured as he stepped over a busted open suitcase. 
 
    “If the Garrison’s numbers are depleted so much, then it is no wonder my Uncle Griss has written so urgently about the situation with the Lower Terrans,” the raptor-man mused. 
 
    “What does this have to do with the Lower Terrans?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m sure by now you have seen Terr Isle’s unusual shape,” Sskern said. 
 
    “You mean the way it looks like someone tried to spear a Sacred Fish?” Horus snorted as he looked up at the island that resembled a stake canted slightly to one side.  
 
    Because I saw a picture of Terr on one of the captain’s maps, I figured the rest of the island’s thorn-shaped form was hidden under the water much like an iceberg. 
 
    “That is apt.” Sskern nodded with a grin. “A spear pierces the flesh deep just like Terr does to Aventoll. When we mine for ore, we mine close to Aventoll’s veins, and because the membrane is so thin, the conduits which the Scourge can travel through are more abundant than anything on Nata. Hence the pressure for the Echelons to come to some sort of Ascension Accord that would allow the Low-ish peoples sanctuary in the Uppers. So now, you see, this is the crux of th--” 
 
    Regent Sskorn groaned just then and forced Sskern to halt. The once strong and imposing dino-man now looked severely diminished as if he’d been without a proper meal for way longer than the five days Soaring was trapped in the eye of the storm. His scaly dark skin now had an ashen appearance that made the scar over his eye all the more pronounced, and it was apparent Sskern was doing most of the work keeping him upright. 
 
    “We should rest for a moment.” Shay sent a worried look at the ill dino-man, and Sskern lowered them both down to sit against one of the abandoned storefronts. “Amaya, do you know much about medicinal herbs and plants?” 
 
    “What I don’t actually know, I can make up for with my Touch.” The oryx-woman wiggled her fingers, and each fingertip glowed faintly with soft light. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that.” The phoenix-woman smiled. “I think I saw some mushrooms growing in one of the rotting rowboats tied up at the pier we just passed. If they are anything similar to the fly-caps on Nata, they could potentially be ground into a tea. It might strengthen the Regent.” 
 
    “Lady Shale-Lea, your kindness is without bounds,” Sskern said as he helped his brother take a drink out of the skein on his armored belt. “In light of my brother’s erratic behavior as of late, some would say it is better than he deserves.” 
 
    “We’ve survived a lot so far,” my phoenix-wife said in her benevolent voice. “The way I see it, we all must take care of each other in any way if we hope to carry on thus.” 
 
    “Be careful,” I told her, and I was both pleased and a little turned on when both women brandished their hidden weapons.  
 
    Amaya smirked like she knew what I was thinking about and twirled the dagger from her concealed thigh holster while Shay unwrapped her rock sling that was doubling as a headband. 
 
    “Always,” my wife said with a small smile as she shook out her crimson hair, and she and the oryx-woman went back the way we came from to check out some mushrooms. 
 
    “Asher Sskern, if I may ask a question without sounding presumptuous?” Jenner asked as he gazed out over the boardwalk, and then at the edifice of the sheer cliffs. 
 
    “You may do so, tiny man, and I will know not to take umbridge,” he said agreeably, took the skein back from his brother, and got to his feet in order to investigate the contents of the barrel behind him. 
 
    “Why is it the Low-ish are not allowed to migrate to the Upper Echelon?” the koala-man asked. 
 
    “All of the Ashers in the Uppers do not want Low-ish cross-breeding to take place because they feel as if the brutish traits they pride themselves on will be diluted out to favor someone with my features,” the raptor-man explained as he angled his spade-shaped head in the sunlight to show off his much more svelte physique compared to his stocky and angular brother. “And they also want the Low-ish to remain in the mines so the Upper workers do not bring the sickness into the Echelon, even though Griss keeps trying to explain that the research done on the ore sickness proves it is only contractible through exposure. Not transmitted Terran to Terran.” 
 
    “If there is such prejudice, then why do you look like the people your people hate?” Rylan piped up in that obviously curious way kids had. 
 
    “Meep?” Gelf said into the awkward silence from her spot perched on some sort of box, and when no one did anything, she resumed rummaging through the thing like a deranged raccoon. 
 
    “Hey, bud?” I said to Rylan. “You know that ‘presumptuous’ thing Mr. Jenner apologized for in advance?” 
 
    “Oh, no, that was rude, wasn’t it?” he back-pedaled. 
 
    “Don’t fret, youngling,” the raptor-man laughed and patted him on the head with his clawed hand. “I am the son of my sire’s second wife who was a concubine from the Low-ish Leader’s clan. My birth was the attempt at a union between the Echelons, and it has kept the peace so far, but I fear the Low-ish cannot withstand many more Red Skies. That is why there is pressure to reach an Ascension Accord.” 
 
    “Sounds like you need to get to ambassador-ing, chief,” Horus said and slung his arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “That’s not a word, H,” I reminded him and shoved his arm off me. Ever since Sskern gave me the title, the falcon-man had been trying to slip it in wherever he could, and his teasing confidence was amusing, but first thing’s first. “Hey, Sskern? How do your people normally go to or from the island?” 
 
    “They don’t.” Sskern blinked at me with a puzzled look on his reptilian face. 
 
    “Right, the whole… isolationist thing.” I rubbed my eyes and then craned my head back to look up at the sheer cliffs of Terr’s natural battlement until my neck cracked. “So, how do your guards get back to the palace?” 
 
    “They take flying mounts called squallers,” he explained and then pointed to one of those small yellow pterosaurs I saw earlier. “They are the bigger version of those.” 
 
    “What are those ones called?” Zoie queried with her ears perked forward in interest as the creature perched on a wooden pole. Her tail swished back and forth, and I wondered if she would have chased it if she had a little less self-control. 
 
    “The smaller ones are called screechers,” Sskern said and chucked a small stone at the creature, which caused it to screech. 
 
    “Great name, that. Right on the gold. You Terrans have a way with words, don’t you?” Captain Nemis suddenly appeared from one of the abandoned buildings with his arms full of various odds and ends. “Sorry to interrupt, but look at all these left-behind-things I found. If I could make a small suggestion, we should let the Regent rest while we go bobbin for more tox.” 
 
    “That’s not how--” Jenner began, but before he could diverge us into another topic, I interrupted. 
 
    “I hate to cut the linguistics lecture short, Mr. Jenner, but I think the captain is on to the right idea,” I said and widened our little huddle to include Shay and Amaya as they returned as well. 
 
    “What did we miss about ‘right ideas?’” Shay asked as she crouched, pulled a leather cloth out of the pack Zoie had put on the ground, and wrapped the mushrooms up in it for safekeeping. 
 
    “I was just about to tell everyone how I think we need to hunker down here for the rest of the night.” I turned west and held my hand up where the sea met the sky, and I discovered I could only fit two fingers in the patch of sky between the sun and the horizon like a double-shot of whiskey. “The sun will set in two… lengths?” 
 
    “Yes,” Zoie confirmed that I’d told time correctly like she had recently taught me when we were all bored on The Soaring Light whenever the captain wasn’t running us through Death Hurricane Drills. 
 
    “So, everyone, scout out the immediate area for more ‘left-behind-things,’ but be sure to be smart,” I instructed. “Only pick useful, lightweight items you are willing to carry on your own. Sskern, does this place have any type of inn?” 
 
    “No inn,” the raptor-man said and whipped off the cloak from around his neck so he could tuck it behind his brother for more cushion. “But there is a barracks where the Royal Garrison was housed.” 
 
    “Take me to it,” I said and then turned to my trusty second. “But first, Horus, you and Nemis are in charge of the scouting. Zoie, will you set a rotation between you and the other ladies on watching Sskorn? I also need you to run a perimeter and check for predators with that sharp nose of yours.” 
 
    “Gladly,” she purred with another swish of her tail as another screecher flew overhead. 
 
    “What do you want me to do, Dad?” Rylan asked. 
 
    “Where do you think you’ll be most useful, kiddo?” I twisted around the crossbow strapped to my back so I could give it a once-over. 
 
    “You’re letting me choose?” He cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “I’m not trying to pull a fast one on you or anything,” I chuckled at his suspicious expression, and then I cocked and latched the string, even though I kept it unloaded for now. “I honestly want you to tell me where you would place yourself if you were me.” 
 
    “Oh, um… are you sure this isn’t a test?” he queried. 
 
    “Promise.” I grinned and winked. 
 
    “And I can even go with you?” he asked. 
 
    “If that’s where you think you can do the most good,” I pointed out. “Then sure.” 
 
    “Hm.” My son tapped a finger against his chin as he thought for a moment. “Actually, I think I might be better off scouting with Gelf. I’ll stay here.” 
 
    “If you’re sure,” I said as my eyebrows rose to my hairline. I was impressed he actually chose the mature and responsible choice even though I could tell he wanted to come with me and Sskern. “I’ll leave it up to you and Uncle Horus to take care of everyone.” 
 
    “You can count on us, chief,” the falcon-man said and hung himself between Anwaar and my son. 
 
    “Great. Are you ready, Sskern?” I turned to the reptilian man. 
 
    “Yes, let us make sure the barracks are suitable,” he said and unhooked his whip from his belt to have on hand. 
 
    Just because this place seemed to be deserted, it would be stupid to assume every building was clear of threats. 
 
    “We’ll be back, and when we return, be ready to either move to the barracks if they are habitable, or be prepared to spend one more night on Soaring,” I said, and with those orders in place, Sskern and I set out for these supposed barracks. 
 
    “You take command of your brigade with such ease and confidence for one so young,” the raptor-man commented as we made our way. “With the way Sskorn is ailing, I fear he may not be able to fulfill his duties as Regent right when we get back. Which means the task will fall to me to take over.” 
 
    “You don’t sound pleased,” I said as I picked up some strange bungee-like vine with the end of my crossbow. It didn’t look like much, but when camping, it was always good to have some extra rope on hand. 
 
    “Staying in the palace was never something I wanted for myself, and I was always happy to let that fall to Sskorn.” He sighed and shook his head as we approached a long rectangular building. “The truth is, I am jealous of you. Being an Ambassador was my freedom.” 
 
    “That just means you’ll have to teach me the ropes until your brother recovers and you can get back to ‘ambassador-ing’ as Horus likes to say,” I said. 
 
    “This is my hope,” he said, but his smile was uncertain as he stared up at the cliffs. “I fear we must climb over Terr’s defenses come first light tomorrow. There is another outpost a third of the way up where my fervent wish is there are some squallers left when we get there.” 
 
    “Why don’t we worry about that tomorrow?” I suggested to the downtrodden raptor-man and patted him on the shoulder. “For now, let’s check this place out.” 
 
    We entered the barracks and did a sweep of the place to make sure it was free of any predators. And it was, aside from more screechers roosting in the eaves that were easily scared away by the beam of my Stone light. 
 
    It looked good enough for the night, if a little dusty, but there were plenty of clean beds, and a large fireplace we could cook over, so I was calling it a win. 
 
    “They really had no time before they were run out of the place,” Sskern said with an edge of that worry still in his voice. “Normally there are at least three squallers at the post at all times. They are changed out and tended to each shift rotation. It looks as if they finally flew off after eating all the food.” 
 
    He examined an empty slop trough by pushing it around with one of his sharp toe-claws. 
 
    “Come on, Sskern, let’s round everyone up before it gets dark,” I said since I was at a loss as to what to tell him to ease his mind. 
 
    This was one of those situations where all we could do was prepare for any foreseeable disasters as best as possible, because once we were on our way, there was no turning back. 
 
    “More soup, Ambassador Sskern?” Amaya asked when the whole crew was finally settled in for the night. 
 
    We were all lounging campfire-style on the wooden floor of the barracks while Jenner and Rylan finished making a log of supplies salvaged from our searching. 
 
    The oryx-woman was making the rounds with seconds of a soup made from the fresh vegetables Shay and she were also able to forage, since Sskern told them both the fresh produce would be rather lacking once we hit the tree line. 
 
    “What’s the final tally, Mr. Jenner?” I asked after I drank the last of my soup from my metal Everything Cup. 
 
    Yay, camping. 
 
    “Not a lot, I’m afraid.” The koala-man clicked his teeth as he tutted over his notes. 
 
    Yay, camping? 
 
    “Yeah, it was, um, shit-pickings,” Rylan said, and I nearly facepalmed when I realized where he got that language from. “Did I use that right, Da--?” 
 
    “Yes, but you probably shouldn’t be saying that,” I groaned as Horus tried and failed to contain his snorting laughter. “Mr. Jenner?” 
 
    “So far, we have amassed six dried woot-husks, a large sack of ashroot seeds-- that now has to be pared down to five smaller sacks due to practical reasons-- a few tools in good repair, and four bundles of this interesting vine rope. Although, we might need to wrap the rope with something. I’ve noticed if there is pressure exerted upon it, thorns will shoot to the surface. I have a nasty cut on my thumb now.” 
 
    “Let me see,” Shay said, and I smiled when she brought her first-aid kit out and sat next to him so she could pull his furry paw into her lap. 
 
    “We are going to try to hike up to another outpost tomorrow, guys,” I said and reached for one of the bundles of thorn-rope so I could examine it. I pinched a piece of the rope and saw what Jenner was talking about when a series of stubby thorns pushed out with pressure. “It’s going to be rough, but we can get there if we stick together. Sskern and I discussed this earlier, but we think leaving at dawn is the best bet for maximum sunlight.” 
 
    “Yes,” the raptor-man said and set aside his wooden bowl. “The tree line is not far from here, and we are likely to have cold rain and possibly snow the higher we travel. Discard any clothing not apt for the inclement weather.” 
 
    “Amaya, that means shoes,” Anwaar said like a proper big sister. 
 
    “I know,” she pouted, and I hid a grin with my hand at how cute she looked when she was put-out. 
 
    “Also, stay on the path between Sskern and me,” I said. “Horus, I might need you to float in between with your bow handy. Sskern was telling me screechers and squallers aren’t the only things on this island that pose a threat.” 
 
    “We will make sure not to stray,” Shay said as she came to lounge next to me. “Now, let us rest and put this day behind us.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said and relaxed against her. There was only so much we could prepare for with such limited resources anyway, and it was no use worrying about them instead of getting sleep. “You heard the Lady, everyone. Time for bed.” 
 
    “Aw, well, now I’m not tired,” Rylan huffed even though he was snuggled up against Shay while Gelf snored in his lap. 
 
    “Me, either,” Horus said. “We should have a story.” 
 
    I chuckled at that and stretched my legs out in front of me so my feet were closer to the roaring fire. “I agree. But which one?” 
 
    “I quite like the story of Bhraya’s Comet,” Shay suggested. “I know Blue Night has long passed, but it is such a beautiful story to fall asleep to.” 
 
    “Hey, you should tell it, Mom,” Rylan said and gestured to Zoie who was sharpening her knives on the bunk Shay and I were leaning against. “You tell it real well.” 
 
    “Me?” The startled cat-woman blinked at all of us gathered around like she was expecting there to be another awesome storyteller we were talking about. 
 
    “I agree, you should go for it,” I tilted my head back and gave her an upside-down wink. 
 
    “Oh, well… okay, ahem,” she started shyly and then paused to compose her thoughts. When she spoke again, it was in her warm low timbre, and as I made eye contact with Shay, I knew why she suggested this in the first place. “Long ago, this world was a sunless wasteland full of violent creatures. Desperate and dying, the people cried out for salvation, and the Goddess heard them. With her tears, Mercedes poured out the ocean and drowned the scourge that hunted her people. And then, with her own heart, she gave us a sun so life could flourish out of the darkness…” 
 
    Her soothing tone and rich words washed over all of us like a spell, and one by one, everyone dropped off for some much-needed rest. 
 
    Even Zoie finally succumbed to the warm lethargic atmosphere she’d created, fell asleep with her warm body curled against the back of my shoulders while Shay slept soundly with her head in my lap since we were too comfortable to make it to one of the actual bunks. 
 
    It was fine by me, though, especially because I was still wide-awake with no signs of flagging. 
 
    The wind outside began to pick up the longer the night wore on, and here, surrounded by my Crew, I was starkly reminded of the reality that this would be as good as it was going to get for a while. Who knew what was going to crop up, and I would be lying if I didn’t say I wasn’t feeling the pressure of taking care of nine other people. 
 
    But the people I had with me were actually pretty smart and capable, so maybe I was freaking out over nothing. 
 
    Well… mostly nothing. 
 
    All of our preparedness and stamina would be pointless if the ailing Regent’s health continued to be a problem. 
 
    The way I calculated it, in order for us to make it to the outpost before dark, we needed to maximize our daylight to cover as much ground as possible. If Sskorn could barely hold himself up, Sskern would have to carry him the whole way. The ridiculously strong raptor-man had done it before, but a whole extra body hiking the Hike of Doom might be his limit. 
 
    But what were we going to do? We couldn’t just leave him… 
 
    I was so caught up in my thoughts, I hadn’t even noticed Sskorn’s piercing eyes on me from his mattress closest to the fire until he coughed to draw my attention. 
 
    “Brightwood,” the Regent suddenly rasped, and just like staring at a snake, I felt frozen by his icy-blue stare. 
 
    The way he was staring at me felt like he could read the guilty thoughts off my forehead like the marquee in Times Square. 
 
    And, based off his slow serrated grin, I feared for a split second he really could. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “Regent.” I startled from my place on the floor and looked down at the sleeping Shay in my lap. I wondered how best to move her if the dino-man needed something, but he waved at me with a weak hand not to get up. 
 
    “Please,” he whispered. “Stay.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and then waited in stunned silence for the man to gather himself. 
 
    The Regent was never particularly young-seeming, especially with his younger brother to compare to, but now he seemed to have aged decades overnight. 
 
    The crags in his face were more pronounced than usual, and his glacier eyes were pitted and sunken in his hollow face. He looked like death personified, and I felt my gut clench with worry again at the prospect of… 
 
    “Dead… weight…” Sskorn panted out in between labored breaths before he rattled out an ill-suppressed cough. He turned his head into his shoulder, and his panicked eyes darted toward the corner where his brother was now finally sleeping, regardless of his awkward position in the chair he crashed in. 
 
    “Regent?” I whispered over the wet sound in his lungs, and I could tell he was trying everything he could not to disturb the exhausted raptor-man. 
 
    When his tortured hacking became too much for me to just sit there, I gently nudged Shay awake so I could at least help the poor man prop himself up to ease his breathing. 
 
    Shay didn’t even ask questions and was at his side in an instant with a skein of water to wet his dry throat. 
 
    After a few moments of respite where Sskorn took deep breaths under Shay’s murmured guidance, he finally settled back and breathed quietly for a few moments with his eyes closed. 
 
    When he opened his eyes again, it was a surprise to see the clarity return to his haggard expression that had been missing since the incident with the chest of silver. 
 
    “Brightwood,” Sskorn rumbled in his deep voice. 
 
    “Regent? Is that really you?” I took a seat on the edge of his bunk. 
 
    “It is, but these moments of lucidity are hard won,” he sighed. “I’m afraid I might not have very many more of them, so with the time I have left, I need to make a request.” 
 
    My eyes darted over to the sleeping Ambassador. “Maybe I should--” 
 
    “No!” Sskorn jolted up a little, and his sharp inhale set off another round of rusty, barely-audible coughs. 
 
    When they didn’t subside after a worrying amount of time, Shay got up and went over to her pack. 
 
    The mushrooms she’d foraged for earlier were still wrapped in the soft leather cloth she had put them in. Instead of unwrapping them, she wrung the whole wrapped parcel like a wet cloth over the Regent’s water cup, and the thing made a squelching noise before a milky substance began to drip from it. 
 
    “I was going to wait for tomorrow morning so they would be in effect most of the day, but you should drink this now so you may reclaim some rest before our journey.” Shay adjusted the pillows behind his head once more while he drank the infused liquid, but the look she sent me wasn’t a good one. 
 
    The Regent’s painful hacking stopped, but I knew it was only a temporary band-aid at best. 
 
    “Dead weight,” Sskorn said again and peered at me through his scarred eye. “I can see it on your face every time the reality of my situation comes back to you, don’t deny it. You are right: I am a burden to everyone.” 
 
    “Regent--” I attempted, but the dino-man cut me off again. 
 
    “Sskorn,” he muttered and wiped a hand down his scaly face. “I have dishonored Terr most grievously, and do not deserve the title of Regent Lord. That will now pass along to Sskern as much as he despises it. More debt added to my ledger, I suppose. The only thing I can do now for him is ease him of my burden when the time comes.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t Sskern be awake, then?” I asked one more time. It felt a little wrong to be discussing what was shaping up to sound like the ex-Regent’s last wishes. 
 
    “He will not listen even if he hears all this now,” Sskorn said, and an edge of warmth crept into his normally stoic tone as he gazed at his sleeping brother. “He will view it as losing, and he has always hated to lose.” 
 
    “Forgive me, Sskorn, but what is it exactly you are asking of me?” I questioned carefully. “Because if it’s to suggest we leave you behind, I’m not sure Sskern will let me.” 
 
    “No, he most definitely won’t let you, that’s for certain,” he sighed. “Hence, why there is no point in waking him. But, as to your question, Brightwood, I need you to speak on my behalf when the time does come because come it will. You and I both know I will not be able to make the journey, and Sskern’s insistence otherwise will eventually lead to the downfall of the entire party. I believe I can make it to the outpost, but I will not be leaving that final resting place.” 
 
    “What makes you think he’ll be any more amenable to leaving you behind once we get to the outpost?” Shay asked. 
 
    “Shay’s right, if I wouldn’t be able to convince him now, I’m not sure I will be able to at the outpost,” I told him. 
 
    “Chances are, you might not have to if I can reclaim my mind at the requisite time,” he reasoned, but his expression conveyed how unlikely he thought that was. “But it is not something I am willing to put stock on. Like I said, this might be the last moment of true coherency I have left, so listen carefully. When you talk to him, you simply have to mention one thing and one thing only: Zara. He will know… what that means.” 
 
    “And on the off-chance Sskern still won’t listen to me?” I prodded as the man’s eyes closed again. 
 
    “He will,” he said. “You must…” 
 
    The ex-Regent’s words faded as the man succumbed to his exhaustion. 
 
    Shay and I watched him breathe for a moment, and I was relieved at the absence of that wet bronchial rattle from before. 
 
    “Good thinking with the mushrooms,” I finally said, and I stood up from the edge of the bed while Shay removed the empty cup from Sskorn’s slackening grip. 
 
    “It will last him until mid-epoch if we are lucky,” the phoenix-woman sighed and packed away the cup. “But it is only a guess. Amaya said the fungus has similar properties to the fly-cap, but is less potent. Based on his rapidly deteriorating state, combined with the dampened efficacy, your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    “I don’t like this, Shay,” I confessed in the dying light of the fire and then went with her to the bunk across from Zoie. 
 
    “Hmm, that is precisely why Sskorn has burdened you with this task, dearheart,” she said as she took me into her arms and began playing with my hair. 
 
    “Nice,” I snorted, and I wrapped my arms around her with my head over her heart. “I knew he had a chip on his shoulder about me.” 
 
    “A chip…? Oh, you mean he took umbrage against you,” she said, and her voice was low and warm like the embers. “To be fair, I don’t think there is a lot that met with the former Regent’s satisfaction, so the standards were already impossible, thus.” 
 
    “Mm, I love when you talk like that,” I mumbled and closed my eyes so I could focus on the throb of her big heart. “Especially because I know you do that specifically to cheer me up.” 
 
    “You know me just as I know you, it seems,” she said, and the teasing lilt in her voice caused me to raise my head. She had a soft look on her face I knew matched the depths of her love because I could feel the echo of it in the skip of my own heart when our eyes locked. “Alex, the reason Sskorn looks to you to fulfill this task is because you hate the fact this choice has to be made regardless. The Regent knows the yolk of being a true leader is making the hard decisions as well as the easy ones. And by showing Sskern this, in the end, you will be honoring his elder brother.” 
 
    “I…” My words faltered at that, and I sighed as I put my head back down against her chest. “I’m not sure I thought about it that way.” 
 
    “This is one of those… how do you put it? ‘Food-thoughts?’” Her hand resumed combing through my hair. 
 
    “You mean, ‘food for thought?’” I chuckled and squeezed us tightly together for a moment. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered and swathed the blanket around us. “Think of it later. For now, sleep, dearheart.” 
 
    I did sleep, but with the knowledge I probably wasn’t going to be this comfortable again for the foreseeable future, so I was relieved Aventoll seemed to have only calm oceans to show me in my dreams. 
 
    And I desperately clung to this calm when we had to stop for the umpteenth time the next day, and judging by the sun, it was almost high noon-- well, high mid-epoch. 
 
    Unfortunately, the mushroom tea wore off by dawn, and it was steadily becoming impossible for Sskern to manage the increasing incline with the added cumbersome weight he had to carry. 
 
    “Just a little further, brother,” the raptor-man attempted to coax, but a non-verbal and near-feral Sskorn just pushed him away as he crashed down to rest on a boulder. 
 
    The dino-man panted harshly in strained wheezing gales, and frothy white spittle formed at the corners of his mouth. His blue eyes were bloodshot and overly bright, and the pin-pricks of his pupils threatened to disappear completely in the ocean of blue. 
 
    “This is not looking too good here, chief,” Horus remarked under his breath as his gold-green eyes tracked around the small clearing where we were forced to stop in this gunmetal-gray forest. 
 
    I raised my face up to the sky again and felt the warm sun heat my face, but the air was growing chillier the higher we climbed. 
 
    “I know, H, but there’s nothing we can do until we get to that damn outpost,” I huffed. 
 
    “Maybe Sskern…” The rest of Horus’ thought trailed off, however, and I clapped him on the shoulder.  
 
    I knew the ambivalent look that came over his features, and I knew his thoughts had been traveling in the same direction as mine.  
 
    What he chose to say instead was, “It’s getting colder. And I’ve noticed something else, too.” 
 
    “What?” I asked as I followed his gaze to the handful of screechers perched on some of the branches, and their bright-yellow bodies were like flames among the dull broad leaves of the strange forest. 
 
    “We have an audience,” the falcon-man intoned just as another screecher landed on the same branch as three others. “And growing. They can smell the Regent’s weakness.” 
 
    “We need to just make it to the outpost, H,” I said. “Help me think of a way to do that.” 
 
    I could tell by his skeptical eyebrow raise he didn’t see what good it would do when we would ostensibly be in the same situation, only at the outpost, but it was not my place to reveal what the ex-Regent had planned. Still, my loyal second simply nodded his head and cast his eyes about for something. 
 
    “What we really need is a way for Sskern to carry Sskorn that won’t have us stopping so much,” Horus mused as he tapped his chin. 
 
    “I agree,” I said as an idea tried to glue itself together in my head with what we had on hand. “Do we have any rope that isn’t full of thorns? What about from Soaring?” 
 
    “All Zoie and I were able to salvage from the tethers was only enough to make one cord,” he said. “The rest of them were quite frayed. It’s actually a wonder more of them didn’t snap like hers did. I’m still not entirely sure how we all managed to get out of that by the way.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll tell you about it sometime,” I said as I eyed the fallen leaves on the ground. 
 
    The forests of Terr were nothing like the ones on Nata. For starters, all the trees were various shades of gray with thick leaves that reminded me of a cross between a rubber and a banana tree. When I picked one of the dried ones up, its rigid flexibility was durable and virtually impossible to tear. Their shiny undersides made them slippery to walk on, which was an ongoing pain as we hiked, but maybe it could actually work in our favor. 
 
    “If you’re wanting to do something with that, you’d better do it now, because Sskern thinks this is almost the edge of the tree line,” Amaya said as she precariously walked over on her boot-clad feet. 
 
    It was clear she wasn’t used to walking in them, and for that reason, her sister seemed obliged to follow close behind in case the oryx-woman lost her footing. 
 
    “Also, Sskern is wanting to go soon,” Anwaar reported, and I peered over her head at the brothers. 
 
    By the way Sskern was wearily feeding sips of water to a still-panting Sskorn, it looked like neither of them wanted to go anywhere fast. 
 
    “Okay, here’s the plan,” I announced in a voice that got everyone’s attention. “We need to fashion together some type of sled out of some sturdy branches along with these leaves here. If we can make something Sskorn can lay on that can also slide over the ground, then Sskern can tow him if we can also make a harness. These leaves here are tough and slippery, so if we can sew them together, it might work.” 
 
    “I still have my personal darning-kit,” Shay piped up, and she rummaged in her pack. 
 
    “The rest of you, spread out across the immediate area in pairs,” I instructed. “We need four branches. Two should be the length of the Regent, and the other two can be half that. Quickly-- but not you, Ambassador. Take this time to rest a bit before we go.” 
 
    “I…” The raptor-man blinked at me, and at first it seemed as if he wanted to protest staying put while everyone frantically went to work, but a glance at his wheezing brother had him silently acknowledging this sliver of peace for what it was. “Thank you for your action, Brightwood. I understand you were probably not expecting this to be as perilous as it has been when I asked you to come to my homeland.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Sskern,” I said and patted him on the shoulder. “You’re a part of this team now.” 
 
    He nodded again in gratitude and turned back to his brother. 
 
    The smile faded from my face when I turned around and went with Horus and Rylan to search for the stuff we needed. 
 
    The word ‘Zara’ pounded through my head all the while. 
 
    Eight people doing the job of two produced a vast array of branch options, and with Shay’s nimble fingers fashioning the leaves together into a tarp-like piece, we had all the materials ready to craft a makeshift sled. 
 
    Nemis wisely salvaged a small hand drill from the tools aboard Soaring, and he was able to bore holes for the rope to go through the branches. Then, with a small hatchet Rylan and Gelf had found back in the harbor village, we sized the shorter branches, cut them in half to make four, and lashed them to the frame for support. 
 
    By the time that was done, Shay and Jenner’s nimble fingers had finished the tarp-like leaf-quilt, and Shay had even cleverly sewn a hem on either side of the tarp where the long branches could slip through and create the frame of the sled. 
 
    Before long, the sun was just past the apex of its ascent, but we had the regent bundled up in cloaks and strapped in with the thorn vines, which acted strangely like Velcro and kept him snug. 
 
    “How does that feel?” Amaya asked the raptor-man as she adjusted the handwoven rope harness she helped make over his chest. 
 
    “Fine, very fine.” He grinned. “This leaves my hands free as well. We will make much haste.” 
 
    Then Sskern elongated his claws slightly and dropped to all fours. 
 
    And we were off to the races. 
 
    Well, not totally, given the fact that once we crossed the tree line, the wind chill slapped us all in the face, and the incline was nothing short of a near-vertical hell. But we really were making better time now that Sskern could put his energy into the climb. 
 
    In fact, I was just starting to think we might be able to get the ailing ex-Regent all the way to Terr like this when a hair-raising sound echoed off the dagger-like cliffs. 
 
    “What in the fresh hell is that?” I whipped my head around the wide ledge we were currently on for the source of the terrifying rumbling sound, and I drew my dual blades from the scabbard across my back. 
 
    “It’s coming from under the ground,” Zoie said, and she unsheathed her curved sword as well as her eyes darted from rock spire to rock spire. 
 
    “Sskern?” I called out as he loosed his rock-bladed whip from his belt. “Wanna tell us more about your home island? Any monsters we should be aware of?” 
 
    “These columns are part of a hack-chewer colony, but they tend to only come out at night,” he said as we all made a circle around Sskorn, Jenner, and Rylan. 
 
    “What are hack-chewers?” Rylan asked with the appropriate amount of dread in his voice for something named a “hack-chewer.” 
 
    “They are a terribly invasive species with three curved tails equipped with venomous stingers, and four large pincer-like claws,” the raptor-man elaborated. 
 
    “Fabulous,” I deadpanned. “But we’re not even sure it’s hack-chewers, right?” 
 
    The rumbling grew louder and drowned out any potential answers to my question. Then an eruption of weird lobster-slash-scorpion things the size of housecats spewed out of the spire rocks like termites, and the speed in which they outnumbered us was terrifying. 
 
    There was no time to dwell on the horrifying reality that we were now going to have to fight back the sudden horde of abominations jumping at us like those freaky jumping spiders I saw on Nat Geo. 
 
    “These are definitely hack-chewers!” Sskern bellowed just before he cracked his whip at the one lunging in mid-air for his face. 
 
    The tip of his rock-bladed whip split the creature from top to tail in a spray of neon-green ooze. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said and brought up my left hand to block one of the beasts from going for my jugular with its sharp snapping pincers. They clanged off the black steel of my blade, and with the curved weapon in my other hand, I shoved the fucker off with one swipe. 
 
    “Sssskkreeet!” it hissed and rolled closer to Zoie, but even though it was maimed and missing three of its four lobster claws, it still had its three scorpion tails that jabbed for her feet and ankles. 
 
    “Reeeooooowwwlll!” Zoie cried and stabbed her blade down double-handed through its back, and its terrible shrieking stopped with a wet squelch. 
 
    Three more of the fuckers lunged at both of us, but each one of them were taken down in tandem by a volley of arrows, daggers, and slung rocks. Horus, Amaya, and Shay all roared out their own battle cries, and then they parted so Anwaar could take center stage. 
 
    “Rah!” the ibex-woman growled, and a solid orb of red energy jettisoned from her palms when she pressed the insides of her wrists together. 
 
    The orb made a good-sized dent in the number of amassed hack-chewers, and the concussion blast caused them to scatter around like headless chickens. This way, it was easier to kick them apart and keep them from forming the writhing mass of confusion that would probably spell our doom. 
 
    “Everyone, try to separate them!” I shouted and stabbed through a maw of rapidly sawing teeth, and then I kicked the squealing bug off the end of my scimitar. Another tried attaching itself to my shoulder with its lobster claws, but I clenched my hand around my weapon and bashed it between its six eyes. 
 
    Another minor concussive attack from Anwaar, and a few deadly cracks of Sskern’s bell-ended whip, and the creatures were suddenly on the run back to their gray rock spires. 
 
    “We did it!” Rylan shouted and dropped the rock he was wielding. 
 
    But something didn’t seem right. Sure, we were just starting to push them back, but by sheer numbers alone, it was only a matter of time before they eventually got us on the back-foot. 
 
    “Shhh!” I kept my head on a swivel, but then I froze when I felt something beneath my feet. 
 
    It was a vibration that steadily grew stronger, and the longer I stood there, a loud rumbling could be heard to accompany it. 
 
    And it sounded like it was coming down the mountain straight for us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “Sskern?” I questioned when the freight-train rumble from above us didn’t sound like it was lessening, and the tremors under our feet only grew and grew. “What is that?” 
 
    “Avalanche…” he whispered, and his pupils contracted into thin vertical lines as the first billows of white could be seen plummeting from the peaks. “Avalanche!” 
 
    “Mother of Mercedes,” I breathed as I returned my swords to their scabbard and then ran to the edge of the ledge. Below was the sheer slope we’d all just painstakingly trudged up before attempting to weave our way through the spire rocks. On our way up, we passed a large outcropping of rock I could still see about a quarter mile away that we all might be able to shelter under. If we could get to it. “We need to move, now! Take cover under that slanted rock!” 
 
    My voice almost didn’t make it above the roar of the avalanche, and I leapt over a rock in order to help Sskern with the ex-Regent’s sled. 
 
    With Horus’ help, we were able to give Sskern a running start before catching up with the rest of the pack as we tore toward the natural shelter of the outcrop. 
 
    “Ah!” Rylan suddenly yelled as the toe of his boot connected with a rough patch, which caused him to go down hard. 
 
    I skidded to a halt after I flew past him, and I doubled back when he wobbled on his ankle. 
 
    “Come on!” I shouted and threw him over my shoulder in a fireman-carry. 
 
    “Dad!” Rylan screamed. “It’s getting closer!” 
 
    Chunks of snow and ice were beginning to slam into the ground in front of us like missiles, and I lengthened my stride to cover more ground. Then my heart almost fell through the earth when I saw Sskorn’s sled nearly flip over. 
 
    A piece of the frame came loose and flew at me like a spear, and I had to dodge out of its path. Thankfully, the Ambassador and his brother made it under the slanted rock after Horus and Nemis helped slow their descent when their speed threatened to send the raptor and dino-brothers careening completely past. 
 
    Just like Rylan and I were about to. 
 
    “We’re going too fast!” I felt Rylan bury his face into the middle of my back to prevent himself from staring at the no doubt terrifying tsunami of snow barreling down on us. 
 
    Hence, why I refused to glance behind me. 
 
    However, Ry’s panicked observation was correct: we were going way too fast due to the downward angle. 
 
    “Alex!” Zoie yelled, and she flung out her hand right as we were about to skid by. When I reached for it, she clasped my wrist and used our momentum to swing me under the outcrop just before the avalanche crashed down. 
 
    “Oof!” I grunted as Rylan and I fell into a tangle of bodies that attempted to break our fall. 
 
    I laid there on the hard ground and watched the cascade of snow stream over our shelter like we were hunkering under a river rock. The slightly dazed feeling quickly left me as I listened to the roaring flow of snow above our heads, and I pulled myself to an upright position. 
 
    “Everyone in one piece?” I asked, and I helped my son sit up so I could inspect his ankle. 
 
    There were various disgruntled noises of affirmation, but I would take disgruntled over dead, so I counted that as a win. 
 
    “Ow,” my son hissed as I gently palpated the bones in his foot. 
 
    I removed my pack and went about doing a basic field dressing on the strained appendage as the rush of snow above us finally petered out. 
 
    “How does that feel now?” I asked as I finished tying off the bandage. 
 
    “Better.” He smiled at me and put his boot back on. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Be careful next time, or you’ll send me to an early grave,” I huffed and mussed his sandy mop of hair. 
 
    “Do you think it’s safe for us to go out there?” my son queried as he squinted at the patch of sky visible from our shelter. 
 
    The rest of the chatter cut out, and a hush descended as we listened for more telltale signs of the avalanche, but all was eerily silent. 
 
    “It feels like it is over for now,” Amaya said with one hand against the smooth surface of the jutting rock, and her eyes flashed their pearlescent glow. 
 
    “How is the Regent?” Shay asked. 
 
    “No change,” Sskern mumbled as he made some adjustments to Sskorn’s sled. 
 
    Even though it was now a little banged up and somewhat worse for the wear, it was still passable. 
 
    “How much time did we lose, Sskern?” I asked the Ambassador. “How far does this put us away from the outpost?” 
 
    “Not far, however, I worry about traversing so much snow,” the raptor-man said. “It is already hard to maintain my footing, but now I fear we must skirt around the issue, and that might take time we do not have.” 
 
    I wracked my brain for something we could use, and then I remembered the thorny vine rope I salvaged, and an idea clicked. 
 
    “Everyone, take off your shoes,” I instructed as I went about cutting two lengths of the rope, each measuring the length of my forearm. 
 
    I decided I would test my theory with my own boot, so I took the rope, tied it into a basic loop, and then twisted it so it was fastened over the sole in a figure eight. Putting any pressure on the vine made the thorns poke out from their viney prison, and I figured this would be perfect to improve our traction through the snow. 
 
    Pleased, I tossed my boot into the center of our Crew. 
 
    “Use that as an example for your own boots,” I told them as I rapidly cut up several more lengths of rope. “Sskern, would this work on your, erm, feet?” 
 
    The raptor-man lifted a rope and then twined it around the large toe-claws on his feet like some weird version of brass knuckles. 
 
    “This will do nicely,” he commented as he wiggled his now wrapped appendages, and with each movement, the thorns could be seen extending like cat claws. 
 
    “Let’s just avoid anything that can set off an avalanche from here on out, okay?” I winked at Anwaar to let her know I didn’t blame her, and she made a show of sitting on her hands. 
 
    After we all took time to modify our footwear, we were off again on our perilous Hike of Doom. 
 
    “We can pretty much keep on the way we were going, but we will have to approach the outpost from the east,” Jenner said between breaths about an hour or two after we out-ran the avalanche. He turned the map in his hands this way and that. “Although, this is just as horribly outdated as your other maps, Nemis.” 
 
    “Aye, no outsider has been to the Terran shores in quite a long while,” the captain said as he tied a maroon bandanna around his head. 
 
    “It will be colder now that the sun is beyond its zenith, so we should take a moment to bundle up,” I said as I looked over Jenner’s shoulder at the map. 
 
    It wasn’t like we couldn’t swap out our wardrobes while we hiked, but I noticed Sskern flagging as well as Rylan’s limp worsening, and no offense to my trusty koala-butler, but he wasn’t exactly a spring chicken. 
 
    “Meep?” Gelf pawed at my leg while everyone was busy pulling out their heavy liners and affixing them to their cloaks. 
 
    “What is it, girl?” I patted the lizard-slash-weasel creature on the head, and she morphed so she was five times her regular size. She gazed at Rylan again and then back at me with big puppy dog eyes, and I sighed. “We’ve already been over this, girl. It’s not safe for you to carry him.” 
 
    “Mow-wow,” she moaned and shrunk back down. 
 
    I patted her head again, and I had to admit I was amused at her antics. 
 
    From the moment her human injured himself, she’d spent most of the hike trying to convince me to let him ride her. However, her feet were more attuned to dense forests, not barren inclines littered with sharp rocks. The reality was, Gelf had to spend most of the hike wrapped around Ry’s neck because her feet were prone to cuts. 
 
    But it was cute how much she wanted to help. 
 
    Especially because when we rallied, the last push up to the outpost was the worst one yet, and I would need all the help I could get. 
 
    For one, the narrow switchbacks during this part of the hike were loose and crumbling in places, which made traversing them a virtual nightmare. Several times, we needed to slow our progress and help Sskorn’s battered sled over the next rise. 
 
    “Augh!” the poor man cried out when the frame banged against the cliff face as Horus and I lifted it up a ledge to Sskern, and the ex-Regent’s pained bellow forced a flock of screechers to take to the sky. 
 
    The hungry beady-eyed creatures had never stopped following us, and now their numbers were growing. One or two of the pterosaurs seemed harmless, but with their razor-like claws and sharp beaks, they could be a big problem in large numbers. 
 
    I’d hoped at first we lost them after the avalanche, but that wasn’t the case, and when they appeared again they had brought friends. Since the tree line, they went from three to thirty. 
 
    On top of that, it also started to snow, which made the path icy and even more dangerous. The thorn vines around our feet were working somewhat okay, but for all the added weight Sskern had to drag, the ropes around his clawed toes began to lose their traction. 
 
    It was right when our group was trekking up a snow-blanketed incline that Sskern finally lost the battle with the ramshackle sled and gravity. 
 
    “Raaaa!” Sskern grunted as his feet failed to find purchase, and Horus, Zoie, and I had to help stop both reptile-brothers from sliding down. It was a team effort, but when we finally manhandled the sled up to the top of the rise, Sskorn was whimpering soft broken noises of true agony, and it was clear our handling of him exacerbated his condition. 
 
    “Sskern, we need to stop,” I said when the raptor-man immediately tried to push on. 
 
    “No, we are almost there!” he argued with a determined growl and jerked at the harness. 
 
    “Augh!” A wail ripped out of Sskorn’s mouth when he was jarred by his brother’s ministrations, and finally the raptor-man took in the scene. 
 
    “Sskorn…” he said and sank down to his knees next to the sledge. 
 
    “Bro-ther,” the dino-man croaked. The hard-won lucidity flickered in his eyes like a flame in the wind, and when he glanced at me, I instinctively knew what he was going to say next. “It’s time.” 
 
    “We are not having that discussion again!” Sskern said as the ridges on either side of his domed head flared. 
 
    “Sskern,” the dino-man said and grasped his brother’s wrist. 
 
    “No!” He tried to pull away so he could continue on. “The outpost is so close, I can feel it! There will be mounts posted as well as the guard, and they will have provisions for all of us, you’ll see.” 
 
    Sskorn shook his head and garbled out a reply that was abruptly lost due to his constricted hacking. 
 
    But I heard what it was. 
 
    “Ambassador…” I said with my hand on his shoulder. “Listen to him. He’s trying to tell you something.” 
 
    “If it’s not his readiness to keep climbing then, I do not want to hear it,” Sskern huffed. 
 
    “Zara,” I said with my arms crossed over my chest, and Sskern’s face drained to an ashy complexion. 
 
    “What did you say?” he finally asked. 
 
    “Not me,” I said before I jutted my chin in Sskorn’s direction, and more cottony froth appeared at the corners of the ex-Regent’s mouth as he attempted to breathe through lungs that sounded wrecked beyond repair. “That’s what he said. Just now.” 
 
    Sskern shattered even more and gazed down at his brother. 
 
    “It is time… for the Passing Rite,” the dino-man labored as he held onto the last of his clarity tooth-and-nail. “You must take… my place and my status. If anyone can unite the Echelons, it is you.” 
 
    “But--” Sskern attempted to argue, but the set of his shoulders told me he knew it was a losing battle even before Sskorn interrupted him yet again. 
 
    “Let my death be mine, Sskern!” he snapped, and then he coughed pitifully. “And you must accept your place, and the burden of doing what we must for Clan Skerros.” 
 
    When the distraught Ambassador conceded and hung his head, I gestured for the rest of us to give them some space, and the sad reality of what was about to take place blanketed our group with such a solemnity that none of us spoke. 
 
    The day was getting shorter, and more screechers flocked like hungry vultures, but I didn’t have the heart to rush the Ambassador while he spoke with his brother for the last time. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like ages, the late afternoon sun hung like a ripe orange in the sky, and Sskern came over with a tell-tale moisture in his eyes. 
 
    “My brother has requested the Augur-woman collect his tears before the Rite is enacted,” the raptor-man said with a glance at Amaya before he cast his gaze down and away. “If you would be kind enough, that is?” 
 
    “Of course,” the oryx-woman said without hesitation. 
 
    “But, Amaya…” her sister started, but Amaya held her hand up and looped her arm with the Ambassador’s. 
 
    “Of course,” she repeated with a tone that brooked no argument. 
 
    “And, Brightwood… Alex,” he said with another furtive glance up at me this time. “Sskorn would have a final word with you.” 
 
    “Of course,” I parroted for lack of anything else to say. “Horus…” 
 
    “I’ll keep watch,” he said immediately, and he eyed the flock of scavenger screechers waiting stoically for a meal they knew was nigh. 
 
    As the three of us walked back over to Sskorn, he held his hand out for his brother to help him out of the sled. I saw how much of a struggle it was, so I jumped in on the ex-Regent’s other side and supported him under the arm so he could make it the few paces needed to reach a mostly flat rock. 
 
    We settled him on the surface, and he thanked us with a barely-there voice. 
 
    “Brightwood,” he rasped, and I came closer to his makeshift bier so he wouldn’t have to strain. “There are a few things my dying mind has forced itself to remember… but because of powerful binding magic, I cannot reveal them with words lest it kill me before the Rite.” 
 
    “I understand,” I told him as Amaya came up and cupped his face. “Let go, Sskorn of Clan Skerros.” 
 
    The ex-Regent’s face knotted up in a grimace of pain, but a moment later it eased into an expression of relief and peace. Gossamer tears pooled in the corner of one closed eye, and before the bead could grow too heavy and fall to the ground, Amaya dutifully cupped her hands against his outside cheek. 
 
    “Thank you…” Sskorn sighed as the tears began to steadily course down his face in a single stream. “Brother, do it now. I am redeemed.” 
 
    Sskern pulled a stiletto blade hewn from a highly polished black onyx out from the inside of his armored belt, and Amaya swiftly moved out of the way with her hands cupping the precious liquid. 
 
    “I take upon the Righteous Plight as is Passed unto me,” Sskern said and aimed the point of the dagger over his brother’s heart. 
 
    Sskorn gathered his Duelist Stone and his brother’s in one hand. “And I willingly Pass down my status to this Noble Asher.” 
 
    A light poured through his clenched fingers right as Sskern plunged the dagger through his heart. 
 
    Sskorn didn’t make a sound other than a sigh, and a balmy breeze cut through the crisp wet air, which reminded me of spring. The same peace passed through me, and I somehow knew his spirit was finally at rest. 
 
    “Sskern?” I whispered when the raptor-man bowed his head. 
 
    “It is done,” he said and pulled back from his brother. “You, Alex Brightwood, are witness to the Passing, and to my newly gained Seventh-Rank.” 
 
    I nodded but was at a loss of what to say during this situation, so I offered the only thing I could. 
 
    “Is there somewhere we can give your brother a proper burial?” I asked as I eyed the screechers. “I would hate to dishonor him by leaving his body for the scavengers.” 
 
    “His body is brought honor by feeding the creatures of Terr, it is the way of our people,” Sskern explained in a hollow tone as he straightened his body and hoisted his pack. “Give me one moment, and I will be ready to depart.” 
 
    I nodded and let him gather himself as I turned my attention to Amaya. 
 
    The oryx-woman was perched on top of a boulder with her cupped hands stretched toward the sky as if she was trying to warm it with the sun’s rays, and her sister Anwaar was standing next to her with her arms folded across her chest. 
 
    “You know you can’t do any scrying with that without a proper vessel,” the ibex-woman said as she shook out her autumn hair. 
 
    “Yes, Ana,” Amaya said, and based on her tone, it sounded as if she’d been hearing her sister’s criticism for a while. “But there was no way I could refuse him. And I am glad I didn’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Anwaar questioned when I walked over to the conversation. 
 
    “I can feel it in my hands when I hold it,” the augur-woman said as her irises started to glow faintly. “There are things concealed… something about…” 
 
    She gasped as she locked eyes with me. 
 
    “About what, Amaya?” Anwaar urged. 
 
    “There is the terrible fetid smell of infection, but underneath that all there is something about… Rylan,” she said, and I snapped my head around looking for the kid in question. 
 
    My son was chatting with Horus as they kept an eye on the screecher sentinels waiting for an opening now that they could smell new death. 
 
    “What about him?” I nearly growled as my mixed feelings about the ex-Regent clashed with the sympathy I felt for Sskern. Just because I resented his dubious dealings in the past didn’t mean he deserved to waste away like he had. “Can you tell what it’s about through your Touch, Ames?” 
 
    However, if his shit spilled over into my territory, I needed to know what we were up against. 
 
    “I’m trying,” she said as her eyes glowed even brighter until they consumed her pupils. “Hm.” 
 
    “What?” Anwaar asked. 
 
    “There really is only one thing for it,” the oryx-woman said, and before either her sister or I could stop her, Amaya brought her cupped hands up to her mouth and swallowed the tears whole. 
 
    “Amaya!” her sister gasped and tried to grab her before she fell off the boulder, but she wasn’t quick enough, and the oryx-woman’s booted feet scraped off the rock before she arched to the side. 
 
    If I hadn’t been standing below her already, she would have fallen hard and possibly hit her head on one of the numerous sharp rocks scattered around. 
 
    “Amaya,” I said breathlessly when I caught her in my arms, and then I lowered her to the ground as her body began to shake and convulse. “Amaya! What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    Anwaar jumped down from the boulder and was at her sister’s side in an instant. 
 
    “Oh, you foolish girl.” The mage clicked her teeth and placed her palms on either side of Amaya’s head. Then the ibex-woman’s opal eyes flashed, and her palms glowed faintly. “Because we don’t have access to a proper scrying vessel, she has taken it upon herself to become the vessel. The initial process is always a shock to her system, but I think I can help soothe her.” 
 
    I watched with a tense jaw as the augur-woman’s convulsing slowed to mere twitches, and I squeezed her hand. 
 
    “Alex? What’s-- oh!” Shay’s voice cut off as she and Zoie noticed the commotion and hurried up to us. “Is Amaya okay?” 
 
    “What happened?” Zoie also questioned with concern in her gaze. 
 
    “Amaya… swallowed the Regent’s tears,” I said and frowned down at the oryx-woman’s paler-than-usual complexion. 
 
    “Something is… wrong,” Anwaar said and gave voice to the one thing I was dreading for her to say. “She has stabilized, but… she does not wake. There is something blocking me from reaching her.” 
 
    “Maybe I could--” Shay started to offer with her own hand outstretched, but was cut off by Anwaar grabbing her wrist. 
 
    “No!” the mage nearly shouted, but she quickly removed her hand with an apologetic expression. “I’m sorry, Shay, but until you really learn to control your power, the answer is no.” 
 
    “I understand,” the phoenix-woman said with a respectful nod even though it was clear she was at least partially stung. “What can we do for her?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” Anwaar faltered. 
 
    “I hate to break that up over there,” Horus said as he stamped a foot in front of a pack of curious screechers now becoming interested in the fallen woman. “But these guys are becoming a lot more bold-- ow! Hey, you little scat-bastard!” 
 
    The screecher that tried to nip at the falcon-man’s ankle flapped back with a squawk, and when I took in the veritable horde of screechers huddled around us, and how they eyed Amaya’s prone form with hunger, I couldn’t help but think we were back to square one. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “They are becoming restless, and now with the girl, the urge for them to feed is slowly outweighing their instincts to be cautious,” Sskern explained as he reworked the rope that used to be his harness. “If we don’t leave for the outpost now, they might rally against all of us. And the screechers could attract their much bigger counterparts, the squallers.” 
 
    “Try one more time, Ani, and then let that be it,” Horus said as the insensate oryx-woman remained lifeless with her head cushioned on my knees. “We don’t want you to end up in the same state as her.” 
 
    Anwaar ignored him with a determined look on her elfin face, and she panted as her hands glowed on either side of Amaya’s skull. The reddish light flickered valiantly, but after a gasp, the mage gave up the ghost and slouched back against Horus, who was ready and waiting to support her. 
 
    “I can’t get past the barrier,” she said with a frustrated snarl. 
 
    “It’s okay, but Horus is right,” I said and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t make yourself sick.” 
 
    “Isn’t there anything that can be done?” Zoie asked. 
 
    “Rest,” the ibex-woman said with a fretful frown. “Hopefully.” 
 
    “Um, Dad?” Rylan came over with a pinched expression on his face, but whatever it was needed to wait. 
 
    “Not now, bud,” I said as I brushed the flaxen curls out of Amaya’s face. 
 
    Part of the reason why I wanted to push Rylan away was the vaguely haunting thing the augur-woman said about my foster son before she drank Sskorn’s tears. I didn’t want her to suddenly come to and blurt out something I wasn’t sure I wanted Rylan to hear until I’d heard it first. 
 
    “But I--” he began until I cut him off with a look. 
 
    “Please, go help your uncle,” I said and gestured where the falcon-man and Captain Nemis were now actively beating back the creatures hell-bent on encroaching closer to us. 
 
    He left to go help only looking mildly dejected, but it was for the best. 
 
    “Let us tie the girl to my back,” Sskern suggested as he brandished the rope for the harness. 
 
    “I think I can manage,” was my knee-jerk reaction. My protective instincts were rearing their head at the sight of the beautiful oryx-woman looking so vulnerable and unresponsive. 
 
    “You need to have your hands free to fight any screechers, and my whip might set off another avalanche,” he said, and I knew he was right. “The scavengers will pursue us now that they have the scent of death, so we must hurry.” 
 
    “Okay,” I reluctantly agreed that he would be the best bet and helped situate Amaya over the raptor-man’s broad back. With the rope, we fashioned a type of sling, and thanks to Nemis and his expert knot tying, she could settle securely in while Sskern was free to claw up the hill on all fours if he needed. “And you’re quite sure the screechers will start chasing us?” 
 
    “Most definitely,” the Ambassador confirmed. 
 
    “Then let’s do this,” I said as I unsheathed my dual blades. 
 
    If I wasn’t so focused on watching our flanks as Sskern plowed ahead, I would have taken a moment to muse about how proud I was of my Crew. I didn’t really have to say anything for all of them to understand the urgency of getting to the outpost before the sun set. 
 
    They all dug in and pushed without any complaints, and we kept to our tight formation with Horus and I in the back, Zoie guarding the middle, and Sskern and his formidable claws at the front. 
 
    So, when the screechers finally showed up after they’d apparently already made quick work of Sskorn, it wasn’t as hard as I figured it would be to fend the scavengers off. 
 
    At first. 
 
    The screechers responded to large hand gestures as we shooed them away when they got too close, but they quickly started to push the envelope and began dive-bombing us. 
 
    “Back!” Shay commanded as she let a rock fly from her sling. Her accuracy was dead on, and the screecher went down. 
 
    “Excellent, you beauty, you!” Captain Nemis said and did the weirdest thing by turning around like a crazy fucker for the screecher’s carcass. “Keep ‘em coming, and we’ll have some roasted meat tonight!” 
 
    “It’s not worth it, you crazy bastard!” Horus yelled and loosed an arrow when a screecher tried to nip at one of Zoie’s ears. 
 
    “Can’t hear you!” Nemis hollered in a tone that belied otherwise and scooped up the second carcass. 
 
    “Just keep going!” I gritted out through my clenched teeth as I tried to conserve as much oxygen as possible. We were still going upwards, and the altitude was going to be a problem. 
 
    Well. More than it already was. 
 
    Luckily, everyone took my order to heart, and we single-handedly pushed ourselves the last three or four miles around to the northern face of the rise we were currently on, and blessedly, to the outpost. 
 
    “There it is!” Zoie announced with a weary but bright smile. 
 
    The outpost was a sight for sore eyes, and we were able to set up camp in the abandoned shack that was only ever meant to house five people at most. Even though there were no squallers available for us to lessen our load, and Amaya was still down for the count, spirits were somewhat high. 
 
    When a proper fire was built up, and two perfectly dressed screecher carcasses were roasting in the fireplace, we all sat silently and tended to our own devices. Some of our things could use organizing, and after the grueling hike we’d just completed, we all seemed to need a little downtime. 
 
    After I finished making sure my crossbow was properly oiled and in good order, I made the rounds and checked in with everyone before I ended over where Anwaar was tending to Amaya on a cot. 
 
    “Any change?” I asked. 
 
    “No, and I dare not try to break through again,” she huffed. 
 
    “Dad?” Rylan walked up to me the same way he did earlier when I brushed him off. 
 
    “Rylan…” I went to send him away again, but the tight look around the corners of his eyes made me hesitate. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    It was clear he was struggling with something I couldn’t just see in front of me. Now that I was focused on him, I could see how pale he was and the dark circles ringing his eyes. 
 
    “It’s… the ringing,” he said, and his haunted eyes kept darting over to the unconscious oryx-woman. “I’ve been hearing it since Amaya…” 
 
    “Ringing, what do you mean ringing?” I questioned as mild panic prevented me from remembering what about this seemed familiar. My brain kept shorting out and jumping to terrible half-formed conclusions, and I had to wrangle back my scattered thoughts. 
 
    “The Dark Realm.” He wrung his hands as his brow buckled even more. “I can hear when someone is there like a ringing in my head. She… she’s getting louder. She’s stuck there, I think.” 
 
    “And how would you know of such a thing, youngling?” Anwaar asked. 
 
    “It’s something I have always been able to do because of my Traveler heritage,” he said and wrung his hands harder. “It’s just… making my head really hurt, and I was just wondering if there was something I could do.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” I asked him and gripped the back of his neck that was tenser than a bar of steel. 
 
    “I can get her and bring her back,” he said with a fierce light in his eyes. “I know I can.” 
 
    “What is the Dark Realm?” Anwaar insisted as everyone started to gather around. 
 
    “It’s not a place all people can get to,” Rylan said. “To my knowledge, only people of Traveler descent can sometimes access it. It is the place between being awake and asleep.” 
 
    “Does this place resemble a misty forest with perfect circular clearings?” Sskern asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Rylan said. “I’m not sure, but I don’t think people are supposed to be there for too long.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Ry?” I asked him with an urgency in my voice. 
 
    “It’s just a theory, but I think if you stay in the Dark Realm for too long, it’s like you start to forget you’re there,” he murmured. 
 
    “And how do you know this, young man?” Zoie’s Disapproving Mom Voice made Rylan cringe. 
 
    “I used to experiment back in W-West Alem,” he said bravely in the face of voicing his long-kept secret, and I was momentarily impressed with his courage. “But I quickly realized my limitations, and how dangerous it was. I found out changing my form in the Dark Realm helped me last longer, especially if I changed into an animal like the canterfly. It’s how I know I can do this.” 
 
    He took a breath and turned to me like he was about to continue his Power Point on Reasons He Should Do This, but before he could go on, I smiled and gripped his shoulder. 
 
    “I trust you,” I said and halted him in his tracks. 
 
    “You do?” He blinked and grinned a confused, but pleased-looking, grin. “Why?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “Because you are literally The Expert on the Dark Realm as far as everyone is concerned. However, I won’t let you go alone. Can you take people to the Realm, or is it more of an ‘exit only’ situation?” 
 
    “I’ve tried once… it didn’t go well…” he said with a cringe that had me putting this particular topic on the shelf to revisit later. 
 
    “Okay, then I’ll just meditate my way there,” I decided and hunkered down crisscross style right there on one side of Amaya’s cot. The flames from the hearth in front of me flickered hypnotically, and I knew deep down I would be successful with how my fatigued mind was already calling me to meditate. 
 
    “Chief, are you sure this is a good idea?” Horus asked with a pinched brow. “What if you get stuck, too?” 
 
    “I won’t,” I said, and I grinned when Rylan sat next to me. 
 
    “Fine, then Sskern and I will defend your bodies and our camp while you’re under,” the falcon-man said as he armed himself and nodded at the Ambassador. 
 
    “Thanks, H,” I said distantly, and my gaze was already starting to unfocus the longer I looked into the crackling fire. 
 
    My awareness expanded, and I felt more than saw Rylan’s head dip toward his chest as if he had fallen asleep. Then I finally closed my eyes so the Call of the Dark Realm could take me. 
 
    Unlike the violent riptide that would usually take me whenever I stumbled there by accident, I felt more like I was swimming with the current instead of being dragged through the layers of earth. 
 
    The landing was still a little rough, and when I hit the ground of the dark mist-shrouded clearing, I had to struggle to regain my breath. 
 
    “Ry-- ugh, Rylan!” I called out as I staggered to my feet. 
 
    “Hee-oo!” came the familiar reply just over my shoulder, and I turned around to see the sandy-blond canterfly standing on coltish-legs. 
 
    “I wonder why we can’t communicate telepathically like Prosper and I can,” I mused as I ruffled CanterRy’s shaggy forelock. “Might be solely a real canterfly thing.” 
 
    “Hrrf!” he snorted in agreement. 
 
    “Okay, bud, this is literally your show,” I said and gripped his mane. “If you know where Amaya is, take it away. I’ll follow.” 
 
    Rylan stamped his foot and uncoiled his muzzle like he was scenting the air, and after a moment, he headed off through the trees. 
 
    I shuddered as I gripped his mane even harder, and the cold mist combined with the icy fear that trickled down my spine at the unnaturalness of traveling through this strange forest. My ears pricked, and my eyes honed down to their sharpest focus so I might be able to catch any threat that might present itself. 
 
    Because I was so alert, I heard the sobbing at almost the same time as Rylan did with his enhanced canterfly hearing, and we both tore off in the direction it was coming from. 
 
    “Amaya!” I called out, and my voice ricocheted oddly off the dark trees. 
 
    “Noooo!” she cried just as we crashed into another clearing set up in a horrifying tableau that included gold chains and a pedestal sinking into a tar pit. 
 
    The oryx-woman’s terrified gaze locked onto mine, and her face twisted up into a confused grimace, but her attention was quickly drawn back to the fact the column she was shackled to was still sinking into the bubbling muck. 
 
    “Amaya!” I called again, but she was too consumed with fear to notice. “Rylan, what can we do?” 
 
    CanterRy tossed his shaggy head, and a flash blinded me for a second that forced me to slam my eyes shut. When I opened them again, my son was standing there in his usual form, and he was eyeing Amaya. 
 
    “We need to break her out of her fear,” he said in a tone that sounded almost wise-beyond-his-years. “It’s what’s keeping her trapped here.” 
 
    “How can we?” I asked. 
 
    “I can ferry you over to her, and then I can fly you off the pedestal one at a time,” he suggested. 
 
    “I need something to break those chains with, though.” I pointed to said chains keeping the oryx-woman’s arms taut at her sides. 
 
    “Um, okay, I have an idea,” he said with a nervous lilt to his voice. 
 
    “I’m all ears, but hurry,” I pressed as I watched the stone column sink deeper into the pit. 
 
    “So, I may have done more experimenting than I led on pleasedon’ttellmom,” he rushed out, and I spared a brief moment to shut my eyes. 
 
    “We’ll talk more about that later, go on,” I urged. 
 
    “I tried to transform things before I could transform myself,” he confessed. “I was met with varying success. Maybe I could try again?” 
 
    “Like maybe you could turn the branch there into a sword forged from the strongest metal in the universe that can cut those chains like butter?” I rattled out. 
 
    “That’s… really specific, actually,” he said as he kicked the branch up into his hands and closed his eyes. “Keep going. I think I always failed because I couldn’t concentrate on the details for long enough before I got bored, and being a canterfly was more fun when I figured that out anyway.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said. “But after this I demand you practice this more if you’re going to think about ‘experimenting’ again. Okay, picture the sword in your hand. It’s light and perfectly-balanced with a mirrored blade stronger than any steel. Picture its design in your head. Tell me what it looks like.” 
 
    “It’s black,” he said immediately. “With wicked curves, a super sharp edge, and the handle is my favorite color: purple.” 
 
    The branch in his hands blurred and shifted until the sword he had described took the place of twisted wood. 
 
    “Holy shit, that’s awesome,” I breathed, and his eyes flew open. 
 
    “Holy shit, I did it!” he yelled. 
 
    “Don’t say that.” I frowned, but I wasn’t really sure if it even mattered. Call me crazy, but ever since he’d stowed away on Soaring in a really impulsively dumb move, he’d been trying to make up for it in ways that proved he was mature enough for me to trust him. Ways I didn’t notice until just now. “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
    Rylan nodded, tossed me the weapon, and then transformed back into CanterRy. He stamped his forelegs and tossed his head with a snort, and I took that as my cue to mount him. 
 
    Because he was smaller than a fully-grown stallion like Prosper, he needed to circle around to the back of the clearing in order to get a running start. Once he did, it was a short flap, and we were landing on the sinking column in front of Amaya. 
 
    “Nooo,” she sobbed, and I focused on shearing through the chains with the sword. 
 
    It didn’t necessarily cut through like butter, but it only took a few solid hacks before I had both arms freed. 
 
    “Nooo!” Another terrified scream ripped out of her throat, and she thrashed on reflex, which caused me to drop the sword or drop her. 
 
    The black blade fell into the tar as I sheltered her body with mine, and my heart galloped in my throat. 
 
    “Rylan, quick, Amaya first!” I said as I shoved the oryx-woman on CanterRy’s bare back. She gripped onto him tightly as she buried her face in his mane, and I watched as they both flew to the ground below. 
 
    The column groaned as if sensing something had interfered, and I yelped as the whole structure fell at least twelve feet like an elevator with its cable cut. 
 
    “Hee-oo!” Rylan whistled frantically, and I got up from where I’d fallen to my knees.  
 
    A deep subterranean cracking could be heard that reverberated through the pedestal, and when I looked over my shoulder, I could see how the pit was now opening up into a hellish sinkhole. 
 
    “Rylan!” I called out as he sprung back into the air after dropping Amaya off outside the pool of tar. “Don’t land! Any more weight and this thing will take us both! I’m going to have to jump!” 
 
    CanterRy snorted and tossed his head as he flew by, and I knew it was a snort of protest. 
 
    “It’ll be fine, I trust you!” I shouted when he flew by again. “You got this!” 
 
    He hovered in the air for a moment, and then he nodded as he circled around to drive by again. 
 
    I nodded back, and right as the stone column began to crumble into the abyss, I did a running leap off the ledge and onto Rylan’s back. 
 
    The shock of my body weight caused him to lose his heading, but we careened past the edges of the tar pool, and then we spiraled toward the ground in a heap. 
 
    “Good job, Ry!” I coughed as I sat up. Amaya’s prone form was only a few feet away from me, so I shuffled closer to get a better look at her blank wide-eyed expression. “She’s practically catatonic. Rylan, I need you to fly her up and out. Don’t worry about me, I’ll meditate my way out, alright?” 
 
    “Hoo!” CanterRy stamped, and I gently helped the oryx-woman up to her feet. 
 
    She rose like an automaton and let me lead her by the hand over to the blond canterfly. 
 
    Her robotic motions were worrisome, but I knew deep down the bigger focus needed to be on getting her out. Everything else could come later. 
 
    Would have to come later. 
 
    I didn’t breathe easily until they disappeared into the veil of white mist above. 
 
    “Okay, now to get back,” I sighed and assumed my cross-legged position as far away as I could get from the festering sinkhole still slowly consuming the clearing. I could find another clearing, but Horus’ warning about not getting trapped inside as well played through my head. 
 
    I didn’t have a grasp of the Dark Realm like Rylan did, and without him as a guide, I might end up separating myself even further from my body. 
 
    That absolutely could not happen, so I would just have to focus despite the rapidly vanishing ground falling into the voracious abyss. 
 
    No. 
 
    Big. 
 
    Deal. 
 
    Or it wouldn’t have been if it weren’t for the snarling stag-beetle that suddenly crashed into the clearing. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I whispered and scrambled to my feet. 
 
    The stag-beetle roared and flung its head back and forth like it was looking for the cause of its indelible rage. 
 
    Strangely, one side of its large dual-pronged mandible was twisted and sprouting something twig-like and leafy, and the sight of it looked familiar for some reason. 
 
    Then the stag-beetle roared again, and I had to dive sharply to the side in order to avoid it goring me with the good side of its jaw. 
 
    That turned out to be not such a good move, because, oh, yeah, the ground was dissolving due to the sinkhole. 
 
    I backed up with my back to the gaping abyss and faced the snarling malformed beast. 
 
    Well. 
 
    This was a rock and a hard place if I’d ever heard of one. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    The stag-beetle pawed the ground with one foot like it was a bull about to seriously fuck up a matador. It was unfortunate the ‘matador’ in this situation was apparently me, since I personally thought the Running of the Bulls was inhumane. 
 
    Somehow, I didn’t think the stag-beetle cared how humanitarian my thoughts were. 
 
    It was pissed the fuck off, and it needed someone to blame. 
 
    “I would be pissed off, too, if my face was disfigured,” I mused aloud as I scrutinized its hideous snapping maw. “Is that a branch?” 
 
    Sure enough, the next ferocious snap of its massive jaw had the branch in question breaking off with a crunch, which sent a spray of shrapnel toward me, and I threw my hand up to protect my eyes. Surprisingly, only my palm got cut by a large wooden splinter I was able to pull out in one yank. 
 
    “Hee-oo!” CanterRy whistled triumphantly as he appeared in a golden flash like the miracle he was. 
 
    “Rylan!” I called out with both fists in the air, and the cumbersome beast tilted to the side when his center of gravity changed. 
 
    It didn’t deter the thing for long, and when the stag-beetle straightened himself and finally began to charge, I bolted for the crumbling ledge. 
 
    The blond canterfly swooped behind me, and just like before, we timed ourselves to meet in the middle as I was sailing over the abyss. 
 
    I landed on Rylan’s back, and I was impressed when he didn’t falter. It proved to me he was a quick study, and he adjusted for my weight almost seamlessly. 
 
    This caught the stag-beetle off guard, and as it swiped at empty air, it overcompensated and toppled its fat head into the gaping chasm of darkness. 
 
    “Woohoo!” I yelled, and CanterRy whistled as he put on a final surge to pierce the blinding white veil… 
 
    “Dad!” Rylan croaked, and when things came into focus, I found us both grasping each other with large adrenaline-fueled smiles on our faces. 
 
    “Holy shit, Ry, when did you become such a badass?” I laughed as I squeezed his shoulders. 
 
    “Was that a branch on its face?” he asked breathlessly as a couple of manic tears beaded at the corners of his eyes, and his own hands gripped my wrists. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know what the darkhell that was about, but how did you even know to come get me?” I asked and shook him a little. “That was highly dangerous of you, and I won’t even ask how much it cost you strength-wise. I should be scolding you for pushing yourself like that, but you saved my bacon, kid, and I am fucking proud as hell.” 
 
    “Really?” His megawatt grin made me laugh and butt his forehead with my own before letting him go and helping him up. 
 
    “Mrrr?” A large pair of eyes shone out from under one of the cots as the flying-lizard crept out. 
 
    “I’m okay, Gelfie, see?” Rylan said and held his arms out from his sides. 
 
    “Meep!” she yipped and zipped up to his shoulder so she could cuddle against his cheek. 
 
    I looked around and noticed Amaya was now sitting up on her shared bedroll with her sister calmly brushing her hair until her ringlets were soft against her shoulders, and something tight in my chest released. 
 
    “Alex,” Shay said, and she and Zoie were both there to check Rylan and I over. “Our son told us not to interfere when you didn’t surface. He was so brave, you should have seen him!” 
 
    “Foolish, but brave,” Zoie said as she hugged him close and nosed his mop of hair like she was committing his scent to memory. “How did you know how to go get him, by the way?” 
 
    “Oh, Dad and I came up with this system that if he ever needs help in the Dark Realm, he would use our code word, and I would know how to specifically listen for it,” he said. 
 
    “Broccoli,” Amaya sighed from where she was now laying with her head in Anwaar’s lap. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rylan said. 
 
    “But--” I started to explain I never did yell our designated code word, but I stopped when Rylan opened his mouth in a jaw-cracking yawn. 
 
    It was odd, but… maybe I did call out. Whatever the case, other priorities needed to be addressed. 
 
    “Come, you must eat and drink something,” Shay said as she stepped in with a skein of water and a piece of bread she’d unwrapped from a cloth. “Not too fast, I can tell your stomach won’t be able to handle too much, but tomorrow morning you will eat everything I give you, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Rylan said with a pleased flush as he let his moms dote on him. 
 
    “Kid,” I said before they could usher him away to his own bedroll. He looked up, and I reeled him in for a quick hug. “Get some rest.” 
 
    “Kay,” he said with another pleased smile, and then he let Zoie shuffle him off. 
 
    “How are you?” Horus asked, and I saw Sskern lift his head from where he was nervously polishing his armor. “We didn’t know what to think when you didn’t come up.” 
 
    “How long was I under?” I asked. 
 
    “You were under a lot longer than Rylan, but he did exactly what Shaylee said,” the falcon-man explained as he shook his head with a huff. “Kid learned how to have conviction and was in such control. Reminded me of you.” 
 
    “Fuck, H.” I grinned as he patted me on the back with a similar expression and handed me a skein. “How’s Amaya? She seems awake at least.” 
 
    “Awake is about the only thing,” he said with a grave look in his gold-green eyes, and all of my giddy relief from earlier vanished. 
 
    “What-- is she-- ?” I glanced over at the two Mec sisters, and then I noticed the serene, if not blank, look on the oryx-woman’s face. “What happened after Rylan surfaced, Horus?” 
 
    “Amaya came back to herself when he did, it seemed,” he explained and gestured for me to follow him over to the sisters. 
 
    I took a big swig of the water from the skein and followed him. 
 
    “Horus?” the ibex-woman said when she looked up at us. 
 
    “I thought you might be better at convincing him about Amaya than I would be.” He shrugged and came to sit shoulder-to-shoulder with her. 
 
    I decided to follow suit and sat on my knees close to Amaya’s head, and the way her rain-colored eyes looked like a flat gray caused the pinch in my chest to come back. 
 
    “Do not fret, Alex Brightwood,” Anwaar said before I could work myself up into a frenzy. “Her mind is whole, but she must take the time for the Ambassador’s tears to work through her system. Whatever it is you need to speak with her about, it will have to wait.” 
 
    The protective mage curled her body over her vulnerable younger sister, and any offense I could have taken from her barbed tone was immediately forgotten. 
 
    “The only thing I want from her is for her to be okay,” I said as I locked eyes with her opalescent gaze. 
 
    For a beat, Anwaar just stared at me with her trademark expression that was always hard to read, but finally, she must have seen what she was looking for because she lowered her knees so I could get a better look at her face. 
 
    “She has been stable since your son pulled her out of her mind-- something I am eternally grateful for, by the way.” She dipped her long-horned head in deference as she cast her eyes up and away. “Please convey my gratitude.” 
 
    “You should tell him, I think it would make him wet himself,” I snorted, and I was surprised to see a wry smile curl the corners of her thin lips. “So, if she is stable, then…?” 
 
    “She is like this because she is learning the Knowledge from within,” the ibex-woman replied. “I know that is vague at best, but sometimes the Knowledge demands most of her resources. It doesn’t always take, however. Kind of like your meditation, whenever an augur communes with the Knowledge, it is restorative. Think of her as being able to follow simple commands on automatic as she continues to process the tears.” 
 
    “So, she is in a walking healing trance-thing?” I clarified. 
 
    “More than that, but basically, yes.” Anwaar lifted and dropped one shoulder as if she didn’t know how else to explain things. 
 
    “So, basically, she’s okay,” I reiterated just in case. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I expect she will be back to herself in a day or two at most.” 
 
    I gazed down at the oryx-woman now dozing in what looked to be a much more natural sleep, not the coma she was in before. She seemed at peace if her deep breathing was anything to go by, and I couldn’t help but caress her high cheekbone. 
 
    “Hm,” Amaya sighed and tucked her hand into my palm. 
 
    “She called out for you first thing when she woke,” Anwaar intoned as she stared off into the distance. 
 
    “That is what alerted us all might not be well on your end,” Horus intervened as he took over for the ibex-woman. He twined his fingers with hers, and she clutched them as she seemed to retreat back into her own mind. “Rylan told us not to touch you, and for a long time he just sat in front of you with his eyes closed. What delayed you?” 
 
    “It didn’t feel that long, though,” I said and took a small bowl of weak soup from him. It was hot and salty, with large root vegetables and gamey screecher meat, so it would do for now. “Honestly, it was only a few moments by my standard before he showed up again. Good timing, too, because I was facing off against a cranky stag-beetle with a branch for a tusk, and also trying not to fall into fucking Aku’s Pit of Hate, thankyouverymuch.” 
 
    “Did you say a branch?” Horus questioned. 
 
    “That’s what you got out of that?” I quirked an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “I’m not going to even ask about the other stuff.” He shrugged. 
 
    “But actually, now that you mention it, that was probably the weirdest thing considering,” I mused. “It’s not uncommon to find real threats in the Dark Realm that translate to the real world. Look.” 
 
    I showed him the shallow cut across my palm where the shard of the branch got me. 
 
    “How can this place affect your body?” Horus gasped as he snatched my hand in order to examine the flesh wound up close. 
 
    “I understand about as much as you do,” I explained as I pulled a handkerchief out of my trouser pocket so I could wrap it around my hand. “According to Rylan, he thinks it has to do with having Traveler blood, and I have seen how Aventoll can communicate through there sometimes. But being there isn’t like speaking with Aventoll in meditation. Usually, if you end up in the Dark Realm, you are there to learn a lesson, or to discover a truth about yourself.” 
 
    I trailed off for a moment when I remembered how I had to fight the shadow-version of myself like some fucked-up “Luke Skywalker in the Cave on Dagobah” bullshit. 
 
    “And if you get killed there?” Horus asked. 
 
    “I assume nothing good,” I said in a low voice so Anwaar wouldn’t hear. 
 
    “It’s good you found Amaya,” Horus sighed as he gazed at the ibex-woman who rested her head back against the wall and closed her eyes. “Ani was… worried.” 
 
    “And you were worried about Ani,” I whispered back with an understanding smile. “Thanks, by the way, for holding down the fort while I was occupied. I feel like the meditation did me good, so I will take the first watch tonight.” 
 
    “Glad you’re okay, chief,” Horus said as he clasped my forearm. 
 
    Then, with one last glance at Amaya, I got up, stoked the fire, and headed to the pile of bedrolls where my family was all spread out for the night. 
 
    Rylan was already dead asleep and drooling a little between both Shay and Zoie, so I simply brushed my hand through his hair and sat on Zoie’s other side against my pack. 
 
    “How is he?” I asked. 
 
    “Aside from being tired, he’s in good spirits,” Zoie murmured and curled closer so her head was in my lap. 
 
    “How’s Amaya?” Shay asked, and I frowned when I saw the flicker of… something in those enchanting green eyes. 
 
    “Anwaar said she’ll be fine, she just needs to work through Sskorn’s tears,” I said. 
 
    “You are frowning,” my phoenix-wife commented, and then she propped herself up with her swan-like neck settled in the curve of her delicate hand. 
 
    “I just keep seeing her fall off that boulder,” I admitted. “But don’t worry about it, sweetheart. Just try to get some sleep.” 
 
    Her gemstone eyes burned into me, but she didn’t say anything else and laid down. 
 
    As my watch started, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was trying to convince Shay or myself more, but soon, it was the start of another day in which my top priority was keeping everyone alive and free from as much damage as possible. 
 
    Even though Amaya was still as blank as ever, she followed in her sister’s wake like a docile little lamb, so for the first time our party set out without the added burden of having to carry one of our numbers. 
 
    Things were looking up, but by mid-day flocks of screechers started up with their dive-bombing. 
 
    It was annoying, yes, but I was delighted when Shay suggested we turn it into a competition. 
 
    Then the sight of the ugly flapping vermin wasn’t as grating on my nerves, and it actually became kind of fun, especially when Rylan and Horus devised a complicated point system that depended on the class of weapon used to take the screechers down. 
 
    “Two points,” Horus declared when one of Rylan’s well-aimed rocks smacked one of the creatures in the head. 
 
    “No, that’s at least five!” Rylan demanded. 
 
    “Then why was the one I shot down only two?” the falcon-man squawked as he pointed to the skewered screecher over Jenner’s shoulder. 
 
    After last night’s sad excuse for a soup, the koala-man took it upon himself to help Captain Nemis make the screecher meat more palatable. 
 
    “It’s only two because you used your bow, so that’s not impressive,” Rylan continued to argue. “I only have these rocks I picked up, so mine counts as five!” 
 
    While they bickered, I silently loaded my own crossbow with a bolt, and at the opportune moment, I let it fly right before Horus was about to counter. 
 
    My aim was true, and I ended up shooting clean through one screecher while pinning a second one to a rock. 
 
    “What does that count as?” I asked as I picked up the fallen screecher while Nemis freed the stuck one. 
 
    Horus and Rylan could only gape in silence as they stopped dead in their tracks.  
 
    I shook my head as I sidestepped both of them, and then I laughed when they started arguing behind me. 
 
    “Lively ones, aren’t they?” Sskern remarked as he sidled up next to me while Zoie took charge of the front with her superb senses. 
 
    “It’s never boring,” I chuckled, especially when I heard Shay join in on the fun as she asked questions that poked holes in their specially devised point system. 
 
    “It is nice to see the camaraderie between your clanmates,” the raptor-man confessed with a wistful smile. “It is something Sskorn and I never possessed. Our differences in presentation tore us apart. Sskorn was the first son born of true Upper Echelon blood, and I was born of the second wife as the peacekeeper between the domains.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said as I hopped over a boulder. “And how’s that working out?” 
 
    “Yes, the closeness between us was non-existent, which could also be translated to the bigger scale issue between the Upper and Lower,” he mused and glanced back at the bickering Horus and Rylan with something that looked a lot like longing. 
 
    “Wasn’t there anybody you were able to treat like family?” I ventured, since I was curious about the Ambassador. 
 
    “My birth was arranged out of obligation to Clan Skerros, however, my Uncle Griss never treated me poorly despite only having one express duty to fulfill,” he said with a little bit more brightness in his tone. “It will be good to see him again.” 
 
    “I am looking forward to meeting the guy,” I said truthfully. “How long do you think it will take for us to get there?” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about that,” he sighed. “Even with the screechers we have managed to catch and kill, we will not have enough food to make the entire journey if we go up and over the rim. It will only get more hostile, and with the amount of wildlife that has no doubt been alerted to our presence, it only takes one minor injury or sign of weakness for them to overwhelm us.” 
 
    “So, what are you thinking?” I lowered my voice so the others wouldn’t hear, but I could tell by the way Zoie’s ears twitched that she was listening in. 
 
    “There is a network of grub caves not far from here,” Sskern went on under his breath. “They burrow eastwards and into the island proper. We will have to hike through some forest, but by my calculation, it will put us a hand-length’s walk to the station.” 
 
    My mind converted that to “an hour’s walk” Aventoll Standard Time, and my spirits threatened to brighten. 
 
    Threatened. 
 
    “What’s the catch?” I asked. 
 
    “Terran grubs are a step down from wirms, class-wise,” the raptor-man said. “They are easier to kill, but just as vicious.” 
 
    “Right, you mentioned the whole wirm thing,” I said as I recalled Sskern’s offer to let me purloin some of their discarded skin for the airship project I had going on back at Monger Manor. 
 
    Sskern had said the flying machine needed strong sails that were light enough for the design to even work, or else it wouldn’t matter if they found a proper power source or not. He’d said the wirms’ shed skin husks would be perfect, and he strongly alluded to the fact it was a good thing there was no need to fight the creatures. 
 
    “Indeed,” he grunted. “My concern comes from the very real possibility we could get lost in the caves at the very least, and end up as grub food at the worst.” 
 
    “Do we have any choice, though?” I asked and tracked my eyes up the sheer rise until I lost sight of the peak in the clouds like always. Despite climbing ever upwards, nothing ever seemed to change, and the cloud barrier never seemed any closer. “You said going up and over was impossible.” 
 
    “That is the catch,” Sskern huffed. “Without squallers, it really is. It’s a minor relief all of us are hale and able to hike on our own two feet.” 
 
    I was about to say something to that when Captain Nemis whipped around with a scandalized expression on his pointy face. 
 
    “Speak naught lest ye curse us all with that luck, fiend!” the raccoon-man accused in a rough brogue I couldn’t place. The closest it sounded to was Scottish, which appropriately took the eccentric man from normal crazy to bat-shit crazy. 
 
    “What?” Sskern glared at the insane pirate-man, and his expression fought between being offended to just down right confused. 
 
    “I’m trying to tell you not to curse us with bad luck by saying stuff like that,” Nemis said as he dropped the weird inflection in his voice. 
 
    “Don’t be so superstitious, tiny man,” he growled and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I won’t be if you stop being a big fat jinx!” Nemis sniped. 
 
    “You take that back, you rat!” Sskern volleyed. 
 
    Before they could really get into it, however, Anwaar suddenly screamed out for her sister, who had just crumpled to her knees in the snow.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “Amaya!” Anwaar called out again for her sister to at least acknowledge her, but the oryx-woman remained on her knees in the snow bank with one hand over her heart. She was panting slightly like we all were during the hike, but the grimace of pain slightly creasing her otherwise blank expression was worrisome. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked as I crouched down in front of her. 
 
    “She just stopped,” Anwaar explained as she clutched her sister’s shoulder. “I’m afraid to try to use magic on her again in case it aggravates her current state.” 
 
    “Can I try?” Shay’s melodious voice trickled in, and the ibex-woman froze. 
 
    “I just explained that magic--” she started with an affronted look on her face. 
 
    “But I cannot do magic,” Shay said with a patient yet authoritative voice that came from deep within her. The resonance of such a voice reminded me of whenever Mec channeled his Voice, only instead of being compelled to do anything, Shay’s voice just was. 
 
    “Shaylee?” Horus piped up from behind us, and he came closer when he noticed the subtle change in the air. 
 
    “Please,” Shay said to Anwaar with a serene expression across her heart-shaped face. Her voice sounded more like it usually did, and I breathed a brief sigh of relief. “I can feel it this time. Let me help when I know how.” 
 
    The two women locked eyes with one another, and it was clear the mage was struggling to find a way to deny the phoenix-woman, but she could not. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the ibex-woman tipped her long-horned head in permission. 
 
    “Shay?” I questioned when she lowered herself next to me so she was also eye-level with the oryx-woman. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “As sure as I’ll ever be, my darling.” She smiled. “It’s the same feeling I had when I saw you, but not as powerful as it was then. I think… I think I’m starting to recognize it.” 
 
    “Does it feel like a powerful surging river under your feet?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, and at any moment, I fear I could be taken away by it if I don’t take care to place my feet,” she finished breathlessly. 
 
    “That’s what I feel whenever I call upon the time-trance.” I grinned at her and then faced Anwaar. “She’s right. Her power doesn’t come from your magic, so I think you can trust her.” 
 
    The ibex-woman didn’t say anything, but she dropped her shoulders somewhat and took an easier breath. Her wide-open eyes gave me a pang of sympathy because if she was as protective as I was over her loved ones, then the thought of sitting by helpless and being forced to give that care over to someone you didn’t know very well must hurt. 
 
    “Go ahead, Shaylee,” Horus said and looped his arm around Anwaar’s in support. 
 
    Shay bowed her head once and then turned her utmost focus toward the oryx-woman. Her hands came up and cupped Amaya’s face, and instantly the augur-woman’s rigid body relaxed as she leaned into Shay. 
 
    I watched in speechless awe at the way my wife’s eyes brimmed with heavy tears, and then two of those tears floated off her blushing cheeks and soaked themselves into Amaya’s. 
 
    Amaya closed her wide gray eyes and sighed as if she was finally being given relief from whatever pain had her doubling over a moment ago. Her expression was still vacant, but she placed a hand over Shay’s heart before getting up. 
 
    “What did you do?” Anwaar asked as we all watched the oryx-woman get back to her feet and resume walking. 
 
    “I don’t know, only that… it felt as if I could feel her grief,” Shay said and took my hand when I offered to help her up. “No, not her grief, but Sskorn’s.” 
 
    Her verdant eyes landed on Ambassador Sskern with such sympathy, and it was only a surprise to those who didn’t know her when she walked right up to the man and hugged him. 
 
    “Milady?” Sskern questioned, and his hands hovered above her like he wasn’t sure what to do or what was even happening. 
 
    “You lost a sister,” Shay murmured and then looked up at him like the pure and compassionate soul she was. “I could feel it through him, and that grief belongs to you as well, so I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Oh… Zara was a long time ago…” he said and gave in to the hug the phoenix-woman was foisting upon him. It was her stubbornly endearing side, and when he locked eyes with me, I just shrugged. 
 
    “Go with it,” Horus advised. 
 
    Sskern mirrored my own shrug, and when Shay stepped back, he patted her on the head like she was some delightful forest animal. 
 
    “Zara was your sister?” I asked. 
 
    “He did not tell you when he asked you to manipulate me with her name?” Sskern arched an eyebrow, but before I could apologize, he shook his head. “Do not worry. I am not mad at you for his meddling, and I think I know why he brought up Zara. She was our sister who committed treason. Zara’s conspiracy with some Varthan concubines led to a lot of lives lost, one of them being our mother who was my father’s second wife. Our father appointed Sskorn to be her executioner, and although he loved her, she was always his lesson to me about having to do what needed to be done to protect Terr. His parting words to me from you were a reminder of this responsibility.” 
 
    “It wasn’t my intention to rub salt in the wound,” I said. “I’m sorry again, for what it’s worth.” 
 
    “You have done the right thing, not the easy thing, which is why he trusted you,” he said more to himself as if he had fitted these conclusions together some time ago. 
 
    “So, sooo sorry to interrupt,” Captain Nemis barged in with a contrite shuffle of his feet. “But the wee lass is bent on walking with or without us, and the devils are getting hungry.” 
 
    “Maya!” Anwaar shouted and caught up with her sister so she could slow down the other woman’s pace. 
 
    Meanwhile, the screechers were chomping at the bit with a cruel glint in their eyes, and their drool pattered the hard-packed dirt beneath them, so I knew we were out of time. 
 
    “The captain’s right, we gotta go,” I said, and I armed my crossbow with a bolt from its case. 
 
    A piercing shriek cannon-balled off the sheer cliffs, and the screechers suddenly flocked to the sky in a huge gale. 
 
    “That’s new,” Horus said as he equipped himself with his own weapon. “They seem to be organizing themselves.” 
 
    “That’s something I don’t want to find out more about,” I grumbled, and I pushed our group to a jog in the formation we had, with Sskern at the front as our personal bulldozer for any rock debris in our way. 
 
    Horus, Shay, and I rotated through the pack depending on where we were needed to beat back the advancing flock of screechers. They were dive-bombing us every chance they got, and their razor-sharp dewclaws managed to get a few cuts in here and there. 
 
    For any of them that swooped low enough, Zoie and Nemis were at the ready with katana and cutlass respectively. Nemis, for one, didn’t seem as interested in collecting any of the fallen corpses, like he was seemingly too irritated with the swarm to think about dinner. 
 
    Rylan, however, was on top of collecting as many of the ones Horus and I dropped so we could keep replenishing our stock. 
 
    Because Horus and I didn’t have the luxury of being surrounded by our weapons of choice, unlike Shay, who could use any old rock for her sling, we both attempted to skewer more than one at a time with each shot. 
 
    The only problem was the sheer number of screechers seemed to just keep coming and coming, and Rylan could only retrieve so many of our arrows, so when I was down to five bolts left, I switched to arming myself with my blades. 
 
    This was a lot more difficult because the screechers were getting smarter and would hover just above slashing distance. This forced Zoie and I to team up in interesting combinations where I often provided a stable launch pad for some of the cat-warrior’s more impressive acrobatic Capcom 2D fighter style air-combo moves. 
 
    Because we were so in tune with each other, it made the coordinated combat look more like a dance, and I relished in the way her lithe body arced and twirled in the air as she razed the flying menaces out of the sky. And I was pretty sure, judging by the manic grin on her face, that she was also enjoying herself. 
 
    In fact, I was almost starting to forget how much of a threat these fuckers actually were, and I treated it more like a training exercise. 
 
    But then the giant grasshopper-like creatures that suddenly exploded out of the rocky slope we were on completely wiped out the whole fun-and-games factor. 
 
    “What are those things?” Shay yelled as more of the jumping bug-things burst out of the ground and tried to snatch at the screechers swarming above. 
 
    “Rockfishers!” Sskern bellowed over his shoulder. “They feast on screecher swarms!” 
 
    “Fucking shit, is everything on this island a predator?” I grumbled and stashed my weapons so I could put on a more coordinated burst of speed. “Everyone, dodge the rockfishers!” 
 
    “The caves are close!” Sskern roared, and he batted down a mutant grasshopper that just exploded out of the rock in front of him. 
 
    The slope we were all running up suddenly started to feel loose under my feet, and with a dawning horror, I realized the rockfishers were weakening the foundation of the slope, and at this rate, they could cause a landslide that would spell our doom. 
 
    “Hurry!” I bellowed, and I grabbed the back of Jenner’s jacket when he fell to one knee under a loose patch of shifting gravel. 
 
    Then Zoie was there running up behind the koala-man so she could swing him up and around on her back. 
 
    “The caves!” she gasped and pointed through the clouds of dirt to the darkened hollows of what had to be the entrance to the cave network Sskern was talking about. 
 
    “Push!” I yelled just as the ground finally started to slide in earnest. 
 
    The thundering of the rockfishers shook the ground, and I devolved to running on all fours just to keep as much of the shifting slope under me as possible. 
 
    It was close, but I just managed to claw my way into the cave after Zoie and Jenner, and right before the whole slope gave way to a spectacular landslide. 
 
    “Alex!” I heard Shay scream in the dark. 
 
    “I’m here!” I assured her, and I untucked my Duelist Stone from my shirt so it could light up the dust-filled cave. “How’s everyone else? Sound off!” 
 
    Everyone announced their presence in the semi-darkness, Anwaar answering for her sister, and with each intact yet shaken voice, I relaxed more and more. 
 
    “It is a good thing the caves were what we wanted,” Horus commented as he set about ripping shreds of fabric off the bottom of his ratty tunic. With a little bit of the brandy Captain Nemis managed to salvage from Soaring, he soaked the strips and went about wrapping the strips around two gnarled pieces of root he’d dug up from the cave floor. “We are definitely buried in.” 
 
    “Some warning about those fish-rockets would have been nice,” Nemis snarked as he helped the falcon-man. 
 
    “Rockfishers,” Sskern growled back at the raccoon-man. “And I was under the impression it was too late in the season for them to be in abundance. Just another piece of this strange puzzle. I have the feeling I’ve been away from this place for too long.” 
 
    The raptor-man lapsed into silence at that, and we all took a moment to gather ourselves and attend to any minor bruises and scrapes acquired on our mad dash through the rock slide. 
 
    Once Horus had two decent torches burning alongside the Stone light from the Ambassador and me, we were finally able to see how deep the narrow cave went. Seeing that depthless maw where the torchlight was swallowed up was pretty intimidating, but the flames were flickering, so that meant the breeze was getting in from somewhere in that direction. 
 
    “All of these passages lead to the main chamber where the grubs like to nest,” Sskern explained. “If we keep following the draft, we are sure to stumble upon it.” 
 
    “Wait, we want to find this giant nest full of grubs that could very well eat us?” I questioned. 
 
    “What now about big things eating us?” Horus butted in as he walked faster to catch up with the Ambassador and I at the front. 
 
    Sskern ignored him and continued on with describing the particulars of Terran wildlife. 
 
    “The grubs only leave their young in the nest while the adults prefer their own individual tunnels for sleeping.” His low timbre echoed off the curved walls of the tunnel we were currently walking along. “As long as we are quiet, we should be able to traverse the nursery chamber and hopefully find air vents like these ones that lead into the island proper.” 
 
    “Ambassador, how do these grubs see in this darkness?” Zoie queried from behind us. 
 
    “They have excellent hearing, and these tunnels act as natural amplifiers, so use caution,” he said, and the grimness of his tone ceased all conversation as the whole group attempted to lighten their footsteps. 
 
    Upon silent agreement, we all agreed on the slow and steady route over something quick so our echoing footfalls were as muted as possible. 
 
    We continued this way for quite some time as the silent tension grew and grew. Every sound that wasn’t the deliberate treading of our march was heightened due to the dark, and with the constant threat of large animals with super hearing, everyone was on edge. 
 
    Our little bubble of torchlight didn’t really seem to penetrate the absolute darkness, and along with the stress, it was easy for the oppressive atmosphere to start messing with everyone’s heads. 
 
    After a length of time that could have been hours or days, I brought us all to a halt so we could rest and have a meal. 
 
    And not a moment too soon, apparently, because the sense of relief that fell over the Crew was palpable. 
 
    “How long have we been walking?” Anwaar asked in a low voice as she helped Amaya take off the boots that were so foreign on her free-spirited feet. There were a few blisters on the delicate arches, which made me frown. 
 
    “I’m really not sure,” I answered as I looked up into Amaya’s pinched face. “How is she?” 
 
    “The darkness weighs on her already taxed resources. It is already hard for an augur-woman to be away from the sun, but while she suffers the effects of Regent’s tears, it is doubly so. There is nothing I can do…” The ibex-woman abruptly trailed off, and I glanced at her curiously. 
 
    “Anwaar?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s just… do you think your wife might be able to… do what she did before?” The mage bit her lip in a way that made me think she wasn’t good at asking others for help, and a beat later, she proved my theory with her halting and frustrated words. “I would ask her, but I already made an ass out of myself by implying-- I just don’t like feeling helpless when Maya is concerned.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said and put her out of her misery. “But you should still ask her. I have it on good authority that Shay cares for your sister. Very much.” 
 
    “Like you do?” Anwaar asked back, and by the look in her eyes, I could tell what she meant. 
 
    “Shay only seems to be able to heal those she loves,” I said simply, and I watched the phoenix-woman interact with Zoie and Rylan as they worked together to make more watery soup for all of us. “Even if she hasn’t figured it out completely, she knows she can’t do anything unless her feelings are strong.” 
 
    The ibex-woman leaned back a little at that as if she was considering this new evidence presented in front of her. 
 
    “Your wife--?” she queried. 
 
    “Wives, plural,” I said and nodded in Zoie’s direction. “They both care for Amaya like they care for each other.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen Asher wives interact with each other the way yours do,” she admitted. “It is clear you all have a bond beyond understanding.” 
 
    “A bond, with your blessing, we would like to extend to Amaya when the time is right,” I ventured casually. 
 
    “Surely you must know--” she began, but I raised my hand to stop her. 
 
    “Your brother told me all about the Oath, and about what it means for her to be the Prophetess,” I said, and then I gazed at the oryx-woman still trapped in her waking nightmare. My face hardened with the fierce stab of protectiveness I felt whenever I thought about a prophetess’ supposed life of servitude according to the Order. “I will free her, Ana.” 
 
    She blinked her opal eyes in shock for a moment, but then a small smile tickled the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “I now know why Horus has chosen to align himself with you,” Anwaar commented as she fixed those eyes on Horus, who was skinning one of the screechers Rylan had managed to scoop up. “He has always been one who needs to follow a just and loyal leader, but after the treatment of his father, I was sure he would never join a Duelist. And yet, here you are, making promises that should sound impossible for anybody else to keep, and somehow I believe you.” 
 
    “Good,” I said and reached into my pack for the blister salve Shay gave me for my hands whenever training with Zoie took its toll. Then I gently maneuvered Amaya’s feet into my lap and began to massage some of the poultice into the oryx-woman’s sore-looking arches. “Go. Ask Shay. She honestly wants nothing more.” 
 
    Anwaar’s usually stony expression softened, and she stood up and squeezed my shoulder in her strong silent way. 
 
    “Did you see that?” I whispered to a still-vacant Amaya as her sister went over to talk to my phoenix-wife. “I think Ana’s on board, so if you didn’t want us to be so secret, I think we have her blessing, Ames. Now, you just gotta come back to me.” 
 
    A faint frown furrowed her already furrowed brow, and for a moment her eyes focused on mine before the haze flickered back into place. It was almost like getting reception for a moment through the static, and I tried not to think about how it hurt my heart. 
 
    “Need a little more time, hm?” I sighed and gently squeezed her feet. “Take all the time you need, but just know all of us are waiting.” 
 
    Her pearl-like eyes remained distant, but her frown lines lessened, so I held on to the hope I was reaching her somehow. 
 
    “Let’s see what seems to be the problem, darling,” Shay cooed a moment later as she walked up with the ibex-woman trailing in her wake with a somewhat dazed expression on her face. 
 
    I smiled when I saw Shay’s hand clasped with the stunned mage, and then I got to my feet so I could let Shale-Lea, the Incarnate of Nata, take over. 
 
    Shay knelt down and cupped Amaya’s face with her soft hands, and with her even softer gaze, she looked into the oryx-woman’s pinched face and then pressed their foreheads together. 
 
    Maybe it was the acoustics of the cave, but I swore I could feel Shay’s deep sigh within my own lungs as it trembled just on the edge of breaking… 
 
    And then, like a small rupture in a powerful dam, a bevy of tears flowed out of the phoenix-woman’s emerald eyes and spiraled up into the cavern like a crystal chandelier. Because of how close they were, it was almost impossible for some of them to not soak into Amaya’s face. 
 
    Shay gave another deep breath that I could feel, and I wasn’t imagining it this time because the whole cave breathed with her. The sudden gust nearly whooshed out the torches and almost put out the small campfire, but when they stayed lit and became steady once more, I was met with a beautiful sight. 
 
    The two women were holding each other, and Amaya especially was smiling at Shay with her eyes closed as if she was basking in a summer rain. Then the balmy feeling faded back to the cold dampness of the cave, the phoenix-woman’s tears fell normally, and the spell was broken. 
 
    “She-- how did she do that?” Anwaar whispered from her place next to me. She had her hand stretched out and glowing faintly, but her expression said she was just as awestruck as I was. “When I feel for her, she’s suddenly clearer. More on the surface.” 
 
    At this, Amaya turned her lamp-lit eyes over to us, and then she sauntered over. 
 
    First, she butted her forehead against her sister’s jaw as the taller woman hugged her tight. Then she came over to me and placed a hand to my jaw. The swirl of her Touch thrummed through me, and an inner voice seemed to whisper, I’m here. Be patient. I’m here. 
 
    “Is she going to be okay, Dad?” Rylan asked when Amaya meandered back over and draped her arms around Shay from behind so she could bury her face in the phoenix-woman’s crimson mane of hair. 
 
    “She will,” I reassured him. 
 
    After that, the overbearing darkness seemed less suffocating, and after all of us filled our bellies with soup, we each had a lighter tread to our steps, as if renewed by the meal for its warmth rather than its flavor. 
 
    Spirits were high as we traveled along in our little bubble of light, and I almost didn’t hear it above the low pleasant crackle of hushed voices. 
 
    It wasn’t until I caught Horus’ eye when he glanced over his shoulder that I knew I wasn’t imagining it. 
 
    “Guys, shh, wait--” I said and halted everyone in their tracks. 
 
    Zoie’s sensitive ears twitched, and her face shone a pale greenish color. I was confused at first, but the longer I listened, I realized what brought on her queasy expression. 
 
    The sound grew louder with each step, and a sick feeling set up camp in my gut when my imagination conjured up exactly what it sounded like. 
 
    The sound was a wet, slithering hiss-- like licking of a tongue over slick sharp teeth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    The disgusting gnawing gnashing sound grew louder and louder until I felt like it was burrowing inside my ear canal like a feral earwig. 
 
    Sskern wasn’t kidding about the natural amplification properties of these caves. Whatever was making that noise at the end of this godforsaken tunnel grew more terrifying as my imagination feasted on images of a horde of the undead chewing on greasy black bones with their rotting toothless mouths… 
 
    Then a blast of air hit us all in the face when we rounded the sweeping bend in the tunnel. 
 
    Air flow. 
 
    And it was getting faster, which meant we were probably getting closer to the source. 
 
    If only getting closer also didn’t also mean getting closer to the awful sounds-- and now smells. 
 
    “What is that?” Rylan whispered with a tremor in his throat that sounded like he was trying not to cough or gag. 
 
    “Shh, Ry,” I intoned and quietly used my dagger to cut a few strips off my own tunic so I could fashion a pair of makeshift cloth masks for the both of us. 
 
    “But it’s so bad, I’m going to--” On cue, he lurched to the side and vomited against the circular wall of the tunnel. 
 
    “Shit,” I said under my breath, and I hustled over to him so I could put a steadying hand on his heaving back. 
 
    “Here, try some of this.” Shay pulled a small vial out of her handy kit and dabbed it on the second cloth mask I tied for Rylan. In the vial was an oil that smelled similar to the strong odors of menthol and eucalyptus, and when she finally tied it around his face, he stopped making that barfy gagging noise. 
 
    “You are becoming rather handy with that,” I said, and I cut a strip off my cloak to save what remained of my tunic and fashioned masks for everyone else with Shay’s magic oil. 
 
    It was a godsend for when we all finally made it into the putrid chamber, but I suddenly became nauseous for a different reason. 
 
    “Holy--” My words strangled themselves in my throat as the torchlight illuminated the large cavern. For a second, I was able to see what seemed like hundreds of multi-colored pterodactyls feasting on semi-transparent sack-things that sprouted up from the cave floor like stalagmites. “Back, back, back, back.” 
 
    I flung my arms out wide, shot a look at Sskern, and between the two of us, we herded everyone back into the mouth of the tunnel. 
 
    “Lad, I say, what’s this about?” Jenner grumbled as he attempted to pat the dust out of his blue jacket. 
 
    “Shhh,” I warned and snatched the torches so I could smother them. “Apparently, we’ve got company.” 
 
    “Grubs?” Zoie asked and slowly unsheathed her blade. 
 
    “Not quite,” Sskern answered and pulled his Stone out from under his shirt. “Feral squallers. It seems as if our surplus of screechers and squallers have gone from nuisance to full-blown infestation. There has been an ongoing crisis for the wild grub-tamers for some time. They have not been able to find and catch any grubs for a season and a half, and I think we just discovered why.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Ambassador?” Horus asked as he armed himself with his bow. 
 
    “Instead of the chamber only being full of the slumbering eggs, the nursery has been taken over as a squaller feeding ground.” The raptor-man gestured over his shoulder with his whip. 
 
    “What do you suggest we do, oh esteemed scaled one?” Nemis prodded. 
 
    “The advantage is that squallers have terrible sight underground,” Sskern went on and ignored the captain’s antics. “As long as they stay occupied with their feast, we might be able to get out of this alive.” 
 
    “But it’s so dark,” Rylan whispered. 
 
    “We’ll make a train,” I suggested as I uncoiled the remaining rope we had from the loop on my belt. It was just long enough for all of us to line up and hold onto, and with Sskern and his Stone at the front, mine at the back made it possible to see where we were going, but only barely. 
 
    The squallers noshed on the egg sacks with relish, and their sharp canoe-like beaks ripped open the translucent membranes to get at the white yolks. The slick gnashing and tearing sounds sounded worse when they were up close and in crystal clear surround sound, and my stomach roiled. 
 
    Occasionally, Sskern’s slow and twisting path would weave us around large carcasses that looked like the exo-skeletons of huge pill-bugs, and I figured this was going to be my first and hopefully only view of a Terran grub. 
 
    The dead ones were the size of a Mack truck 
 
    If I never saw one of them alive, I could definitely live the rest of my days in happiness, especially because each baby roly-poly creature was ginormous. 
 
    We just needed to hurry up and get through this fucking cave already before something happened. 
 
    Apparently, even thinking the jinx could fucking jinx us because something just so happened that almost left us all fucked. 
 
    “Meeeep!” 
 
    “Gelf, hush!” Rylan hissed, but it was too late, the flying lizard that was Gelf saw something that caught her eye, and she leapt off Rylan’s shoulders. “Come back here!” 
 
    In a series of jump-glides, the disobedient reptile skittered her way to the top of an impressive stone column formed by eons of water. On the very top was a spiky silhouette of a nest, and when I looked upward, I could see how hundreds of squallers clung to the ceiling like sleeping bats as their brethren munched below. 
 
    “Gelf!” Rylan hissed again, and the menace popped up from the nest she was still rummaging around in. 
 
    “Meep?” she questioned, and her clumsy lizard-arms were full with two oblong eggs vastly different from the egg sacks on the ground. 
 
    “Rylan, you need to get your pet under control,” I hissed as some of the squallers above began to stretch their wings. 
 
    “I’m trying!” he whispered back frantically and dug a piece of jerky out of his pocket. “Gelfieee! Come here, girl! Put those back.” 
 
    “Meep!” 
 
    “Shhh!” Rylan tried to hush. 
 
    “I’m this close to leaving her behind,” I warned. I didn’t want to do that, but I would if it meant keeping everyone safer. 
 
    “Gelf, come!” my son commanded as loud as he dared, and his eyes opened wide and fearful in the dimness. “Come!” 
 
    The flying-lizard cocked her head, put the eggs back in the nest, and launched herself out of the precarious structure of twigs and sticks. 
 
    In her enthusiasm, she actually ended up kicking the whole nest off the stone column the moment she jumped in the air. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered as I watched the nest, and thereby the eggs, fall to the cave floor in slow motion. 
 
    Each one of the squaller eggs hit the ground with a soft thud that sounded like a gunshot. 
 
    From there, it was like a domino effect. 
 
    First one squaller, then two, then eight, et cetera until the entire huddled mass on the ceiling was peering directly at our little hiking party. To make matters worse, a few squallers on the ground were sniffing at the fallen nest. 
 
    “Reecch!” one of the squallers squawked at the broken eggs, and that was the last straw before utter chaos erupted. 
 
    “Run!” Sskern roared, and his deep voice rang through the din of flapping leathery wings. 
 
    I freed both my blades and immediately started making good use of them as I hacked through wings, beaks, and talons in a frenzy just to be able to run through the swarm. 
 
    The squallers were also five times the size of the screechers, and instead of stubby dewclaws sticking out of their bat-like wings, there was a set of long scythe-looking claws that looked good for tearing flesh apart. 
 
    “Alex, look out!” Shay yelled, and a second later, something that had to be a sling-rock whipped past my ear so close, it actually nicked the lobe.  
 
    If I had only been a fraction to the left, the deadly stone would have embedded itself into my skull instead of the squaller behind me that wanted to chew on my neck for a while. 
 
    “How much farther?” I screamed at Sskern through the swarm. If it weren’t for the bob of his Stone light, I would have most definitely lost everyone in the frenzy. 
 
    “I feel fresh air!” he bellowed as he took off down one of the narrow tunnels on the other side of the chamber. “Let’s go!” 
 
    The promise of almost being out of this stinking hole had me pushing the rear of our party harder than ever, especially since the swarming was forced to stop when we entered the tunnels properly. 
 
    Which just urged the slavering horde behind us to move faster. 
 
    “Horus!” I shouted when about five of them broke off and started to crawl along the ceiling with their scythe-like appendages. 
 
    “You shits!” the falcon-man bellowed as he shot an arrow, but it bounced uselessly off the thick skull of the squaller he was aiming for. 
 
    My bolt was powerful enough to lodge itself in the thing’s head, but even that only slowed the beast, so the next shot I took, I made sure to aim for the eye. 
 
    That seemed to do the trick, and the stubborn beast was finally brought down. 
 
    A few twists and some careening sharp turns had us all breaking out into a smaller chamber where there was blessed glorious sunlight at last, and like a madman, Sskern clawed at the meager opening like a dog as he dug up clods of clay and rock between his legs. 
 
    It wasn’t long before there was a hole wide enough for his big frame to squeeze through, and he started hauling everyone out one at a time with his impressive strength. 
 
    Meanwhile, Horus and I did what we could to keep fending off the squallers while the Ambassador tugged everyone out one at a time. 
 
    “Horus, go!” I yelled as I fired my last bolt. 
 
    “Reecch!” The squaller trying to claw its way up the rocky slope reared back on its back legs and slashed at me with its terrifying death blades. 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted when I landed on my ass against the slope and started to slide back down. 
 
    “Come on, chief!” Horus roared as he resorted to lobbing large rocks and loose pieces of shale at the beast still tearing after me. He had also run out of arrows, even his home-made ones, and he was using whatever he could to deter the beast galloping after me like a pissed-off moose. 
 
    Or what sounded like something similar. 
 
    I refused to look behind me and kept scrambling for Horus’ outstretched hand… 
 
    “Augh!” I screamed as a line of icy-hot fire sliced into my calf muscle from knee to ankle. 
 
    “Alex!” Horus yelled, and then he was sliding down the slope with a roar and jabbing the end of his bow into the squaller’s good eye that didn’t have one of his arrows already embedded in it. 
 
    “Reecch!” The squaller reared up, and because it was a little top-heavy with that massive bill, it went ass-over-elbow back down the hill and into two others. 
 
    “Come on!” The falcon-man hauled us both up toward the sunlight, and I helped him as much as I could by digging the heel of my good foot into the rock pile and pushing, pushing, pushing-- 
 
    “Grab them, Nemis!” Sskern’s voice barked, followed by two loud cracks of his rock-bladed whip. 
 
    Where the tunnels were too cramped for the raptor-man, out in the open air he was a force to be reckoned with. His broad arms finally had the space to expand, and the way he brandished the fearsome whip almost reminded me of Brazilian Capoeira with the way he leapt and spun. 
 
    Crack. Crack. 
 
    “Run, I will subdue them!” the Ambassador said, and with Horus’ help, I was able to drag myself to my feet. 
 
    The minute I tried to put weight on my bad leg, however, the pain had my knee buckling hard, and I needed the added help of Rylan at my side to keep me upright. 
 
    Crack. Crack. Crack. 
 
    The sound of the whip came faster and faster, and I could hear the bellow of rage that poured out of Sskern’s mouth. 
 
    I slammed to a halt and tried to get a glimpse of the raptor-man through the sickly trees, but all I could see was a multi-colored blur of squallers interspersed with the flinty glint of rock-blades. 
 
    “We have… to help him…” I panted as silver minnows swam at the corners of my eyes. 
 
    “Woah, Alex,” Horus said, and for some reason the sun was directly behind his head, and so was the canopy. 
 
    As a matter of fact, it looked very much like I was laying down on the ground. 
 
    When had that happened? 
 
    “Horus?” I questioned as more silver sparks meandered in and out of my sight. 
 
    “Don’t move, chief,” he said and tried to smile, but his lips were taut with worry. “I’m sorry about this, but I need to stop the bleeding.” 
 
    “Wha-ay! Ow!” I yelped as the burning sensation returned along with an immense amount of pressure. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Yes, it really got you,” he said with a nervous chuckle, and I summoned a dogged smile to try and reassure him. 
 
    “Hey, it’s fine, H,” I said and went to sit up, but the world went sideways again, and I was back to staring up at the strange canopy of gun-metal banana leaves. 
 
    “Yeah, no, it’s not-- Shaylee!” he called. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    The Ambassador’s strikes were starting to slow in frequency, and I could tell he was starting to falter. It was only a matter of time before the squallers overwhelmed him. 
 
    “Horus, you have to help Sskern,” I grunted. “He’s…” 
 
    “The bleeding won’t stop, why won’t it stop?” Shay said in a shaky voice, and I could feel her hot palms on my icy skin like a brand. 
 
    “Augh!” I snapped my head up and saw the sight of my phoenix-wife with an expression of concentration on her pale face. 
 
    I could tell she was trying to summon the healing tears, but even though she was distressed enough, none came. 
 
    “Shaylee, we have to go,” Horus urged, and I could feel the sharp cinch of a tourniquet before the numbness rushed in. 
 
    “No, I can do it!” she insisted, but the racket of the squallers cut her off with how close they sounded. 
 
    “Should we move him?” a familiar voice smeared through my foggy brain, but my fading attention was fixed on the sounds of Sskern and his whip. 
 
    “He’ll bleed out even faster if we move him,” Nemis said, and a tight worried tone soured his normally melodious lilt. “Kid, you and I need to find some black moss. It looks like dark tree sap, so not like the moss you’re used to. Quickly, it will stop the blood loss.” 
 
    “Hold on, Alex,” Horus said as he took up one of my blades. 
 
    The squallers were closer now, but the tug in my gut had to do with something other than the impending doom of bleeding out on the slopes of the canted Terran forest. 
 
    Sskern. 
 
    I suddenly saw a flash of those ancient chrome eyes, and I knew that damned fish saved me so I could also save the Ambassador in turn. 
 
    My heart thudded and stuttered over the stress the blood loss was starting to have on my body. But I had to stay awake. 
 
    Maybe I was just on borrowed time until I fulfilled this last request from Aventoll. 
 
    Maybe… it was the whole reason I was brought here in the first place, and if that was true, I was going to be so fucking pissed. 
 
    I just fucking wished it wouldn’t have asked me to fulfil some fucked destiny thing now, especially since I had fallen so much in love with… everything. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The time-trance thrummed within the cage of my ribs like a flock of birds, and with an otherworldly strength, I was on my feet right as a tempest of screechers and squallers as well as-- holy fuck-- giant grubs exploded through the dead trees. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Time slowed. 
 
    Sskern thundered into the middle of the clearing with deep gashes peeking through the gaps in his ruined armor. His pupils were thin lines, and his eyes rolled around wildly for any exit. The doom on his face told me all I needed to know. 
 
    He was at his end game. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The overwhelming power of the time-stop expanded like a soap bubble in my mind’s eye, and when I focused my intent, I found I was actually able to only freeze the creatures while keeping those of us inside the bubble active. I’d never had so much control over the time-stop before, but instead of being happy about it, I realized the mistake of expending this much raw power without working up to it, and I could feel the energy drain out of me like a sieve. 
 
    “Aleeeexxx!” someone screamed as I dropped to my knees and started to fall. 
 
    The last thing I saw before I crumpled to the ground still clinging to the time-stop was a surge of soldiers rushing into the clearing, and then time snapped back, and all I knew was darkness… 
 
    Everything felt hot and tight like feverish skin stretched too far over an infected wound. Most of the fire felt like it was coming from my leg, but when I tried to move it, I couldn’t, and that made me panic. 
 
    “Shh, Alex, this will help,” another familiar voice pierced through the haze, but I was still so out of it I couldn’t even recognize who spoke. 
 
    But then there was a cooling sensation covering the angry live-wire of pain from my knee to my ankle, and the relief was so strong I tumbled back into pitch blackness. 
 
    When I woke again, I was in considerably less pain, and with a whole lot more clarity than before, thank Mercedes, but I still awoke in a panic that would have been full-blown had it not been for Zoie and Shay on both sides of the bed I was on. 
 
    “You’re safe, my love,” Zoie purred as she brushed her hand through my sweat-tangled hair while Shay finished checking the bandage around my leg. 
 
    My heart rate immediately slowed down at the sight of my wives safe and sound, and I thumped my head back against the pillow. 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck!” I couldn’t help but breathe and then covered my eyes with a shaky hand. “I thought--” 
 
    I cut myself off as the leftover panic mode my body had on pause finally played out through my shaking and twitching muscles. It was like the adrenaline in my body suddenly had nowhere to go, and for good fucking reason. 
 
    I’d been certain that was it for me, and now I was bowled over with how fucking glad I was to be wrong. 
 
    “Shh,” Zoie said again, and like the gentle rush of the morning tide, both of my wives flowed up to anchor me on either side so my arms had something to do. 
 
    Something to hold onto. 
 
    I breathed at the same time as them automatically, and the three of us reaffirmed our bond through the basics of sight, scent, and touch. It soothed something wild and primal within me, and the engine that motivated me to protect, protect, protect became still and settled. 
 
    Little by little, anything that drained from me earlier was slowly being restored drop by drop, and I felt the jagged edge of my panic recede like the tide going out to sea. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked when I felt like my voice was up for the task. 
 
    Apparently not up for it enough, though, because before either one of them would answer me, my wives made sure I could sit up properly and drink some water. 
 
    I took a moment to wet my parched throat and take in my surroundings, which really weren’t much. The room I was in was windowless and non-descript with only the smallish bed, some boxes, and a rickety table for company. In fact, the only possible clue to this place was the steady rolling-rocking motion and occasional tilt that told me we were moving. 
 
    “What-- where are we?” I decided on instead as I sat back against the pillows. 
 
    “We are on something called a ‘trainbeast’ and on our way to the Terran capital,” Zoie said as she took a seat on the bed next to me. Then she cupped my chin and tilted my head so she could track my gaze. “The fever is gone. This is the quickest you’ve recovered from such an expenditure of power before. How do you feel?” 
 
    “I feel fine,” I said automatically and then chuckled at the dissatisfied scrunch of her cute nose. I forgot how much she hated that answer, almost as much as I did. “No, but I mean it. I feel fine. Better than fine, actually.” 
 
    And it was true. 
 
    Even though my leg still felt tingly, sore, and much too cold under its wrappings to suggest it was healing solely on its own, my head was clear and pain free. 
 
    “Even your wound seems to be healing nicely,” Shay said and came to sit on the other side of my bed. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t heal you myself.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, sweetheart.” I squeezed her hand before I brought her knuckles up to my lips so I could kiss those healing fingers. 
 
    “I have told her likewise not to fret,” Zoie said with a fond admonishment. “It would have done no good for her to expend the last of her energy after all she’d done for Amaya previously.” 
 
    At the mention of the oryx-woman, I sat up straighter. 
 
    “Everyone’s alright?” I glanced between them. 
 
    “Yes, dearheart,” Shay sighed and curled up so she was tucked back under my arm. “You used your powers and stopped the stampede long enough for the royal army to get to us. After you collapsed, they took care of the rest and scared the squallers back. Be prepared, all of the Terran soldiers saw you do what you did, so don’t be surprised if their treatment of you varies between awed and fearful.” 
 
    “Oh, great,” I mock-grumbled and settled my chin on top of her head. “There goes my reputation.” 
 
    “On Nata, it seemed to work for you despite the fact I was concerned at first,” Zoie said, and she tucked her legs up on the ledge of the bed so she could gaze at me with her chin on her tented knees. “I wonder how fast gossip will travel about you on Terr if news of the powerful Duelist Traveler hasn’t reached the Terran masses by now.” 
 
    “Super.” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “The soldiers are lauding you as the Hero of Clan Skerros because of how you saved Sskern,” Shay piped up. “He is the only heir left due to Sskorn.” 
 
    “Hero, indeed,” Sskern himself said as he backed into the room with a small bundle of what looked blessedly to be clean clothes. “I am glad to see you have awakened, Brightwood.” 
 
    “Good to see you, Ambassador,” I said, but then I noticed the official-looking sash over his chest. “Or should I say, Regent Sskern?” 
 
    “Just Sskern, my friend,” he chuckled and set the bundle of clothes at the foot of the bed. 
 
    “Then you should definitely forgo any mention of Brightwood and call me Alex from here on out.” I grinned at the raptor-man, and we clasped forearms. 
 
    “I really do have you to thank for saving my life, Alex,” Sskern said with a humble bow. “You’ve helped me prevent a potentially explosive power vacuum just by delivering me safely to Terr. My people will welcome you by the masses even if certain individuals may not.” 
 
    “You’re my friend,” I said simply. “I wasn’t thinking about power vacuums.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he said with a pleased rumble. “Gavlain was right about you. But enough of that. I came here to see if you are well enough to take a tour of one of Terr’s modern marvels?” 
 
    “Is that what we’re on?” I questioned as the rickety table tapped faintly on the floor of the train car when we started to climb uphill a little. 
 
    Before he could answer me, a loud long hoot reverberated around the car, and it reminded me of the sound of a didgeridoo. 
 
    “I would like to welcome you and your friends properly aboard the Skerros Terrain Line Express.” The raptor-man then went over to the side wall to my right and swung open the panel keeping the large window hidden. 
 
    My jaw dropped. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    The sight through the strange train window was breathtaking. 
 
    Night had fallen over Terr, and now that we were clearly on the eastern side of the island’s inhospitable cliffs, it was like a completely different planet. 
 
    Where we had mostly been hiking along barren rocky paths and in between jagged spires, we seemed to now be traversing a lush valley swathed in indigo heather. Neon-green fireflies winked in and out past the window as whatever locomotive we were on marched forward. Also, it seemed to be following a swift river uphill, and if I stuck my head outside, I could see a large waterfall in the distance. 
 
    This vantage point also allowed me to see what this so-called “train-beast” looked like from the outside. 
 
    From what I could tell, the creature itself was a giant millipede-like animal complete with dozens of marching legs that rose and fell in a synchronized wave. The “cars,” like the caboose I was apparently situated in, were lashed to its back with an interesting and complicated combination of metal gears and intricately knotted ropes. Each segment of the train was connected with more ropes to create bridges, and the bridges themselves were surrounded by safety netting to prevent people from falling off as they moved from car to car. 
 
    Especially because it seemed all of Terr was either always climbing up or going down depending on perspective, and I was sure nothing would be able to stop rolling downhill once it started. 
 
    “This is a masterpiece, Sskern,” I remarked as I stood shoulder to shoulder with the newly-minted Terran Regent in front of the glassless window. A temperate breeze wafted in that smelled rich and loamy like peat, but it wasn’t a bad smell despite how strong it was. “Thank you for inviting me-- us-- to your home.” 
 
    Zoie and Shay took that as their cue to come up next to me on my other side so they could peer through the window as well, and by their wide eyes and gasps of delight, I could tell they were excited about being here now that we weren’t in constant fear for our lives. 
 
    “I should hope it will start to feel like a secondary home to you in time,” Sskern said. “Please, dress, and then meet me in the next car so I can show you to where you and your family will be staying. The journey only takes a day, so we will be at the palace sometime tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and went to reach for the bundle of clothes. “I won’t be long.” 
 
    Sskern dipped his head and then left through the door he came from. 
 
    “There is also a wash basin and a jug of warm water,” Shay said as she brought out both items from under the bed. “These jugs are called fire-gourds, and once their boiling juices have been emptied, the gourd itself is useful for holding hot liquids of all sorts.” 
 
    As she talked, she went about uncorking the bright-yellow squash thing with the long neck and filled the basin at her feet. 
 
    “How is your leg?” Zoie asked as she helped me take off my ripped and dirty clothes. 
 
    “It feels fine, but a little weak,” I commented as I used the cat-woman’s shoulder for balance. There was a tremor of fatigue coursing through my injured limb, but other than that and the weird numbing sensation, the injury itself was only a flesh wound. “Why did this almost kill me?” 
 
    “Apparently, the squallers have a venom on their large claws that prevent the blood from clotting,” Zoie said as she took one of the damp cloths from Shay. “You were lucky Nemis knew about black moss, and if Rylan hadn’t found some with Gelf, you wouldn’t have survived the time it would have taken to walk to the train-beast.” 
 
    I lapsed into silence at this since I was still feeling the effects from the time-stop and the blood loss, probably, so I just let myself drift under the tender care of my wives. 
 
    Part of me wanted distance from yet another reminder of how close I’d come to losing it all. 
 
    The good-- no, great thing was my wives were very skilled at making me forget about my mortality, and if it weren’t for the blood loss, I would have tried to steer this rub down into more amorous territory. Instead, I surrendered myself at the altar of their Tender Loving Care. 
 
    After as much of the grime and dried blood was rinsed away as possible, Shay and Zoie then guided me to sit on the side of the bed while they started to massage some sort of fragrant oil that reminded me of cedarwood into my aching muscles. 
 
    Shay massaged my blistered feet and sore legs with her mindful healing touch while Zoie’s long and delicious legs bracketed my bare hips on the bed behind me. 
 
    The cat-woman’s toned body was clothed in a low-cut silk dress the color of deep amethyst, and it draped around us both as she cradled me against her hips. Her skilled warrior’s hands were still soft and feminine, yet they had a surprising amount of strength when she dug them into the tight knots along my shoulders and the base of my neck. 
 
    I groaned, bowed my head, and gave her more access to my neck. 
 
    It was erotic, feeling their hands on my body, but it was more of a low-burning arousal I was happy to just let simmer on low like cooking a good stock. 
 
    The intimacy and sheer affection I could feel pouring over me from both of my wives was the real meal this time, and I soaked up the way Zoie focused her attention on the tension right behind my ears because she knew how to read me. 
 
    And I let myself get lost in the way Shay was so careful around every cut and bruise as she soothed the aches away with that potent salve she’d learned to make from Madam Midgen. 
 
    Both of them were a portrait of Love in Action, and being the center of their devotion never failed to stagger me. 
 
    The feeling never faded, and just like the tide returned to the shore time and time again, I knew it never would. 
 
    Steadfast. 
 
    They were my roots, and they were the final pieces I needed to feel at least ninety percent restored. 
 
    The last ten percent was nothing that couldn’t be fixed with the clean, loose-fitting clothes Sskern gave me, and the promise of a hot meal in the near future. 
 
    “How do I look?” I asked my wives as I smoothed my hands down the sleeves of the basic black vest and shirt combo. 
 
    “Very handsome,” Shay giggled as I twirled her around so her bright orange dress would bell out around her like a poppy. “Come, Sskern is waiting.” 
 
    Sskern grinned when we met up with him in a car that looked like it was the laundry room based on the stack of wooden washbasins and shelves of folded linens, and we followed him into one of the passenger cars. 
 
    Now that we were in the train proper, the luxury and elegance was apparent in the warm wood paneling carved with intricate designs. A multitude of different woods were used to create dramatic shading effects, and there were quite a bit of carvings and mosaics that depicted symbols and images I was familiar with from Nata. Things like the Bhraya Shield, which was a silver comet that eclipsed the moon once a year, and of course the deep-sea leviathans, those damn Sacred Fish. 
 
    Then Sskern showed us to the suite where most of us were staying, and the opulence only seemed to increase. 
 
    For starters, the suite was huge, and it had a lofted design, which made it possible to have a room for Zoie, Shay, and me while also having space for four to fill the set of bunk beds, and anyone else who had a bed roll could crash on the floor. 
 
    Currently, Rylan, Gelf, Nemis, and Jenner were taking advantage of the loft, while the Mec sisters and Horus spread out to the identical suite across the hall. 
 
    It seemed like it was actually pretty late because almost everyone had turned in for the night. I was the only one who’d slept through dinner, but Horus was still up and waiting for word. 
 
    “I promised the kid I would wake him up when you were awake, but he’s been dead asleep for some time,” Horus said and stretched his arms above his head. 
 
    “I’ll check up on him, don’t worry,” I said and patted my friend on his shoulder. “Thanks for hanging out with him. How are Amaya and Anwaar?” 
 
    “Both exhausted but well,” he assured me and then cracked out a huge yawn. 
 
    “Get some rest, H, you’ve done well,” I said with another squeeze to his shoulder. 
 
    “Glad you’re not squaller chow, chief,” he replied with a tired but roguish grin, and then he left the suite for his own sleeping quarters across the corridor. 
 
    “There is something I have been meaning to give your tiny archivist friend, and now that we are out of harm’s way, I have only just remembered,” Sskern said and pulled out a stone carving in the shape of an X that was attached to a leather cord from his vest pocket. “Sskorn was the bearer of the Library Key. Give this to Mr. Jenner.” 
 
    “Okay, he likes libraries.” I shrugged and tucked the trinket into the pocket of my harem-like pants. 
 
    “Dearheart, that key isn’t to just any library,” Shay said with a knowing little grin on her cupid’s bow lips. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I questioned. 
 
    “I’ll let you figure it out once you tell him,” she giggled. “Oh, he is just going to bash his head on the roof when you do. It’ll be worth it, you’ll see.” 
 
    “I trust I’m in for some awesome entertainment, so I’ll take your word for it.” I grinned and kissed her temple. “Okay, Sskern, lead on. Where are we going to next on this awesome liner of yours?” 
 
    “There is someone I would like you to meet, if you are ready,” the raptor-man said. “And I am sure you are famished, so it is a good thing this person is a fair hand at cooking.” 
 
    “Music to my ears,” I sighed before I kissed my wives goodnight. 
 
    The former Ambassador led me through two more residence cars, a car dedicated to bathing, a sauna-slash-massage parlor, and then to a dining car that had a swanky looking bar area separated by partitions that reminded me of shoji-screens. 
 
    “Nephew, it is about time.” A portly man with the features of a smallish dinosaur and neck frills waved at Sskern. He was seated at a table over by the large water feature taking up the middle of the room, and when we approached, I saw he was actually standing in the center of the square table like he was behind a hibachi grill. 
 
    That image was pretty close, because it was clear he was there to prepare something if the bubbling pot in front of him was anything to go by. 
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting, Uncle,” Sskern said as we all sat down. 
 
    “No harm, but pour the candor whiskey, won’t you?” the mild-mannered man said, and he stroked his long mustache as his nephew reached for a clay teapot. “So, Ambassador Brightwood. Welcome to Terr.” 
 
    “Thank you for having me, but you may call me Alex,” I said and extended my hand so we could clasp forearms. 
 
    “And you must call me Griss!” the shorter man insisted with a pointy smile. “Do sit and partake in this traditional meal we locals like to call ‘oolp.’” 
 
    The dino-man with the neck frills then began ladling us bowls of some fragrant-smelling broth, and when that was done, he reached under the counter surrounding him and started pulling out various plates and platters piled high with various ingredients. 
 
    Some were colorless root vegetables, and a few leafy herb-like things, but mostly it seemed as if the ingredient of choice was all kinds of meats of various slices. 
 
    “What my uncle is not telling you is that oolp is actually a very flavorless dish by outsider standards,” Sskern chuckled. “However, he also will not mention how his version is as far removed from the original version as you can get.” 
 
    “The problem with Terran cuisine is that our people have never learned how to use the wonders of spices to season our food, but fear not, I have committed myself to the noble task of becoming Terr’s first and only chef.” The man gave another mild-mannered smile and took a sip of the steaming drink. “Please, add anything you wish to the broth. Everything should be seasoned well, but there is extra to account for personal taste.” 
 
    “Thank you, Griss,” I said and then tucked into a delicious meal that reminded me of a Chinese hotpot. 
 
    The oolp broth was rich and surprisingly lemony, and the various meats and vegetables added depths of complex flavors when they were added individually. It was neat because just like hot pot, the myriad of ingredients made it possible to customize the meal exactly to a person’s particular tastes, and Griss was right, everything was seasoned expertly, so I didn’t even think about asking for anything to add. 
 
    “I am most pleased you seem to enjoy this meal,” Griss said after we all sat in silence munching away for a while. 
 
    “Sorry.” I grinned and wiped my chin free of broth after I slurped up some type of rice-like noodle. “Aside from scrawny screecher meat, this is my first hot meal in quite some time. It’s delicious.” 
 
    “No need to apologize!” the stout man laughed and then pushed one of the small cups toward me. “Your enthusiasm is the best compliment. You see, I may be the Royal Sentinel, but I have always dreamed of being a chef.” 
 
    “What is a Royal Sentinel?” I asked as I cupped the steaming drink between my palms. 
 
    “Griss is the captain of the Terran guard at present,” Sskern informed me. 
 
    “Not quite captain anymore,” the older reptile-man grunted. “Your father’s Chamberlain, Molt, is still whispering his deadly poison in my brother’s ear.” 
 
    “Molt,” Sskern growled low in his chest. 
 
    “Who is Molt?” I asked. 
 
    “He is my father’s right-hand man,” the raptor-man explained. “Molt basically oversees the palace, but in the days where my father’s ore sickness caused his mental faculties to decline, he has been able to exert his subtle influence in order to manipulate my father.” 
 
    “It is not subtle when he restricts tithes to the Lowers for the third time this season,” Griss growled as his neck frills vibrated slightly, and the sudden fierce look on the older man’s face reminded me that underneath the seemingly harmless exterior laid a battle-hardened captain of the guard. 
 
    “We just had the Tithing Ceremony, there should be no cause for restrictions!” Sskern huffed in outrage. 
 
    “And yet…” Griss patted his fuming nephew on the back of his wrist. “Here we are.” 
 
    The raptor-man growled again as his head ridges flared, and he took a sip of the candor whiskey in front of him. “Darkhell. I should have come back a lot sooner.” 
 
    “You came back when you were supposed to,” Griss said. “Besides, this mantle was never meant for your shoulders. It originally belonged to Sskorn, but he is too much like my brother. It was starting to take him in the end, the sickness.” 
 
    “He broke free from it at the very end,” I couldn’t help but add. “He knew his actions may have cost him, and he did everything in his power after that to make up for it.” 
 
    “That soothes my war weary heart to hear about my fallen nephew,” the reptile-elder said with a grateful smile. “If only a lifetime of good intention could change the actions of ill-will. Still, I am strengthened to hear he came around before the end.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we had to lose him when we did,” I said and solemnly raised my cup of whiskey in a moment of solidarity. 
 
    I saw Captain Nemis do something similar on the quarterdeck when he thought no one was looking. With the remaining brandy Horus was able to salvage after the storm, the captain had filled a shot glass, murmured a few private words for his fallen crew men, and then carefully drank the brandy so there was a little left at the bottom. Then, after a moment of silence, he slowly let the last drop of the spirit roll out and fall to the deck below. 
 
    The gesture had a gravity to it I figured fit the occasion, so I did the same thing with my small cup of candor whiskey. 
 
    “To Sskorn,” I murmured with my glass held up, and I saw how everyone else copied the gesture. 
 
    Then as one we all drank the viscous fermented juice, and when we were done, I let the last orange drop roll off the lip of my cup and splash down on the lacquered table. 
 
    Griss caught my eye as if he recognized this gesture from somewhere, and he tipped his head. 
 
    “It is not all bad,” the reptile-elder said after the heavy moment had passed. “We still have a Regent to fill in for when King Sterreg passes, and for the first time, a Terran of Low-ish blood is properly in line to take the throne. This fact alone will be our biggest advantage in keeping the peace. I don’t know if my nephew informed you of the tenuous political situation we barely avoided?” 
 
    “Something about a power vacuum?” I asked as Sskern poured more of that hot whiskey juice into my empty cup. 
 
    “Indeed,” Griss said, and he busied himself by packing a long pipe with fragrant tobacco. “Had all of the royal family been lost for much longer, the heads of the competing clans would have made a mad and bloody dash for the Asher Lord’s title. This is doubly bad because if Lord Low-ish gets wind of any possible anarchy, it will give him the foothold he needs to start his insurrection. Civil war is likely in that event, which is something I know for a fact Terr herself will not survive.” 
 
    “This is why I have made it my life’s work to unite Terr with the islands, Uncle!” Sskern said in a tone that told me they’d had this argument many times before. “If a civil war does ever come about, the Upper Terrans will need allies. None of the noble Duelists can actually fight due to their generations of inbreeding and laziness, and you and I both know the Low-ish don’t care about the sickness enough to prevent them from using our own steel against us. We need reinforcements! Allies!” 
 
    “I agree Terr herself needs allies, but she must be unified first and foremost,” Griss said with all the patience of a saint. 
 
    “What about the Ascension Accord thing you mentioned before, Sskern?” I asked as the twisted politics of this island were slowly being revealed layer by layer. “The Lower Terrans want better living conditions, right? What if that’s the first step?” 
 
    The raptor-man looked like he wanted to protest at first, but when my words sank in, he snapped his mouth closed. 
 
    “The heart of the matter is, if the Lower Terrans ascend, they leave behind the mines,” Griss explained to me as he eyed his nephew. “Terr only has one major export, and that is her steel. If there is no one left to mine it, ore sickness or not, Terr’s economy will collapse.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t keep on mining if everyone is dead, which is where this is going to end up if nothing changes,” I said bluntly. “If prolonged exposure to the ore causes the sickness, then can there be some sort of-- I don’t know-- rotation or something? People mine in shifts so they can take a break and get some fresh air. You know, smell some flowers. Avoid insanity.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting the Up-ish take turns on these rotations?” Griss asked with a mild look of surprise on his face as if I’d just suggested he wear all his mother’s clothes while doing the funky chicken. 
 
    “Why not?” I challenged. “Why should the Up-ish benefit from the broken backs of the Lower Terrans without lifting a finger?” 
 
    “Because they have grown bloated and lazy, that’s why,” was Sskern’s churlish interjection. 
 
    “He is right,” Griss said. “Over time, it has become the Up-ish way to not dirty their hands with things like combat and manual labor. There is also the fact ore sickness is considered a lower-class disease, and to say the Upper Terrans are afraid of it is an understatement. The Royal Council will never go for it.” 
 
    “Okay, so the rotation thing is out,” I sighed and leaned back in my chair as I wracked my brain for another solution. “What is it about the ore that makes people sick anyways? Is it just a Terran thing?” 
 
    “It is a story as old as time,” Griss said as he puffed out perfect concentric rings with his pipe smoke. “Terr is considered one of the first islands of Aventoll, and the people on it have a long history of savagery the Up-ish have sought to breed out over the ages. Not too long ago, the connection was made between the ore and the madness. It has been a known fact that if Terrans use steel weapons, they will succumb to the old ways.” 
 
    “And the old ways are?” I ventured, even though I knew I was probably not going to like the answer. 
 
    “Ancient Terrans were so violent and quick to anger or strong emotions, sometimes even their children were casualties if they were in the way,” Griss said in a gruff voice. “Blood and steel causes the feral fever, and clans were slaughtering clans almost to Terran extinction. It was the humblest of these, Cree Skerros, a humble farmer and maker of fine porack leather whips who defended the last of his clan and took back Terr from the violence. His weapon of choice was the whip, and it was mistaken to have magical properties that kept him remarkably clearheaded and rational, but later it was found he was better at fighting and strategizing because the weapon wasn’t honed with steel and galvanized with blood.” 
 
    “And that is why you wield the whip,” I concluded as I gave Sskern a look. “I always wondered, especially since Duelists have to destroy the heart of the demon in order to ash it for good. Even more so if they hope to get a herald core. I always thought your whip was an interesting choice and assumed you used a dagger or something later.” 
 
    “You will find, I had a lot to learn under Gavlain about being an Asher once the Red Skies started to appear,” Sskern chuckled. “My whip was my attempt at taking on a sacred Up-ish symbol of their greatest Clan leader in order to assuage any who still took umbrage with the origins of my birth. It was an added positive that I grew to enjoy wielding it as well.” 
 
    “You’re saying you were pressured by a bunch of bigoted jerks to learn how to fight with a weapon with limited advantages just to please their narrow-mindedness? I’m sorry, but that sounds like another twisted version of trying to oppress you because you’re Low-ish, and it’s fucked up,” I blurted out before I could think, and then I glanced down into the second empty cup in my hand. 
 
    When had I finished that? 
 
    And why had I just blurted all that out like that? I was supposed to be practicing diplomacy, for fuck’s sake. Ambassador Fail. 
 
    “Well… he does not hold back from the truth, does he?” Griss mused as he eyed me curiously. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to phrase it quite like that,” I said as my cheeks flushed, and I shook my head when the reptile-elder offered me more of the dangerous drink. “I think I’ve had enough, thank you.” 
 
    “You have only consumed two cups of the candor whiskey, which tells me you keep your emotions at hand for when you need to act on them, yet they aren’t so close to the surface to distract you,” Griss said, and even though my brain was a little buzzy on the surprisingly strong alcohol, I could still pick up on the fact I’d apparently passed some sort of test by drinking the Terran Truth Juice. “I noticed you did not apologize for the opinion itself, only in the way you said it.” 
 
    “And I’m not going to,” I said just as bluntly as before, but then I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Fuck. I promise, I’m not trying to be rude.” 
 
    “It is the drink, son,” the reptile-elder said with a kind smile. “Do not fret. I would like you to know I share all of your opinions thus far most ardently. And I now know why my nephew has asked you to come and help us. Your motivations are noble, and you lead with the heart, not just the head.” 
 
    “I will do what I can,” I answered somewhat feebly and rubbed a hand over my stomach. A strange flutter had taken up residence in the pit of my gut, and I reached for the water instead. 
 
    “I do not need to give you candor whiskey to know that is true,” Griss said. “Let us table this conversation for now. It is late, and you still need much rest. I, however, did not want to wait another day before I had the chance to thank you for returning my favorite nephew to me. My life is in your debt, Ambassador Brightwood-- Alex.” 
 
    I thanked him again for the meal and hospitality, and even though I still had a few questions, I was grateful we ended things there and excused myself so Sskern could continue to chat with his uncle who had obviously missed him. 
 
    The timing was good, too, because the strange flutter in my gut had picked up worse than before and turned into a sharp tug the closer I got to the residence cars, and when I entered the corridor where all of us were housed, I suddenly understood where the odd sensation was coming from. 
 
    Or rather who the tugging sensation was coming from. 
 
    Instead of going to the door on my right where I knew my wives would be waiting for me in our suite, I turned left to the identical door across from it. 
 
    Amaya. 
 
    She was awake, and somehow, she was calling for me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    The adjacent suite was dark and quiet for the night as I stepped inside, and the only sound was the steady march of the train-beast’s feet as we made our way over the foreign terrain of Isle Terr. 
 
    Now that all immediate crises seemed to be on hold, I could breathe easier and finally take in the wonders around me. 
 
    Like being on the bomb-ass train-beast, for one.  
 
    It was a train and a beast. What’s not to love? It was awesome, and something just creepily wonderful enough to have belonged in a Tim Burton film. 
 
    For the first time, I felt like I’d made it to Terr at last, and a large grin stretched across my face as I breathed in the fragrant earthy air wafting in through the wide glass-less windows. 
 
    Then a playful giggle floated down from the loft space above, and my grin only grew wider when I remembered why I was in this suite instead of my own, and I followed the sounds of river-like laughter up the stairs. 
 
    “There you are,” Amaya cooed as she looked up at me from where she was sitting cross-legged in the moonlight. 
 
     Apparently, the suites weren’t exactly identical because instead of bunk beds, this loft was arranged as just a single unit living space, complete with a comfortable armchair and a very large couch. 
 
    On the floor where the oryx-woman was sitting was a plush circular rug and a small oil lantern she was using for light as she worked on tying a piece of thread into intricate knots. 
 
    Her platinum hair was tousled and loose like she’d woken up not too long ago, and combined with the low light from the lantern, the strands looked like soft goose down my fingers ached to touch. She was also clad in a silk robe the color of cornflowers, and it gapped enticingly at the collar and made me want to bury my face in the dusky hollow between her breasts. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked as I came to sit with her on the soft rug.  
 
    She smiled her enigmatic smile and continued to tie a few more expert knots into the small segment she was working on. 
 
    “Let me see your arm,” she said instead of answering outright, and I complied with a flutter of anticipation low in my stomach. 
 
    She smiled coyly again, and I was a little in awe of the fact one of her canines was slightly longer and a shade pointier than the other. It gave her demure China-doll expression a hint of danger, and I felt a shiver of arousal roll down my spine like a cat arching its back against a warm palm. 
 
    Then, with another look that made me wonder if she was picking up on what I was feeling, Amaya tied the knotted thread around my wrist. When I examined it, I saw the precise way she had layered the multi-colored threads to look like daisies, and in the center was a smooth round bead. 
 
    “Among my people, it is common to adorn your lover with a token made from the heart,” she said with a dreamy tone to her air-like voice. “The bead is also a goba nut if you ever need to use it for a quick bout of strength or to lessen any pain. And the design is just… because I like wildflowers, and it’s the only design I know how to make, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I leaned in closer so I could breathe in her wonderfully wild fragrance that smelled like a faceful of those wildflowers she liked. 
 
    “Yes, I was quite dreadful when it came to the arts side of my education at the Academy,” the augur-woman said as she continued to adjust the token around my wrist. “How’s that? Is it comfortable?” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said, and then I felt a sharp note of lust strum through me when she dipped her head and cut the string with her teeth. Her warm moist breath on the underside of my wrist made me want to shudder. “I’ll have to make something for you? What should it be?” 
 
    “Oh, anything really,” Amaya said as she tangled her fingers with mine, and I scooted closer to her on the floor so I could drape my arm around her shoulders. “Usually, there is a practical element to the adornment like the goba nut I added to yours, but it’s not a science. It is common for women of Alem to decorate their horns or antlers with the ornaments from their lovers. I’ve always wanted to, but showing off trinkets such as that would be uncouth for a woman in my position.” 
 
    “That just makes me want to lavish your horns with as much as I can,” I said as I brushed my fingers through her hair. Then I let my fingers trail up one of her smooth scimitar-like horns and was delighted when a full-body shiver rolled through the oryx-woman at the motion. 
 
    “Your words feel like a warm blanket,” she whispered and curled up tighter against me. She was quiet for a moment, and I waited patiently for her to continue again. “I heard you speaking to me when we were in the caves. You put salve on my feet.” 
 
    “I’m glad you heard me,” I murmured as I continued to drag my fingers up and down the side of her arm. “I was worried about you.” 
 
    “Anwaar scolded me very severely for drinking Sskorn’s tears,” she chuckled. “Not my finest moment.” 
 
    “Why did you do it?” I asked. 
 
    “When someone uses one of his dying requests on something like that, I knew it had to be important,” she explained. “He must have known it was a risk because I didn’t have a proper scrying vessel, and augur-women are known to lose themselves to the torrent of someone else’s life experiences.” 
 
    “You could have died?” I asked and sat back a little so I could look into her oval face. 
 
    “Not ‘died’ exactly,” she said and played with my fingers. “Just lost in my head.” 
 
    “That’s basically death,” I said and cupped her face with my other hand so I could commit every line and every flickering expression to memory. “You wouldn’t be you.” 
 
    “Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing,” she confessed, and then she bit her lower lip as if she hadn’t meant to say that. 
 
    “Amaya,” I said as I used my thumb to gently pry her lip away from where she was worrying it between her teeth, and I waited until her cool gray eyes met mine. “There will come a day when you won’t have to do what the Order tells you. I can promise you.” 
 
    “I love you, but you cannot promise me that, Alex,” she said and tried to pull herself out of my arms, but I wouldn’t let her. 
 
    “Okay, I can’t promise that with one-hundred percent certainty,” I conceded, and I situated us so she was caged between my legs as I rested with my back against the sofa. “But I’m going to try my hardest to find a way even if it means searching all of Aventoll for the answer. That is something I can most definitely promise.” 
 
    When I said this, she sighed, and any remaining tension in her frame faded as she fully melted into my embrace. Her pearl-colored eyes shimmered as she gazed up at me, and a small spark of hope grew within her expression. 
 
    “Did you mean it?” I asked suddenly in a hushed voice. “When you said you loved me?” 
 
    “As sure as… the plants need the sun,” she said as she cupped my face, and her eyes flashed before she kissed me. 
 
    I was suddenly overwhelmed by the feedback loop generated between us as her palm warmed against my jaw. As we kissed, my senses were consumed one at a time with the little images and caresses she pushed through the telekinetic bond we shared. 
 
    Images of sunlit meadows of emerald green filtered through my mind’s eye, and I could feel the sun on my face and the soft grass under my feet. 
 
    “What is this?” I couldn’t help the giggle that bubbled up my throat like champagne overflowing from its bottle. “What are you doing to me?” 
 
    “This is how my love for you feels,” she said and echoed my laughter. 
 
    It was so easy between us, like swimming down a gentle stream, and I squeezed her as I rocked us a little from side to side. 
 
    “I love you, too, Ames,” I said, and I closed my eyes when she gently nuzzled her forehead against mine. “I feel like I always have.” 
 
    “Kiss me,” she moaned and pressed her back flush against my much broader chest. 
 
    I turned her chin toward me and kissed her again as my hands began to roam. When I cupped and kneaded her perfect breasts, a spark of something burst over my tongue, and I gasped. 
 
    An image of eating berries accompanied the sudden tart taste Amaya was feeding me through the bond where our skin made contact, and I sighed as I deepened the kiss. 
 
    The fingers of my right hand walked a line down the center of her chest and paused when they encountered the sash around her waist. I hooked my index finger in the sash like a question, and she broke the kiss so she could glance down. 
 
    Touch me. The whisper of Amaya’s voice drifted through my head like a sea breeze, and I gasped. 
 
    “Was that--?” I stuttered out, but before I could complete the impossible thought, the oryx-woman was back to devouring my mouth like the berries she was apparently partial to. 
 
    Touch me, my love, she hummed inside my head again, and the likeness to the telepathic bond I had with Prosper was startling, but at the same time, it was different. Amaya didn’t really speak, it was more like I just knew what she was inclined to say based on the impression her Touch left in my skin. 
 
    I brought our mouths together for a few sipping kisses as I untied her robe at last and began massaging her breasts. Then I nipped at the side of her neck, and I moved up to the soft spot behind her ear when I felt the feedback of how sensitive it was even to the presence of my warm breaths. 
 
    “Ohhh,” she whined and rolled her body against mine, and I flexed my hips against her pert backside as I enjoyed the unhurried way the arousal built between us. 
 
    Now that I had finished unwrapping Amaya like a present from the silky robe that separated me from all of her, I trailed my fingers down her torso, around her belly button, and then played with the soft thatch of curls between her legs.  
 
    Her knees fell open even wider, and she grabbed my hand so she could press my fingers where she wanted to feel them. 
 
    I chuckled in her ear in my deepest voice just to feel her shudder, and then I chose that moment to massage tender circles around the hooded nub in the center of her peach-like folds. 
 
    It was apparent she’d been aroused for some time, because she was slick beneath the pads of my fingers. Bright sparks of pleasure looped through our connection every time the calluses on my fingers brushed just so over her most delicate of places, and a half-moan, half-sigh drifted out of Amaya’s lips. 
 
    The trembling in her limbs was nonstop as I established a circling rhythm that had her gripping the back of my neck in desperation. My other hand kept up a steady massage of her right breast, and just as her orgasm started to roll through her, I buried my face into the crease of her neck and shoulder to keep myself from crying out at the shock of pleasure that also jolted through me. 
 
    “We must be quiet, my darling,” she said, but she made it apparent this was far from over when she then maneuvered us both until I was sprawled out on my back while she straddled me in reverse. Then she helped me take off my soft leather shoes and divested me of my pants. 
 
    I, in turn, shucked off my tunic and tore the robe free of Amaya’s shoulders so I could stroke my hands up the expanse of her smooth back. 
 
    She sat astride me and massaged my legs, and she made sure to take extra care around the still-fresh cut on the outside of my calf. Soon, her ministrations worked themselves up to my thighs, and I dug my fingers into her hips so she would move upward until she was hovering right where I wanted her. 
 
    I grinned, and then I used my thumbs to pry apart her pussy lips so I could have better access for when I invariably ate her out. 
 
    “Yes, babe,” I groaned as I felt her pretty lips wrap around the head of my swollen cock, and I reveled in the tight slick sensation for a moment or two before I set forth on my own task. 
 
    Amaya’s lower belly tightened when I gave her a big lick along her slit, and her rhythm on my dick stuttered. This position was hot, but it took just a moment to get accustomed to the angles at first. But, with a combination of Amaya’s physical reactions as well as the nudges she was sending through her Touch, it wasn’t long before the two of us were perfectly suspended in a give-and-take that was driving me crazy with desire. 
 
    My tongue painted purposeful circles around her swollen clit before I moved down to delve between her pussy lips, and Amaya whimpered and writhed as she suckled on the head of my cock. Her noises and reactions stoked the fire building in my belly, and I wiggled a hand between us so I could slide a finger into her hot tunnel.  
 
    “Alex!” Amaya gasped as she pulled off my shaft with a pop, and the rush of cold air on my wet skin made goosebumps break out across my body.  
 
    “You taste divine,” I groaned before I sucked her clit back into my mouth, and at the same time I slipped a second finger inside her and curled them both into that spongy patch of skin that made her jolt.  
 
    “Oh!” the oryx-woman whined and rocked on my fingers and mouth for a moment, but then she dove back down and dragged her tongue from the base to the tip of my cock.  
 
    The sensation of her hot tongue on me again caused my eyes to roll back into my head, and I increased the pace of my thrusting fingers. It felt as if I was on the brink of an epic climax that was just out of reach, and I bucked my hips to try to chase the hot tight friction of her sinful mouth. Her strong hand kept my pelvis pinned to the ground, and just as I managed to wrap my lips around the very tip of her clit for another hard suck, she plunged down to the base of my cock and swallowed me whole. 
 
    “Mmft!” Amaya moaned around me as her orgasm hit, and the fluttering vibrations from her vocal cords catapulted me over my own precipice. 
 
    My cock gave one final throb, and then I was unloading my seed down her throat like a fire hose. Part of me felt a little bad for not warning her, but there was also the fact I had little choice in the matter as I was sent hurtling through one of the most mind-numbing orgasms of my life.  
 
    And I typically didn’t even care for oral as the main event. 
 
    But the circuit our bodies created as our pleasure pinged off one another was unreal, and it stretched the moment out beyond anything I thought was possible. 
 
    I blacked out for just a second, and the next thing I knew, I was staring at the wooden ceiling with an armful of Amaya. I felt like my soul was slowly returning to my body, and my hands felt restless with how much I wanted to just keep touching every inch of her beautiful skin. 
 
    “Ames…” I didn’t really have to say anything else, because she started laughing in an out-of-breath dazed way that matched exactly how I felt. 
 
    “I’ve never done that with someone I’ve been so compatible with,” she huffed and stretched out languidly against me. 
 
    “Same,” I said when I thought about my mostly awkward fumbles whenever a bedmate and I would attempt a sixty-nine. “It’s like we’re in harmony every time we touch.” 
 
    “Hm.” She made a bemused-sounding noise in the back of her throat and tossed a lean leg across my body. “You are the only person other than my sister that I can feel from very far away.” 
 
    “Like across a train, for instance?” I bantered back. “Is it you I have to thank for the butterflies in my stomach I suddenly got in the middle of meeting the Royal Terran Sentinel?” 
 
    “What are butterflies?” she asked instead of answering. 
 
    “Changing the subject much?” I snorted, but I closed my eyes and brought one of her hands up to my face. “See for yourself.” 
 
    I pictured an image of a blue-and-purple butterfly that would go nicely with the meadow scene Amaya showed me earlier, and before I knew it, we were sharing the same image of a green field full of them. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” she gasped and then leaned up on one of her elbows. “I made you feel like these creatures were fluttering inside of you? I’m sorry, but that is delightful.” 
 
    I grinned up at her genuinely pleased expression and tucked a few ringlets behind her ear. “You’re beautiful. And yes, I really did feel you all the way across the train. And I think I heard you in my head. I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of discovering your auguring-ness.” 
 
    “You are adorable when you are sated,” Amaya said and nuzzled into my cheek. 
 
    “I’m a little punchy, I think,” I confessed. “I had some Terran truth whiskey, or something, and I’m still reeling from the fact I was sure I was going to die for a second, there.” 
 
    When I cast my mind back, even briefly to that battlefield where I was certain I was done for, a shudder passed through my body. 
 
    “You are very much alive, my darling dear,” she cooed as I began to play with the curls on her head. We lapsed into silence, but she grew a little tense in my arms, and I knew there was more she was trying to say. “It’s not… as wonderful as all that.” 
 
    “What isn’t?” I asked. 
 
    “The Knowing,” she sighed. “My original plan for inviting you to my boudoir was to discuss something with you, but you distracted me.” 
 
    “Did I really?” I laughed and walked my fingers along the crest of her shoulder. 
 
    “You did,” she said and grew serious once more. “I told you how drinking the tears of another person works, right?” 
 
    “You said something about experiencing the person’s life?” I reiterated. 
 
    “Yes, that is the closest way to describe it,” she said and snuggled closer. “That is why it can be overwhelming for the augur and can put her at great risk. If done improperly, she can become trapped for the rest of her natural-born life. Lucky for me, Sskorn at least knew this, so he mainly tried to only give me the memories useful for my benefit. Or rather, your benefit.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I questioned. 
 
    “There is someone Sskorn was tormented by, someone he more often than not referred to as ‘The Nightmare,’' she explained. “This man had the ability to walk through a person’s dreams and manipulate them. He was under the suspicion that The Nightmare found a way to manipulate him in the waking world because there were several occasions where he woke up in places he had no memory of traveling to. Somehow, he managed to guard his mind and overthrow the manipulations, and in the end, he discovered the name of the Nightmare was Kavo Alda.” 
 
    “Kavo Alda?” I asked as the name rang a bell. “He’s the head of one of the mercenary clans back on Nata. I ran into some of his thugs during the Mid-Crescent Festival.” 
 
    “There’s something else,” Amaya said, and her expression darkened. “Do you remember how agitated Sskorn became when he stumbled across your son?” 
 
    “After Rylan was busted for stowing away on Soaring?” I clarified. “Yeah, he was pissed at him, and he was convinced for a second Ry was an assassin sent to kill him.” 
 
    “The madness had taken him by then, but there was a connection his hazy brain managed to make through it all,” the oryx-woman said. “Rylan Daal and Kavo Alda. They share the same blood. Daal and Alda. Daal is Alda.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” The klaxons in my head were blaring, and I dreaded what she was going to say next because I really didn’t want it to be true. 
 
    “I’m saying, Kavo Alda, the known Mercenary, is also Rylan’s blood father.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    “What do you know about Rylan?” Amaya asked once the shock of her proclamation wore off a little. 
 
    “All I know is he came from one of the wandering villages in West Alem,” I said once we moved our conversation to the large bed in the loft space so we could be more comfortable. 
 
    Which, a little comfort was definitely needed after the bombshell she’d just laid on me about my adopted son’s potential parentage. 
 
    “How did he end up on Nata?” she asked as she gazed at me with a hand cushioning her cheek. We were laying inward like a pair of parentheses and swathed in the moonlight coming in through the screened-in window, and looking into her rain-colored eyes made recalling Rylan’s painful story a little easier. 
 
    “He was the bastard child of a cruel Traveler who ended up being run out of town by his mother’s jilted fiancé,” I summed up. “When it became apparent he inherited a similar gift from his father who could walk through dreams, his grandparents smuggled him out of Alem, and he’d been taking care of himself since he was a little kid all the way until I found him.” 
 
    “His gift really is something else,” Amaya remarked. “Was that really the two of you who came to save me in that awful place?” 
 
    “The Dark Realm?” I questioned, and I reached for her hand when she shivered and nodded. “He’s the only one I know who can travel through that place at will. I always end up just stumbling in there like you did.” 
 
    “I have never experienced such a place before, nor the fear that came with it,” she confessed. “I will have to thank Rylan for flying me out of there.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you were able to find out through Sskorn’s tears?” I asked after a beat. “Specifically about Alda?” 
 
    “Sskorn’s impressions of Kavo Alda are distorted, like most of his interactions with the man were blotted out,” Amaya said. “I think this is the reason I was so affected after I drank them. It’s like his mind had been tampered with-- like someone had smeared their fingers deliberately through wet ink on the page. I think his mind had been damaged long before the ore-madness sank in.” 
 
    “So, I guess my biggest question is, why did Sskorn want you to know all this?” I asked as the miasma of odd connections refused to line up neatly in a way that probably meant I needed more pieces of the puzzle. 
 
    “I think he wanted you to know, not me,” she said. “And from what I can tell, the main reason is just to warn you about how powerful Alda is, especially since you might already have a target on your back because of what happened during the Auctions.” 
 
    “You would think it wouldn’t matter so much because Rylan and I aren’t even on Nata at the moment.” The gears churned in my head despite the haze of sleep edging into my brain. “It makes me wonder if Alda’s reach extends to Terr. Sskorn had to have come into contact with him somehow.” 
 
    “It seems as if he has been busy since his time in West Alem,” the oryx-woman remarked. “But for now, we should sleep.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I yawned and draped an arm over her waist. “Thank you for risking yourself in order to tell me this. I don’t know what it means for Rylan, but the more information I have, the better I can prepare for whatever shit hits the fan later on. But try not to make it a habit, hm?” 
 
    “Okay, I won’t be careless like that again,” she huffed, but she tangled our legs together and shut her eyes. “Sleep.” 
 
    I didn’t need much convincing, and I succumbed to the tug of my sated exhaustion. 
 
    The next morning, after enduring some cheeky remarks from both Horus and Anwaar upon waking up in Amaya’s bed, I made my way back to the other suite to endure even more cheeky remarks from my family who were already enjoying breakfast. 
 
    “Sleep well, husband?” Shay asked innocently as she spooned some sort of pink broth up to her wicked lips. 
 
    “Yep, must be the motion of the… um, train-beast.” I reached for something that looked like a rolled-up tortilla. “It’s soothing.” 
 
    “Mhm,” Zoie hummed with a similar smirk. 
 
    “I agree, I slept great,” Rylan said in the obliviously youthful way he still had, and suddenly I was reminded of the conversation I’d had with the augur-woman. 
 
    A fond pang twisted something sharp in my chest, and with it came a deep-seated worry that burrowed itself in the place behind my heart. I wondered if this was what typical parenthood felt like, but then again, my son was descended from a crime boss with superpowers and also had his own mysterious powers where he could walk through a crazy dangerous dream world. 
 
    Typical parenting stuff, I’m sure. 
 
    “Anyway!” I cleared my throat, rummaged around in my pocket, and pulled out my ticket to blessedly change the subject before Rylan caught on to the innuendo. “Mr. Jenner, I’ve been meaning to give this to you. It was Sskorn’s, but now that Sskern is Regent, it’s apparently his to do with as he pleases.” 
 
    “What is it?” Jenner asked as he set down the gray fruit he was munching on and took the stone X-shaped pendant from me. 
 
    “He said it was the key to the Library,” I said, and then I did a double-take as the koala-man spat a mouthful of his broth across the table. 
 
    “Gross,” Rylan said without sounding disgusted at all. If anything, he seemed more amused at the issue of broth being spewed all over the breakfast table. 
 
    “D-Did you say l-library?” Jenner spluttered and wiped his scruffy chin off on some clean linen. “As in… what kind of library?” 
 
    “As in… the royal kind?” I ventured and looked around the table for help that apparently wasn’t going to come if Shay’s shit-eating grin was anything to go by. 
 
    “As in the royal, completely untouched by the Uprisings, kind?” he asked, and his beady eyes sparkled with excitement. 
 
    “Sure? To be honest, I might need a refresher history course,” I said and then reached for my own steaming bowl, which hopefully hadn’t been spoiled by Jenner’s antics. 
 
    “If I remember correctly, Terr was even more closed to outside influence back then, so the squabbles between the rest of the islands during that time should be null,” the koala-man said almost to himself, and he muttered something that sounded like calculations under his breath before continuing. “The Uprisings brought an end to a lot of the Archives when the rioting got out of control, so if I have my facts correct, this royal library just might be the last intact source of information left on Aventoll. And you’re giving me the key to it?” 
 
    “It appears that way,” I said and took a sip of the salty stock from the bowl. 
 
    “Why?” he exasperated as he blinked at me with an astonished look on his furry face. “Why give it to me?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged and reached for one of those lackluster fruits with the dark-gray stripes. It didn’t look like much on the outside, but when I bit in, the flavor was tart, and the texture was tolerable even though it was tough. “But maybe you can ask Sskern when you get a chance. All I know is you’ve been allowed access to your heart’s content. I’m just hoping once we’re there you can find us some good stuff to copy down for our own library.” 
 
    “Do you really think they would allow me to duplicate their archives?” the koala-man asked as his big ears twitched. 
 
    “It will be some time before the Terran Council would agree to such, but that is my goal in the future: sharing more things with the other islands, including information,” Sskern and his uncanny timing answered Jenner’s question as he strode into our suite. “Apologies. I do not mean for it to seem as if I am always dropping eaves. Terrans often have such acute hearing, I usually pick up on your conversations half a car away.” 
 
    “Good morning, Regent Sskern,” Shay said graciously as she spread some type of cream over a doughy roll-thing. “How do you fare on this lovely morning?” 
 
    “I am well, milady.” The raptor-man bowed his double-ridged head, and then he turned to Jenner again. “My brother was always aware of my goals of an ideal Terr, and it wasn’t until the end when he agreed our way of life could no longer be sustained if we continued as we are in this vacuum of isolation. When he gave me the key, he also gave me the task of guarding that information, but for too long, Terr has hoarded her knowledge. The Library and all its archives shouldn’t be kept in glass cases just to be admired, it should be used. And who better to help me figure out how to do that than the venerable Archivist, Cornelius Jenner?” 
 
    “You flatter me, my boy,” Jenner said as he buffed his monocle on one of the clean linen napkins. When he thought it was clean enough despite the faint crack running through its glass face, he replaced it and straightened his spine. “I will do my duty to the fullest, good sir.” 
 
    “Great!” Sskern boomed, and then he leaned in conspiratorially. “If you also wouldn’t mind looking out for any Terran cuisine books, my uncle would be most obliged. Only, do not mention it was my idea.” 
 
    “Cook books, yes, I shall see what I can find,” the koala-man said, and I could tell he couldn't wait to get his furry paws on some dusty tomes. 
 
    I just hoped this library would also be the answer to our own prayers, and I cast my mind to the half of a tattered book sitting at the bottom of my pack. 
 
    “Was there another reason for your visit aside from cook books, Regent?” Zoie asked as she cocked her head curiously. 
 
    “Please, milady, it would do if you all refer to me as Sskern,” he said graciously and then kissed the back of my cat-wife’s hand. “The title is jarring enough as it is given recent events, but from the mouths of those I consider my dearest friends, it is even more so.” 
 
    “Sskern,” Zoie amended and gently patted the large man on his elbow. 
 
    “Hm, yes, but you are right, in the sense my presence has to do with the fact we will be approaching Big Fall shortly. This is the last major climb to the Upper City, and everyone needs to come to the front of the train-beast where there is a car equipped with seats that have restraints.” 
 
    “We need to be buckled in?” I clarified. 
 
    “Yes,” the raptor-man answered. “The train-beast’s final climb is nearly vertical as we will be climbing directly behind Big Fall to the city’s main entrance. However, I have come to ask you and Horus if you might help us topside. I know you both are getting low on arrows and bolts, which is something we can easily remedy if you are willing to lend a hand. You see, there are usually guards able to defend the train-beast from the creatures behind the falls, but we are a little short-handed these days.” 
 
    “You need people to shoot down monsters while the train climbs up a waterfall?” I asked as my grin grew wider. “Hell, yeah, we’ll help.” 
 
    After breakfast, we dashed around to prepare to disembark the train-beast and made sure we had all of our belongings even though there wasn’t a lot between all of us. Hopefully, there would be a few opportunities to replenish our stock once we got to the city. 
 
    For now, I was inspecting the new set of wicked black bolts for my crossbow and placing them neatly in the case attached to my armored belt. Horus was doing the same with his brand-new quiver, and I grinned at him when I caught his eye. 
 
    “Why can’t I go up on the roof and help?” Rylan asked me as he watched me check my crossbow to make sure it was in good condition. “I’ve gotten pretty good at throwing rocks.” 
 
    “There won’t be any rocks up there, Ry,” I pointed out. 
 
    “But I could hand you bolts, or something,” he whined. 
 
    “The answer is still no,” I said and ruffled his shaggy hair when his shoulders slumped. The train suddenly ground to a lurching halt, and I had to steady him with one arm as he almost lost his balance and fell flat on his face. “Yeah, you’re definitely not going up there.” 
 
    “Daaaad,” he whined. 
 
    “No,” I said again. “However, this has given me the idea to incorporate more balancing techniques into your combat training-- whenever we get back to it, that is.” 
 
    “Okay!” He grinned and perked up again like the changeable teenager he was. “When do I get to start learning how to wield a weapon?” 
 
    “I told you,” I said casually before I sprung on him and wrestled him into a headlock. “When you can avoid me putting you into one of these!” 
 
    “Ufft! Dad! St-Stop!” He started giggling as he attempted to twist and wiggle his way free to no avail. 
 
    “Ahem,” Mr. Jenner’s mock-cranky voice interrupted us, and we sprung apart as we tried to smother our chuckling. “I have just heard from Sentinel Griss that you and Mr. Horus are needed topside, and everyone else must take their seats accordingly.” 
 
    The koala-man gestured to the rows of individual seats each with a built-in rope harness that kept the passengers secure during the vertical ascent through Terr Isle’s main entrance via the odd millipede train-beast. 
 
    I grinned inwardly at everyone strapping in like they were getting ready to go on a rollercoaster at Knott’s Berry Farm. My grin threatened to manifest when it suddenly struck me this is what family vacations must feel like, and I almost laughed outright when it dawned that I quite possibly had the most epic family vacations in all of human history. 
 
    I shook my head as I followed Horus out the side door, along the narrow walking path around the side, and then up a rope ladder until we were stepping up on the back of the train-beast’s neck. 
 
    “Brightwood! And his Lieutenant!” Sentinel Griss waved us up from atop the bulbous head of the beast, and if I had to describe the thing, it reminded me of that bright-green caterpillar Pokémon with the fat head and the large eyes to boot. 
 
    Only the train-beast wasn’t green, it was gunmetal-gray just like everything else in Terr’s monochromatic landscape. 
 
    The giant but docile creature was in the same category as the manapillars back on Nata. They were creepy, yet weirdly adorable with their brown cow-like eyes, even though there were about fifty of them clustered like a bunch of blackberries on either side of its large head. 
 
    I was a little in awe that such a thing existed, to be honest, and I needed to be jolted out of my stupor by Horus. 
 
    “Have you ever seen one of these things?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope,” the falcon-man replied and popped the “p” for emphasis as he reached for the rope ladder that would take us up to the top. “Kinda don’t know if I’m afraid it’ll eat me, or if I want to give it a name and stroke its fluffy antennae.” 
 
    “Right?” I said. “They looked so soft.” 
 
    “Are we really doing this?” he asked. 
 
    “Fuck, yes, we are,” I replied as I hopped up and turned to help him the rest of the way. 
 
    “Goodie.” He grinned his roguish grin, and I was glad I wasn’t the only crazy bastard who liked a good adrenaline rush. 
 
    And currently, I couldn’t think of one better than what we were about to do. 
 
    “Tell us what the plan is, Sentinel Griss,” I said and gripped the strap of my crossbow. “We’re all ears.” 
 
    “Yes, first let me introduce two of my captains, Va and Fa.” Griss gestured to his right and left respectively where a set of identical twins resided over each of the older man’s shoulders. They looked human except for their pale-blue skin and reptilian eyes, and they each had longbows strapped to their backs with quivers that matched Horus’. 
 
    “Nice to meet you both,” I said, and I received stoic but respectful nods in return. 
 
    “You must forgive them for being so taciturn, they both lost their tongues some time ago,” Griss said, and his colorful neck frills trembled at the sight of Horus’ suddenly green expression. “Va and Fa will be helping take down the vermin screechers that will be waiting for us at the Midway of Big Fall. Upper Terr breed screechers as the main source of livestock they then send down to the Lowers. Several of them have escaped over the seasons and have gone feral on the island as you may have noticed.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve all become well-acquainted with the feral screechers, thanks,” I remarked, and the reptile-elder chuckled a low raspy chuckle. 
 
    “So, I take it you will have no compassion or compunction preventing you from slaughtering every pest that tries to come close to the train-beast,” Griss continued and tucked his hands into the large sleeves of his robe-like ensemble. “They have gotten smart to our ways and will try to derail the beast by attacking its eyes so it will hopefully fall and leave behind the carnage they thrive on.” 
 
    “Has this happened before?” Horus asked with a spooked look in his gold-green eyes. “Also, when was the last time this locomotive went without incident?” 
 
    I elbowed him in the ribs only because I thought that was what Shay would do if she was here. The truth was I was amused as always at the falcon-man’s antics. 
 
    “It has been a long time since a train-beast has failed the Climb,” the stout dino-man reassured us. “Also, screechers like to nest at a certain altitude, so for the first half of the climb, we won’t need to do much. In truth, I have always found it a nice time to reflect upon one’s life while the fog of Big Fall’s mist shrouds the way above.” 
 
    “Sounds… spiritual?” I ventured after an awkward beat went by in the wake of Griss’ Confucius-Says Moment. 
 
    “Quite,” he said. “My nephew has told me about your time in the eye of the Endless Storm. It is similar to the lull before the violence.” 
 
    “Ah,” Horus faltered. “See, I was in that storm, too, and I never found the whole calmer-than-the-dead atmosphere very relaxing or meditative. Instead it was more like an axe hanging over our heads, destined to fall at any-- ow!” 
 
    I elbowed the falcon-man a second time, and he snapped his mouth shut. 
 
    “Uncle, are you spouting nonsense and repackaging it as wisdom again?” Sskern’s head appeared as the raptor-man climbed the rope ladder. 
 
    “Rude,” Griss said as his neck frills ruffled. “You could use some more wisdom knocked into you, Nephew.” 
 
    “No need for threats!” he said and threw up his hands. “You know I am only joking! I did come to tell you that Conductor Fleek thinks Feelee is almost done grazing and is ready to go when you are.” 
 
    “The train is named Feelee?” Horus hissed at me. 
 
    “I know, right?” I whispered back. “I think we can do better.” 
 
    “Agreed,” he said, and we made a silent insta-pact to rename the train-beast because why the fuck not? 
 
    Another thing I was learning about living on Aventoll was to take my entertainment where I could get it because it was a proven fact that, at any moment, the shit could hit the fan. 
 
    So far, I was waffling between Steeltrain McLightning while Horus was going for Mr. Crawlie. 
 
    The train-beast’s feathery antennae waved in the air, and it let out a high-pitched whinny that was definitely way too adorable to belong to something so huge. 
 
    “Everyone, grab a hold of the handles across its muzzle,” Griss ordered as the train-beast lumbered toward the aptly named Big Fall, the impossibly high waterfall pouring from a rise of needle-sharp peaks. 
 
    When the large animal reared back its body, all of us bent down to grip one of the rope loops woven across the train-beast’s bridle. 
 
    “Hang on!” Sskern hollered over the roar of the waterfall. “This first part is always a little bumpy!” 
 
    True to his word, I found myself white-knuckling it alongside Horus as the gentle giant found its purchase along the crags and crevices of the cliff face. 
 
    The spray from the waterfall had me worried for a moment that things would be too slick to hold onto, but the gloves the Terrans lent all of us surprisingly had more friction when wet, and when the whole body of the train-beast was finally on the mountain properly, the journey was surprisingly easy. 
 
    “Come, let us go to the top of the muzzle,” Griss said once Steeltrain McCrawlie had climbed up about one-hundred feet or so. He then led the way by climbing along the natural footholds in the train-beast’s short snout until he reached the circular flat part of the animal’s large muzzle. 
 
    Horus and I followed suit, and when I swung my legs over the small lip of the muzzle, I marveled yet again at the ingenuity of this strange place. 
 
    “What do you think?” Sskern asked as I peeked over the lip of the muzzle. 
 
    “It’s amazing,” I replied honestly, and then I took a breath of fresh air. 
 
    I was reminded of my time visiting the Space Needle in Seattle for a school trip once, and the curved railing around the train-beast’s upturned muzzle reminded me of the very same observation deck, only about two times smaller. 
 
    As I stared over the edge, I could see the train cars trailing below like a multi-colored Jacob’s Ladder, and the stream below was starting to look smaller and smaller. Big plumes of vapor were beginning to gather into a dense fog the higher we climbed, and the water droplets cast swathes of rainbows wherever the mid-day sun pierced through the veil. 
 
    We climbed higher still, and with the slight chill in the air, a silence fell over our group as the fog grew thicker and thicker. 
 
    All at once, I understood what Griss meant by the whole “calm-before-the-storm” feeling he was trying to describe earlier. It really was eerie, and even the sound of Big Fall seemed muted somehow as if my ears were so numb to the white noise, they had taken it upon themselves to lower the volume of my surroundings. 
 
    I didn’t know how that was even possible, and the thought was so bizarre, I was also reminded of the weird disorientation and mania that came with spending too much time in those damned dark-as-fuck caves. 
 
    Horus glanced in my direction just then as if he was picking up on the same things as me, and we shared a Mutual Look of Dread that weirdly seemed to give me more confidence just because if I was fucked, then so was he. 
 
    Somehow, the shared mutual fucked-ness made it easier not to panic when Griss finally spoke. 
 
    “We have almost reached the end of the cloud barrier,” the wizened reptile-man said in a hushed yet resonant voice. “When we do, expect a fight.” 
 
    “Bring it.” I grinned and then cocked my crossbow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Sentinel Griss was right on the money when he said to expect a fight, and I was glad Horus and I both armed ourselves before the train-beast, a.k.a. Feelee, a.k.a. Steeltrain McCrawlie, broke the cloud barrier. 
 
    “Reee--!” A screecher immediately sounded the alarm, but I let loose my first bolt faster than I registered myself actually pulling the trigger, and the screecher’s wail cut out with a gurgle before it dropped like a stone. 
 
    I reacted so quickly, even without the assistance of a time-trance, that I suspected even the screechers were stunned because I swore everything paused for a heartbeat before absolute anarchy exploded all around. 
 
    “Fire at wiiiiilllll!” Griss bellowed, and all six of us spread out equidistantly around the circular platform and let our projectiles fly. “Whatever you do, keep firing until I say stop!” 
 
    One by one, the yellow pterosaur creatures fell from the sky any time they took a dive for one of the train-beast’s antennae. There were so many, and they tried it so often I was worried we would all run out of ammo pretty quick. 
 
    However, the screechers soon caught on to the fact a lot of their numbers seemed to be dying when they tried to go for the train-beast, so they started to hold back just as I was nearing a “quarter tank” of bolts in my case, and the Sentinel finally called for a halt on the outright assault. 
 
    Soon, we were only taking down the occasional one or two brazen enough to attempt to outwit the six of us, which showed me how dumb they really were. Like big, dumb chickens. 
 
    And like chickens, they appeared to have the same length of attention span because they finally lost interest just as the ledge of the entrance came into sight. 
 
    “Everyone, back to the bridle!” Sskern yelled, and we all scurried down the train-beast’s snout so we could grip on when the creature latched onto the carpet of thick moss hanging over the lip of the cave Steeltrain McCrawlie was aiming for. 
 
    When we made it over the lip, I could see a tunnel lit with oil-burning braziers, high gothic-like arches, and intricate murals carved into the stone walls in bas-relief. And finally, at the end of the tunnel where the train-beast had stopped, was a set of huge double-doors. 
 
    “Make way!” Sskern shouted with all his might at the large doors. “Make way for the Royal Sentinel, the Regent, Crown Prince Sskern, and the company with whom he keeps.” 
 
    At first, there was nothing but the sound of Sskern’s voice bouncing off the stone walls, but then a low scraping sound could be heard, and the doors started to budge as they slowly opened inward. 
 
    When they were opened all the way, we continued through the doors and finally into Upper Terr. 
 
    “Woah,” Horus breathed as the train-beast traversed the main thoroughfare in between blocks and blocks of dwellings carved into the rock itself.  
 
    Terrans of all shapes and sizes were pouring out of their homes to get a look at the large marching locomotive as it passed by on its way to the large stone palace in the distance. 
 
    “Woah is right,” I breathed back. 
 
    “Stop!” A nasally voice pierced the air when the train-beast came to a halt at the foot of the palace steps. 
 
    From the top of the steps sat a throne with the Terran Asher Lord looking like an older and more diminished version of Sskorn as he sat hunched over in his stone seat.  
 
    The owner of the voice, however, slithered out from his place hovering over the frail lord’s right shoulder. His snake-like face was pinched with a sour expression that twisted up his features, and based on the malice I could see sparkling in his black gaze, I instantly hated the man. 
 
    “What is this, Senna?” Griss asked as he eyed the Asher Lord’s greasy little stooge. Flanked on either side of the throne were what seemed to be all of the missing Terran guards since they numbered in the hundreds, and all their arrows were aimed down at us from the landing above. “Why have you pulled all of the guard off their posts?” 
 
    “Since you have taken it upon yourself to take valuable manpower to go on your stupid recon mission, you left the Echelon without the full guard at her disposal,” the snakey man named Senna said. “Your Sovereign should not go without protection in light of another Red Sky. Furthermore, you have not only failed to bring back the Prince Regent, but have also managed to usher outsiders into our fair lands.” 
 
    “The outsiders are with me on official Ambassador business,” Sskern barked. “And I wear the crest of Regent now, not Sskorn.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Senna said through his sharp teeth, and the hiss he put on the word “seen” sounded sharp and sibilant just like the reptile he represented. “Unfortunately, that is not up for Lord Grekis to determine, which happens to be rather fortunate for you because if he wasn’t beholden to the Terran Leaders who hold his court, he would have you executed immediately for being traitors and miscreants!” 
 
    “Tell me, Senna, are those really my brother’s thoughts, or are they yours?” Griss challenged, and my eyes tracked to the pile of skin and bones sitting vacantly in the throne. 
 
    The dino-man’s milky-blue eyes were open wide, but it was clear this was one of those lights-on-nobody-home situations going off the trickle of drool at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “You will address me as Lord Chamberlain, Sentinel,” the snake-man hissed, and I could see his tongue was actually forked. 
 
    “Apologies, Lord Chamberlain,” Griss said, even though his tone was ice-cold. 
 
    “Your insolence will be dealt with later, Sentinel,” Senna said with a smug smirk. “But for now, guards! Kindly escort the ‘Regent’ and his Ambassador to the court. A hearing must be held at once to determine if the claims that Sskern is indeed Regent are not a result of some nefarious assassination plot against Clan Skerros.” 
 
    “Hey, wait--!” I said as the guards who were with us on the train-beast climbed up to “escort us kindly” like prisoners. 
 
    “Lord Chamberlain, what do you want us to do with the others?” one of the guards asked as he tried to apprehend a very vocal Horus who kept repeating “do not touch me” with varying degrees of malice. 
 
    “Make sure they do not leave the train-beast,” Chamberlain Senna sneered and then wrapped his black fur coat tighter around himself before he turned away. 
 
    After the clear dismissal, Sskern, Griss, and I were prodded none-too-gently down the ladder and off the creature while Horus basically had to be wrestled back inside the car with everyone else. 
 
    I was frustrated with the turn of events, and anxious about being separated from everyone, but I was also glad Horus was going to be with them. I just hoped this bogus trial bullshit would be over quickly, and whatever it was that needed to get ironed out would be the end of it. 
 
    However, as Sskern and I were forced to follow the snake-man into the grand palace fashioned out of jet-black obsidian, I couldn’t help the glare I leveled at the back of the snake-man’s slicked back head. 
 
    “I am sorry about this, Alex,” Sskern murmured to me as we were spear-prodded down the grand black-marble corridors. “I should have been prepared for Senna’s treachery especially because you are the only other credible witness to Sskorn’s Passing, and the possibility I could have killed Sskorn for his status is not something that can just be taken at face value. Back when the Terran Law mandated each Clan of Repute must have a union between the Echelons, fratricide ran rampant.” 
 
    “So, they think you could have offed your brother just to gain his standing?” I clarified. 
 
    “Indeed, but do not fret,” Sskern said with an upbeat tone that eased my mind somewhat. “The trials are done by augur-mage, and although it is onerous, they will find we are telling the truth.” 
 
    “Let’s get this over with, then,” I remarked, and we filed into a large room that looked a little like an arena. 
 
    All around the rectangular room were seats that went back and up like in a large lecture hall. In the center down on the floor, the space was kept clear except for a wide bench where it looked as if someone could be chained to if the shackles were anything to go by. 
 
    It was this bench Sskern and I were led over to, and it was a small mercy we weren’t actually forced into the chains. It was already uncomfortable being the center of attention where at least one-hundred reptilian dignitaries scrutinized us with their cold stares, so the shackles would have just been overkill. 
 
    “Order,” a fat stegosaurus-like man drawled over the gossiping crowd, and I turned toward where he was sitting in the front row. No one was really listening, however, and the stego-man rolled his eyes like he would rather be literally anywhere else. 
 
    In fact, that was what most of the court looked like: jaded and ready to move on to the next item to hold their fleeting interest. 
 
    “Who is that man, and why does he look familiar?” I asked Sskern while the stego-man continued to call for order with little success. 
 
    “That is Councilman Hess, a Seventh-Rank Duelist, and also the current representative on the Asher Council,” he explained. “You probably saw him during the Tithing Ceremony with his two Varthan wives. I cajoled him to come to Nata for the Ceremony, and he conceded. He watched your feat as the Strongest Shield Bearer.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said when his scaly face finally clicked. “I think his wives wanted me to fork over some of my ‘essence’ or something.” 
 
    “Varthan wives often seek to provide their mates with the strongest offspring,” Sskern said. “That makes them ideal wives and concubines for Terran Traditionalists like Hess.” 
 
    “Order!” the Councilman finally roared over the tittering nobles, and an abrupt silence fell over the courtroom. “That’s better. Now. First thing’s first…” 
 
    “Yes, milord Councilman, very good, we are here in a manner most egregious to the most ancient of Clans that is Skerros--” Senna rattled off. 
 
    “Quiet, Chamberlain,” Hess snapped at the miserable eel like he was an irritating fly. “You may speak for Grekis, but you are not Clan Skerros.” 
 
    For the first time, the snakey bastard seemed properly put in his place, and he bowed deeply in deference. 
 
    “Of course, Councilman, proceed how you wish, I am merely but a humble servant to this court,” Senna said as he tripped all over himself. 
 
    “Where is Lord Grekis, anyway?” Hess inquired as he peered at the closed doors to the courtroom. “I heard he had been improving?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, he had been, but the recent disappearance of his beloved son Sskorn has ailed him so, and I sent him off to rest while I took his place,” the Chamberlain said with an oily smile. “Temporarily, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” the stego-man grunted and snapped his fingers for a servant to bring him some ale. When he finally had a large tankard of alcohol in his meaty fist, he lazily flicked his fingers. “Proceed.” 
 
    “We are gathered here to find out through augur-mage whether or not Sskern of Clan Skerros has committed the ultimate crime of fratricide,” Senna proclaimed in a grandiose fashion. “And, by Terran Law, I claim The Rite of Punishment if I am found to be correct.” 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” I asked Sskern as the alarm bells started to go off in my head. 
 
    But my companion wasn’t even fazed. 
 
    “Oh, this again,” the raptor-man huffed and rolled his eyes like he’d heard this very thing at least a thousand times. “The Terran Rite of Punishment basically states if your brazen accusation turns out to be correct, then you also have the right to mete out the consequences. Old crooked Sen has been trying to get me on that one since I was in my seventh season, and I pushed my brother under the water when we were playing in the lake. He claimed to my father I was trying to usurp the firstborn as it was in my Low-ish nature to be conniving and vicious, according to him. Of course, it didn’t amount to anything, but this song and dance is nothing new. I should have prepared you better for this, my friend, I apologize.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I chuckled. “I was just worried for a second this was one of those things that had the potential to backfire horribly, but if you say this is just your usual routine then, I trust you.” 
 
    Even though that was kind of a fucked-up way to spend a childhood as the center of your father’s suspicion. 
 
    “If anything, this should be as entertaining as it always is when Senna makes a fool of himself,” Sskern explained while Senna was busy speaking with two figures sporting familiar scarlet-hooded cloaks. “Especially if the augur-mage is Sabina and Savoy. They hate Senna almost as much as I do for the way he swindled their father, and they relish the chance to geld him in front of the Court any chance they get.” 
 
    “Let’s get this done sometime before I perish of age, Chamberlain!” Hess barked, and the snakey man yelped and clutched the fur robe higher so it was covering even more of his throat. In the process, his Duelist Stone popped out from under the collar, and I was able to count the number of fish etched into the face. 
 
    Four. 
 
    Just one rank below mine. 
 
    Of course, this dick was also a Duelist, and I had a pretty good guess that he didn’t really earn his status so much as murder heedlessly for it like basically every little backstabbing shit ever. 
 
    Call it a sixth sense, or whatever, but Senna looked like the type that wouldn’t even piss on you if you were on fire. 
 
    When the jumpy little fuck calmed down after being snapped at by the Councilman, he recovered some of his poise as a serrated grin scythed across his narrow face. 
 
    “The Court calls augur-mage Rerrel and Ferrel to conduct their audit on the events of Sskorn and Sskern’s last interaction,” Senna said and gestured for the two scarlet-cloaked figures to lower their hoods. 
 
    “What?” Sskern breathed as he stared at the two women who were obviously twins, and who were obviously not who the raptor-man had been expecting. “Who are they?” 
 
    “What do you mean? What happened to Sabina and Savoy?” I hissed and looked over the identical women who had light-green skin and indigo hair shorn severely at their jaws. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he murmured back as Senna continued his introduction-slash-opening statement. 
 
    “… additionally, the Duelist Traveler who calls himself Alex Brightwood…” Here the snake-man paused for dramatic effect. “This Outsider whose very presence inside these walls threatens to topple our way of life, will also provide his testimony as both witness and suspect to Prince Sskern’s alleged crimes.” 
 
    “Okay, first of all--” I bristled, but Sskern made a noise in the back of his throat that dissuaded me from giving this fuck a piece of my mind, so I settled on muttering every curse I could think of under my breath. 
 
    This guy was a Piece. Of. Work. 
 
    And the way he smiled like he had a particularly deadly ace up his sleeve didn’t sit well with me. 
 
    Before I could pinpoint what exactly it was that had my instincts going haywire, the Councilman proceeded. 
 
    “Very well, it shall be taken into account that the Outsider’s recorded testimony will also serve as circumstantial evidence in light of his innocence if Prince Sskern is found guilty.” 
 
    Wait. 
 
    What? 
 
    “Are you sure there’s no chance this all could go ass over elbow?” I asked just to be sure. 
 
    “No matter who the augur-mage is, the record stones capture memory,” Sskern reminded me. “And I do not know about you, but my memory is clear and untampered with.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” I murmured when I remembered how Sskorn enacted the Passing Rite. It wasn’t a memory I was likely to forget anytime soon, and I knew how these things worked from when Horus was in a similar position to prove his innocence. 
 
    But. 
 
    Still. 
 
    “Let us proceed with the augur-woman first since she will ascertain the true intent of Prince Sskern’s heart,” Senna commanded, and I saw one of the twins flinch ever so slightly, even though she never lifted her eyes from the ground. 
 
    Actually, since they’d lowered their hoods, neither one of them had torn their eyes from their lowered position, as if they were afraid. 
 
    Something was wrong. Very wrong, but I couldn’t connect the dots… 
 
    The augur-woman-- Rerrel or Ferrel, I wasn’t sure who-- floated over to Sskern on silent feet. 
 
    She raised both hands and placed them against his temples the way Amaya would sometimes do when she needed to Know something about someone in a hurry, and usually for their own good. Other than that, the skin-to-skin contact of both palms against such a sensitive place as the temples tended to be quite invasive. 
 
    It was this small conscientious thing she said all augur-mages are trained to be delicate with. According to her, when rummaging around in people’s heads, one had to be cautious and respectful. 
 
    Whoever this chick was, she definitely wasn’t on the same page as all that, and before I could even think to intervene, the raptor-man’s eyes flew open wide, and they had a fevered red-tinged look about them I knew was not good. 
 
    Suddenly, a machine gun rapport of vicious lies poured out of Sskern’s mouth, and I could do nothing but watch this train wreck with my jaw slack and my eyes bulged wide open. 
 
    “I’ve always hated Sskornnn,” Sskern growled in a voice that sounded like he was possessed. “Always been ashamed of my filthy Low-ish blood. Wanted the glory. The status to rule Upper Terr as the Leader of Clan Skerros. Sskorn was an ingrate-- ack!” 
 
    The raptor-man suddenly coughed and wheezed when the augur-woman ripped her hands away, and he collapsed onto one knee while he tried to catch his breath. 
 
    “Sskern…” I faltered after the echo of his harsh words faded. 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak, but then clutched his throat and wheezed again. But the desperate plea in his eyes was all I needed to see to banish any lingering doubts about his character. 
 
    There was no doubt about it. Sskern was forced to say all that, and by the way Senna was glaring at me next, I figured I would find out exactly how that was possible. 
 
    After all, Senna needed our stories to match, so I knew what to expect when the evil Chamberlain then announced: 
 
    “Now, the accomplice.” He gestured toward me with one of his spidery pale hands, and the same woman as before approached me with her palms ready to bracket my skull just like Sskern. 
 
    “Woah, hey, wait a minute, don’t I get a lawyer?” I threw out the most asinine thing I could think of in an attempt to stall my brains from being scrambled. 
 
    “What is a lawyer?” the Councilman asked, and those dreaded witchy hands stopped their approach. “Is that like a religious thing where you are from? A priest?” 
 
    “Um, kind of,” I stalled and rubbed the back of my neck. “My customs dictate I shouldn’t, um… testify without my law-priest present.” 
 
    “Where is this law-priest?” the Councilman questioned. “Did he come with you from your lands, Traveler?” 
 
    “No, I showed up on Aventoll by myself,” I answered. 
 
    “Then it is pointless requesting special measures without the expert from your custom present to carry out their supposed function,” the stego-man dismissed, and the last bit of my hope shattered with the next word that fell out of his mouth. “Proceed.” 
 
    Shitfuck. 
 
    There was only one way out of this, and I wasn’t even sure it was possible. 
 
    I was going to have to let the augur-woman Touch me, and if my theory was correct, she was probably attempting to “push” something on me-- probably a feeling or a completely false memory implanted by magic. 
 
    And I was just going to have to fight against it with all my might and tell the truth. 
 
    That way, if my testimony contradicted Sskern’s, maybe, just maybe, the Councilman might listen to reason. 
 
    It would work. 
 
    The augur-woman pressed her palms against my temples. 
 
    It had to work. 
 
    I took a deep breath… 
 
    And my world exploded in pain. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    I didn’t exactly know what I was expecting, but a pile driver to the skull was emphatically not It. 
 
    The moment the augur-woman placed her hands on either side of my head, I felt as if my brain was being crushed. If I had to describe the sensation, it was like someone was trying to fit a pair of shoes into an already packed-to-the-gills suitcase. 
 
    Only, the suitcase was the limited capacity of my skull, and the pair of shoes was an invasive virus that threatened to overwrite the true events of that night… 
 
    Sskorn’s wan face twisted in the firelight. 
 
    Images of the abandoned harbor barracks flashed across the screen of my vision, and they blocked out everything else around me until all my senses were consumed by the memory. 
 
    The Regent was coherent for the first time since his mental breakdown before The Soaring Light was forced inside the Endless Storm. 
 
    “Dead weight…” Sskorn grimaced again, and a sick ache throbbed in the center of my head. “I am a burden to everyone. He despises it.” 
 
    My eyes flashed to Sskern sleeping in the corner. 
 
    “Maybe I should--” I tried to say, but the Regent cut me off with a look of fear, and the spike of pain in my head grew bigger. 
 
    “No!” he gasped like he was afraid… 
 
    Afraid of me waking Sskern. 
 
    The pain ratcheted up to an all-time high, and the scene before me warped into one of nightmarish proportions. 
 
    Sskorn’s fear was exaggerated, and he appeared sicklier and more vulnerable in the scene that played out before me. As I observed this so-called memory, I heard the Regent utter things like “always been jealous” and “has wanted me dead for as long as I can remember.” 
 
    It was true, Sskern was the product of some Low-ish half-breed scum, and it stood to reason why he would want to get rid of Sskorn and-- 
 
    Whoa. 
 
    W-h-o-a. 
 
    No, no, that wasn’t what happened. 
 
    The pain in my head howled when I bucked against the compulsion to vomit out the details of the “truth” presented to me. It was like by refusing to buy into the narrative, the memory tried to superimpose itself even harder, and my mind and my sanity strained under the warring truths. 
 
    Someone, somewhere far away, started to scream… 
 
    “What’s happening?” I heard the Councilman bark. “Is this supposed to be happening?” 
 
    “You’re hurting him!” another voice shouted. It was Griss, I thought. 
 
    “The testimony must be taken!” Senna’s snake-like hiss pierced through the onslaught of throbbing in my head. 
 
    Speak. 
 
    I needed to say something before I exploded, and I knew what I wanted to say, but I also knew somehow that what I wanted to say and what needed to be said were two separate things. 
 
    But the pain in my head was confusing me, and I was starting to forget which thing was the thing I should say… 
 
    I lost the battle with the burning behind my eyes, and the words dropped from my mouth like bullet casings. 
 
    “The night before Sskorn passed, he was afraid,” I gritted out, and then I hissed because I bit my tongue through my snapping teeth. 
 
    “Aha!” Senna cawed like the arrogant cock he was. “Sskorn was in fear for his life!” 
 
    “No!” I growled, and the pain sliced through my head like acidic razor-wire. “He was afraid that-- argh!” 
 
    “Chamberlain…” Sskern finally managed to croak out through his painful-sounding throat. “Stop. I will confess to whatever you want, just stop hurting my friend.” 
 
    “No, Sskern!” I shouted, even though it was difficult to remain standing. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    “Continue!” Senna screeched, and the augur-woman’s grip on my head tightened as she pushed into my mind again. 
 
    The distant screaming was back, and I objectively realized the person it belonged to was me. 
 
    The courtroom melted before my eyes again and was replaced with the scene that took place on the side of the mountain. 
 
    “Augh!” A wail ripped out of Sskorn’s mouth. “Bro-ther…” 
 
    “We are not having that discussion again!” Sskern said as the ridges on either side of his domed head flared. 
 
    “Let my death be mine, Sskern!” the dying Regent shouted his last plea, and the sick warping sensation that happened before started to change what I remembered into something distorted like in a nightmare. 
 
    The scene flickered, and in it I found myself trying to reason with the Ambassador before the man pulled an obsidian dagger from behind his back like a classic caped villain in a black-and-white film. 
 
    It was… a bit heavy-handed, actually, and through the pain and confusion, seeing Sskern throw his head back in maniacal laughter was rather jarring. 
 
    So jarring that I was able to see the delineation between what was real and what definitely wasn’t this time. 
 
    “Augh-- no!” I thundered out. I felt something start to warm around my first finger and wondered what it was, but before I could get my eyes to focus, another bellow built in the back of my throat. “The truth? You want the truth?” 
 
    The band around my finger throbbed, and I clasped my hands over the ones against my skull. 
 
    The augur-woman gasped, and the cramming/shoving sensation disappeared as the false images shattered like sugar glass. 
 
    “Oh,” the augur-woman breathed, and in the vacuum of her presence, a new memory slipped through both of our barriers… 
 
    It was Senna’s cruel face bearing down on her, and she knew that if it wasn’t her this time, it would only be her sister next, or the time after that. Maybe if she didn’t struggle so hard this time, she wouldn’t tear-- 
 
    And with that small snippet, I understood. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    The augur-mage was a victim of the Chamberlain’s cruelty just as much as we were. 
 
    So, I made a decision, focused my will, and then pushed a thought through our connection. “Trust me?” 
 
    There was a moment where the augur-woman hesitated, but then she completely released the stranglehold she held on my mind, and what happened next was similar to the gentle way Amaya conducted her reading when it came to Horus’ trial in front of Nata’s Councilman. 
 
    “Go on, Alex Brightwood, I would have them know as I Know,” the woman said, and I breathed a sigh of relief when a small part of my mind started to knit itself back together. 
 
    “I have never seen someone uphold the integrity of his customs as much as Ambassador Sskern until that day.” The words felt like a balm for my torn lips and honey for my shredded throat, and the pain in my head ebbed to a faint throb as the augur-woman pulled back until we were only linked by our hands. “Sskorn requested his last coherent wishes be upheld, and for Sskern to enact the Passing Rite so he could protect the Clan. I then witnessed Sskern make the choice of putting his people above his own wishes. If he hadn’t done this, the Regent and I were both concerned that he would only attract predators in his weakened state and would thereby jeopardize the entire group. His and Sskern’s sacrifice saved us.” 
 
    The warmth around my finger began to vibrate, and I looked down at my hand still held in the augur-woman’s. 
 
    A ring. 
 
    No, not just any ring, my signet ring. The ring I never took off since the moment Gavlain Mec gave it to me before we left for Terr. 
 
    In the wake of my pronouncement, murmuring broke out among the nobles who were witnessing the trial, and a lot of their suspicious glares were starting to dart toward Senna with increasing regularity. 
 
    The Chamberlain hissed as the attention started to turn to him, and the Terran Councilman lowered his brow in a thunderous scowl. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” the stego-man asked Senna with his arms crossed over his chest. “How can an augur-mage under your employ extract two testimonies that differ drastically? Explain yourself, Chamberlain.” 
 
    “I-I, well, it m-must be… her! It’s her!” Senna flung out an accusing finger at the augur-woman. “Ferrel must be making up lies!” 
 
    “Under your order, you conniving bastard!” the mage of the augur-mage pair screamed out as if she couldn’t bear to keep in her anger anymore, and with another heart-wrenching wail, she brandished her palms at the Chamberlain. 
 
    “Stop her!” Senna shouted, and before the furious mage could unleash her wrath, two armed guards who acted as bailiffs grabbed her and forced Rerrel’s arms behind her back. 
 
    “Order!” Councilman Hess boomed, and the hall went silent. 
 
    So silent, I could hear a ringing in my ears that caused the migraine lingering behind my eyes to come roaring back, which was why it was a relief when the augur-woman started speaking. 
 
    “Lord Hess,” Ferrel said as she collapsed on the floor in a deep bow. “I must confess to an egregious crime of falsely implanting memories and coercing both Regent Sskern and Ambassador Brightwood to try to say things against their will. Please, although my word as an augur of truth may be tainted forevermore, trust me now when I say Brightwood speaks the truth.” 
 
    “How can I be sure now, one way or the other, because it’s as you say: your word is tainted,” Hess said placidly. 
 
    “Exactly so, your excellency!” Senna interjected like the oily worm he was. He was the type that tried to squirm into any crack if he thought it would ingratiate him to whoever currently held the most power. 
 
    The diminished Asher Lord was a prime example. 
 
    Fucking leech. 
 
    “Then your word is the one that is the most called into question!” I snarled at the Chamberlain as the dreaded migraine finally took root deep behind my eyes. “I saw what you do to those you have under your ‘employment.’” 
 
    “Ambassador Brightwood, it is alright,” Ferrel said and placed a gentle palm on my wrist. She smiled, gave my arm a tiny shake, and then squared up in front of the Councilman’s burning gaze. “Please, milord. If you do not trust my reading, I heard there is a fully-capable augur-mage still in the train-beast. Since my and Rerrel’s report will come into question, and you must have accurate records of this trial in case the Council comes to call, it is the sensible thing to do.” 
 
    “There is an augur-mage traveling with the Nata Isle Ambassador?” Hess clarified, and he eyed me from head to toe. 
 
    “An augur-mage from the High Courts of East Alem,” Sskern added with his raspy voice, and he shook his head as if he was dispelling the lingering effects from the mind tampering. “They are also the sisters of Asher Lord Gavlain Mec, so if you are worried about their allegiance like some people whose loyalties will be called into question, you should fear not. You know Gavlain, Hess. You visit him every year for the Tithing. He would not have vouched for his sisters accompanying Brightwood here if he thought they would try to shame you. And I know his sisters would not bring ill-will upon their brother by their actions.” 
 
    “Brightwood also bears Lord Mec’s seal on his signet ring,” Ferrel said and lifted my hand up. 
 
    “Hm.” The stego-man stroked his white goatee as he seemed to consider Sskern’s words. “The ring speaks volumes about Gavlain’s opinion of you, Brightwood, and since it would be impossible to get another augur-mage any time soon, I will agree in order to sort this mess out.” 
 
    “Bring the Ambassador’s augur-mage.” Griss finally stepped up and took his place as Sentinel as he threw orders out to his guards. “Someone also get a healer to look over the Regent and the Ambassador. And, Chamberlain… do take your seat. You are not allowed out of this chamber until we know what you have to do with this inconsistency.” 
 
    “I agree,” the Councilman said, and with a nod, more guards stood by to make sure Senna stayed in his seat. 
 
    The snake-man hissed in the back of his throat, but he sat back in his seat when the mute twin-guards from the train posted themselves on either side of his chair. 
 
    “Brightwood?” Sskern placed a broad palm on my shoulder, and his hoarse voice cut through the dense ringing in my ears again. “Are you well?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, and I clenched my jaw to hopefully get the grating sound out of my head. “What about you? Your head went through the meat grinder just as much as mine did.” 
 
    “Yes, but I did not fight it like you did,” the raptor-man said with a frown. “How did you manage to overthrow her hold like that? The only thing I could think of was to try to stay silent, but it nearly destroyed my throat. You, however, managed to break through and actually state the truth.” 
 
    “This might have had something to do with it.” I flexed my fingers as I looked down at the signet ring and at the familiar sunburst of his seal. “Gav told me it was enchanted with protection.” 
 
    “Maybe to help strengthen the wearer’s will, but your will needed to be stronger than that,” Sskern commented, but the ringing in my ears was starting to crowd out his words again due to the chatter that was also starting to pick up. 
 
    Finally, the doors to the courtroom opened again, and in came Anwaar with Horus stuck to her side like glue, and behind them-- 
 
    “Amaya,” I breathed shakily, and the sight of her made something inside me tremble with the need to be close to her. 
 
    It seemed as if the feeling was mutual because the moment our eyes met, she pushed past the two and reached for my face with her hands. 
 
    My features must have shown something, because before her palms could make contact, she paused and searched my eyes. 
 
    “Alex…” she murmured. “What happened?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said, and I brought her closer so I could bury my face into her shoulder for a moment. Her arms wrapped around me, and for a brief moment the ringing disappeared, and I sighed brokenly. 
 
    “Alex,” the oryx-woman soothed and pulled back so she could look into my face once more. Then she brought her hand up but stopped when she sensed me tense. “Let me look, please? I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Oh. Right. That must have been some strange reflex… 
 
    “I know,” I said, and I shook my head as I tried to slough off the jittery feeling I got when I saw her hand approaching me again. “I know. You’d never hurt me.” 
 
    With one last searching look, Amaya finally pressed her warm palm against my cheek. I sighed when her presence felt like a warm cozy fire soaking into my frostbitten body, and she soothed the jagged edges of my mind so they didn’t feel so raw. 
 
    It was bliss, and I didn’t even realize I had closed my eyes until she gasped and removed her hand. 
 
    Then, quicker than anyone could have foreseen, the oryx-woman marched right up to Ferrel and struck her across her pale-green face. 
 
    “How dare you,” Amaya seethed through her bared teeth. 
 
    “Order,” the Councilman drawled, but he didn’t seem too perturbed one way or another. 
 
    Ferrel, for her part, simply kept her face angled down and away. The crack of Amaya’s slap had caused her dark-blue hair to fall over her eyes, so the only evidence of her misery was the sight of her thinly pressed lips. 
 
    “It is the least of what I deserve,” the Terran augur-woman said. 
 
    “In the face of the abuse you rendered? Absolutely.” Amaya’s voice still had a snarl in it, and she balled her hand up into a fist like she wanted to do more than just deliver a smack. 
 
    “She had a good reason,” I said. 
 
    “It does not matter,” the oryx-woman’s voice rose above mine firmly, but not unkindly. “The augur-mage make a pact with the Court they are serving in to only help reveal, and never subvert, the truth. And as a servant of the Goddess, in our hearts we make a promise to never harm the innocent! What you have done to these minds is nearly as bad as what has been done to you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ferrel gasped as if Amaya’s words pierced her through the heart. 
 
    At the hurt sound, the oryx-woman’s righteous fury collapsed suddenly like a sail deserted by its wind. 
 
    “I can see now no punishment will ever be greater than the guilt you will inflict upon your own self,” she sighed, and she gently turned Ferrel’s face toward her so she could look into her eyes. “Just understand what you have done, and recuse yourself when you get back to your temple.” 
 
    “Yes,” the Terran woman whispered. 
 
    Amaya nodded and caressed Ferrel’s cheek with a sorrowful expression, even though her eyes still had a hard edge to them. I was awed with how she struck a balance between compassion and disapproval, and the message was clear: this action must not be tolerated ever again. 
 
    “Councilman, I speak on behalf of the augur-mage of East Alem’s First Order.” The augur-woman straightened her spine as she addressed the stegosaur-man in her official capacity. “We would be honored to submit our service in this matter if it pleases you.” 
 
    “Hm,” Hess hummed and stroked his goatee again. His face was nearly impossible to read, but the tone in his non-verbal reply struck me as amused. “Proceed.” 
 
    Amaya gave a little bow along with her sister, and the two of them went about assessing Sskern first the way it should have been done in the first place. 
 
    “Don’t worry, chief,” Horus said, and I startled when I turned and saw he had come up to stand on my left at some point. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to spook you. Are you okay?” 
 
    “M’fine,” I grunted and jammed a finger in one ear to try and dispel the ringing. “Just trying to pay attention.” 
 
    “Right,” he said with a worried frown, but he didn’t push the matter, and I was able to tune in when Amaya explained how her Touch found Sskern’s new testimony-- the real one-- righteous. 
 
    The fact that the testimony also corroborated with mine, and also added with what Ferrel had revealed, had the Councilman’s gaze resting on Sskern with a hint of relief in the depths of those flat eyes. 
 
    Anwaar did her cursory reading of Sskern before she went over and hovered her glowing palms over the Terran woman with a frown. Then she tracked whatever she was sensing over to Chamberlain Senna. 
 
    “He has the scent of enchantment about him,” the ibex-woman snarled. “Something he has augmented a piece of his own body with.” 
 
    Augmented? 
 
    I turned to look at Horus, and I was startled to find how pale his face was, like he knew what Anwaar meant. When I wracked my exhausted brain hard enough, I remembered Archus Doler and his enchanted prosthetic hand, and Anwaar’s words finally made sense. 
 
    Something about Senna was enchanted somehow, and by the way the mage’s hands halted around the Chamberlain’s throat, it seemed clear what that something was. 
 
    And by Sskern’s roar of outrage, it seemed as if I wasn’t the only one to come to this conclusion. 
 
    “He’s been poisoning my father for ages with his vile words!” Sskern bellowed, and Griss had to physically hold him back to keep him from trying to destroy the snake-like man. 
 
    “Can’t he be tried for his crimes?” Horus shouted over the chaos. 
 
    “Try it, and I’ll just have Lord Grekis pardon me anyway!” Senna shouted as he hid behind one of the guards. 
 
    “Then I will Duel you, as is my right for the disgrace you have wrought upon the Clan!” Sskern bellowed and tried to wrestle out of Griss’ grip. 
 
    “You will find that is most impossible by Terran law,” Senna said with a sick, twisted smirk. 
 
    “The only law preventing a Duel on Terran soil is one enacted between brothers, but you are no kin of mine,” Sskern spat. 
 
    “That is where you are wrong,” Senna hissed as he clutched the fabric around his throat. “Some time ago, Lord Grekis had papers drawn up for my official induction into Clan Skerros. So, according to law, we are brothers, Brother.” 
 
    “You are no brother of mine!” Sskern wailed, and the pain and loathing in his voice stabbed me to my core. 
 
    This vile bastard. 
 
    This deplorable weasel-fuck had caused pain on this family, and by extent, the whole nation his Lord presided over with his enchanted and poisoned words. 
 
    “That is simply not the case between us, Sskern.” Senna then laughed a cruel and high-pitched laugh that ricocheted around the hall, and I couldn’t keep the pounding rage I felt inside me any longer. 
 
    “Sskern may be your brother, but I’m not,” I growled and effectively sliced through the other man’s deranged cackling. 
 
    “Wh-What?” Senna asked as my words permeated the air, and something deep within me reared its head. 
 
    “Your law doesn’t apply to me, Senna,” I snarled. “So, you better think of a weapon, because I officially challenge you to a Duel.” 
 
    The court devolved into chaos. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “No!” Senna screeched over the din of chatter and exclamations coming from the nobles amassed in the gallery. The events went from being a trial of Sskern’s legitimacy to his title to a Duel between the Chamberlain and me, and the crowd was whipping itself up into a frenzy. “No, no, no, no! He cannot do that! I am a Fourth-Rank, and he is a Five. There can be no honor in challenging someone who is not at least their equal! That is not only a Terran Law, but an Asher one!” 
 
    “For the fact you were the cause behind that utter mindfuck I just experienced, I’d say it’s well within my rights to challenge you,” I replied as I crossed my arms over my chest. “You want to talk about honor? Manipulating your way into Sskern’s Clan like the slime you are is not honorable. Now choose. Your. Fucking. Weapon. Bitch.” 
 
    “Councilman Hess, will you let this outsider dictate the proceedings of your court?” Senna implored. “He is turning this trial into a mockery!” 
 
    “The only one who is desecrating my court is you, Senna,” the stego-man said as he eyeballed everyone around the hall. “And if I do not get order this instant, it is to the Pit with you!” 
 
    The silence that followed this last pronouncement was almost deafening, and I got the impression Hess was the type of guy who would follow through on his threats, so I clamped my lips shut as well. 
 
    “Councilman?” Senna sniveled. 
 
    “You heard the man, Sen,” Hess sneered. “Pick a weapon. And while you choose, bring in the concubines and the ale. I have a feeling it will only take a few moments for Brightwood to butcher you, so I’d like some other entertainment afterward.” 
 
    With the order, the Councilman clapped his chubby hands together, and the stately court erupted into cheers. 
 
    I rolled my head on my neck until it cracked a few times, and Horus thumped both hands down on my shoulders so he could give them a solid rub. 
 
    “You got this, chief,” Horus said, and he helped me crack that tricky place right between my scapulae. 
 
    “What, you’re not going to try to talk me out of it?” I asked. 
 
    “Fucking hell, absolutely not,” the falcon-man said with a dark note of violence in his voice. “For an augur-mage to be abused in such a way has sealed their fate, and they can never take the Oath. What Senna has done is a crime against the Temple Order, and the Goddess Herself. I hope you kill him so fucking hard.” 
 
    “Oh, I will,” I rumbled out. 
 
    “What say you, Senna?” Councilman Hess asked once the flood of new spectators died down to a trickle. “You either comply, or it’s the Pit. I’m getting bored.” 
 
    “Fine!” the snake-man snapped, and he shucked off his outer furred mantel. 
 
    I blinked when I saw the lower portion of his body was just more torso covered in a silk loincloth now that the black robe was discarded, and he rose up on the stalk of his tail like an actual snake. 
 
    It was as creepy as it was appropriate. 
 
    “Have you chosen?” I goaded as I bounced lightly on the balls of my feet. 
 
    “I have chosen this Duel shall be fought hand-to-hand,” Senna said as if he had the upper-hand, and I was suddenly reminded of the time I fought Gul, the same day I met Horus. 
 
    That guy made the mistake of underestimating me because of my stature, and I grinned a feral grin when I remembered how that mistake cost him and led to his inevitable downfall. 
 
    Just like it was going to with Snake Face. 
 
    “Duel!” Councilman Hess boomed, and the spectators cheered with the pending promise of savage bloodshed. 
 
    Then the guards began ushering everyone off the floor of the courtroom that was now going to become an impromptu battle arena. 
 
    “Alex.” Amaya came up to me and cupped my face. “You must be careful. You have a wound on your mind, and there is no telling how it might react with any magical attack from him. Try not to use your time-trance.” 
 
    “Milady.” One of the guards gently touched the oryx-woman’s elbow. “I must insist you join the gallery.” 
 
    “One moment, sir,” she said, and her body language made it very clear she was Not to Be Trifled With. He backed down nervously, and she turned her attention back to me. “Use your instincts. Stay alert. He will strike fast and hard.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I wanted to kiss her so bad my marrow ached for it, but I figured it was probably best not to add any more “conflict of interest” than there already was by making out with a supposedly celibate augur-woman. 
 
    Instead, we touched foreheads, which seemed to steady and ground us both, and with one more squeeze, I let go of her wrists. Then she let go of my face, and Horus and Anwaar went with her up into the gallery seating. 
 
    And then it was just me, my enemy, and the roar of the crowd. 
 
    “I can taste the death on you, Outsider,” Senna said as we circled one another. His forked tongue flicked out, and he grimaced as if he really could taste something in the air. “Ah, but no fear. That makes you either very brave, or very stupid.” 
 
    “I don’t need a demon’s tongue to know you stink like a fucking coward,” I said as if the guy asked me what time it was. “Why else would you get people to do your dirty work for you?” 
 
    “You are an aberration!” Senna shrieked, and he lashed his long tail around to try and trip me. 
 
    I jumped over it just in time, and I was smart enough to anticipate him attempting to swipe at me a second time. When I landed, I slammed the back of my booted heel down on the tail in front of me, and then I vaulted backward on my hands in a move Zoie was trying to get me to perfect whenever we trained. 
 
    “Ahhhrrrrrggg!” Senna wailed, and his tail scrunched up around the place where I struck him. “You will pay for that!” 
 
    I waggled my eyebrows at him just to piss him off. “Don’t be a bitch.” 
 
    “You insolent scatmite! Your very feet upon Terran ground is an insult!” The Chamberlain’s throat bulged as he went on with his diatribe, and a dark-black vein pulsated under his sallow green skin. The effect made it look like he had a jagged black stitch holding his neck together, and the louder he yelled, the more it throbbed. 
 
    I kicked him in his left hip as he continued to monologue like a douche, and he stumbled. 
 
    Before I could take him down, however, the snake-man used the momentum to actually carry him to the floor so he could slither out of my way, circle around, and then loom up behind me like a cobra ready to strike. 
 
    And strike he did with a slam to the center of my back, but I used the impact to send myself into a somersault so I could get some distance from that deadly tail hell-bent on snatching one of my ankles. 
 
    Apparently, his tail wasn’t as injured as I thought it was. Terrans were fucking durable as hell, so my whole strategy needed to change. 
 
    It was potentially doable to get him down in a Rear Naked Choke, but who’s to say he wouldn’t strangle me right back with his boa-like tail? It would be a race to see who submitted from lack of blood flow first, and that was a risk I couldn’t afford. 
 
    “Stay still, you grubshite!” Senna screamed, and he melted back to the floor lightning fast only to pop up on my right and jab me in the ribs. 
 
    I stumbled back, only to have a punishing strike nail me in the kidney, which caused me to fall forward. 
 
    “Argh!” I landed on the dusty wooden floor on my hands and knees, and then I rolled to the right when he basically tried flying at me with his Death Elbows like Mickey Rourke in The Wrestler. 
 
    He slammed his body into the floor where my head used to be, and the wooden floor gave way beneath one of his elbows and trapped his arm. This gave me a sliver of a moment to dance away while he struggled to free himself from the wooden slats. 
 
    I went to get closer to see if I might be able to deliver a powerful snap-kick to his head while he was at this level, but that damn fucking darkhell tail zipped up and finally cinched tight around my ankle. 
 
    Then the Chamberlain snapped his tail violently to the left, and I was flung to the side a good five feet before my shoulder slammed into the floor. I wheezed as the breath was knocked out of me, and I attempted to stand, but my ankle was throbbing fiercely, and I crashed to the ground again. 
 
    “Dieeeee!” Senna shrilled out, and when he rushed at me, I felt my adrenaline spike. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    “Aaarrrugh!” I screamed as the ringing in my head exploded into the sounds of a screeching train car and metal tearing metal. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    Senna’s larger body slammed into mine, and his cold fingers clamped around my throat. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The pain tore open my head again, but the Chamberlain’s motions slowed, and I was able to get my leg under him and my fingertips between his hands and my neck. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Another breath stealing stab of pain caused me to release the last of my air, and Senna bored down on my neck even harder until my eyes bulged. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The world behind Senna’s scowling face flickered, and the image of the misty Dark Realm forest flashed in and out of existence. 
 
    A gut-deep sensation of wrongness overwhelmed me for a moment, and Amaya’s warning about using the time-trance rang in my head. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    White light flared at the corners of my vision, and I kicked my legs as time resumed its normal speed while the disconcerting sight of the Dark Realm disappeared. 
 
    One problem down, but now I had to prevent myself from being strangled to death. 
 
    “Traveler scum!” Senna spat in my face as I pried at his clammy fingers. 
 
    “Fuck… off.” I twisted my hips at the same time as I rammed my forehead into the fucker’s throat. 
 
    “Herk!” Senna wheezed, and I pulled back to look at the throbbing bulge below his Adam’s apple. It was an angry purple and looked even bigger and more… translucent, somehow. Like it was a boil on the cusp of bursting. 
 
    Maybe I could help it along, and I reared back my head so I could smash his throat a second time. 
 
    The snake-man made an awful gurgling sound and tore himself away from me. Blood poured from the corners of his mouth, and both of his hands flew up to his neck. 
 
    “Yrrrrrouu,” he tried to say through the blood welling up in his mouth, and I dragged myself to my feet. 
 
    My ankle twinged, my neck felt sore, and my head throbbed with an all-out migraine, but all of that was worth it for what was coming next. 
 
    “You have been found guilty of your crimes, Senna, and now I am going to pass down your sentence,” I said as I stalked toward him. 
 
    “Hrrk, hrrrnn!” The snake-man tried to slither away by dragging himself backward, but I stomped on his tail. “Hsssss!” 
 
    The high-pitched sound was him screaming, I realized, and the noise was so grotesque, I didn’t think twice before I side-kicked him right in the throat one last time. 
 
    The feeling of cartilage and bone splintering under my blow was music to my ears if only because it meant Senna’s reign of terror was officially over as his sad sack hit the ground. 
 
    A beat of silence resounded in the wake of the loud thud of the Chamberlain’s body before the crowd erupted into raucous applause, and I breathed out a sigh of relief as I was finally able to drop some of the adrenaline still coursing through my veins. 
 
    “Well, well, a performance truly worthy of someone called the Strongest Bearer!” Councilman Hess boomed, and he raised his tankard of ale up before giving it a big swallow. “It appears as if Clan Skerros, and thereby all of the Upper Echelon, owes you a debt of gratitude, Brightwood, and I would like to be among the first to welcome you properly to Terr.” 
 
    “Oh, is that what’s happening?” a new voice piped up from the gallery, and the chatter died down as a person who looked more like an alligator with long frizzy dreadlocks of steel-gray hair and brown animal skin robes stood up from his bench seat next to the Councilman. “I did not know this official trial was also the welcome committee to an Outsider. Silly me, if I had known, I would have prepared a nice gift box with our appreciation.” 
 
    “Oh, come, Zerr,” Hess grumbled as he sat back in his seat like someone had just popped his bubble. “You always do this. Why can’t you let us all have a moment of joy, you wrinkly bag of bones.” 
 
    “Because the Low-ish are dying every day, and this committee will suddenly listen to an Outsider but not the cries of its people, so forgive me if my distaste ruins the party,” the elder named Zerr apologized in a tone that was anything but apologetic. 
 
    “But, Zerr, you can agree Ambassador Brightwood has done us a great service in eliminating such a deadly threat to our court,” Griss said as he gestured to Senna. 
 
    “He may have done you Up-ish a favor, but from where I’m standing, he’s done nothing for my Lowers.” The alligator-man crossed his arms as he took his seat once more on the bench. 
 
    “There you go again, Zerr,” one of the more uppity-looking of the nobles drawled as he glared at the dreadlocked man from the height of his elongated neck. “Why must you always try to steer the topic toward the Low-ish political agendas?” 
 
    “Listen, if you want to continue to benefit off the labor of my people, Bartus, then--” the alligator man snapped, but he was interrupted. 
 
    “Not every gathering needs to revolve around the rift between the Echelons!” the long-necked Bartus nearly shouted. 
 
    “Enough bickering!” the Councilman thundered. “There must be a way to appease you, Zerr. What’ll it take in order to remove the ray-stinger from your ass-pucker?” 
 
    A smattering of laughter could be heard all around, and I watched as the alligator’s tawny scales colored a deeper shade of brown while his face contorted in rage. 
 
    “What I, as well as the rest of the Lowers would like, is a working plan on how to get us up and out of the Pit,” Zerr gritted out through his tightly-clenched jaw. “But barring that, I would take any Outsider’s head on a pike.” 
 
    “Leader Zerr,” Sskern spoke up from his position beside Griss. “I can assure you your plight has not fallen on deaf ears, and I can give you my word on my Low-ish blood that my goal has been to help you and our people from the start. The Outsider is one of those ways I can help you, if you will only let it work.” 
 
    “Pah!” Zerr growled. “He says, ‘our people’ as if he hasn’t lived the privileged Up-ish life!”  
 
    “My nephew has just been proven innocent of his conniving, do you presume to prosecute him for something else?” Griss asked in an innocuous tone, but the frills around his neck vibrated in warning. 
 
    “If I may…” I said before this whole thing could escalate into another god-awful trial by prejudiced hearsay. “Maybe there is something I could do to appease the Lower Echelon as well as I’ve appeased the Upper? I don’t know if you have a prince or something that needs to be vouched for, but whatever it is, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “You are willing to ingratiate yourself to a people you know nothing about?” Zerr scoffed. “What’s in it for you?” 
 
    “I’m loyal to Sskern,” I said simply. “And he’s the one who cares the most about your people-- all of his people, so much so he’s willing to bring in an Outsider. What have you done, really done, for your people aside from complain very loudly about the unfairness of your situation?” 
 
    A bevy of hissing and “oohing” started up, and I pinched the bridge of my nose hard when the ringing sound in my head picked up again. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I probably shouldn’t have phrased it quite so antagonistically, but I was absolutely at the end of my patience with this shit. Everything hurt, and my stomach started to churn at the sight of Senna’s body casually bleeding from the hole in his throat. Plus, the never-ending noise in my head was making it hard for me to concentrate. 
 
    In short, it was a miracle I was still standing. 
 
    Zerr assessed me with a keen amber eye from head-to-toe, and he smirked as if he was seeing something in particular that he wasn’t sure if he liked or not. 
 
    “You say you are willing to do anything to ingratiate yourself to Terr-- all of Terr, as it were?” the Low-ish Leader asked me. “You are willing to take on the Low-ish plight?” 
 
    “If that’s what it takes,” I shot back, but then I backpedaled somewhat. “I’m here to learn, Leader Zerr, and possibly to help because my friend requested it of me. That’s all I want to do.” 
 
    “We shall see,” Zerr said with a narrow glare. “I am prepared to accept this Outsider if he will pledge to undergo the Low-ish rite of passage called the Onslaught.” 
 
    “But that could very well kill him!” Sskern gasped. 
 
    “You doubt your champion Ambassador already?” the Low-ish Leader cooed in a whiney voice. “Then if he is so weak, he shouldn’t even be on Terr.” 
 
    “I accept,” I said before anyone could answer for me, and Sskern’s mouth snapped closed. 
 
    “Foolish of you, but it is the only way I will let you into the Lower Echelon,” the Leader said, but oddly enough there was something of a genuine smile on the alligator-elder’s face, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. 
 
    In my estimation, there were always some sort of hoops to jump through until a Traveler like me was accepted among these Aventollians, and Terr seemed to be no different. 
 
    For now, it seemed, I had passed the test, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    “Excellent!” Councilman Hess boomed. “Somebody, clean up this stinking pile of Chamberlain, and we may just salvage this day yet! A banquet this evening is in order, I should think. Let us give our visiting Ambassador a proper welcome.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “Brightwood?” Griss’ face swam into my vision, and I blinked rapidly as I tried to focus on what he was saying. 
 
    After The Councilman declared the official end of the trial, the noise in the hall grew to a cacophony that left me nearly insensate, and the ringing, ringing, ringing in my head was a constant companion that left me almost paralyzed. 
 
    “Alex?” Amaya’s face was suddenly there, too, and even though I couldn’t really hear her words, I could read the shape her mouth made. “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Come, the Royal Guest Suite has been prepared, and the rest of your family has been moved there while you had been undergoing the Duel,” Griss said as he ushered us away from the din, and I was relieved when my normal hearing came back now that we were in the corridor. “Are you well, Brightwood?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I gruffed out through my ragged throat that was sore from all the screaming. 
 
    By the looks I got from the Terrans, the augur-mage, and Horus, I could tell my answer was not very convincing. 
 
    “You look like death, my friend,” Sskern commented with a shit-eating grin, and when my tired feet stumbled over one of the uneven stones on the floor for the second time, he and Horus both ducked under each of my arms and helped me the rest of the way. 
 
    “I could have walked, you guys,” I mumbled out a token protest as we entered the large living space. The truth was, it seemed like I was leaking energy with every step I took, and I was pretty sure I would have ended up on my face a couple of times if it weren’t for Sskern and Horus. 
 
    Dead silence greeted us like a slap in the face once the doors closed behind us, and I blinked as I took in the sight. 
 
    The living space, A.K.A Dracula’s Summer Home, was a combination of lavish and gaudy with dark-red fabrics and lacquered black furniture similar to the trees in the forest I saw earlier. Three sofas sat in a semi-circle around an ostentatious fireplace, and heavy draperies framed the high-arched windows. Then on either side of the space were matching staircases that led to what I assumed were the rooms. 
 
    Zoie was pacing herself up into a frenzy in front of a large fireplace while Rylan and Shay sat on one of the red velvet sofas with matching grim expressions as they stared into the flames. Nemis and Jenner each sat with a book on a giant fur rug, or in Jenner’s case, seven books, to pass the time, but then everyone’s eyes landed on us, and all other activities were forgotten. 
 
    “Horus, what--?” Zoie rushed over after she snapped out of her stupor. This seemed to have a chain reaction because everyone then rushed to their feet as my cat-wife came up to peer into my face. “Alex?” 
 
    “M’okay, kitten.” I tried to smile at her, but I could feel how strained it was on my face. 
 
    “Let’s get him to a couch,” Horus suggested. 
 
    “Yes, let’s,” Shay said with false cheer in her voice. “And then you can explain to all of us how bringing my husband back in this state is anything close to ‘it’ll be fine, Shaylee, absolutely fine.’” 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Nemis asked. “And where in the darkhells did you go? There we were, waiting politely on the train as only good hostages can, when Sentinel Griss’ men tell us they need the augur-mage. Jump to the point where we’re all suddenly treated like royalty. Captive royalty, but the place is nice, I suppose…” 
 
    The zany raccoon-man continued to prattle on, but the rest of what he was talking about got lost when Amaya took over. 
 
    “They needed Ana and I to step in concerning the trial when the loyalty of their own augur-mage came into question,” the oryx-woman said as she crouched in front of me with a concerned look on her face. 
 
    “Why was there a trial in the first place?” Shay asked as she took a seat on my right while Zoie sat on my left. 
 
    “The scat-kicker who worked for the Asher Lord wanted the Councilman to believe Sskern killed his brother in some sort of plot,” Horus explained while the Terrans brought over trays of steaming liquid with the help of Jenner. “He was forcing the Terran augur-mage to implant false memories into their heads, but because Alex fought the compulsion, he got the worst of it.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘the worst of it?’” Zoie demanded, and her questions set off a chain of overlapping questions from Shay, Rylan, and even Nemis. 
 
    My head throbbed like there was a large tear in the center of it, and I dug my fingers into my eye sockets. 
 
    “Everyone,” I groaned out, and something in my shattered voice must have caught everyone’s attention because they all stopped talking. “One at a time, please.” 
 
    “Here.” Sskern handed me a steaming mug of tea that smelled like pine-needles, but it immediately lessened the rawness racing along my skull. 
 
    “Thanks,” I grunted and took a tentative sip. It was awful in that harsh medicinal way, but it soothed my throat, so I kept drinking. “Why aren’t you like this, Sskern? I feel like I’ve just been fed to Feelee twice over.” 
 
    “I definitely got away better it seems,” the raptor-man said and offered me a piece of warm flatbread. 
 
    “It’s like I said.” Amaya’s voice was lowered now like a soothing balm to my sensitive ears, and I gave her a grateful smile. “You didn’t fight the compulsion to speak those lies Ferrel was feeding you. Alex did. He shattered the lies over his mind like glass, but that doesn’t mean the shards are gone.” 
 
    “That’s a good way of putting it,” I said as I squinted around the room lit up from the afternoon sun. “Broken glass-- ow.” 
 
    “Rylan, sweetheart, please close the drapes,” Shay murmured in a lowered pitch, and I nearly sobbed in gratitude as the cool darkness eased some of the burning. 
 
    “Husband, when was the last time you meditated?” Zoie’s soothing voice purred right by my ear, and I shuddered from how even that seemed too much. 
 
    “I don’t know…” I croaked and flinched when I felt Amaya’s hands cradle my face again. 
 
    “It’s been a while,” the oryx-woman tsked as the tingle of her Knowing Touch flowed through me, and I almost jerked out of her reach again at the feeling. 
 
    Had her Touch always been so noticeable before?  
 
    I never really registered it, but now the currents under her palms felt not just warm, but like ants were marching along my skin with their prickly feet. 
 
    For a moment, it was the only thing I could focus on, and I became trapped inside an odd loop I couldn’t completely break out of. 
 
    It was like I was the tin-man, aware but rusted, as I hyper-fixated on the way her Touch grated on my livewire nerves. 
 
    “Oh, Alex, I’m so sorry, hold on--” I heard a rustle of something, and then Amaya’s hand was back but sheathed in a soft glove that muted some of the pain. “As I was saying, there is damage inside him. He seems to not be able to filter certain things out.” 
 
    “Is it something I might be able to help with?” Shay asked. 
 
    “I don’t know…” Amaya said, and I cracked open my eyes. “There you are, darling. I’m sorry I didn’t understand before.” 
 
    “What’s happening to me?” I managed to get out, and I took another shaky sip of tea that Jenner replenished and shoved back into my hands. 
 
    “Let me try,” Shay insisted, and I noticed her tears were already starting to gather in her beautiful emerald eyes. “He can barely function like this.” 
 
    “Try it,” Amaya said after a brief hesitation and moved aside so Shay could crouch in front of me.  
 
    With a sigh, my wife closed her eyes and breathed as if it was a relief to finally let her tears free. 
 
    Hauntingly beautiful tears streamed down her face, but no matter how ethereal the phoenix-woman looked in the dim light, the tears refused to manifest as anything but regular tears. 
 
    “It’s not working,” Anwaar murmured as Horus came up and put his hands on his sister’s shoulders. 
 
    “Argh.” Shay swiped angrily at her tears and sniffled. “I’m sorry. I don’t know… I’m just…” 
 
    “Shh, sweetheart,” I said, and I brought her in for an embrace. “It’s alright. You’re probably just worn out from keeping us all together.” 
 
    “But, Alex, you’re suffering,” she said. 
 
    “I think I’ll pull through,” I said with confidence, even though my own voice sounded harsh inside my own head. “I think I just need some sleep. Just, get me to a bed that’s horizontal, and I’ll meditate after the banquet. That should help.” 
 
    “Banquet?” Zoie queried. 
 
    Just then, a knock came from the suite door, and a guard came in with another servant who was wielding a scroll. 
 
    “Excuse the interruption, Ambassador Brightwood, but the Councilman wanted the transfer of the Chamberlain’s assets over to you to be swift,” the man said, and he handed the document over to Jenner’s waiting hands. “Good day.” 
 
    And with that, we were all alone again. 
 
    “Alex… did you just win a Duel?” Jenner asked as he took off his monocle so he could look at me in shock. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said in a daze. “There was also that.” 
 
    The questions started up again, but thank Mercedes for Horus because he put his foot down. 
 
    “Let me be the one to regale you on that epic tale, but first, our hero needs his beauty sleep,” the falcon-man said as he quieted everyone and helped me to my feet. 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered to him, even if I was not exactly ready to even admit to myself how hard staying conscious was all of a sudden. 
 
    “Don’t worry about a thing, chief,” he said and patted me on the back. “I’ve got it from here. I won’t leave out a single dashing feat of yours.” 
 
    “I have him,” Zoie then said as she looped my arm around her strong shoulders and carted me off to one of the rooms. 
 
    I spent a moment appreciating the opulent bed as my cat-wife helped me take off my boots, but when she helped me get under the blankets, I was completely gone before I could even register her sweet kiss on my brow. 
 
    The dreams I had were painful, hazy things that were confusing at best, and terrifying at worst. 
 
    One dream in particular felt like I dropped through an endless hole like in the game Portal when the portals were stacked on top of one another. Only here, I was endlessly falling through the Dark Realm with the wind howling in my ears as the breath was snatched from my lungs. 
 
    When I finally came to a halt, it was because the dream decided to slam me back into my body, and I woke from my fitful sleep with a gasp. 
 
    Even though the drapes were still drawn, I could tell night had definitely fallen, and I took a moment to just lay there in the dark while my heartrate fell back down to more normal levels. 
 
    My body still ached, even though I knew the sleep had done me good. Overall, it felt like it was the day after recovering from a really bad flu, and I had half a mind to just curl up and go back to sleep, but the memory of endlessly falling kept me from that mistake. 
 
    “Dad?” a curious voice piped up from the crack in the doorway. 
 
    “Rylan…” I heard a low voice say my son’s name, but the rest of it was lost behind the door. 
 
    “But I think he’s awake now,” Rylan responded, and he didn’t even bother to lower his voice, so if I wasn’t awake already, I most definitely was now. 
 
    “In or out, kid,” I chuckled, and he grinned and came into the room as I pushed myself up to a sitting position. 
 
    “I’m going to turn up the lights, okay?” Rylan’s shadow cut across the room to the oil lantern mounted on the wall. 
 
    “Yeah, but go slow,” I cautioned when I remembered how sensitive literally everything was only a few hours ago. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, and with the rusty squeak of a knob being turned, a soft orange light lit up the room. “Hey, you look less like shit.” 
 
    “Good,” I grumbled and swung my legs over the side of the bed so I could sit on the edge of the mattress. 
 
    “Oh, wait, I have something for you, hang on.” Rylan zipped out of the room and had another murmured conversation with Zoie from the sounds of it. 
 
    Then, just as I was about to test actually getting out of bed on bones that felt like ninety years old instead of twenty-five, Rylan came back in with a tray and two familiar mugs with steam rising from their rims. 
 
    “Uggh, not more of that tea,” I groaned. 
 
    “No, it’s not, promise!” he said and set the tray on the side table. Then he dragged a small cushioned chair up so he could face me as he passed me a mug. 
 
    “What is it, then?” I asked as I peered into the depths of the maroonish drink. My nose was a little clogged, so I couldn’t really smell it, but the creamy frothy beverage looked familiar. 
 
    “Mom had a bag of pappa sweets she was saving, and I made that chock-hotlet stuff for you,” Rylan said, and I couldn’t keep a grin from tugging at my lips no matter how hungover I currently felt. 
 
    “You made this for me?” I hid my smile by taking a sip of the weird sour dark chocolate drink we both improvised back when we had our heart-to-heart about his heritage. 
 
    “I thought it would help, especially because we ran out of kolee long before Soaring was docked,” he sighed wistfully, and I chuckled again. 
 
    It struck me just then how this caring and conscientious kid was somehow the product of such a cruel bastard as Kavo Alda, and I was suddenly panicked about what to do with this knowledge. 
 
    With everything going on, I hadn’t really had time to fully process everything Amaya told me, let alone figure out how to tell Rylan. 
 
    Or even if I should. 
 
    “Dad?” Rylan interrupted my thoughts, and I glanced up at his wide-eyed expression. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, I promise, kiddo,” I said, and I was pleased to find that statement was pretty much true. Now that I was awake, some of the deeper aches were starting to fade, and even though the dull ringing was still present, it was easily ignorable. “This drink, though? This is brilliant.” 
 
    “Good.” He sat back in his chair with a smug smirk, and we both finished our drinks in easy silence. 
 
    “Hey, bud,” I said as I put my empty mug aside. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Even though I snuck onto Soaring and pissed off the Regent?” He smirked and set his own empty mug down on the tray next to mine. 
 
    “Yeah, even so,” I laughed and ruffled his hair. 
 
    A brief moment lapsed between us, and I thought about Going There with our conversation again, but I changed my mind last minute and figured I needed to talk to my wives about it anyway. 
 
    I’d already made up my mind about a few things, namely leaving him here with Jenner while we descended down to the Lower Echelon. That might prove to be a battle in itself, so I didn’t see the harm in holding back just a little longer. 
 
    “Oh, well…” he trailed off as he pushed my hand off his head with a bashful smile. “That’s good. Oh! By the way, I was also supposed to tell you Mom says you should get ready for the banquet.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned again, but this time theatrically as I flung out a hand toward him. “Help your elders.” 
 
    Rylan laughed as I basically draped myself all over him until he had to try to push me off or suffer being crushed under my weight, and from there we devolved into playful squabbling until Zoie needed to break us up so I could actually do what she said and clean up for the Terran banquet, which was supposedly being held in my honor. 
 
    When my two wives, Horus, the Mec sisters, and me were all scrubbed up with hot water baths and dressed in more of those fine silk-like clothes-- a V-neck tunic, vest, and harem pants that seemed to be the Terran style-- we were then escorted to the ballroom-slash-banquet hall where the party was already well-underway. 
 
    Several minstrels with stringed instruments wandered in and out of the milling crown as they regaled the people in song, and each rectangular table was heaped with boiled meats of all types alongside platters of that interesting flatbread. Beautiful serving women in scanty clothing walked around with trays full of tiny cups of the candor whiskey, which I made sure to steer clear of, so when a tray came by that held the tankards of ale, I gladly took it upon myself to snatch one. 
 
    “Brightwood!” Councilman Hess called from the head table situated on the raised dais and motioned with his chubby hand, and I looked up at the VIP situation with dread. 
 
    On Hess’ right were several Ashers who looked vaguely familiar from the trial, one of whom was the long-necked Bartus, while the Councilman’s left side had three spaces clearly open for my wives and me. 
 
    As well as Lower Leader Zerr. 
 
    Great. 
 
    “Have fun up there,” Horus said as he snatched his own tankard. “Me and the ladies will just be over here enjoying the band while you frixfrox with the nobles.” 
 
    “Jerk,” I muttered. “I’m also pretty sure that’s not how you use that word.” 
 
    “Whatever, Mr. Popularity.” The falcon-man rolled his eyes and bumped my shoulder playfully. “Get up there. The sooner you can rub elbows with that lot, the sooner we can all be done with this whole affair.” 
 
    “Alright,” I grumbled and took a bracing drink of my ale before I led my wives over to the Councilman’s head table. 
 
    “Wonderful of you to come to your own banquet,” Zerr sneered right as we sat down. “Glad it wasn’t too much trouble. It is only in your honor.” 
 
    “Sorry for being so late,” I said over the snide alligator-elder’s misplaced grumbling. If anything, the man looked like he was as uncomfortable with this type of opulent and frivolous setting just as much as I was. 
 
    “Sit, sit!” Hess dismissed with a drunken wave of his hand. “I’m glad I remembered you folk on Nata deign to have your wives and concubines sit at the table with you and thought to plan ahead.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks,” I said and cast my eyes about for Hess’ wives, but I didn’t have to look far because I spotted both of them standing along the back wall with a handful of other women. 
 
    However, it was easy enough to mistake them for some sort of special elite guard or something because they were all bedecked in armor, had deadly-looking melee weapons attached to their belts, and curiously, they were all Varthan like Zoie. 
 
    “Like what you see?” the stegosaur-man asked as he caught my gaze. “What am I saying, of course, you do. You married one of ‘em. Ha! Mella, Issa! Come here, my angels. I want to introduce you.” 
 
    The two Varthans who were standing directly behind Hess came forward out of the shadowy alcove they’d been standing in, and I was able to see them more clearly. 
 
    The first thing that struck me was how much bigger these two Amazonian women were compared to Zoie, and when I glanced at my cat-wife, I saw her shrink in her seat a little as she purposefully kept her eyes on the table. 
 
    “What is it my Lord Husband wishes?” the woman on Hess’ right asked with a regal purr to her voice. She was a striking woman with a fuchsia buzz-cut and the markings of a golden leopard, and she looked at me like I was her next snack. 
 
    “Issa, this is Lord Brightwood-- you remember him, right, Mella?” The stego-man glanced at his second wife, a svelte black-panther-woman. 
 
    “Issa and I observed him bear the ceremonial shield the longest during the Tithing,” Mella responded in a voice as stoic as stone. 
 
    “Yes,” Issa purred as she eyed me with her vivid green eyes. “Has he reconsidered giving us a sample of his mighty essence? I’m sure we could bear many mighty warriors for you, Lord Husband, if he is as… potent as his reputation precedes.” 
 
    “Reputation?” I nearly choked on my ale. 
 
    “I’m afraid my Lord Husband’s essence is not up for negotiation,” Zoie suddenly snapped out, and her ears were pinned back against her head as she glared between Issa and Mella like she was just waiting for a single twitch from either of them to start tearing out throats. 
 
    “Oh, ho!” Hess laughed as he stuffed his piggish face with more meat and bread. “There’s that Varthan fire all warriors possess. Not only are they vibrant between the sheets, but they also come in handy for a spot of protection, wouldn’t you agree, Brightwood?” 
 
    “Ah, there’s no one I would rather have by my side in a battle than my Zoie,” I said diplomatically, and I smiled at my wife when her ears perked up again. 
 
    “I shouldn’t wonder!” the stego-man boomed and waggled his scaly eyebrows at Zoie. “See, Ambassador, Terr isn’t completely isolated from trade agreements like Regent Sskern would have you believe. Terr and Vartha have enjoyed a mutual arrangement in which Terran Duelists are allowed first pick of their stock before their viable women are sent to the Traders. True beauties like my Issa and Zora cost premium gold, but they are worth every coin when the Red Sky comes. Terr has whole harems of concubines that double as infantry at a moment’s notice, and they are all ready to take up arms and defend us from the Scourge!” 
 
    “Let us be clear, Hess,” Zerr broke in. “The Upper Echelon is afforded that protection, not the Lower.” 
 
    “Mercedes, Bartus was right, you really can’t just let it go for one measly banquet,” the Councilman whined like someone had just pissed in his Juicy-Juice. 
 
    The alligator-man rounded on Hess like he was going to rip him a new asshole six ways to Sunday, but when he opened his mouth, the hall went sickly red, and that jarring subterranean howl shook the palace until the windows rattled. 
 
    Red Moon. 
 
    Red Sky. 
 
    There really was no rest for the wicked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “This is why, Hess!” Zerr snapped after another otherworldly howl tore through the air. “This is why I refuse to drop the subject because this is the second Red Sky in under a single fickle!” 
 
    I stared around the banquet hall in shock at how the party-goers paused for a second to register the situation before they all resumed their merrymaking even harder than before. 
 
    “Zerr, you worry too much, the gates will hold, the spawn line will hold,” the Councilman said. “Now, enjoy tonight for what it is!” 
 
    Hess slammed a tankard in front of Zerr, and it looked as if he would start sentencing people to the Pit if they didn’t start partying to his liking, so I cast my eyes across the room for Horus. 
 
    His wide gold-green stare was just as perturbed and freaked out as mine probably was, and we spent a good minute having a silent conversation across the room in small shrugs and facial expressions. 
 
    It mainly consisted of a lot of “what-the-fucks” and “I-don’t-knows” followed by, “should-we-do-something?” and finally more freaked out “I-don’t-knows.” 
 
    Another howl ruptured through the island and caused the goblets on the table to rattle, but the Councilman only clapped his hands for the band to play louder. 
 
    What sounded like distant explosions could be heard under the din, and no matter how loud the music was, the booms could be felt through the ground. It was obvious people could hear and feel the battles raging on the outside, but the Councilman’s denial had dug its claws in deep. 
 
    Another howl, and a series of sharp nervous gasps bubbled up from the guests. With an irritated growl, Hess stood from his seat and ordered the minstrels to strike up a jig so the whole hall could dance. 
 
    “Do you want to see the reality of Terr Isle, Ambassador?” Zerr hissed at me in the midst of the festive frenzy while the Councilman was busy trying to ignore the Red Sky even as his warrior-wives ran out of the hall. “Or would you rather stay here and enjoy the gauche merriment?” 
 
    I grimaced around at the scene and felt my stomach churn, and when more of the Varthan concubines ran out of the hall, I made up my mind. 
 
    “I don’t have anything to defend myself with,” I said, even though I always kept a knife hidden in my boot just in case. 
 
    “You won’t need it,” he said with a cryptic smirk. “You’ll see.” 
 
    “Show me what you need to, Zerr,” I said as I got to my feet. “Shay, I need you to stay behind with Rylan. Zoie, you’re with me.” 
 
    “Be careful, you two,” the phoenix-woman said and kissed us each on the cheek, and then she was on her way out of the hall while Zoie and I followed Zerr to the adjacent door. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Horus fell into stride next to me when we passed him, and the Mec sisters followed suit. 
 
    “Zerr is taking us on a field trip,” I said and scanned the room again. “Have you seen any signs of Sskern or Griss?” 
 
    “No, I’ve been looking, but based on the way the Sentinel talked to the Councilman, it stands to reason why they wouldn’t be here,” Horus said. 
 
    “Wait, what did Griss say to Hess?” I asked. “Was this when I was asleep?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” the falcon-man said with a sheepish grin. “After you passed out, Hess came to our suite before Griss and Sskern left. He basically tried to cajole them both in attending to ‘uphold the image of peace’ or whatever, when all they wanted to do was check on Lord Grekis. Now that Senna is out of the picture, they are unsure of the Lord Asher’s status, but based on what I can gather, it doesn’t look good for him.” 
 
    “Shit,” I remarked, and I hastened my pace when Zerr zipped around a corner. “Poor Sskern. First his brother, and now his father.” 
 
    “Yeah, hey, where is he taking us, by the way?” Horus queried as we jogged down the deserted corridors. “Did you say?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but Zerr said we shouldn’t need weapons,” I muttered but still frowned dubiously. 
 
    “It feels so wrong to not be armed,” Horus said and chafed his arms like he was physically cold from not having his longbow. 
 
    I could relate. The only thing that gave me confidence was the added weight in my boot as we started climbing up the stairs. 
 
    The halls were devoid of people, but the tension could be felt as our footsteps echoed off the high stone walls, and I got the sense there were people cowering behind closed doors. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I finally asked the alligator-man when he led us through a darkened parlor. 
 
    “To the tower balcony,” Zerr shot over his shoulder, which caused the wooden beads in his dreads to clatter and clack. “It has the best view for what we are about to see.” 
 
    None of us said anything as he pushed open the large doors that led to a terrace, but when I surveyed the scenery from the balcony’s ledge, I could see why they named the regions Upper and Lower. 
 
    The entire palace was actually carved into the large stone slab jutting out over the narrow canyon, as if all of the Upper Echelon was a set of box seats at an opera. Other dwellings were carved into the cliff face we were on, and they stretched the entire length of the shelf. A little ways away, I could see a long suspension bridge that went across the canyon, and it was attached to a large tower situated on the furthest edge of the island’s strange talon-shaped design. 
 
    It was at the base of this tower where all the action was taking place, and with my jaw hanging slack, I tried to make sense of what was happening. 
 
    A large gate made from tree logs sharpened to pikes at one end surrounded the tower, and there was a handful of Griss’ Royal Guard and a pack of what looked to be Varthan concubines fighting in tight formations and stunning several of the demons at once. 
 
    “Do you not do the Herald Hunt on Terr?” I asked the Low-ish Leader when I realized the typical trumpeting that should be echoing all over the battlefield was absent. 
 
    “That implies there is a Hunt to be had,” Zerr scoffed. “But who would mount the Hunt? The pompous over bloated scabs like Hess?” 
 
    “But it’s the duty of the Ashers to defend the people from the Scourge!” Horus said with an appalled glare. 
 
    “Why would they, when they have such a perfect defense to keep them away from all the action?” I sneered at the cloistered upper shelf of Terr lucky enough to be untouched by the Scourge. 
 
    “Now, you’re starting to realize.” Zerr gave me a bitter grin before he went on. “That region there, and everything below it down to the mines, all the way to the Pit itself, is classified as Lower Echelon. We fight fiercely even though the steel in our weapons makes us sick, and even then, we are only ever able to stun them, but they regenerate the next time right where they fell. The guards and concubines you see right now are trying to beat back the demons at the spawn line.” 
 
    I followed where Zerr was pointing with my eyes, and I observed how most of the fighting was taking place just outside the gate leading to the tower. Wave after wave of demons seemed hell-bent on making it to those gates with a single-minded purpose. It was clear by the frenzy how badly they wanted to decimate that wall and climb across the bridge where there was a whole region of the island they hadn’t been able to reach yet. 
 
    It could have been because I was observing the battle from a distance, but from where I stood, it seemed as if the demons were faster and more bloodthirsty than I’d ever seen them be before. 
 
    “Mercedes be,” I breathed as the distant sounds of carnage made my gut churn. 
 
    “There’s so many of them,” Zoie remarked in a disturbed voice. 
 
    “Can you truly see the Lower’s plight now?” Zerr asked after we spent another beat watching the violence. 
 
    “We have to do something,” I said instead and turned around hell-bent on finding some weapons and joining the fray, but the alligator-man stopped me with one scaly hand on my arm. 
 
    “And what can you do, Traveler?” he sneered as he glared into my face. 
 
    “I don’t know, alright?” I shook my arm loose from his hold. “I don’t even know exactly what you all expect of me as an Ambassador, but there is one thing I’m apparently good at, and that’s ashing fucking demons, so why are we just standing here?” 
 
    Before anyone could answer, the oppressive redness of the night suddenly lifted, and the horrifying sounds of battle ceased. 
 
    “It’s over?” Zoie breathed. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said. 
 
    “It usually feels a lot longer when we’re fighting, doesn’t it?” Horus mused. 
 
    “Fuck!” I repeated, and I restrained the urge to kick one of the lit coal braziers over the edge of the balcony. 
 
    “It really bothers you, doesn’t it?” Zerr asked, and he frowned at me as if I was going off script or something. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I deadpanned, and hopefully my dark expression conveyed that I wouldn’t appreciate any talking in riddles. 
 
    “It bothers you that you lost the chance to fight against the Scourge,” he said. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I huffed, and I squinted out at the lower shelf where the guards were now shoveling the clay clods over the cliff so the demons wouldn’t re-spawn so close next time. “It’s… it’s an Asher’s greatest purpose.” 
 
    “You say that as if you have only now discovered the answer yourself,” the Leader surmised, and I scowled when I realized he was right. 
 
    “Maybe…” I rubbed the back of my neck. 
 
    Mec and the others always talked about this almighty Conviction they were endowed with when the Goddess gave them the power of an Asher, and until now, I always thought it was mostly symbolism. 
 
    But the anxious feeling that thrummed under my skin when I heard those people dying was enough to make me want to scream. It felt… unnatural to stand here and do absolutely nothing when the howling earth called out in distress. 
 
    Because maybe that was what the unsettling subterranean noise was during the Red Sky: it was Aventoll crying out as the Scourge ripped through her flesh. 
 
    I rubbed the sudden sore spot over my sternum at that sorrowful thought. 
 
    “Ambassador, I think it remains to be seen just what it is you have yet to accomplish on this island.” Zerr broke into my train of thought in a round-about way that sounded like he was starting to change his tune about me. 
 
    Knock on wood. 
 
    “So, what does that mean, then?” I decided to ask outright. “Did I pass your test?” 
 
    “Hardly,” he snorted with an easy grin. “However, you will still have a chance to prove yourself yet. Rally yourself and any others. Tomorrow, we leave for Lower Terr at dawn. You will need an escort down there who can vouch for an Outsider like you, and a Duelist one at that. Lowish-folk are suspicious, and it is common knowledge Travelers come from the same place as the demons.” 
 
    “You might want to update your ‘common knowledge,’ because where I come from, we only have creatures like that in storybooks, trust me,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, well, it will be your word against their ingrained history for close to one-hundred seasons.” Zerr shrugged nonchalantly. “It matters not if the history is the actual truth. You must win them over with actions and not words. The Onslaught will help with that, but people will still find a reason to be your enemies. Are you prepared to lose for what you know is righteous?” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever it takes,” I said without hesitation, and the too-tight feeling in my veins ebbed. 
 
    “Good,” the alligator-man grunted, but the smile behind his eyes was the most genuine one yet. 
 
    From there, Zerr bade us a good rest of our evening and headed off to wherever it was he roosted in this place. 
 
    “Can you believe that guy?” Horus scoffed and glared at the door the Lowish Leader just left through. “Arrogant, for one.” 
 
    “I need to speak with Jenner,” I said as my mind started to go over what we all needed to prepare before we departed first thing tomorrow, and then I started toward the door. 
 
    “If you need Cornelius, you’ll have to go to the palace library,” Amaya stopped me. “He headed there immediately after you went off to rest.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” I said, and even though I still felt a little discouraged at the display of cowardice and denial from all the so-called Terran Ashers, a smile tugged at my mouth. “Can you show me how to get there, Ames?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said and crouched down so she could press her palm flat to the floor. 
 
    “We need to leave Rylan here,” I said to Zoie, and she nodded her agreement. 
 
    “He can help Jenner in the Library,” she suggested. 
 
    “I think we should also make the captain stay behind,” Anwaar piped up with one of her occasional pearls of wisdom. “If something happens to some of us on our expedition, it would be a disaster if something happened to the only one who can get us back to Nata.” 
 
    “Point taken,” I said as we started up again down the corridors but with Amaya in the lead this time. “Any chance Shay would stay behind?” 
 
    “Keep dreaming,” Horus snorted, and I sighed when I knew he was right. 
 
    “I just hate leaving the kid alone without any of us,” I admitted. 
 
    “Look at you being a proper mother fowlbeast,” Horus cooed, and I shoved him in the shoulder hard enough that he slipped down a few of the stairs we were all jogging on. “Hey!” 
 
    “Like you don’t just love when he says anything that begins with the phrase ‘Uncle Horus,’” I laughed. “Uncle Horus, can you teach me how to make arrows? Uncle Horus, are you going to finish the last of your ale? Uncle Horus, if you die, can I have your bow?” 
 
    “Well, who else would I leave Fantana to?” The falcon-man shrugged and then jumped the last step to the landing. “Besides, I don’t think you have to worry about him. He’s a tough kid, and I think he’s grown some since he joined us on this adventure. You forget he’s been mostly alone for his whole life, and he’s come this far. Now that he’s got you and all of us, there’s no way he’s anything less than capable.” 
 
    “You named your bow?” I asked. 
 
    “Out of all that, you’re stuck on the nickname I gave my bow?” the falcon-man deadpanned. 
 
    “No, I heard what you said,” I sighed, and I thought once again about what Amaya had told me about my adopted son’s origins. 
 
    “Husband.” Zoie stopped me with a gentle hand on my wrist, and we all came to a stop in a small alcove with a tall and narrow window. “I know that sigh. What is on your mind?” 
 
    “It’s Rylan,” I said as I walked up to the sill so I could look out across the canyon. “Amaya… well, she discovered something when she drank the Regent’s tears. Long story short, you remember our ‘friend’ Kavo Alda?” 
 
    “The most recent Merc boss of Clan Thorn?” Horus confirmed with a dark growl in the back of his throat. 
 
    “Wasn’t he the one who ordered three goons to harass Vel-Rala?” Anwaar spoke up, and a keen frown marred her features. 
 
    “Yeah, at the Festival bazaar,” I said as I remembered back to the day during Mid-Crescent when we ran into Alda’s goons at the vendor stand. “Alda was trying to get information about someone named ‘Krev’ at the Auctions where we got Vela. This Krev guy was the one in the mask who tried to outbid me, and apparently he was only supposed to be there as a spy. Vel said she was harassed for information as to how Krev was even able to place a bid anyway since only Ashers are able to place bids.” 
 
    “Clan Thorn is notorious for hating Duelists,” Anwaar mused. “It would be unheard of for there to be an Asher among their ranks. It wouldn’t be allowed.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Let alone a Rank-Five.” 
 
    “Didn’t Gella Vane gain his fifth-rank status by defeating Krev?” Zoie asked. “Jenner did some research, I thought.” 
 
    “You’re correct,” I agreed. “And that’s what is the most frustrating about all this. There are a lot of strange coincidences with Alda at the center, and now I’m not sure how all of this is connected, especially when I just found out… Alda is also Rylan’s real father.” 
 
    “Rylan is-- wait, what?” Zoie blinked her confused blue eyes at me, and I faced her so I could take her hands. “How can you know that?” 
 
    “Sskorn discovered it,” Amaya said quietly. “A Traveler with the power to control people through their dreams was manipulating the late Regent for some time. The memory Sskorn wanted me to pay the most attention to was the one time he was successful in throwing off ‘The Nightmare’s’ influence. When this happened, he was able to glimpse inside of Alda’s head and uncovered his one weakness: the existence of a son.” 
 
    “But why does that mean it’s Rylan?” Zoie persisted as her face continued to drain of color under the pale moonlight, and her fingers clutched mine even harder like she was willing me to tell her it was all a mistake or a lie. 
 
    “Remember the way Sskorn freaked out when he caught Ry on the Soaring?” I reminded her as I swiped my thumbs back and forth over her knuckles. “He reminded Sskorn of Alda by the way he looks, and Sskorn also freaked out when found out Rylan’s surname is Daal, which would spell ‘Alda’ if you rearrange the letters.” 
 
    “Oh, Goddess,” she said and closed her eyes. “But what does that even mean for Rylan?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. 
 
    “Does Alda know where Rylan is?” she asked right on the heels of her last question. 
 
    “I don’t--” I attempted. 
 
    “And if he does, will he come after him for some reason? Does Shay know? Does Rylan?” Zoie’s knuckles were white with how hard she was gripping my hands, and I did the only thing I could think of to snap her out of her spiraling panic, which was to kiss her soundly on her pretty down-turned lips. 
 
    “Kitten,” I said when we parted with a smack. “I don’t know. I have all the same questions swirling around in my head, and other than Amaya, you all are the next to know. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. It’s a lot to try to wrap my head around, and I feel like there are pieces still missing from this puzzle.” 
 
    “No matter what, Rylan is ours, and we will make sure he does not come to harm,” my cat-wife growled as she bared her teeth in that protective way she had, and just seeing this mama cat willing to defend her kit so strongly eased away a small stone of worry stuck in my gut. 
 
    “That’s why I think it actually turned out to be a blessing he snuck aboard after all,” I huffed and shook my head. “At least he’s away from Alda and Clan Thorn.” 
 
    “True.” Zoie smiled, and her steel-like grip on my hands softened. “And it really is for the best that he stays behind. After what we witnessed, I would not want to have him with us in Lower Terr if another Red Sky hits.” 
 
    “Good point, Zo,” Horus commented with a haunted look that matched the fear in his tone. 
 
    “We have much to prepare before tomorrow,” she said and straightened her spine. “I will meet up with Shay so we can make sure all of us are packed.” 
 
    “Can you also tell Shay about everything?” I asked. “But maybe not in front of Rylan just yet. I want us all to think a little longer about this before we tell him. Who knows? It might not even matter. Based on what he’s told me, there is no love lost between him and his blood father anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, I will handle it.” My cat-wife nodded as she mulled this over, and the burden I constantly felt on my shoulders to take care of everyone eased up a bit. 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed as I brought her into an embrace. 
 
    “I think Ana and I will go help you, Zoie,” Amaya said as her eyes shimmered in the dim corridor. 
 
    “But what about the library?” Horus asked. 
 
    “It’s just down the next corridor on the left,” she said. “You cannot miss it.” 
 
    Armed with our assigned tasks, Horus and I broke up with the Mec sisters and Zoie and headed in opposite directions. 
 
    I was already planning on what to say so I could update the koala-man as quickly and as efficiently as possible in order to maximize the little time we had left before we all departed for Lower Terr. 
 
    However, when Horus and I finally found the mad archivist, he was sitting in the middle of a pile of ancient tomes as if he was in his own personal heaven. 
 
    He took one glance at Horus and I before he resumed reading, and then he drawled out something that had me completely forgetting about my plans. 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Alex, good.” He licked the pad of his finger and flipped over a page. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you. Remember how everyone’s always calling you insane for wanting to combine herald cores? Well, it turns out you weren’t the first crazy bastard to try, after all.” 
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    Oh, hell, yeah. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    The next morning came much too quickly given the fact I was up well into the night talking with Jenner and Horus. 
 
    The koala-man had made a prime discovery in Terr’s royal library in the shape of a simple leather-bound journal scrawled with heavy ink. Inside were apparently the details an old Terran alchemist jotted down about experimenting with different ways to forge herald cores. Currently, the biggest challenge with the gemstones was getting some of the more powerful ones to last longer than a couple of hits. 
 
    Even now, I missed the familiar weight at my hip where my Roman-esque sword used to be. Though it had one of the more powerful cores attributed to it, a blue sapphire one, it was limited in how many times I could channel its volatile power until the sword itself basically disintegrated. 
 
    Which was annoying as fuck, and I just knew there had to be a better way. 
 
    And I was hoping this better way was the journal Horus currently had his nose buried in to distraction. Which, normally walking blindly with a book plastered to your face was generally a bad idea, but it was even worse when we were all traversing a dubious and old-looking rope bridge that spanned across this lovely Chasm of Certain Death. 
 
    “H, seriously, you’re gonna kill yourself,” I said as I yanked the strap of his pack over a little when he kept drifting too close to the jute-like hand rail. “Do you have anything you want to share with the class?” 
 
    “Hm?” the falcon-man hummed as his eyes continued to crawl across the page. 
 
    “I’ve never seen him so studious, even when we were at school,” Anwaar mused over her shoulder with a fond note in her placid voice. 
 
    “Sorry,” Horus said and closed the book. “This guy was fucking crazy. It seems as if our friend, Bartok the Alchemist, had a plethora of paranoid delusions that make for a good read. For instance, he was convinced poracks can control the weather.” 
 
    “Riiiiight. Are all Ashers destined to go bat-shit crazy, or what?” I sighed and squinted as the sun started to peek through the needle-like spires in the east. “Anything useful in there about forging with cores? Jenner seemed to think so.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, loads,” he went on. “Some of it is the typical theories of magical alchemy, like properties of metals and alloys, and snippets of the Runic Almanac. Bartok was particular about enchanting strong alloys with strengthening magicks, but he died before he could figure out which combination was least likely to fail, poor bastard.” 
 
    “How did he die?” Shay asked from over my shoulder, and she handed me a satchel full of Terran flatbread filled with what was apparently scrambled screecher eggs in an improvised breakfast burrito style. 
 
    “He attempted to forge a violet core with a red one into a battle axe-- or, that’s what the last notes at the end of the book said he was planning on,” Horus said and took the satchel of burritos from me. “The rest is spattered in what I’m pretty sure is blood, so, three guesses as to what happened to him-- here, Ani.” 
 
    “He exploded?” the ibex-woman asked with an almost gleefully fascinated glint to her eyes as she took the bag. “You’re sure he exploded? Sometimes magic can cause implosion.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure, my dark scary angel,” the falcon-man said as if they were casually talking about beekeeping or horticulture, not terrible magical maiming. “There was blood spatter on the pages, I said.” 
 
    “A little blood, or a lot of blood?” she asked as she passed the satchel absently up to Amaya and Zoie. “Let me see. Because there will be blood in both scenarios, however the amount of the spatter will let us know which one it was.” 
 
    “Mercedes, Ana,” the oryx-woman grumbled with the appropriate amount of Early Morning Disdain in the face of such a conversation. “Here, Zoie, I’m not really hungry right now.” 
 
    I smothered a laugh by taking a big bite of my own breakfast, glad I wasn’t the only person who didn’t like early mornings, and I caught my cat-wife’s eye. She, too, seemed to gaze at the grumpy augur-woman with fondness, and we both grinned at each other over Amaya’s silver-horned head. 
 
    “Aside from how Bartok died,” I interrupted. “Does it matter if he went one way or the other?” 
 
    “Not in any practical sense, no,” Anwaar said with a shrug as she munched on her meal. “It’s just… good to know.” 
 
    “For what?” Amaya exasperated just like the younger sister she was. 
 
    Before they could start bickering, Shay intervened in her diplomatic way. “So, if Bartock… erm, died after trying to combine the red and the violet stones, could it have been that they were too dissimilar?” 
 
    “Shaylee, spoken like a first-year alchemist.” Horus smiled proudly at his younger sister. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “I read your books whenever you were away,” Shay said. 
 
    “Of course, your sister would be a better student than you,” Anwaar snorted. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not that bad,” the falcon-man squawked as the black feathers on his crest ruffled in offense. “I still remember my practicals. Shay is right: any alchemist worth his salt would know combining the most powerful directly with the least powerful would be suicide. Which, hm, come to think of it, Old Bartok wrote here and there about how his one true love abandoned him, so maybe suicide was the point?” 
 
    “So, you’re saying he experimented with other cores first,” I stated. 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” Horus said as he rifled through the journal’s pages again. “He originally wanted to combine mid-level cores like yellow, green, and blue with the lower-level red and orange ones, and even sometimes adding a third core depending on the metal. If you wanted to pick out a starting point for our own experimentation, chief, I say we pick up on where he left off with his testing.” 
 
    “Skipping the part where we explode or otherwise bleed everywhere, right?” I added as my mind roved over the more salient facts Horus rambled about. “What we really need is a better way to balance the power of the cores, right? Is there anything in there about only using like half a core?” 
 
    “What do you mean, half a core?” Horus asked. 
 
    “I don’t know… can’t we like, take a piece from one core and balance it with another?” I mused. “If we had an accurate way to truly measure the power of each herald core, then we could split the difference-- oof! Horus, why did you stop?” 
 
    “Measurements!” the falcon-man gasped and tore through the pages again. “I didn’t understand what these tables were for, but I think it’s a measuring system. Bartok figured out a way to measure each core.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I glanced over his shoulder at the scribbles that all looked like hieroglyphics to me. “Can you understand all that?” 
 
    “No. Well, yes, I will be able to, but it’s just a matter of piecing together his, erm, mad ravings.” He tilted the book ninety degrees and squinted at a bunch of squiggly lines on the page. 
 
    “Hey!” Leader Zerr was at the front of our pack, along with Sskern and Griss, and he was angrily waving a crooked hiking stick. “We’re approaching the mid-point! Beware of the draft!” 
 
    “Put that away for now, H,” I said when I could hear a deep droning like a giant was whispering over a glass coke bottle. Zerr and Sskern’s cloaks were already flapping in the wind, and they were only about twenty yards from us. 
 
    “Good call,” Horus said, and he tucked Bartok’s journal back into his pack. 
 
    Something about the natural shape of Terr’s deep chasm caused a brief but powerful vortex that spanned the second third of what had to be a five-mile suspension bridge. All thoughts of talking were put on hold so we could concentrate on bracing ourselves depending on how strong the bursts of wind were. 
 
    Finally, we all made it to the large Sentinel Tower at the end of the bridge, and we began descending the spiral staircase. When we reached the small mess area at the bottom obviously meant to house the garrison, Griss turned to us with a kind smile. 
 
    “This is where I must leave you all on your journey,” the Sentinel said and motioned to one of his guards. “We don’t have much because our harvest this year was slim, but we have some provisions for you all. Also, I couldn’t help but hear your discussion back there.” 
 
    “About the herald cores?” Horus asked. 
 
    “Indeed,” the frill-necked dino-man said as the guards loaded us up with identical kits wrapped in canvas. “You mentioned something very interesting about cutting the herald cores. I won’t presume to know why you might want to do that, but I do know of a good gem-cutter in Snake Tree Village. Her name is Fasha, isn’t it, Zerr?” 
 
    The alligator-elder cringed and then scowled at Griss. “Yesss.” 
 
    “Hm.” The Sentinel nodded pleasantly. “She did quite a few pieces in the Royal Treasury, such lovely detail to ornamentation…” 
 
    “I suppose,” Zerr gritted out through his tense jaw. 
 
    “Hm,” Griss hummed again, and after a beat he continued. “Did she ever accept your proposal? How many have you made again?” 
 
    “We are not talking about this now!” he barked and thumped his stick into the wooden floor. 
 
    “I was only asking,” Griss said in a tone that was a little too innocent to be believed. “It just reminded me, is all.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Zerr huffed. “I know what you’re doing, and I’m telling you it’s entirely unnecessary.” 
 
    “What do you think I’m doing?” he asked. 
 
    “You don’t need to goad me into taking your friends to see Fasha,” the alligator-man said. “I’d do it regardless of you attempting to trick me into thinking it was my idea.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Griss eyed me up and down, and I felt put on the spot by his sudden attention. “My, my, Brightwood, you do leave an impression, don’t you?” 
 
    “Quit being so smug,” Zerr said waspishly, but there didn’t seem to be too much bite behind all the bickering. In fact, these two struck me as the Grumpy Old Men of this universe, and even though they were clearly polar-opposites, there seemed to be an undercurrent of respect at least. 
 
    “I’m not even a mite smug,” Griss said and winked at us when the alligator-man huffed and stomped out of the tower. “One day that man will get out of his own way to achieve his happiness, but it seems as if such a day is far off yet. Anyway. You can trust Zerr, but be aware you will all be seen as a threat by the Lowers.” 
 
    “Will you be alright here, Uncle?” Sskern asked. “I could still stay behind for a little longer until Father--” 
 
    “My boy, it is very unlikely your father will ever recover,” Griss sighed. “We have known this for some time, but the only thing really keeping Grekis as alert as he had been was Senna’s cruel magic, which our Ambassador shattered when he dispatched the bastard. That brings me to one last matter of official business before you depart.” 
 
    The Sentinel rummaged in his pack, brought out a small scroll tied with a ribbon, and then handed it to me. 
 
    “What is it?” I unrolled the scroll and scanned the contents. “A deed?” 
 
    “Senna did not have much he kept that he didn’t turn around and sell, but one of his successful Duels somehow left him in possession of a small cottage on the edge of the village,” Griss explained. “It is yours now, and it might do you well to have a base camp in Lower Terr.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and tucked the deed to the property away. This would be a nice change from all the sleeping on the ground we did just trying to get here. 
 
    “No, Alex,” he said and placed both scaly hands on my shoulders. “It is I who must thank you for releasing first my nephew Sskorn, and then my brother Grekis, from their torment. Clan Skerros has finally been purged of its wickedness. Go in peace, and may Mercedes guide you all.” 
 
    After the Sentinel was sure we had all of the provisions packed, we filed outside to the sight of Zerr atop of one of the pill-bug grub creatures we saw in the caves. This one had obviously been tamed, and it was outfitted with a giant basket on its back that looked like it belonged on a hot air balloon instead of Rollie Polly Olly. 
 
    “Come on, Justina doesn’t like to travel in the darkness, we must make haste if we are to make it to the Village before nightfall,” Zerr called from the top of the huge, yet docile, beast, and then he dropped the rope ladders down for us to climb on. “If you’ve never traveled by grub-back before, there are a few things to keep in mind. One: lean backwards when we go downhill, and forwards when we go up. It will help Justina’s momentum and hurt her back less. Two: no loud noises. And three: when we stop, which will be very seldom, stay close, but do not approach her from behind. They spook easily, and she might curl up into a tight ball that could take us a while to coax her out of. Good? Let’s go.” 
 
    And with that rapid-fire crash-course on Grub Safety 101, we were off trundling along the Terran firmament on the back of a creature I’d only ever seen in my dreams, and fuck, not even Hayao Miyazaki could do this weird and wonderful place justice. 
 
    The first thing I noticed when we began to make our trek down was how the trees started to change from those sharp angular skeletons, to ones that had big fronds for leaves like in a tropical rainforest. And instead of just a dreary gray, other variants like dark blues and rich greens that were almost black started to sprout from the walls of the fissure, and when I looked across the canyon, the clusters of trees looked like alien lichen from a distance as it crawled up to Upper Terr. 
 
    The light was also becoming dimmer until we were traveling along in almost permanent twilight, and Horus had to eventually put away Batrok’s journal again because the light was too poor. 
 
    “How goes it?” I asked. 
 
    “The guy’s mind is something else,” he sighed as he leaned an arm against the saddle basket. “But I think I have an idea I’m working on. I’ll let you know when I have more of the details ironed out. Meanwhile, I think you need to break up whatever that is over there.” 
 
    I glanced across the saddle basket and observed the four women whispering and cooing at something, so I figured I should go see what was up. 
 
    “Look, Alex, aren’t they cute?” Shay asked with her wide eyes full of wonder as she pointed to something in the trees. 
 
    On a thick tree branch was a family of creatures that looked like striped pangolins with big ears and lemur-like eyes. They blinked at us as we passed by, and I couldn’t help but smile at how all the girls giggled and cooed. 
 
    “Oh, look!” Amaya gasped as the dark forest around us started to light up here and there as if the palm-like fronds were run-through with fiber optic lights. 
 
    “We have descended below the point where the sun’s reach can only do so much,” Zerr said with a glance over his shoulder before he resumed his guidance at the helm. 
 
    It was everything James Cameron’s Avatar was and more, which was to say it was about as awesome as was to be expected when traveling through a bioluminescent forest. 
 
    And the colors were bordering nearly on psychedelic. Which was cool, but hour after hour of seeing the neon patterns swirling before my eyes on the top of a swaying creature was almost enough to make me motion sick, so it was a relief when a decent-sized stone cottage appeared through the trees. 
 
    If I had to sum up my new digs in a few words, it would probably have to be a neon fuzzy poster come to life. 
 
    Strange moss hung in swathes of chartreuse from the roof while fat toadstools of neon-blue and green dappled the window frames. A small stone path was lined on either side with a chaotic bramble of weeds and wildflowers alike that had a rogue overgrown quality to it. It was nature in its finest unconstrained way, and I wasn’t sure if I ever wanted to fix it up like those proper English cottages in magazines or movies. The wildness of it seemed too perfect to change. 
 
    There was also a decent barn built right next to the cottage that looked big enough for Justina, and it too had the overgrown look to it, which seemed to add to the rustic charm rather than detract. 
 
    “Nice place, chief,” Horus said as he helped me jump to the ground. 
 
    “I agree, this place is just lovely already, I can tell,” Shay said with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure if this place was just a pile of sticks, you would say the same thing,” I chuckled and pecked her on the cheek. 
 
    “There is not a lot that can’t be accomplished through good fortitude and healthy optimism,” she said as she tied her rich red hair up into her functional bun. “I’m eager to get a fire started for us and hopefully some stew going.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said and then turned to Zerr. “When is a good time to visit your friend?” 
 
    “We should go now before it gets too late,” the alligator man said. “The bloomers are almost completely out of their mud, and they will start to open once the sun has truly set. Fasha does not like to stay up too late.” 
 
    “What are bloomers?” Zoie asked in her curious way as she examined a little tulip-like bud pushing through the mulch. “These things?” 
 
    “Yes, but don’t pull them because--” Zerr started to say, but it was too late because she had already done just that and brought it up to her face to get a better look. 
 
    When the glowing pink flower popped open, it released a small plume of pollen at point-blank range, which caused my cat-wife to sneeze violently. 
 
    The sound, although kind of girlish and cute, was a loud one, and when it pierced the air, the grub startled and suddenly snapped itself up into a large sphere. 
 
    “Shit, get out of the way!” I yelled when Justina, the living cannonball, suddenly began to roll. 
 
    With a creaking groan, the grub pushed some branches out of the way before it officially curved down and over the rise of the lip the cottage was on, and it barreled straight for the gates of a small village.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    The branches started to snap and break more rapidly as Justina picked up speed and crashed through the brush and wood, and we could do nothing but watch as the shape of the grub smashed through the forest and picked up more downward momentum. 
 
    “She’s headed for the gates!” Zerr yelled and tried to run down the slope in the wake of the beast, and all of us followed behind the crazy alligator-man. 
 
    Horus and I quickly overtook the Leader with our stronger and more able-bodied stride until the falcon-man and I were both attempting to run along either side of the sphere. 
 
    Now that the ground had leveled out somewhat, the grub sphere wasn’t moving too fast, but it was steadily advancing upon the wooden gate of Snake Tree Village. Chances are it wouldn’t completely obliterate the gate, only damage it significantly. However, if I managed to time it right, maybe nothing would need to get damaged at all, but it would be close. 
 
    The way I figured it, this would be a good chance for me to practice intentionally summoning a time-trance in order to get out in front of the damn thing so I could hopefully push her back, but that was easier said than done, especially when the ringing in my head spiked louder. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The world shuddered and started to slow, and I breathed deeply through my nose even though my head felt raw, like the aperture in my head controlling the release of my power was attempting to close without the aid of some WD-40. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The world slowed even more, but I felt as if I could stall out like a manual transmission at any moment if I wasn’t careful. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Finally, Justina’s out of control descent down the slope slowed enough for me to pull ahead and get in front of her. 
 
    I dug my heels in as I pushed against the carapace of the rolling grub, but Justina needed to lay off whatever it was or something because she was a heavy beast, and I ended up being pushed back along with the force. 
 
    A quick glance over my shoulder told me I had maybe about ten seconds before a painful impact with the town gate, and if I couldn’t get her to stop, I would be effectively pinned between the grub and the wall. 
 
    If the collision didn’t kill me first. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The ringing in my head mounted to new heights, and I gritted my teeth as the time-stop rippled through the air and finally brought both of us to a grinding halt. The back of my right heel just barely nudged the closed doors of the wooden gate, and all the breath whooshed out of me at once. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned when I let the time-power retract like a bungee cord, and I vowed to figure out how to smooth out the awful transition that always left me breathless. 
 
    “Alex!” Zoie’s voice could be heard behind the large shape of Justina, and I cleared my throat to respond. 
 
    “M’fine,” I grunted just as Horus came to a skidding stop on my right-hand side. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” someone behind the wall shouted, and I made sure to get out of the way when the gates started to swing open. 
 
    A completely tatted out bald man with broad shoulders stood on the other side. He was wearing a thunderous scowl and a crude patchwork of armor mostly consisting of pots and pans, and in his hands he gripped a tall halberd. “Outsiders? In Snake Tree? This is absolutely unheard of!” 
 
    “Wait, don’t kill him!” Horus said when the man tried to advance on me with his sharp weapon as I caught my breath against Justina’s carapace. “He just saved your wall from being smashed.” 
 
    “It’s true, Thas,” Leader Zerr intervened as he hobbled around the grub with his walking stick. “They were only trying to help.” 
 
    “Leader!” the man named Thas said and stopped his pending assault upon my person. “You have returned. And with Ambassador Sskern.” 
 
    “It is Regent now, Thas,” the raptor-man said as he jogged up to join us. “It is this Outsider who is the Ambassador.” 
 
    “Ambassador Brightwood has been invited to Terr for various reasons,” Zerr explained. “One of which might prove advantageous for the Low-ish when we revisit negotiations of the Ascension Accord with the Upper Echelon.” 
 
    “Do not make it out to be more than what it is, Zerr,” Thas grunted, and then he whistled through his fingers for them to open the gates even wider. “Someone, check on Justina!” 
 
    More men in similar eclectic armor filed out and surrounded the grub, who was still tightly closed up in her shell. 
 
    “Thas, don’t do that,” the Leader of the Lowers cajoled. “An agreement is on the horizon, you mustn’t lose hope.” 
 
    “Easier said than done when the demon Scourge takes more and more of our people!” the man erupted like a small volcano and brandished his halberd again. Now that the gates were opened wide, more of the villagers were becoming curious with Thas’ outraged display. “You talk of biding our time, of waiting on a Low-ish Asher Lord who will never come, on Outsider help? Are you mad? We are trying to protect everything sacred to Lower Terr, and you bring us Outsider scum?” 
 
    Some of the milling crowd was starting to jump on board with what Thas was saying. 
 
    “Outsiders?” Some people grumbled, but through the angry din I could really only make out the one word. It was spoken with derision and misplaced fear, so I didn’t really need to hear anything else in order to gauge the temperature of this angry mob. 
 
    “Face it, Zerr, the Uppish-folk will never allow us to ascend, especially because it won’t be long before they start dying themselves!” Thas boomed, and some of the crowd quieted down. 
 
    “Why do you say such things?” the Leader hissed as he glared at the man. 
 
    “I have my own sources, Zerr,” Thas spat. “They tell me that Upper Echelon is becoming untenable. I hear they are having trouble beating back the spawn line from the tower. Their Varthan concubines are waning, and the Ashers who have gorged themselves on the high-life from our labors are too fat to defend even themselves now.” 
 
    “I don’t know where you are getting your information from, but last time I checked, I was chosen Leader of the Lowish,” the alligator-man said in a deadly serious tone of voice. “Would you wish to challenge me for that right, Thas? Since you seem to have all of the Upper Echelon figured out.” 
 
    The broad-shouldered man glared at Zerr, but he didn’t make any more moves to try and stir up the crowd again. 
 
    “You really think this Outsider trash is the answer?” Thas challenged instead with a murderous glare at me over the top of the Leader’s dreadlocked head. “You know our laws.” 
 
    “I do,” he said evenly before raising his voice for the whole village to hear. “That is why before we proceed, Ambassador Brightwood here has agreed to undertake the Rite of Onslaught so he will be recognized by Snake Tree as a true Terran!” 
 
    Gasps and murmurs erupted around the town entrance where we were still all standing around, but this time it seemed as if our presence inspired more shock than anger. 
 
    I would fucking take it. 
 
    “Fine, but if this ‘Ambassador Brightwood’ fails the Onslaught, then he shall be sacrificed to the Pit,” Thas said, and the entire village threw up a large cheer. 
 
    Well, shit. No one said anything about “the Pit.” 
 
    With that apparently decided, the townsfolk began to disperse until we were standing alone with Thas again. 
 
    “Thank you for letting us into your village,” I said to try to break the ice and extended my hand for him to shake, but I was only given a sneer for my trouble, so I dropped my arm back to my side. 
 
    “If you think I’m letting you go anywhere without me, you’re dead wrong,” the tattooed man growled. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said easily. 
 
    “If you come along, don’t be a boor,” Zerr said as he rolled his eyes, and then he thumped his walking stick on the ground. “Come, the day is waning, and the town braziers won’t stay lit forever.” 
 
    The Lower Leader then led us through the run-down shantytown that consisted of Snake Tree. 
 
    In short, if the insufferable nobles in the Upper Echelon were a picture of opulent indulgence, then this poor village was the epitome of poverty. 
 
    All of the buildings needed repair, and it was clear by the meager shop fronts how little food there was to stock the shelves. What few children there were didn’t run through the streets with glee, but instead sat on the street corners in little herds as if they were just left there without knowing what to do. 
 
    But it was the faces of the people we passed that struck me the most. 
 
    With the display at the gate, I almost would have expected all manner of hostile glares or possibly stuff thrown at us, but what I saw the most from the Lower Terrans was more akin to heartache and hopelessness than anger. 
 
    It was clear these were a people who were greatly suffering, and with each Red Sky threatening them to extinction, it was no wonder no one had any sort of spark left that wasn’t reserved for violent gang mobbing. 
 
    Finally, Zerr’s meandering path led us to a storefront on the side of a dusty road, and in the yard leading up to the front door were a variety of sculptures that looked like they’d been sitting there for some time. These sculptures didn’t seem to serve any function, especially given how all of Snake Tree was conserving goods and skills for the practicals of survival, so to see some that were obviously newer pieces told me the person who made them did so just for the aesthetic pleasure. 
 
    “Fasha!” the alligator-man barked out as he rapped on the crooked door. “I know you know I’m already here, don’t play this game.” 
 
    Suddenly, a potted plant sailed out of the upper window and would have smashed against Zerr’s head if he hadn’t easily stepped to the left as if he was used to whatever this was. 
 
    “Cheat!” someone, presumably the infamous Fasha, screeched from inside the house. “Liar!” 
 
    “I did nothing of the sort, Fashie, now come, let us in,” he said with a tired expression. 
 
    “How dare you bring one home! I don’t want any of your Varthan whores here!” Fasha yelled as she poked her spiky head out of the window in a flash of bright green too quick for me to process. 
 
    “Excuse me, Varthan what?” Shay said with an offended look on her face on behalf of our own Varthan wife. 
 
    “It’s nothing personal,” Zerr grumbled. “Fasha is terribly jealous, and every time I leave for the Uppers, she thinks I’m off cavorting about with the concubines in the palace. Fashie, dammit! You know I’m only crazy for you, insane woman, now open the doooooor!” 
 
    The alligator-man bellowed out this last word to its fullest extent until the crooked door banged open, and a tiny woman with the delicate features of a compy dino like in Jurassic Park burst out like she was on a warpath. 
 
    “Who is the whore?” the woman asked as she gestured flippantly to Zoie, and I felt it was my turn to step in, if only to prevent my feisty phoenix-wife from getting in the compy-woman’s face. 
 
    “Madam, I can assure you the only Varthan here is my wife, and I would very greatly appreciate it if you wouldn’t call her a whore,” I said as I moved Shay behind me and stepped into Fasha’s space. 
 
    “Outsiders, eh?” she scoffed, and now that she wasn’t screeching, I could hear her natural accent sounded slightly South African. “And a Duelist at that? You hate Duelists, what in Mercedes’ tits is going on, Leelan?” 
 
    “Well, my dear,” he strained out and tried to steer her back into her house. “Why don’t you pour us some ale, and we will tell you.” 
 
    The compy-woman glared at all of us suspiciously, but she led us into her home, let us sit at her cramped table that acted more like a workbench, and poured us all mugs of tepid ale while Zerr explained our circumstances. 
 
    “…and seeing as how the Ambassador has left his home town to come and hopefully shed some light on the tension, I figured it would only be right to offer him something in return,” the alligator-man summed up. 
 
    “And so, you’ve come to me for what? To make a crown for this Duelist’s head?” Fasha snorted after she drained the last of her drink. “What’s to say he’ll make good on his promises? A united Terr, what a child’s story. I suppose this was your idea, Sskern?” 
 
    “That’s Regent Sskern to you, Fasha,” the raptor-man said as the dual ridges on the top of his skull flared in warning. “And you wouldn’t listen to me when I was Ambassador, so I figured I would bring along someone who I know you will come to respect in time if you would just drop the suspicion.” 
 
    The compy-woman narrowed her purple eyes at Sskern, but instead of firing back a retort, she pursed her lips instead. 
 
    “So, why does he need my services?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, ‘he’ is sitting right here,” I said as I reached in my pack for the soft leather pouch I’d recently taken to keeping my valuables in. Among them were the three herald cores I owned, which were the orange and green ones gifted to me by Redburn and Mec respectively, and the most recently harvested red one I got not too long ago. “My friend, Horus, is an alchemist, and the two of us want to do an experiment.” 
 
    “What kind of experiment?” she questioned in a neutral tone of voice. 
 
    “We need someone who can help us cut into the cores, and Sentinel Griss recommended you for the job,” I told her. 
 
    “You want me to cut apart a herald core?” she asked as her mouth gaped open. “But doesn’t that make it lose its power at the very least, and explode at the worst?” 
 
    “What is it that makes these things so combustible?” I muttered under my breath as I glared down at the sparkly rocks, which were quickly becoming a pain in my side. “Horus? You wanna take this one?” 
 
    “Can do, chief,” he said and wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve the way Rylan had taken to doing lately, and I realized where my son got the bad habit from. “Madam Fasha, I believe I have stumbled upon a new theory. An old alchemist was busy refining on combining herald cores, and I’ve taken it upon myself to continue his noble work.” 
 
    “Now I know you both are out of your minds,” she said with her wide purple eyes. “And I’m beginning to think that might be a good thing.” 
 
    “Crazy always wins ‘em over, right, Ani?” Horus remarked with an eyebrow waggle, but the ibex-woman looked him dead in the face and said possibly the best thing I’d heard in my short young life. 
 
    “Is that what your strategy was when you approached me during your twelfth season debut in your mother’s dress?” she asked, and four things happened at once. 
 
    First, Horus’ face melted into one of absolute betrayal as he gasped out a dismayed, “Ani!” 
 
    Then Shay laughed so hard she fell off the small wooden bench, which caused Amaya to laugh hard enough that her ale came out of her nose. 
 
    And finally, the last thing that happened was a genuine smile stretched across the compy-woman’s face. 
 
    “We are going to need more ale for that story, I can tell,” she said and poured us all some more out of the wooden pitcher on the table. 
 
    “And do not leave anything out,” Zoie added with a pleased little smile as she pulled her ale closer. “I do love stories.” 
 
    “It’s such a grand story, too,” Shay giggled as I helped her up off the floor and perched her on my knee. “Should I tell it, or do you want to, Rus-Rus?” 
 
    “I want to diiiieee,” Horus groaned into his mug instead. 
 
    “So, before Horus turned twelve, I convinced him in order to truly come into manhood, he needed to dedicate a song and a dance to Mercedes in the traditional manner during his debut banquet,” my phoenix-wife explained, and the whole time I watched with a shit-eating grin as the falcon-man’s ears turned redder and redder. 
 
    “Which was actually one of the ritual dances all new acolytes are taught whenever they come into their bloodtime,” Anwaar added. 
 
    “Kill me now,” Horus moaned and thunked his head on the table. 
 
    “But the dress?” I asked. “What was the reason you convinced him to wear a dress?” 
 
    “This is the best part,” Shay snickered. “I didn’t even have to convince him! The dress part was all Horus.” 
 
    “What?” I cackled. “Explain. Now.” 
 
    “He wanted to make sure he did the ceremony justice,” Shay giggled as tears streamed down her face. “Said he would only do this once in his life, and he wanted to do it fully.” 
 
    “You would, too, if you thought this was your only chance to keep your manhood intact,” the falcon-man grumbled, and it set off another round of uproarious laughter. 
 
    Even Leader Zerr was smiling a lot more than I’d ever seen him before, but that might have been due to the way Fasha was gazing at him softly. 
 
    “Alright, you’ve all convinced me, maybe you Outsiders aren’t all that bad,” the compy-woman said after all of us were done ribbing Horus. “I am also assuming you know how to make it so I will be safe if I attempt your insane experiment?” 
 
    “I believe Ani might be able to use her magic as a protection around you in case anything happens, but you don’t have to worry too much,” he reassured. “The cores usually don’t explode until it comes time for the forging process.” 
 
    “And I’m also assuming you’ll need a forge then as well?” she asked. 
 
    “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble?” I smiled. 
 
    “Not any more than you already are,” she said, but then she stood up to stretch. “But that will have to be for tomorrow. It’s bad luck to work after the sun has set.” 
 
    “Then we will be back here bright and early in the morning,” I said. 
 
    “For now, maybe you would like to continue the tour of the rest of the island,” Zerr said as he rose to his feet, which prompted all of us to do so as well. “There is much you must understand first before you even contemplate attempting the Onslaught.”  
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you more about that,” I commented as we all left Fasha’s small cottage. “What exactly is the Onslaught?” 
 
    “It'd be easier just to show him,” beefy Thas said from his sentinel position where we left him outside the gem-cutters’. 
 
    “That is the goal,” Zerr said and hobbled off past what was clearly beyond the village’s city limits. “Step-to, everyone.” 
 
    We all continued the tour past a few expertly tilled fields with sparse and slim pickings, a well, and a few more abandoned dwellings until we came to a sudden steep drop off with a large gnarled tree perched on the edge. 
 
    “This place feels like an open wound,” Amaya whispered to me as I shuffled closer to the edge so I could see below, and I could see what she was talking about. 
 
    The chasm was deep and so dark with an angry red glow in the center, as if the very island had collided with this planet and pierced her heart to form Terr. From its depths a low moaning could be heard, as if there were thousands of miserable people down there crying and gnashing their teeth even though I knew that was impossible. 
 
    “Welcome, to the Pit, Ambassador,” Zerr said and startled me out of the sucking despair bleeding from the chasm. “Welcome to hell.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    “The Onslaught has two stages,” Zerr explained as we walked away from the ledge, and thankfully the oppressive feeling of despair was lessening with each step we took away from the Pit. “The first is the Trial of the Body where you must brave the Demon’s Spine trail in order to be successful. But the second is the one you must be aware of the most, and takes the most preparation. It is the Trial of the Mind.” 
 
    “I remember the Trials well,” Sskern spoke up as he gazed at the twisted tree in front of us. “The Demon’s Spine is designed to physically tax your body beyond all thought so you can endure the Trial of the Mind. Some have been known to have been taken by Snake Tree.” 
 
    “Wh-- Snake Tree, as in that tree?” I tipped my head back as far as I could so I could try to get the whole tree into my vision, but without wide-angle eyeballs, it was impossible to see every branch at once even standing a good fifty feet away. 
 
    “The tree that eats people,” Horus clarified. 
 
    “No, that would be ridiculous,” Thas grunted. “Do you see a mouth on that tree? It eats souls.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never been here, obviously, how would I-- did you say souls?” The falcon-man’s brain finally caught up with his mouth in one of the most amusing double-takes I’d seen outside of Chris Griffin on Family Guy. 
 
    But also. 
 
    What. 
 
    The. 
 
    Actual. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “I’m beginning to understand why the Punishing Gauntlet of Nightmare is the easy part,” I said as my gut clenched. “So, how exactly does a tree eat souls?” 
 
    “The Trial of the Mind requires the person to drink of the sap from the tree so the ancient Terran spirit that lives inside can strengthen your will like a true Terran,” Zerr explained. “Ancient texts show how all Terrans used to partake in this ceremony, but in modern times it is only reserved for the Low-folk. That is just another reason why there is such hatred and disregard for the way the Up-ish have decided to live their lives up top and away from everything that makes them Terran.” 
 
    “If you were born in the Upper Echelon, Sskern, then why did you do the Onslaught?” I asked. 
 
    “It was my idea when I created the Ambassador role,” the raptor-man said. “I wanted to honor my mother and Zara as well as find a way to bridge Terr’s people. It seemed like a good idea even though my father was not pleased.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I do remember the sour milk expression on Grekis’ face,” Zerr remarked with a wistful grin. 
 
    “What does it feel like?” I asked Sskern as I gestured at the tree. 
 
    “The Snake Tree’s sap burns like fire, and it will make you hallucinate your deepest fears,” he said. “This is usually the time when the ancient spirit will make itself known to you and ask you three questions only a true Terran would know.” 
 
    “When does the soul-eating part happen?” Horus questioned. “Because if we knew that, then maybe Alex could work on, um, avoiding that. At all costs.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said on the heels of this last statement. 
 
    “The old spirit can only eat your soul if you show it your fear,” Sskern said. 
 
    “So, basically, if I survive the acid trip from hell, and then have a nice tea party with the tree spirit without showing fear, I pass?” I asked. 
 
    “Essentially, yes.” Sskern nodded. 
 
    “Great,” I sighed and rubbed the back of my neck. “So, when do these trials start?” 
 
    “You will have time to prepare your weapons before the ritual feast, only I am not sure how much of a feast it will be due to this year’s harvest,” the Leader replied, but he muttered the last part to himself as he rubbed his chin. “No matter. After the feast, you will embark upon the Demon’s Spine where you attempt the Trial of the Body, and you must bring back an offering from the pure spring that resides on the top of the trail. If you can bring the holy water back to Snake Tree, then the Trial of the Mind will last throughout the night.” 
 
    “And then?” I questioned. 
 
    “If you wake, you have succeeded,” he said simply. 
 
    “All or nothing, got it.” I frowned as I let my gaze wander out across the deep chasm to the rocks and hills beyond. “Hey, what’s beyond the Pit?” 
 
    “Rock quarries, a mill, and of course, our ore mines, along with the small villages and towns scattered throughout,” Zerr said and gestured to the tree again. “It is said the Snake Tree appeared shortly after the Demon Tide. Its roots dig deep into the cliff’s face, and the slimy sap coats the wall where the roots are exposed, which makes it hard for the demons to crawl up and out. Of course, some always do, and lately that number seems to be rising ever upwards. Come, the curfew is almost upon the village. It’s been a long day.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement, and with one last look back at the mysterious otherworldly tree, we followed Zerr and Thas back to the village gates. 
 
    “Thank you both for showing us around your lovely village,” Amaya said with her usual sunny smile, and I was amused to watch Thas’ stony face flicker with something other than his brick-wall impression when the oryx-woman’s warm gaze fell on him. 
 
    If anyone could make Drax’s Doppelganger crack a smile, I was betting it would either be her or Shay. Both of them together was like staring into the sun with night vision goggles, so it was more of an inevitability at this point that their effervescent charms would work. 
 
    “Leader Zerr, I would like to speak to you before the night is out about ideas for an Ascension agreement that might appease everyone,” Sskern spoke before the elder could turn away. 
 
    “Very well,” the alligator-man sighed. “The rest of you, come to Fasha’s early. The more daylight she has to work with, the easier she’ll be to handle. Superstitious woman.” 
 
    Horus and I promised to do just that, and then the six of us made the trek back up the path of destruction Justina the Grub had made when she rolled her way to the village. 
 
    “Do you think Justina is okay after I scared her?” Zoie asked as we approached the cottage, and her cat ears flattened against her head as she frowned. 
 
    “You adorable thing,” Shay said as she looped her arm through the cat-woman’s. “Have you been fretting about that creature this whole time?” 
 
    “I-- well, it’s my fault I sneezed and scared her,” Zoie reasoned. 
 
    “But you could hardly help it, darling,” the phoenix-woman argued. 
 
    “You’re both adorable,” I said as I inserted myself between the two of them and looped my arms around both their waists. “Now, let’s all explore what we gained from Senna.” 
 
    We then all split up and wandered around the property, and I took stock of everything room by room while I compared this estate with the other three I had. 
 
    Overall, the cottage was a lot quainter than even Ithaca’s rather basic design, but it was by no means without its welcome luxuries. 
 
    For example, the whole left third of the cottage was dedicated to sleeping and had two bathing quarters. Even though Terr had a distinct lack of Omite stones to do things like heat the water, there was a well out back next to a stack of big wooden tubs, a few gunny sacks filled with bars of soap, and bundles of herbs that would more than make up for the annoyance of having to heat the water ourselves. 
 
    The right third of the cottage was a big open kitchen with a wide back door, a sturdy table, and a big circular hearth in the center. Above the hearth was a hatch that could be propped open with the long stick attached to it so the smoke could escape. 
 
    That made the middle of the cottage the center of activity, and it doubled as a parlor and a study with a stone fireplace on the left wall that also connected to the ones in the bedrooms. We wouldn’t be cold with every room in the house having access to central heat. It was clear it was a purposeful design, and I wondered how cold the lower regions of Terr got, so I added “restocking firewood” to the ongoing list in my head of stuff this place needed. 
 
    We all came back together after taking some time to settle in, and we sat around the table while the Mec sisters dished us up some hearty-smelling stew in large earthenware bowls. The soup wasn’t Arvid’s masterpiece, but we were all too hungry to think it was anything other than a Michelin star meal. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking more about our project, chief,” Horus said as he finished sopping up the gravy remnants from the bottom of his bowl with the bread Griss gave us. “If my calculations are correct, we can divide the orange and green stones between your dual blades to start. We spread the power out between the two blades equally, as opposed to forging them as one weapon with two parts.” 
 
    “You might have to break that one down for me, H,” I said and took a large swallow of water to wash down the salty savory goodness of the stew. 
 
    “No one’s ever split a herald core before, right?” he started and reached for the skein of wine in the middle of the table. “Usually, in order to imbue dual-bladed weapons like yours, the alchemist will use his own will to link the two weapons as one through the reforging that takes place. This way, the core’s power is evenly distributed between the two to bring a perfect balance and harmony to achieve one purpose.” 
 
    “How does that work?” I asked and took the skein from him. 
 
    “An alchemist can sort of ‘direct’ or guide the Intent of the weapons they forge,” the falcon-man explained. “Enchanting artifacts with magic works in a similar way. In our case, we will be splicing the cores together to make two completely different cores that balance each other out. Then I will forge them one at a time as if they are separate weapons.” 
 
    “Okay, cool,” I said and handed the wine to Zoie on my left. “You think that will work?” 
 
    “It’s still a working theory, and we have nothing to test it against,” Horus said with a shrug. “But basically, our friend Bartok was able to assign a numerical value to each Rune of Intent.” 
 
    “What is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Remember what it felt like when you summoned the power of your old sword?” the falcon-man reminded me. “When I assessed the blue core, the Intent behind the power was Righteous Anger. According to Bartok, that rune has a value of five, but if you apply the Rule of Eight-- like Bartok was attempting-- adding a core with the Intent of three would hypothetically make it stable. Based on my calculations, the green core you possess has a value of six because the Rune of Intent is Decisive Action, and the orange one is a value of two with the Intent of Speed. If we cut them in half and fuse them with the help of Ani’s magic, then in theory, each core will have a total value of eight and will hopefully be in balance.” 
 
    “Shit, Horus.” I blinked when he finished his assessment. “You really did do your homework, didn’t you?” 
 
    “The Academy was wasted on you,” Anwaar breathed and then practically mauled her boyfriend with a fierce kiss. “Your intelligence is very attractive.” 
 
    “Alright, you two, get a room,” I teased and threw a hunk of bread at them when they started sucking face again. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Horus muttered between kissing the ibex-woman. 
 
    The evening wound down pleasantly from there as all of us enjoyed a rare calm before the storm in the parlor with the last of the wine. 
 
    Eventually, I excused myself to the room on the second floor that had the biggest window, and I perched myself in front of it so I could listen to the sounds of the night as I sunk into my meditative trance. 
 
    Or at least, I tried to. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I spent trying to clear my mind, but the longer I did, the more conscious I was it wasn’t fucking working-- and, oh, yeah. 
 
    The ringing was back. 
 
    A more accurate description would be that the ringing had never really left. I only stopped noticing the sound when I was occupied with something else, but now that it was just me alone inside my head, it was the only thing I could concentrate on. 
 
    The harder I’d tried to block it out, the louder it became until I was scowling so hard my head started to throb with the tension. 
 
    Why wasn’t it working? 
 
    I focused harder, but the whine in my ears rose in pitch and turned the dull throbbing into a sharp ache. My jaw and teeth also ached like I had just bit down on something cold. 
 
    I probably would have spent the whole night bullying myself into a migraine if Amaya hadn’t wrapped her arms around me from behind and pulled me out of the torturous cycle. 
 
    “I c-can’t,” I gasped as I all but collapsed back against her chest. “Amaya, it’s not working. I can’t meditate!” 
 
    “Shh,” she whispered in my ear from behind, and then she helped us both to our feet so she could embrace my form that trembled from fatigue. 
 
    “What’s wrong with me?” I asked. 
 
    “You still must heal from what Senna did to your mind,” she soothed as her hand trailed up and down my back. “You have to give it time, lover.” 
 
    I shuddered at the small little endearment that slipped from her lips like a benediction. I’d never heard anybody call me that before, and somehow it soothed the icy-cold anxiousness twisting around my gut like barbed-wire. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed and then tucked my face into the curve where her neck and shoulder met. Her honey-heather scent filled my lungs, and the last of the tension drained out of me. 
 
    “Come on,” she finally said after my trembling subsided, and she led me back into the room and over to the large bed where my two wives were already sitting up and blinking at us with concern. Their heads were messy and faces crisscrossed with pillow lines like they’d just been pulled out of a deep sleep, and I didn’t think I’d seen a more perfect place to rest than between their soft and open arms. 
 
    Amaya smiled softly as she helped to tuck me in, but when she turned to go, all three of us by silent agreement reached for the oryx-woman and pulled her into the pile with us. 
 
    Somehow, despite the worry and fatigue eating my brain from the lack of meditation, I slept. 
 
    The next morning, I woke to the ringing in my ears, but once we arrived at Fasha’s, I realized I was about to watch some epic magic weapons awesomeness, so the irksome noise faded to the background enough for me to ignore it. 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure, Master Alchemist, that this little scheme will not destroy my house?” the compy-woman asked as she tugged some thick leather gloves over her hands. 
 
    “Fairly so,” Horus said as he sat at Fasha’s table-slash-workbench while he scribbled a few things down in the margins of Bartok’s journal. 
 
    “Ayiee, that doesn’t sound very confident!” She glared menacingly at the alchemist, and she lowered the coke-bottle goggles that made her look like a perturbed dragonfly, which lessened the effectiveness of her malice. 
 
    “Don’t worry, madam,” Anwaar smoothly intervened. “He has always been ‘fairly confident’ in everything, and it’s managed not to get him blown up so far. And trust me, there have been ample opportunities.” 
 
    “So… you are saying he is lucky?” Fasha asked with a tilt of her head. 
 
    “That would be a good descriptor for my brother, especially if we disregard the majority of that is sheer dumb luck,” Shay said as she joined in on the teasing. 
 
    “Luck is luck, my dear baby sister, so regardless of your implication, I will choose to see that comment for what it is, thus: a compli-- ow! Son of a porack!” the falcon-man bellowed when the compy-woman suddenly reached out and ripped a black feather out from his crest. “What the bloody darkhell was that for?” 
 
    “For me to wear as I do the impossible and risk my face being rearranged when I do this for you,” Fasha said as she examined the sleek black feather in the light. 
 
    “You got what you needed, then?” He scowled as he rubbed the spot on his scalp where his feather was taken, and when he palpated the area, a look of dread flooded his face. “Alex, am I bald?” 
 
    “Relax, man,” I chuckled as he bowed his head a little for me to see. “It was only one feather. Your luxurious locks are still as voluminous as ever.” 
 
    “I’m too relieved to look into your sarcasm right now,” the falcon-man said with a persnickety little sniff, like the dork he was. 
 
    “If you are quite ready?” the gem-cutter said with pursed lips, but the sparkle in her magnified violet eyes told me she thought his antics were amusing rather than aggravating. 
 
    “Yes, yes, alright,” he grumbled and stood up from the bench, and we all followed Fasha through the back door of her kitchen and to the small wooden work shed.  
 
    “You taller ones, watch the yidder webs,” the compy-woman warned. “It’s been an age since I last dusted.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Anwaar grumbled as she pulled some gossamer strings off her curved horns. 
 
    When we were all inside the cramped space, we followed the compy-woman over to some type of machine that resembled a drill press and stood in a semi-circle around her. 
 
    Fasha then stood on a small stool so she could reach the metal crank on the top of the machine, and when she started to turn it, the press began to rise from the flat pedestal. 
 
    “Directly in half?” she asked as she held her hand out for the first herald core. 
 
    I gave her the orange one first just in case this didn’t work. This way, if it was destroyed, I would at least have the more powerful one to try this again. 
 
    “That should do it, yes,” Horus said and glanced down at the journal one last time. 
 
    “Well, here goes nothing,” the compy-woman sighed. “Everyone, move to the other side of the shed. No sense is all of us being maimed.” 
 
    I was pretty sure that wasn’t going to happen, but just in case, we all heeded her instructions. 
 
    Fasha then reached for a small wheel lever on the side and began cranking it at a rapid pace. When she did this, a powerful jet of water sprayed out, and with her other hand, she maneuvered the head of the drill straight back. 
 
    Before any of us had a chance to even think about holding our breath, the herald core fell apart in two pristine halves in a very anticlimactic way. 
 
    “Is that all?” Zoie piped up as she stood on tiptoes to peer over my shoulder. 
 
    “Er…” Horus flipped through the journal even though it was pointless because Bartok never got that far in his research. “Yeees…? Yes. Exactly, as planned-- er, hypothesized.” 
 
    “Thanks, professor,” I scoffed, but I still clapped him on the back when I handed him the green core. “Let’s do it again.” 
 
    Fasha repeated the process as quickly as last time, and soon enough we were rocking and rolling with four halves of herald cores. 
 
    “Now what?” Shay asked with her arm looped through Amaya’s. 
 
    “Now, we must temporarily stick them together so Horus can try to merge them,” Anwaar said as she wiggled her already glowing fingers. 
 
    “Go on, then, you pretty thing,” Horus purred, and Shay and I made gagging faces at each other while the ibex-woman used her power to magically glue the halves together. 
 
    Now, there were two multi-colored gemstones connected by a thin red band of light running through where the green and orange met. 
 
    “This is truly fascinating,” Fasha said, and she crawled up onto a wood box so she could see better and poke Horus in the arm. “Keep going, Lucky.” 
 
    The alchemist darted his glowing gold gaze down at the tiny woman with a small scowl, but he soon focused on the two herald cores cupped in his palms. Then he licked his lips and shifted on his feet, and the moment was tense as we all waited for what he was going to do. 
 
    “Okay, right,” he said to himself like he was gearing himself up for the task ahead. After another beat, he then took one core per hand, balled up each fist, and breathed deeply through his nose. 
 
    Gold light poured through his clenched fingers as if he was clutching handfuls of sunshine, and the alchemist’s arms began to shake. 
 
    “Horus?” Anwaar asked as she came around to face him. 
 
    Beads of sweat appeared on the falcon-man’s forehead, which concerned me, and I walked up next to Anwaar to see what was going on. 
 
    “Argh!” Horus suddenly yelled out, and I tried to break his sudden descent to the ground when his legs collapsed under him like a folding ironing board. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    “Horus?” I held onto Horus’ arm in order to keep him upright on his knees so he wouldn’t topple to the side. 
 
    “M’fine…” he mumbled before he lost the battle with consciousness, lurched forward, and fainted dead away with his forehead coming to crash against my shoulder. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Shay asked as she crouched down next to us with Amaya quick on the phoenix-woman’s heels. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as I gently pushed the falcon-man back so he was now sitting propped up against the wall. “Amaya, can you figure out what’s in his head?” 
 
    “I’ll try,” she said as she cupped his slack face, but she didn’t have to make contact for too long before she pulled back and then examined his still tightly-clenched hands. “He’s briefly conserving his energy. It’s like he used up all his power and half of his reserves in one go. He’ll come around in a moment.” 
 
    “The idiot should have done them one at a time.” Anwaar tsked through her teeth and lightly brushed a few strands of hair away from the falcon-man’s face. 
 
    “Maybe so,” he suddenly croaked and squinted his eyes open with a hiss. 
 
    “Are you okay, brother?” Shay asked and gripped his knee. 
 
    “I’m-- ow!” he hissed, and he looked down at his lap almost like he was confused as to why he was still clenching his fists so tightly or why it hurt to be jostled. 
 
    He brought both fists up to eye-level, and with a painful-looking grimace, the falcon-man pried his fingers open and turned an interesting shade of pale at how burnt his palms were. 
 
     I felt guilty at sight of the damage, but the fact two fused herald cores were shining brightly in his palms lessened the feeling. 
 
    “Alex, we did it,” Horus said in a thready voice on the edge of hysteria. 
 
    “Yeah, we did.” I grinned at him. 
 
    He grinned back until he glanced down, and his smile fell flat. “Alex… my-- my hands.” 
 
    “I know, buddy,” I said and squeezed the back of his neck. “We’ll get it figured out for you, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Let me try,” Shay said as I carefully removed the fused cores from his charred hands. 
 
    He whimpered, and I tried to quell the churning in my stomach when I saw the damage up close. Big flaps of onion-like skin were peeling away from the epicenters of his palms, and the dead skin was already starting to turn a grayish color while the bullseye’s on his hands were an angry red edged in black. 
 
    I caught Shay’s eye, and her expression of alarm felt like it matched the one on my face. 
 
    She shook her head slightly and then focused deep by closing her eyes. Tears coursed down her cheeks, and just like they did in the caves for Amaya, the tears gently lifted off her face so they could do their little whirligig dance around both of Horus’ hands. 
 
    “Hmh,” he huffed a breath and tipped his head back against the wall. “That’s better. Thank you, Shaylee.” 
 
    “Geez, Horus,” I teased quietly as we waited for Shay’s magic to finish mending the falcon-man’s hands. “Always the dramatic one.” 
 
    “You know me,” he grunted. “Love an audience.” 
 
    “Did you know this would happen?” Anwaar asked him as she crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “I had wondered briefly about the effects of trying to merge the cores before they were tempered by the metal of the blades, but alas there was nothing for it,” he said as his teeth began to chatter with shock. 
 
    “Yeah, no, you’re not doing that again until we can figure out a way for you to not melt all the flesh off your hands,” I said and examined the remains of the damage. 
 
    For the most part, it seemed as if the phoenix-woman’s tears had done the trick. When the last of them evaporated, the only sign Horus had been burned were the two scarred patches that appeared in the middle of his palms. 
 
    “Will the feeling in them come back?” Horus whispered as he flexed his fingers. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Shay panted and leaned heavily against me as her own energy became taxed. 
 
    “Come here, my love,” Zoie murmured, and she helped the phoenix-woman up off the floor and over to a small stool to rest. 
 
    Meanwhile, Anwaar and I helped to get Horus back up to his feet. He swayed slightly, but I kept a firm hold on his elbow until I knew for sure he wouldn’t just up and ruin Shay’s hard work with a face plant. 
 
    He was still pale and sickly-looking, but he had a determined expression on his normally roguish face. 
 
    “Give me your swords,” he demanded. 
 
    “Ah, no,” I said and stepped back from him trying to get at the dual-blades strapped to my back. 
 
    “C’mon, chief, I can do it,” he said as he made grabby hands for my swords again. “This part’s the standard part, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, but now we essentially have two completely brand-new cores that have never existed before,” I reasoned. “Who’s to say it will react according to standards?” 
 
    “We’re so close!” he argued, and I balked. “Let me do this?” 
 
    He was right. We had already come so far. 
 
    “Fine,” I muttered as I unsheathed both blades and set them down on the work bench next to the herald cores. “But if you die, I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    “Same,” the ibex-woman deadpanned. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Horus replied and picked up one of the blades along with one of the cores. 
 
    We all stood around the alchemist with bated breaths as he merged the first of the stones into the base where the blade met the hilt. The metal itself shimmered like it was dipped in an iridescent decal, and the orange and green made an interesting patina on the blade’s black chrome-like surface. 
 
    “How do you feel?” I asked when the falcon-man’s eyes had returned to their normal gold-green. 
 
    “Aside from the fact I still can’t feel my hands, I feel fantastic!” He grinned his megawatt grin and eagerly reached for the second set. “Next!” 
 
    The alchemist repeated the process with the second sword until the dual blades had that matching oil stain look. 
 
    “Do you think it worked?” Zoie asked as she peered at the metal. 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” Horus rubbed his hands together like some evil scientist. “Madam Fasha, show me your forge!” 
 
    The forge was a modest one with a small stone hearth, a worn anvil, and a bellows system underneath that allowed the blacksmith to stoke the flames by stepping on a large pedal. 
 
    Judging by Horus’ reaction, however, it looked like he’d hit the lottery as he reverently brushed his fingers over the typical blacksmith tools such as metal tongs, ball-peen hammers, and draw plates used to draw heated metal through various-sized holes depending on the thickness of chain link needed. 
 
    “Will this do for you, Master Alchemist?” the compy-woman asked, and I was surprised to hear the title of respect roll off her tongue.  
 
    Apparently, I wasn’t the only one impressed with Horus’ power. 
 
    “It’s perfect, Fasha,” the falcon-man said, and he started stoking up the fire in the hearth. “Alex, hand me a sword! Let me show you the fun part.” 
 
    I grinned and tossed Horus one of my blades. Then Fasha supplied both of us with battered but thick gloves and heavy leather aprons to protect us from the heat and any sparks thrown from hammering. 
 
    “In typical blacksmithing, in order to separate the iron from the ore, the smith must knock off the slag after it is superheated and malleable to get at the pure metal underneath,” Horus explained as he used the tongs to hold the sword in the super-hot coals until it glowed a magma-like red. “Because this blade was imbued with the core of a demon, it has been tainted and mustn’t be used until it has gone through one more refining process.” 
 
    He then brought the sword out of the supercharged fire and quickly transferred it over to the anvil where he had a medium-sized sledgehammer waiting for him. 
 
    I watched from a safe distance as Horus pounded the blade against the anvil in a shower of red and green sparks combined, and in that moment I could tell why this was the falcon-man’s obvious passion. 
 
    There was a rhythm to the way he brought the hammer down, and every time it landed, there was an eruption of sparks that scattered like fireflies. There was also something satisfying in watching the caked outer layer of the slag crumble away, and I couldn’t wait to try the whole process myself. 
 
    Eventually, Horus deemed the forging complete, and he demonstrated this by dunking the glowing sword into a wooden barrel of water. The hot metal hissed and spat as a plume of steam billowed up toward the sky, and after a minute or two, the falcon-man brandished my blade with a triumphant smile. 
 
    “And now the patina on the outside is gone, do you see?” he asked as he twisted and turned the blade with the tongs so we could see the absence of the greenish-orange sheen. 
 
    “That’s awesome,” I breathed. “Do you think it worked?” 
 
    “Hmm, I don’t see a life symbol at the base,” Horus said as he brought the blade closer to his face with the tongs still in his hands. “So, either it didn’t work, and the herald cores are now useless, or it did, and we’ll just have to wait for you to try it out. If you can summon its supernatural powers like you did with your other sword, then we’ll know it worked.” 
 
    We took a moment to grin at each other in triumph, but the moment was sadly short-lived as a familiar hellish drone ripped through the air, and the sky became awashed in red. 
 
    “Bloody--!” Horus dropped the sword into the barrel of water with a splash at the same time as Fasha screamed. 
 
    “Scourge! Scourge!” the compy-woman hollered just as a loud bell began tolling from the center of the village. 
 
    “Shit!” I said and plunged my hand down into the barrel to retrieve the sword. 
 
    “Madam Fasha.” Shay grabbed the hysterical woman by the shoulders so she would stop yelling her head off. “Go inside and board up your windows.” 
 
    “I can’t!” she wailed. “The children!” 
 
    Zoie and Shay looked at each other and then at me. 
 
    “What children, Fasha?” I asked as I shook off the water from my sword. 
 
    “The village had two bunkers for the children, but the last one was destroyed with the last Red Sun!” she wailed as she led us all through her house and back on the street. “It’s too soon! We haven’t been able to repair it, and there is nowhere for them to go!” 
 
    “Where would they be taking them instead?” I asked as we ran through the streets while other Low-ish Terrans were scrambling to arm themselves against the spawning demons molding up from the ground. 
 
    Sadly, the only available weapons were typical of farmers and trade-folk, and, of course, none of them were Ashers, so it was no wonder this poor place was being ravaged within an inch of its life. 
 
    Another howl reverberated through our feet, and a collection of three lesser demons formed up like some sick stop-motion horror film right in front of us. 
 
    “Aah!” Fasha screamed, and I quickly looped an arm around her waist and swung her bodily away from a scourge-mite that wanted to take a chunk out of her like she was a Slim Jim. 
 
    “The children, Fasha!” I barked as I thrust my one blade through the demon’s heart. 
 
    “Reeeeooorrrrch!” the fucker wailed, collapsed on the ground at our feet, and immediately began to crumble like a campfire log. 
 
    “The-- the-- what?” Fasha stuttered as she stared at the ashed demon with her bulging purple eyes. 
 
    “Where are the kids?” I bellowed as I quickly dispatched the remaining two lesser demons. 
 
    “The grain bin!” She jolted as if she was trying to snap herself out of her daze. “We’ve had a low harvest, so there is one that is unoccupied. This way!” 
 
    With renewed vigor, we sprinted behind the compy-woman and took out the one or two demons in our path. But the closer we ran to the farm on the outskirts of the village, more and more of them seemed to be ganging up on any of the farmers or livestock that remained. 
 
    “Back, darkspawn, back!” one of the Terrans yelled as he brandished a grain scythe against five lesser demons. Behind him was a dilapidated barn, and through the gaping holes where the wooden slats had been ravaged and torn away from previous attacks, a pair of poracks wailed with fear. 
 
    “Someone has to help them!” Zoie cried out. 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “We need to split up.” 
 
    “But the children!” Fasha urged. 
 
    “Horus, you take Shay and Anwaar and help those farmers,” I instructed. “Zoie and Amaya, you’re with me.” 
 
    “We got it, chief,” Horus confirmed. “We’ll come and find you afterwards, don’t worry. Just get to those kids!” 
 
    With that, Horus and his team peeled off to the right and jumped the split-rail fence so they could assist the farmers. 
 
    “Hurry, Asher!” the compy-woman screamed as she pointed to the large silo surrounded by ten scourge-mites-- and one of those nasty-ass stump-demons I’d only ever encountered once before. 
 
    Its grotesque and bloated body was anchored into the ground while its huge bear-trap jaws snapped ravenously. The tentacles sprouting from its back lashed up a storm, and anything within reach, like rocks and any other possible shrapnel lying around, was fair game for the vile thing to lob at the group of villagers trying to defend the large circular structure. 
 
    “Zoie, up top!” I pointed at the side of the grain bin where one of the demons was using its six legs to claw its way up to one of the holes near the roof. 
 
    “Raaaa!” The cat-warrior gave her battle cry as she threw two of her sharp knives at the demon, and it shrieked and dropped off the side where Sskern was with his whip. 
 
    With a mighty crack, the scourge-mite was split from top to tail and collapsed into two piles of smoldering ash. 
 
    “Amaya!” I slashed down another demon that abruptly formed up from the ground. “I’m going to carve a path. Get to the children!” 
 
    Then I surged forward where the demons were tightening their ranks around the small group of ill-equipped villagers. 
 
    “Come, husband,” Zoie said after she dropped another demon with her katana this time. “Let us make short work of this Scourge.” 
 
    If I wasn’t busy lopping the head off my current demon, I would have devoured her mouth in an epic kiss worthy of being airbrushed on the side of an eighties cargo van. 
 
    But for now, we had some fucking demons to kill. 
 
    “Roooooooaaarrr!” The stump-demon snatched at the ankle of a Terran and was now pulling its catch toward its razor-sharp jaws. 
 
    “Fuck off,” I growled and brought my sword down through the ropey tentacle. 
 
    It wailed and sucked the remains of the appendage back toward its body, and I lent a hand down to help up the Terran who had almost been eaten. 
 
    “Mercedes.” The Terran happened to be Thas, and when I helped him back to his feet, he gave me a curt nod. 
 
    “Look out!” I grabbed him once more, and we both ducked as a decent-sized boulder came sailing through the air over our heads. 
 
    “Thank you,” Thas panted. 
 
    “No problem,” I said and tossed him the large wooden club he’d dropped on the ground. 
 
    A big explosion took place as the stump-demon resorted to throwing other demons at the silo, and the smaller scourge-mites smashed against the side hard enough that another piece of wood broke off and landed on the ground. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    “Back to the dark from whence you came, demon!” Sskern snapped his whip again, and even though he dropped the lesser demon, he also made the hole in the side of the structure even wider. 
 
    “Alex, throw me!” Zoie suddenly yelled, and I saw the stump-demon was about to chuck another scourge-mite directly inside the grain bin where all the children were. 
 
    In a fluid motion we’d only really practiced once or twice, I sheathed my sword, dropped to one knee, and laced my fingers to make a launch pad with my hands. 
 
    Then she ran at me at full tilt, and I used her momentum to rocket her up in the air. 
 
    “Reeeeoooowwwlll!” she cried out again and intercepted the demon sailing through the air with her katana. 
 
    Another howl shook the ground as more demons formed to join the fray, and the ranks around us shrank even more. 
 
    The villagers fought back with a fury, and when the stump-demon started launching more and more scourge-mites into the air, the villagers began throwing each other into the air just like I had with Zoie in order to stop them. 
 
    “Fasha!” Leader Zerr shouted and then tossed the compy-woman straight up where she did a backflip and kicked the demon out of the air. 
 
    “Screeee!” it screamed as it landed upside-down onto someone’s pitchfork. 
 
    Which was awesome, but the demons kept coming, and I felt myself flagging. I wanted to call up my time-trance, but every time I felt its power on the fringes of my mind, that ache would blare in my ears, and the disorienting ringing threatened to distract me. This was not something I could afford, especially since the stump-demon seemed even more pissed-off than before. 
 
    “Rooarrrrrrchhh!” the disfigured twisted mass bellowed, and a cracking sound could be heard coming from the ground where it was anchored. 
 
    “It’s trying to move!” Sskern’s voice was as horrified as I felt when I realized he was right, and the stump-demon tore its root-like limbs out of the hard ground and then started to drag itself toward us with its tentacles. 
 
    The circle around us tightened even more, and just when I thought my arm was about to fall off from beating back demons left and right, a loud bellow heralded the arrival of Horus and the other farmers. 
 
    “Die, Scourge!” Horus let loose a series of arrows and pinned some of the stump-demon’s tentacles to the ground. 
 
    “Keep doing that, H!” I hollered as I stabbed the demon I was fighting in the heart, and then I tried to get closer to the stump-demon. “We have to take it down!” 
 
    “Got it!” Horus confirmed. 
 
    “Shay!” I spotted her wielding her rock sling with a fierce look on her face. “Try to get to the silo and check on the kids!” 
 
    I slashed at a tentacle and then side-kicked the stump-demon’s overlarge mandible so its head snapped to the side before it could slice a villager in half. 
 
    More tentacles erupted from its back, and it was all I could do to keep up with the frenzy of hack, slash, and repeat. 
 
    Suddenly, the blade in my hand thrummed with a familiar power, and without consciously having to think about it, my movements and actions came fluidly as if the blade itself was an extension of my arm. 
 
    My speed was like no other, and tentacle after tentacle dropped to the ground. 
 
    “Reeeooorrr!” the demon wailed and lurched toward me with its jaws, and in order to avoid my head parting from my body, I jammed my blade horizontally between the pincers to prevent them from snapping closed. 
 
    “Arrrrgghhh!” I roared as the demon lashed me with its stumpy and oozing tentacles. My muscles ached from holding it at bay, and my feet were slowly losing purchase against the rocky ground as it shoved me back. 
 
    “Chief!” Horus yelled and scrambled on top of the stump-demon’s mass of slashed tentacles. With a mighty cry, the falcon-man placed his foot on the back of the demon’s neck, loaded not two, but three arrows, and fired point-blank into the fucker’s skull. Then he flipped over the top to stand behind me. “Duck!” 
 
    I hit the deck right when Horus let his last arrow fly, and because my sword was jamming its mouth open, the arrow flew down the demon’s massive gullet. 
 
    What happened next completely changed the game forevermore. 
 
    A flash-bang erupted when Horus’ arrow hit home, and the creature shrieked in rage. Ash and smoke vomited out through its still open maw, and I rolled out of the way and up to my feet as it continued to make gagging sputtering noises. 
 
    It finally collapsed in a heap of smoldering ashes at Horus’ feet, and I watched in awe as a pure-white glow appeared just like it would with a herald core, only, when the light faded and the clear-quartz stone was left behind, I noticed a very familiar etching of both a shield and a fish that matched the Stone around my neck. 
 
    The Red Sky faded, and the carcasses of the demons that weren’t turned to ash from either Sskern or I molded back into the earth. 
 
    “Alex?” Horus queried in an odd voice as he looked down at the Stone still glowing faintly atop the stump-demon’s ash pile. “Did… did I just kill a herald?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    The shock from the battle was beginning to wear off, and the dazed villagers were starting to gather closer as they tried to get a good look at what was happening around the stump-demon’s still-smoldering remains. 
 
    “Horus…” I said as my mind thought back to what I remembered about Asher Lore. “I think… you just became a Duelist.” 
 
    “No,” he immediately denied. “No, I can’t be, my father died without enacting the Passing Rite…” 
 
    “Rus-Rus.” Shay waded through the crowd so she could stand at her brother’s side, and her eyes were wide and glittering with awe. “You know the Passing is not the only way someone worthy becomes an Asher. On Blue Night, sometimes the Bhraya comet will bestow those Mercedes sees fit with her divine power.” 
 
    “B-But it’s not Blue Night,” he faltered, and I nudged his shoulder. 
 
    “Nope, but you did help save those farmers,” I said with a growing smile at my somewhat dense friend. “And you saved my life as well as all the children of the village by killing that herald. If I remember my lessons correctly, the third way someone can become a Duelist is by ashing a demon in the heat of battle.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Zoie commented as she sheathed her sword with a metallic click. “The Blessing comes to anyone who has proof in their heart of their indomitable will.” 
 
    “What were you thinking about when you shot it down?” I asked when the falcon-man still looked dubious. 
 
    “I was thinking… that nothing else mattered aside from protecting the innocent from the damnable Scourge,” Horus said with a dazed expression. “I was thinking I would gladly forfeit my own life if it meant everyone would be safe. The need to wipe out the evil seemed to consume me the harder I fought. I mean, it’s not fair, is it? These people can never seem to catch a break! And attacking children-- what? Alex, why are you laughing? Stop it.” 
 
    During the course of his rant, Horus’ spine straightened, and his voice took on an impassioned quality that I recognized instantly as how I felt every time Aventoll called her Ashers into the fray. Maybe it was the relief at the fact I didn’t succumb to being minced meat, but as I watched the falcon-man’s black-feathered crest ruffle with his indignation, I couldn’t help but feel overjoyed at how I truly had a partner in crime now that he was a Duelist. 
 
    “Horus, pal,” I continued to laugh and clapped him on the back. “Welcome to the club. That’s exactly what it takes to do this thing. Are you really surprised the Goddess recognized you?” 
 
    “But… I’m…” He searched for other things to argue a point he seemed to have lost based on his scowl. 
 
    “H, pick up the damn Stone,” I ordered. 
 
    “Okay,” he said and did just that. When he straightened from his crouch, the crystal-clear light of the Stone faded slowly as Horus held it in his palm. “It’s warm.” 
 
    I squeezed his shoulder. “How do you feel?” 
 
    Horus didn’t respond right away. Instead, his face went through a series of complex expressions I could hardly pinpoint. The roulette wheel eventually stopped somewhere between determined and beleaguered, and I frowned when I spied a solitary tear roll down his cheek. 
 
    Before anyone noticed it, the falcon-man swiped the trail of moisture away so swiftly that I wondered if it was just a figment of my imagination. 
 
    “Horus?” I intoned. 
 
    But the falcon-man’s face stretched into its familiar grin. “I think you mean Asher Horus.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about.” I grinned back. 
 
    “Let us rouse ourselves for the Ashers!” a loud voice boomed out, and I laughed as the falcon-man startled at the sudden round of cheering from the villagers. 
 
    “They saved us!” A few of the children from the silo were clapping and dancing around as Anwaar and Amaya held some of the younger ones’ hands. 
 
    “Get used to the adoration, Asher Horus,” I said to my stunned friend as I threw my arm around his shoulders. 
 
    “Ambassador Brightwood.” Thas came forward along with Leader Zerr. “I owe you a life debt for saving me.” 
 
    “No worries, Thas,” I said and then bent to retrieve my fallen sword. 
 
    “And?” Zerr said as he prodded the large man forward slightly with his walking stick. 
 
    “And I have come to tell you I shall be your loyal knight from henceforth,” Thas added and placed a fist over his heart. 
 
    “Thank… you?” I nodded and did my best not to make it sound like a question. 
 
    “Ambassador Brightwood,” Zerr said. “What you and your friends have done here for us is unparalleled. This is the first time since the Red Skies returned where we managed to escape without a single loss of life. We owe you much.” 
 
    “Har, har!” Sskern cheered, and the entire crowd echoed him. 
 
    “We’re just glad we could help,” I said to Zerr over the din of appreciative applause. 
 
    “The Ambassador has proven his heart is pure, and his motivations just,” the Leader called out over his people. “We shall prepare a magnificent feast because this evening, Brightwood will be undergoing the Onslaught.” 
 
    “Har, har!” Another cascade of shouts and revelry erupted through the village people, and in a sudden frenzy of activity, the Terrans dispersed and went about their preparations. 
 
    My crew and I went about helping clean up the area with the other villagers, and I even lent my skills as a farmhand to help repair the fences and patch up the silo. 
 
    Horus, for his part, was also trying to help, but he wasn’t getting too much done given he had a trail of some of the more precocious kiddos following him everywhere. They kept asking him questions about Nata Isle as they tried to touch his bow and quiver, and as patient as the falcon-man was with kids, I could tell having about fifteen of them underfoot was starting to be a little much. 
 
    Luckily, Shay and Zoie seemed to notice, and they corralled the young ones over so they could entertain them with songs and stories. 
 
    Then Horus slipped away and joined me in wheeling barrows full of wood back to the center of the village where a huge bonfire was taking shape, but we were both stopped several times on the way so random Terrans could shake our hands and slap us on the back. 
 
    A few of those Terrans happened to be the farmers Horus saved. Apparently, they needed to stop the falcon-man and tell him how they would be naming their new “hatchling” after him. 
 
    Horus awkwardly thanked them, and after they went on their way with their baskets of root vegetables, my friend lapsed into that same pensive silence as before. 
 
    “I never thought I would ever be one, you know,” he said after we resumed our task. “A Duelist, I mean. Maybe there was a time when I was young enough and still had my father’s favor. But when I didn’t do what he asked and refused to become his personal alchemist, he made it very clear he would die before ever enacting the Passing Rite, so any dreams I had of being an Asher faded away. And now… I don’t know what to feel.” 
 
    “It seems as if you were always meant to be one,” I commented as we dumped our loads. 
 
    “But what if it’s a mistake?” Horus asked as he turned his large gold-green eyes on me. 
 
    “Why would you think it’s a mistake?” I frowned and cocked my head at him. 
 
    “I just…” he sighed. “I can’t shake this deep-seated feeling inside me like there is a burden on my shoulders pressing me down. I feel like I’m drowning under the weight of responsibility, and I’m pretty sure I am the last person who is equipped for this.” 
 
    “Horus, dude,” I said and gave his arm a little shake to snap him out of his existential spiral. “It’s not a mistake. In my admittedly limited experience, I can tell you the Goddess doesn’t make mistakes. That feeling you feel? I feel it, too. Every waking moment when I realize how much I have to protect, and how much I have to lose.” 
 
    I let my gaze land on Zoie, Shay, and Amaya as they worked together and helped some of the villagers erect a smallish tent. Horus gazed on as well as Anwaar let some of the reptile-children wrap flowering vines around her long-curved horns. 
 
    “The Goddess doesn’t make mistakes,” the falcon-man murmured. 
 
    I glanced at him and noticed his jaw was clenched as his eyes shimmered a little with moisture, and I looked away.  
 
    “That feeling of burden?” I went on. “From what I’ve gathered so far, it comes with the job. Imagine a bunch of people without that burden endowed with not only the divine power of a Goddess, but with the Conviction to rule over the land.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “I mean, absolute power corrupts absolutely, and I think that feeling we all feel is a reminder about how much we stand to lose if we use our power solely for our own gain, or to oppress other people,” I said as I turned this philosophy over in my mind. “I don’t know if I’m right, it just feels true.” 
 
    “It sounds like truth to me,” Horus mused along with me and placed his hands on his hips. Then he tilted his head back like he was feeling the sunshine on his face even though it was perpetually twilight down in Lower Terr. “It’s terrifying. How do you do it?” 
 
    “To be honest,” I said and nudged his shoulder. “It’s kind of nice someone else gets it. Makes the burden less, you know? You’re my best friend, so I’m glad you can join me in serving the goddess and protecting the world.” 
 
    “Awww, Alex,” Horus said with his typical shit-eating grin, and he batted his eyelashes at me. “I had no idea you felt that way, baby.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” I laughed and shoved him away. 
 
    He laughed back, and I was relieved to see the last of the tension bleed out of him. “Um, really, though. Thank you.” 
 
    “I got your back, H,” I said and clasped his forearm. 
 
    “Ambassador,” Leader Zerr cut in as he approached, and on either side of him were both Sskern and Thas. “Come, we have much to prepare you before the feast and the Trial.” 
 
    The alligator-elder then gestured to one of the lodges where I was provided with some local garb, which happened to be a loincloth. Then I had to do my best to sit perfectly still while Sskern and Thas coated my skin in strange symbols with paint that glowed in the dark. 
 
    “This is the start of how we prepare the body for the Trial,” Sskern said as he drew what felt like a zig-zagging line across my forehead. “This will help you blend into the forest when you walk the Demon’s Spine. There will be many creatures that will want to eat you, but painted like this, you will resemble a meander: a type of animal poisonous to most predators.” 
 
    “Most?” I echoed with my eyes closed and winced at the cold wetness being painted on my eyelids. 
 
    “You will also be provided with a ceremonial dagger to fend off anything else,” Thas said, and when I opened my eyes, the large man had a stone dagger and its sheath held out to me. 
 
    I took it and tied the weapon around my waist as Leader Zerr then came over with something cupped in his hands. It looked like it was a small bowl with potpourri, but when he wafted the stuff under my nose, it was definitely not potpourri whatsoever. 
 
    “Shit,” I coughed as my eyes watered. 
 
    “No, let them run,” Zerr said as he caught my wrist to prevent me from rubbing the stinging tears out of my eyes. “The dried tracks on your cheeks are thought to please the Goddess.” 
 
    I did what he said, and I breathed in another burning lungful of the spicy smoke when the little bowl came back. 
 
    “What is this stuff?” I asked as the glowing shapes on the back of my hands started to squiggle around. 
 
    “This herb will purify you from the inside so your body may go faster and stronger for longer,” a voice replied, but I couldn’t tell if it was Sskern or Zerr. 
 
    “Oh,” I said and blinked to try to clear the sudden double-vision I was having. 
 
    “Ambassador.” Thas then came into my hazy view and placed a large wooden basin in my lap. 
 
    “What’s this for?” I asked as I tried to focus on the large bald man in front of me. 
 
    Or at least one of them. 
 
    “You will soon have the answer to that,” both Thases said with a sharp grin. 
 
    Before my compromised brain could figure out what that ominous statement meant, a sick, oily sensation made the back of my throat spasm. 
 
    The term “purify” took on a new meaning as I lurched forward and puked magnificently into the bowl on my knees. 
 
    “There,” Zerr encouraged in a surprisingly gentle tone as he lightly patted my shoulder. “Let it run its due course.” 
 
    After I spat the rest of the bile out of my mouth, Sskern removed the bowl, dumped the contents on the low-burning brazier, and placed it back in my lap. 
 
    “Aw, again?” I panted when Zerr brought the small bowl of herbs back up to my face. 
 
    “You are in for a bit more, I’m afraid.” The Leader gave me a rueful smile and guided me to inhale the smoke once more. 
 
    “Ugh,” I gagged, and my eyes overflowed once more as my nostrils stung from the herbs. “I’m not sure there’s anything left for me to--” 
 
    I lurched over the bowl again and cringed at how much still seemed to fall out. 
 
    For the next hour, this process repeated itself until my throat became raw, and the muscles in my abdomen grew sore from all the heaving I was doing. By the time I was spitting out nothing but weak strings of bile, my insides felt thoroughly hollowed out. 
 
    “Here, drink,” the Leader said as he handed me a cup full of clean water after he took away my barf bowl. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Empty,” I replied and then swished some water around to get the foul taste out of my mouth. 
 
    “Good,” he said as he placed a palm on the top of my head. “Now, the Replenishing can commence.” 
 
    Thas and Sskern helped me to my feet, and I let them lead me out of the tent where the bonfire was already roaring. Several smaller fires were camped around the main event, and each was spit-roasting some sort of animal carcass. 
 
    The villagers were chatting and laughing as they milled around, and I spotted the Mec sisters sitting with some of the women as they kneaded dough for the flatbread standard of Terran cuisine. They were each also sporting some traditional Terran garb, which was a loincloth and bikini-top combo made of the same animal skin I was wearing. 
 
    Horus was on the ground next to Anwaar as he fashioned himself some new arrowheads out of the obsidian-like stone my new ceremonial dagger was made out of, but he looked up just then and caught my eye with a smile and a wave. 
 
    When I staggered over to them with the heavy aid of Sskern, Horus jumped up and helped lower me to the ground on the soft blankets. 
 
    “How are you feeling, chief?” he asked. “They told us what you were going through in there. Not fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been better,” I grunted and gave Sskern a grateful glance when he passed me some ale in a wooden tankard. 
 
    The honey sweetness distracted me from the acidic taste that still lingered on the back of my tongue, and I sighed a little as the warm mead soothed the rawness in my throat. 
 
    “Try some of this,” Amaya said as she came over to kneel in front of me with a basket of fresh fried flatbread. 
 
    I reached for a piece and gingerly nibbled on the corner. 
 
    Suddenly, my empty stomach roared with hunger, and I couldn’t eat the bread fast enough. 
 
    “Get the Ambassador some meat!” Thas ordered nobody in particular as he marched over to our area and sat down. “Do not worry, Ambassador Brightwood, this part of the process is much more favorable than the first.” 
 
    “Mm.” I could only nod because my cheeks were full of bread and then full of the roasted meat one of the villagers set down in front of me, but once the desperate edge of my hunger was settled, I came up for air. “Where are Zoie and Shay?” 
 
    “They are getting ready for you,” Amaya said as she leaned against my side. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “The Replenishing is about fulfilling more than one appetite,” Thas said with a cryptic grin, and before I could ask what he meant, I was distracted by the line of women parading out of the main lodge to the sound of a fast drumbeat. 
 
    The women formed two circles around the bonfire, and then they twirled, laughed, and sang to the beat. After a few minutes of turning around in a dizzying gale, two figures broke away from the outer circle and headed over to me. 
 
    Maybe it was the lingering effects from the ordeal in the tent, but when Zoie and Shay approached me with their skimpy garb and painted skin, I could have sworn I was dead and this was paradise. 
 
    They both took my hands and had me stand up, and I followed them into the frenzy of writhing and heaving bodies. 
 
    Everything was too loud for talking, but the way my wives and I moved against each other needed no words. 
 
    My skin felt electrified, and the more we danced, the more energized I felt. I brought Shay back to front with me while Zoie rubbed against me from behind. We gyrated together as the temperature spiked, and I felt my heart hammer harder and harder in my chest. 
 
    All around me other Terrans were joining the celebration until the three of us were lost in the churning crowd like it was our own private island of isolation. 
 
    “Husband,” Shay breathed when my hands began to wander up and over her body to fondle her narrow waist and voluptuous breasts. 
 
    Shay’s small fingers twined in my hair and pulled my head back a little so Zoie could then devour my mouth in a furious kiss that had the blood pooling in my lower abdomen as my cock stirred under its flimsy loin cloth. 
 
    “Mercedes,” I breathed when we broke for air and changed positions to the beat of the drums, and now the phoenix-woman was in the middle of Zoie and I as we writhed together to the music. 
 
    The colors of the paint on all of our skin started to blend and shift, and the ground under my feet actually had a heartbeat I could feel alongside my own. I felt connected to the people around me, and through their eyes I was able to see Terr for what it was: this beautiful yet strange place ravaged by a Scourge that left behind a festering wound. 
 
    A deep camaraderie and oneness I felt among these people soaked into my bones the longer we moved to the music, and my skin tingled with the need to hold my wives even closer until the fullness inside of me threatened to burst. 
 
    “Alex, come with us,” Zoie finally said as she grabbed my hand.  
 
    Shay looped her arm around my waist on the opposite side, and I let my two beautiful wives lead me away from the dancing and over to the tent they’d been working on earlier. 
 
    “The Terrans wanted your Replenishment to be as comfortable as possible,” Shay said and moved aside the colorful tapestry that acted as the tent’s front door. “The women taught us how to build a marriage nest.” 
 
    Inside, a small lantern hanging from the ceiling cast a dim blue glow over the blankets and pillows piled on the ground, and on a small wooden stool to the side was a tray with a flagon of wine as well as some dried fruits and nuts. 
 
    “You both prepared all this?” I asked when they had me lay back on the pile of blankets so they could feed me a few sips of wine. 
 
    “We wanted this time between us to be meaningful,” Zoie purred as she slinked up the length of my body and fed me something that tasted like a date. 
 
    “It already is,” I groaned as Shay peppered my bare chest with kisses. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Zoie said before she nibbled my ear. “But it will be.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    The way my gorgeous cat-wife nibbled on my earlobe like that caused a trail of fire to burn its way through my blood and travel straight to my now fully interested cock. 
 
    “Fuck, Zoie,” I moaned and then flexed my hips when I felt Shay’s fingers tug at the waistband of my loincloth. 
 
    “That’s a brilliant idea,” Shay murmured and proceeded to untie the ceremonial dagger and the string keeping my loincloth on. She then wrapped her hot hand around my stiff dick, and I hissed with pleasure. “That’s it, dearheart.” 
 
    “Kiss me, my love,” Zoie breathed, and I did so with urgency as Shay continued to stroke me leisurely. A moment later, the cat-woman broke away when she was good and aroused, and she dipped her head to rest in the crook of my shoulder. 
 
    While my cat-wife was catching her breath, I turned my attention to Shay’s lovely mouth. Then I stilled her hand and flipped our positions so she was now on her back with me over her while Zoie cuddled up next to her. 
 
    “A-Alex!” Shay stuttered out as I smoothed my palms down her silky thighs. 
 
    I nearly groaned again at the emergence of her little stutter, and suddenly some type of howling primitive urge came over me. Right then, I had to see just how incoherent I could make her in order to satisfy the reptile part of my brain. 
 
    Like a man possessed, I parted her petite legs, paused for a moment to admire the pretty red curls and the glimmer of wetness on her pussy lips, and then dove down to lap at her slit. 
 
    Shay’s resulting scream was muffled by Zoie’s mouth as the cat-woman suckled and tongued her way seductively past the other woman’s heart-shaped lips. 
 
    I grinned internally as I swirled my own tongue around that little engorged nub, and the fingers of my right hand held her lips open even wider as my left two fingers stroked their way into her silky hole. 
 
    “Auuuughh!” Shay tore her mouth away from Zoie’s when she couldn’t handle the pleasure. Her hand scrambled for mine, and her grip around my wrist made me still. 
 
    I knew she was right on the edge, so I pulled away. 
 
    “Shay, sweetheart,” I groaned, and she thrashed her head back and forth. “I need to be inside you.” 
 
    “Yes!” she gasped, and she tried to pull me on top of her as quickly as she could. 
 
    “Goddess,” I said as I positioned my dripping prick at the entrance of her pussy and slowly slid home. “You feel so good, baby.” 
 
    “M-My-- oh, Mercedes! M-Move!” she stuttered, and my hips got to work at once at a pace that was both fast and hard the way we both needed it. 
 
    Her pussy walls tightened and spasmed around me as her climax started, and I scooped an arm under her lower back and brought her pelvis flush to mine so I could grind my cock hard into her g-spot. 
 
    “You’re both so beautiful,” Zoie breathed as she lounged on her side, and one of her hands was idly stroking herself between her thighs as she watched the phoenix-woman come undone beneath me. “I love watching you make love together.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed, and I tried to think of complex math equations so I could back off the edge of my own orgasm as Shay continued to pulsate around my hard cock. 
 
    “Oh, Alex, uhh,” she whimpered and jolted, and I gently laid her back down with my cock still inside her. “Zoie! Oh, Zoie, c-come h-here, my love.” 
 
    With one hand, Shay gripped the back of the cat-woman’s head and drew her in for a passionate kiss. 
 
    By mutual agreement, I carefully pulled out of Shay and was “wife-handled” onto my back so Zoie could have her furious lust-filled way with me. 
 
    “God, kitten!” I gasped and arched up the minute her pussy lips enveloped my head, and the result had our hips slamming together as I seated myself to the hilt in one go. 
 
    “Oh, oh, oh!” Zoie panted as she immediately started grinding on top of me at a fast pace that had my toes curling and my fingers clamping onto her tender hips. 
 
    The ability to form words deserted me, and I dug my heels into the blanketed floor so I could meet her thrust for thrust as she started to bounce. At the rate at which I was jack-rabbiting into her, it wasn’t a surprise when her orgasm rolled through her a short time later, and I felt a hot gush flow down my ball sack when she came. 
 
    Goddamn, that was intense, but I held on to my climax tooth-and-nail as Zoie bent forward. 
 
    I caught her against me and slowed my clip to a gentle rocking sensation as my cat-wife trembled through her pleasure. 
 
    “Keep going,” Shay said in a husky voice, which was as hot as it was demanding, and Zoie and I were helplessly at her command. When the phoenix-woman was satisfied with the deep thrusts I was achieving, she climbed over my lap behind the cat woman and rode the gyrating wave we were on as she rubbed Zoie’s lower back. “That’s it, one more, darling. You’re so pretty when you take your pleasure.” 
 
    Shay’s honeyed words dripped over both of us, and our bodies shuddered in sync. Trust the phoenix-woman to make us both come again with just her smokey voice when she took control. Zoie and I took cues from her as one hand disappeared between her thighs, and she continued to guide the cat-woman’s lazy grind into something that gradually picked up in pace again. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned deep in my chest when the dark-haired beauty on top of me sat up so she could arch against Shay’s front. 
 
    “Yes, Alex, uhhh,” Shay whimpered and then bit the side of Zoie’s neck. 
 
    This little gesture was all it took to set off a chain reaction so amazing, I couldn’t have coordinated it even if I tried. 
 
    Somehow, the sharp nip against my cat-wife’s creamy throat was all it took to set her off, and she slammed down on my cock as she came for the second time. 
 
    The powerful ripple of her inner muscles had my orgasm punching out of me like a fucking stallion, and I jerked my hips up as hard as I could with the combined weight on my lap as I ejaculated deep inside her. 
 
    Zoie’s climax was still rolling through her even when mine began to ebb, and Shay fucked herself with her own hand until her second orgasm shuddered out of her, and I felt my dick spurt another shot of cum at how the two gorgeous women took what they wanted. 
 
    I smiled as the “feel-good” chemicals lit up my brain, and I gently disengaged all three of us so I could get up and attend to both my amazing wives. 
 
    Usually, after some mind-melting sex I would be out for the count, but the opposite seemed to take place within me, and I understood why it was called the Replenishing because I felt as if I could do a triathlon backwards. 
 
    Twice. 
 
    Instead, I busied myself with finding a clean cloth and some water from the tray of victuals we didn’t really touch, and I hastily wiped myself down before coming back over to the nest of blankets and pillows. 
 
    Shay and Zoie had collapsed against each other in a naked pile of tangled limbs and dripping cum. They still were both panting slightly, and both of them had a beautiful sheen of sweat glistening under the bluish light of the lantern. Surprisingly, the body paint on all of us must have set in our skin enough to stain because despite our lovemaking and the damp strokes of the cloth, the symbols remained mostly intact. 
 
    “That was amazing, you two,” I commented after I finished making my wives more comfortable. 
 
    They cuddled facing each other like each end of a parentheses, and they beckoned me closer so I could lay between them. 
 
    “You had better come back to us, husband,” Zoie murmured as her arms wrapped around me from behind. 
 
    “I will, I promise,” I said, and I arched into her soft body behind me before I pulled Shay’s smaller form against my chest. 
 
    “And no getting horribly maimed, either,” the phoenix-woman added in her sleepy mumble. “Or else we will be horribly cross.” 
 
    “Will you, now?” I chuckled and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    She didn’t respond, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw Zoie had dropped off to sleep as well. 
 
    With another silent laugh, I snuggled down between them, and despite my energized state, I slipped off into a light doze. 
 
    When I woke up next, it wasn’t really for any reason other than the fact I felt inexplicably urged to rouse from my partial slumber. 
 
    The silence of the world outside the tent let me know the festivities had long passed, but the urge to leave the safety of this cocoon caused me to quietly climb out of the little love nest my wives had created for us, throw on my loincloth and the dagger, and wander out into the center of the village. 
 
    Leader Zerr was there with Thas next to the remains of the bonfire that was still smoldering low and orange in the dim bioluminescence the local flora cast around in the darkness of night. 
 
    “Brightwood,” Zerr greeted me with a hand on my shoulder. “You look much improved. Are you ready to disembark on the Trial of the body?” 
 
    “I am,” I said solemnly. 
 
    “Come,” Thas said. “I will take you to the Demon’s Spine.” 
 
    I nodded and let the large man lead the way as the strange energy from before started to thrum through my veins. 
 
    There was no talking between Thas and me, but it wasn’t an uneasy silence, and I followed the man exactly like that until he brought me to a narrow plateau overlooking the neon village below. 
 
    “You see this ledge here?” The bald man pointed just over the plateau’s edge at a small ridge of rock that seemed to extend the length-- if not the entire radius-- of the mountainous ledge like a belt. 
 
    “The one below the lone line of chain bolted into the rock wall?” I asked as I gestured to the chain in question. 
 
    “That is the rail,” he deadpanned, and I wasn’t sure if we were still being facetious or not so I waited for him to continue. “The first task is to walk the Coward’s Folly until you get to the Reach. From there, you will carry on to Golden Peak. The last obstacle after that is to find your way to Snake Tree, and don’t forget: don your hands with the ability to catch the wind.” 
 
    With that epic but succinct speech, the Terran man saluted me with a sturdy thump over his heart and a grave nod as I carefully lowered myself onto the ledge. 
 
    When Thas disappeared from my sight, I took a well-earned moment to gather myself and make sure I had the proper footing. The ledge I was standing on was only about a foot wide, which was plenty of room for error, especially since I was wearing a pair of ceremonial sandal things like Samurai Jack. 
 
    Stylish for Terrans, but iffy on traction. 
 
    No biggie. I just needed to make sure not to slip and fall to my death by focusing on one step at a time. 
 
    Easy. 
 
    What ended up not being so easy was when the ledge aptly named “Coward’s Folly” led me around the front of the plateau where a large swathe of moss arched over the ledge I was scaling and made a natural tunnel. 
 
    A very dark natural tunnel. 
 
    “Goodie,” I snarked to absolutely no one and took the time to increase the light emitting from my Stone. The tunnel was long, and when I got into it, I could tell the ceiling was quite a ways away due to the fact I couldn’t see any end to the darkness. 
 
    As I continued to shuffle along the ledge, I noticed the sound of something crawling above me. 
 
    “Just keep walking, Alex,” I told myself even as my imagination picture giant hairy-ass spiders or something equally terrifying and multi-legged moving around in the dark. 
 
    When I made it to about the halfway point, the skittering noises seemed to increase, and a certain type of tension stretched around me like I was suffocating inside plastic wrap until I was forced to stop. 
 
    The skittering crawling sound was almost deafening, and I chanced a glance up, which was a mistake not because of the monsters I couldn’t see, but because my foot slipped, and I almost plunged to my death. 
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed, and I was glad I had some sense of awareness not to shout as I clung onto the chain railing while both my feet slipped off the ledge. 
 
    The rusty iron bit into my palms, and for a moment I thought I was fucked as the chain snapped so I was only holding onto the half still bolted to the rock, but then I got my footing and pulled myself to the part of the rail still intact. 
 
    When I caught my breath, I felt along the ridge with one of my feet in order to confirm a suspicion I was beginning to have. 
 
    The foot ledge was getting smaller, and I didn’t know how much more of it I had left before it was completely eroded away. 
 
    I tried not to think about that and continued on my way despite the creepy noises above me, and I ardently hoped the crazy paint on my skin was doing its job to dissuade any predators from thinking of my ass as a fucking snack. 
 
    Eventually, I managed to edge my way out from under the mossy lip of the plateau and back out into the neon luminescent pre-dawn. 
 
    Sure enough, I came face-to-face with my biggest fear, as well as the clever reason behind the name of the task Thas had simply dubbed, “the Reach.” 
 
    On the plateau’s far side, the rest of the shelf I was using as a foothold had crumbled away at some point, and with growing dread I realized what I needed to do. In order to get to the sheer cliffs, I would have to hang by the chain railing to finish traversing the Coward’s Folly, and then I would have to follow the chain where it made an improvised ladder up the face of the cliff. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” I huffed, and I dangled myself carefully from the chain and prayed to the Goddess it would hold my weight as I began to make my way across. 
 
    The key was to not look down. 
 
    If I could do that, I could potentially forget I was dangling hundreds of feet above a forest of sharp obsidian rock spires that would skewer me faster than a kebab at a Fourth of July potluck. 
 
    Again, no big deal. I just needed to harness my inner American Ninja Warrior, and I’d be fine. 
 
    But the chain was really starting to tear into my already blistered palms, my shoulders were beginning to ache, and the fucking cliff was still goddamn far away as fuck. 
 
    Hand over hand I crawled across the distance until I could finally grab the first “rung” of the chain ladder, which was just more of the chain railing leading up to whatever was at the top. 
 
    I reached for the second rung and nearly tore my rotator cuff. 
 
    Again, clever name. Bitch of a task, though. 
 
    “Argh!” I couldn’t help but groan as I stretched up as far as I could for the second rung. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Fucking shit fuck. 
 
    This was fucking hard, and I had about a thousand of these fuckers to navigate until I reached the top. 
 
    I tried not to dwell on the seemingly impossible task ahead of me, and I set to work on balancing on the skinny rung on tiptoes in sandals without falling. Rung after rung appeared above me in a never-ending parade that my lats and biceps were struggling to cope with, and sweat was pouring off me, especially with how the rising sun started to filter down to the Lower Echelon and warm the previously cold air. 
 
    Another rung. 
 
    Goddess, my muscles screamed, and I felt like both my shoulders were about to become dislocated, but I couldn’t stop. 
 
    Another rung. 
 
    My palms were slick with sweat and blood. 
 
    Another. 
 
    Come… on… 
 
    Anoth-errr. 
 
    Finally, the last two rungs came into sight, and I eagerly stretched for next one-- 
 
    “Reeeaaacch!” A fucking squaller suddenly shrieked from behind me and made a snap for my shoulder. 
 
    “Ahhh!” I yelled and swung myself out of the way one-handed as the creature jabbed its sharp beak into the stone where half my body used to be. With my other hand, I reached for the dagger at the small of my back and slashed at the thing. “Die, bitch!” 
 
    My body turned as the chain ladder twisted this way and that during my battle with the squaller, and I grimaced at the way my bare skin scraped along the mountain’s edifice. 
 
    “Ree, ree!” the beast squawked, and it tried to avoid my swiping blade as it attempted to knock me loose. 
 
    “Come. Here!” I bellowed as the fucker battered me with its large leathery wings, and I pushed my body away as it tried to rip out my spine. 
 
    “Raaaawwwwk!” the squaller howled when my knife finally lodged itself into one of the beast’s beady red eyes. 
 
    Without waiting to see how long it would take for the sucker to recover, I resumed my task of pulling myself up the rest of this godforsaken ladder. 
 
    When I finally heaved myself to the top of Golden Peak, I rolled on my back on the small rise in order to catch my breath. 
 
    “Fucking darkhell,” I panted, but there was no time to waste, so I staggered my way up to my feet and looked around somewhat at a loss. 
 
    For one, Golden Peak seemed to be a bit of a misnomer because all I could see was an odd forest of gnarled trees with trunks no bigger than the thickness of my arm. 
 
    What did Thas say I needed to do once I got here? 
 
    I walked to the edge of the rise and glanced out over the village. The injured squaller had fled, and from this vantage point, I could see the huts and lodges, a thin ribbon of smoke from the bonfire, and further than that, to the edge of the farmlands where the natural boundary of the Pit cut the village off from what laid beyond. 
 
    And at the very edge of that, I could see the gnarled mass that was Snake Tree. 
 
    I was almost there. 
 
    The last task: make it to Snake Tree, and then I was home free. 
 
    But the question was how? 
 
    I looked around and was convinced I had to be missing something obvious about this next part. There had to be a way to get over there if the whole point was to traverse the Demon’s Spine only to end up at Snake Tree. 
 
    What had Thas said to me at the end? 
 
    Something weird and cloaked in esoteric meaning, no doubt… 
 
    If I remembered correctly, it was something like: don’t forget to don your hands with the wind, or something. 
 
    The sun finally moved enough in the sky so the light was now starting to dawn on the rise I was standing on, and an odd groaning creaking sound could be heard. I looked around for the origin of the sound, but I couldn’t pinpoint where it was coming from.  
 
    The noise sounded like it was all around me, but before I could speculate further, one of the skinny dead trees to my left suddenly burst open like a giant yellow snapdragon. 
 
    I nearly screamed in surprise, but I didn’t have time when the one to my right exploded into bloom a second later. 
 
    This was apparently some kind of cue, because after the two next to me went off, the whole “field” popped open like a batch of Jiffy Pop. 
 
    When it was all said and done, Golden Peak really did look like it was covered in gold due to all the huge flowers that opened with the dawn… 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Thas’ clue meant “dawn” not “don,” and now I needed something to what? 
 
    Catch the wind? 
 
    A breeze warmed from the morning sun spiraled up from the lower bowls of Terr and created an updraft that had the giant snapdragons straining upwards like they wanted to break free and fly through the air. 
 
    Like a kite catches the wind. 
 
    I pulled my knife out and hacked at the blossom closest to me until I had my own Terran hang-glider, and then I carried my prize to the edge of Golden Peak. 
 
    Was I really going to jump off a mountain and trust my life to a flower and the immutable laws of physics that hopefully were consistent across this universe as well as my own? 
 
    Hell, yes, I was, and on the next strong gust, I took a running start so I could launch myself into the air. 
 
    “Woah!” I hollered as the updraft caught me and carried me over the village. 
 
    Fuck, my palms were trashed to shit, but the view was incredible, and as that spooky tree came closer and closer, I could feel some of the strength start to leak out of me at the prospect of being done. 
 
    When I landed about twenty feet away from the base of the hill the tree was on, my knees immediately folded as some of my stamina left me. 
 
    But I wasn’t done yet. I still had the Trial of the Mind to look forward to, and I needed all my wits about me so I wouldn’t fuck up and show any fear or strong emotions that would cause my soul to be eaten. 
 
    I pulled my dagger out once more as I slowly made my way to the massive trunk. 
 
    The closer I got, the louder that eerie moaning of the Pit could be heard until it was matching the dull ringing in my ears. 
 
    Then, with the tip of the dagger poised over a knot in the trunk, I tried my best to ignore the grating sound as I pushed the tip a quarter of the way in. 
 
    Silver sap-like liquid bubbled to the surface, and I moved my knife so I could wrap my lips around the knot in order to swallow some. 
 
    What came next was something out of a fever dream mainly because the first thing I noticed after drinking the sap was the fact I was suddenly standing next to the crumpled heap of my own body. 
 
    “The fuck?” I muttered, but at the sight of the tree in front of me, I wiped all expression off my face. 
 
    Everything looked different in this odd astral plane of existence, like I was seeing “behind the curtain” of reality, so to speak. 
 
    Animals I’d never encountered before flew through the air, and every one of them reminded me of a fossil someone might find on the bottom of the ocean. All around there were trilobite things chasing undulating jellyfish types while bigger astral creatures milled around like gentle giants. 
 
    The Snake Tree was changed through the lens of this ethereal plane as well. It was moving, for one thing, and its branches seemed to reach out here and there like fingers. 
 
    For what, I didn’t know, and I didn’t care to discover that there were more unseen things even this realm couldn’t pick up on. 
 
    “Who has come to be weighed in worth?” a voice projected from both inside and outside of my mind. 
 
    “My name is Alex Brightwood,” I addressed the voice and straightened my spine. 
 
    “Why have you come?” The tree’s branches and leaves hissed as they rattled with suspicion. “You are not of Terran blood.” 
 
    “No, but I wish to be accepted among them,” I said. 
 
    “Hm, we shall see…” the Tree said, and suddenly the scene in front of me faded as I was thrown into the dark. 
 
    Immediately, the oppressive blackness made me want to panic, but I buried the feeling as I forced my mind to slow down and assess my situation. 
 
    Even though I was on all fours, I couldn’t discern anything other than the hard-packed ground under my shins and knees, and I debated on what to do next. 
 
    The seconds stretched into minutes, and for lack of any other brilliant ideas, I decided to stand up to my feet. 
 
    Then I heard an abrupt wail of deep pain I just knew was Rylan, and my initial reaction was to run in the direction of the sound calling his name at the top of my lungs. 
 
    But I stayed. 
 
    I stayed even when the voice screaming out to me cycled through everyone I loved. Shay, Zoie Amaya, Horus, Anwaar. 
 
    Mr. Jenner begging for the pain to end. 
 
    Arvid’s lowing bellow. 
 
    Vel-Rala and Bodin being tortured. 
 
    Mel and even Captain Nemis. 
 
    Sskern and Mec. 
 
    Through all of it, I steeled my spine even though each added voice threatened to crush me where I stood with the guilt I felt at not running to their aid. 
 
    I knew the voices weren’t real, but the longer I stayed in the pitch blackness, the more I was starting to doubt reality altogether, and to cope with the slow breakdown of my mind, I curled up as small as possible and clamped my hands over my ears. 
 
    It made no difference, and the screams of everyone I knew sliced into my heart over and over and over and over… 
 
    “Shhh, young one,” a new voice filtered through the cacophony, and suddenly the screaming stopped, and I was being lifted to my feet and placed back on the ground. 
 
    Only instead of being at the base of the old tree, I was now standing in a meadow. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m sorry I showed fear, please don’t eat my soul,” I blurted out in a panic even though it appeared as if I was alone. 
 
    “Showing fear is not a sin,” the voice said, and I turned my head this way and that for the source. “Running from it is. You stayed even when I could feel it in your heart that all hope was lost. Why did you do this?” 
 
    “Because… without them nothing is worth going back for,” I said simply. “So I might as well stay.” 
 
    “Your answer is True,” the disembodied voice intoned, and suddenly the scenery changed, and I was standing in the middle of a large crater-made lake as smooth as glass and under a sky full of stars. “Second question: what is Terr to you?” 
 
    “Terr is…” The words failed me, and instead pictures formed in my mind’s eye of all the terrifying yet wonderful things I’d experienced thus far. 
 
    The mirror-like lake then acted like a screen for my mind to project onto, and all around where I stood, the beauty and awe that struck me when I first laid eyes on this island was playing out on the IMAX version of this plane of existence. 
 
    “Acceptable,” the voice declared, and once again my surroundings faded out until I was now on the top of a snow-capped mountain as the wind tore around me with a fury. “And finally, what is so important about the Stone you wear around your neck?” 
 
    “My Stone?” I touched the familiar weight against my sternum. “Nothing really.” 
 
    “Your status means nothing? Your power?” the Snake Tree needled. 
 
    “I didn’t really earn all that in the first place,” I said. “It was given to me.” 
 
    “Through Rite of the Duel,” the voice argued. “You have killed to gain your fortunes.” 
 
    “I only kill to defend my life and the lives of the ones I protect,” I said. 
 
    “A typical response of someone who lies about how much their affluence actually means to them,” it said. 
 
    “Not me,” I countered and firmed my jaw. Ancient tree-spirit or not, it was beginning to piss me off. “I could care less about Asher status unless it has to do with saving more innocents.” 
 
    “Prove it,” the voice hissed. “Surrender your Stone to me for safe passage back into your body.” 
 
    The scenery shimmered again until I was back at the base of Snake Tree and staring down at my unresponsive body. 
 
    Other people from the village had amassed a little ways away, and I could see Zoie and Shay embracing each other while Leader Zerr hovered over my prone form. 
 
    My wives looked like they were crying, and they were soon joined by Horus and the Mec sisters as they pushed through the crowd to the front in order to see what was happening. When they did, all three of their faces fell. 
 
    “What’s happening to me?” I asked, and my own voice was starting to sound detached and far away just like the Snake Tree. “Am I dying?” 
 
    “You have lingered longer than any other before you, and because you are not from here, your spirit is confused,” it responded pragmatically. “If you remain here much longer, your spirit will wander on.” 
 
    Without hesitation, I snapped the Stone off my neck and thrust it out to whoever or whatever the invisible entity was. 
 
    “Here,” I said. “Now, take me back. This means nothing.” 
 
    Silence greeted me in the face of this pronouncement, and nothing came along to take the Duelist Stone away from me. At first, I thought maybe the voice didn’t hear me, but I soon realized how stupid that was when I considered how it seemed to be talking inside my head more often than not. 
 
    “You are an interesting one, Alex Brightwood, Traveler from Earth,” the voice finally assessed. 
 
    “You know me?” I asked. 
 
    “I do now,” it said, and it almost sounded as if there was a hint of a smile in that dispassionate tone. “Keep your Stone, Asher. And know your willingness to sacrifice your wealth and power was what saved you this day.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied with feeling. “I won’t forget.” 
 
    “One more thing,” the ancient spirit stopped me as I was on my way back to my physical body. “There has been a wound carved into your mind made worse by the raw and untamed power you have inside you. It will heal badly this way unless something is done.” 
 
    “Why tell me all this?” I asked. 
 
    “You are an interesting specimen,” the Tree’s voice said with a strange nonchalance. “And your heart is pure. I tell you these things so you may seek out the one who may help you. They are in the next mining town, and they go by the name Mozz. Find them. Now, take my blessing and go!” 
 
    With this final barked order, I felt as if I’d been slapped and plunged into ice water all at once, and when I blinked, I was suddenly on my back and looking up into the concerned face of Leader Zerr. 
 
    “-- wood? Brightwood?” The alligator-man lightly smacked my cheeks as I willed my eyes to focus. “Can you focus on me at all?” 
 
    “Mmfph,” I grunted and tried to sit up even though it felt as if I’d just been hit by a front end-loader. 
 
    “He’s going to be okay, folks!” Zerr determined after a preliminary screening of my person turned up with nothing to worry about.  
 
    That go-ahead was all the permission my Crew needed before they were rushing up the slope toward me with identical tear-filled eyes. 
 
    “Alex!” Shay sobbed as she collapsed next to me on one side while Zoie and Amaya did on the other. “We thought you had succumbed!” 
 
    “I’m okay, honest,” I croaked as I clutched all three women tight. “What happened?” 
 
    “We all saw you take off from Golden Peak,” Zoie responded. “We’ve been here waiting for you to wake up ever since.” 
 
     “Yeah, chief,” Horus said as the color slowly returned to his face. “It is almost mid-epoch. We were about to fear the worst.” 
 
    “I’m here,” I reassured them all as I squeezed my women tight. “And I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.” 
 
    “Good answer, my lad,” Zerr commented with a smile. 
 
    A cheer rose up from the villagers once they knew I was officially in the clear, and I had never felt so fond of a people I’d barely gotten a chance to meet. 
 
    But here I was, exhausted beyond all measure, sore, and emotionally bruised, and yet I still had everything I’d ever wanted right here in my arms. 
 
    “What will you do next now that you are fully Terran, Ambassador?” Thas asked. 
 
    “Well, the first thing I’m going to need to do is take a fucking nap,” I said with a grin, and then I scooted back so we were all propped against Snake Tree’s trunk. Its strange warmth soaked into my back and beckoned my sore and battered body closer to rest. 
 
    “Fair enough, fair enough,” the Low-ish Leader chuckled. 
 
    “Sleep, Alex,” Amaya then whispered to me as she cupped my jaw with her hand. Her eyes flashed their pretty pearlescence, and her palm radiated a soothing warmth which let me know she was reading me, and I braced myself for more questions. “Those will come later, lovely. For now, you must let others take care of you. You did well, Alex. So, so well.” 
 
    And as I sank into the words the oryx-woman was saying, I knew she was right. 
 
    I’d made it to Terr and proven myself to both the Upper and Lower Echelons. I’d upgraded my weapons with awesome herald cores, and the Snake Tree had deemed me worthy. The time for worrying was past, and I was surrounded on all sides by the very people I swore myself to protect and whom I knew would protect me in turn. 
 
    Everything else would come in due course. 
 
    But for now, I slept. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 5 
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