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    Chapter 1 
 
    The airship that used to be the tip of Monger Manor hovered about a quarter of a mile above the sagging house on stilts, and the semi-transparent sails reflected off the serene cerulean lake below. When I looked solely at the reflection, it reminded me of the wingspread of a graceful manta ray. 
 
    In fact, it was such a good likeness of what I’d seen on several of those nature videos narrated by David Attenborough, that I was considering renaming it to Manta Manor. 
 
    Huh. 
 
    That… actually had a fine ring to it. 
 
    Or the Manta Ship. 
 
    The Mil-manta-ium Falcon? 
 
    Oof. Yeah, maybe just the Manta Ship. 
 
    The majestic wingspan of the airship was quite big, hence the need for it to be “docked” so far above us, and just as I was thinking of ways to get up there, a bright green slash dove from the courtyard ledge. 
 
    “Ahhh!” Nova, the siren-woman who lived in the decrepit house below the ship, clung to my waist as she buried her face between my shoulder blades. 
 
    “Nova, honey, it’s alright,” I chuckled, and I twisted around in order to try to bring her out from behind me. 
 
    “Monster,” she insisted and eluded my maneuvers. 
 
    “Haaaahhaaaahhhaa,” Ozrid, the nine-foot-tall sloth-man to my right, laughed long and low in his deep baritone as he watched our strange shuffle. 
 
    “Oi!” a familiar cry rang out through the sky, and I looked up in time to see Horus on the back of the green pterodactyl-like creature swooping over our heads. “Is that Alex Brightwood I see?” 
 
    “Get down here, you loon!” I hollered up at the falcon-man. “Show our new friend that La is harmless, won’t you?” 
 
    “Alright, then!” he called back and circled under the house ostensibly to tie up La. 
 
    “Seeee? Noooot moooonsteeer,” Ozzy droned and patted Nova’s inky-blue head, which jarred her enough that she actually forgot about hiding for a second and swatted away the Omite like the fickle thing she was. 
 
    “Oz-zeeee!” she chided by breaking up his name into two distressed and whiny syllables meant to convey much more than her limited vocabulary would allow. 
 
    It was efficient, but it actually had the opposite effect on the sloth-man, because he only chuckled again and twiddled his clawed fingers above her like she was a feisty kitten with some string. 
 
    The image was made complete when the siren-woman even leapt up like some sort of jade-colored puma in order to swipe at Ozzy’s wiggling digits. 
 
    “Cuuuuute,” Ozzy said, and even though I wholeheartedly agreed with him, I kept my comments to myself. 
 
    “Hmpf!” Nova huffed and crossed her arms over her voluptuous chest. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him, honey,” I coaxed. “Come with me to see my friend?” 
 
    “Hmmm.” She glanced down her petite nose at me but still kept her arms tightly wrapped around herself. “No.” 
 
    “Please?” I tried, and I even folded my hands together in the multi-universal sign for “pretty, pretty please with a cherry on top.” 
 
    It seemed to semi-amuse her because her lips twitched at the corners in spite of herself, but when she noticed her face was betraying her, she got even more huffy. “No!” 
 
    My head snapped back at the sudden force behind the singular word, and I held up my palms and took a step back. 
 
    She blinked at me with her claret wine eyes and mirrored me when I took another step back. After a beat where it seemed as if she was expecting something, she turned tail and ran back up to the house. 
 
    “Gooooo?” Ozzy cocked his head at me and then gestured in the direction the persnickety siren-woman ran off to. 
 
    “Nah, she needs her space,” I said. “Wanna come and meet Horus? You’ll like him, I promise.” 
 
    Ozzy hummed in thought and then nodded his large shaggy head. 
 
    I took that as permission to lead us down the crooked path and to the under part of the house leaning heavily on its spider-like legs, but when La came into view, I sensed the sloth-man’s steps falter just a tad behind me. 
 
    Since she’d just viciously ripped a chunk of flesh out of some eel-slash-fish creature she managed to snag in her razor-sharp talons, I didn’t blame him for being cautious. The pterodactyl-creature was as proud as she was beautiful, like a hippogriff from Harry Potter, and Ozrid was smart to approach slowly. 
 
    “No offense, chief, but if this is your new estate, don’t ask me to help with repairs,” the falcon-man said as he came into view from around the lethal beast. 
 
    “Yeah, I killed the guy who owned it, but I’m going to take a pass,” I joked back as I bridged the gap so we could grasp forearms. “It’s good to see you, buddy.” 
 
    “Same here, my friend,” Horus said as he squeezed my arm back just as strongly. “Who was it you killed, anyway?” 
 
    “Krev Alda,” I said and had the satisfaction of seeing the man’s eyebrows fly up to his black-feathered hairline. 
 
    “I thought he was already dead?” was his reply. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought so, too,” I said, and then I gestured for him to follow me up to the house. “But that’s a long story I don’t feel like rehashing more than once, so for now, fill me in about what all has happened.” 
 
    “You mean since you and Rylan took a dive off the bow of Her Majesty?” he asked after patting La on her flank one last time. “Well, you both were lucky to have an audience to that travesty, let me tell you. Are you going to introduce me to your friend?” 
 
    “This is Ozrid of the Okoba,” I said and gestured to the large man over my shoulder. “He gave us a hand when Ry and I attempted to grow some wings. Again, it’s a long story, but the beginning is basically just me sleeping off some injuries.” 
 
    “Injuries?” Horus asked as his crest fluffed up in alarm. 
 
    “Mercedes, you really are going to make me explain, aren’t you?” I snorted when I realized there wasn’t any way around having to retell the recent saga multiple times anyway. 
 
    “Just tell me how you and Rylie ended up falling off the ship,” Horus chuckled as he clapped me on the shoulder. “The rest I can hear when you sum it up for all of us in front of the fire with Arvid’s home cooking.” 
 
    “Ah, well… I’m not exactly going back with you right away-- and before you bombard me, yes, there’s an explanation.” I held up a hand to forestall him. “And you haven’t even said ‘hi’ to Ozrid, yet, rude.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Ozrid.” The energetic falcon-man seamlessly switched tack and nodded to the gentle giant next to me. 
 
    Ozzy smiled and waved one of his clawed hands. “Heeeello. Yooouu knoooow Arrrrvid?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, our resident chef,” Horus said with all of his usual charm. “Do you know him?” 
 
    “Broooother,” Ozzy droned and did that swaying nod I’d seen Arvid do as if anyone needed any more proof the two sloth-men were related. 
 
    “Excellent,” the falcon-man said and then turned back to me. “Chief? Explain?” 
 
    “God, you’re all over the place today,” I snorted. 
 
    “I’ve substituted a lot of kolee for decent sleep this past fickle looking high and low for you,” he said with a sharp look jabbed in my direction. “I thought for sure you both plunged into Mercedes’ Great Blue, and I’ve been taking La over the waves nearly every day in search of you two.” 
 
    “Ah, man, I’m sorry,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck. “Rylan and I didn’t have a choice. And you’re about to meet the reason why in just a second, so don’t startle her, she’s shy.” 
 
    “She?” Horus questioned just as I pushed open the front door. 
 
    “Nooooovvvvaaaa,” Ozzy said and gestured for both of us to go in while he waited outside. 
 
    “Nova?” I called into the dimness of the sparsely-furnished house, but the only thing that returned my greeting was a muffled thump coming from a cupboard. “Come on out, honey.” 
 
    A frustrated grumble came from behind a panel in the corridor before one of those hidden servant doors popped open. Then a tangled blue head of hair poked out before the siren-woman herself shyly crawled out. 
 
    “Oh… hello,” Horus said as he blinked his gold-green eyes in astonishment. “You must be Nova?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything and instead shuffled behind me so she could bury her face into my back. 
 
    “She’s the last of the Omite Lakuna Children,” I said for the falcon-man’s benefit. 
 
    “A what, what?” he asked. 
 
    “They were the protectors of the lakes on this island,” I said. “I learned this from the forest people like Ozzy. They don’t need tithe stones because the leaves distill the rainwater.” 
 
    “That makes a lot of sense,” Horus said. “I remember briefly learning something or other about how the Omites don’t serve on the Asher Council because they ascribe to other beliefs and practices. Or something. I might have skipped that day.” 
 
    “Well, you’d better brush up on your lore, Asher Horus,” I teased. 
 
    “I keep forgetting I’m one of you lot now,” he snickered and tucked his Duelist Stone under his dark green tunic for safekeeping. 
 
    “Anyway, Nova’s species is descended from Mercedes’ Sacred Fish children, and she basically ‘asked’ Rylan and I for our help,” I continued. “You know how the kid tends to walk around in his sleep? Well, I ended up joining him that night, and I tried to catch him before he fell over the side, but that didn’t work out too well for us. I was laid up for a while.” 
 
    “But you’re better now?” he asked. “And Rylan?” 
 
    “Small One is sleeping,” Nova piped up from behind my back and pointed toward the small kitchen. 
 
    “Finally,” I said with an eye roll. “Then there was the matter of him and I being cursed if we couldn’t come through for this little lady here.” 
 
    The siren-woman grumbled grumpily and then skulked away back into her hidden cupboard. 
 
    “Is she always this charming?” Horus asked with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “We’re working on it,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “And I’m assuming she’s coming with us?” he questioned. 
 
    “Again, we’re working on it,” I said for the second time. “I’m not even sure if Nova wants to leave with me.” 
 
    “Nova does!” came the muffled shout from behind the walls. 
 
    “Ah,” I said with a bashful smile in the face of Horus’ wide roguish grin. I bit my lip and then gestured toward the kitchen for us to continue. “You were also going to finish telling me about what happened after we disappeared.” 
 
    “Right,” the falcon-man said as he followed me into the cramped kitchen, but since he was pretty tall, he had to stoop ever so slightly. “Basically, Bodin was in the wheelhouse and saw someone fall past the sails. He sounded the alert, and when it was clear you two weren’t on board, we figured out pretty quickly what had happened. Goddess, he looks like rewarmed death.” 
 
    We both looked down at the sleeping teenager curled up on the sad little pallet Nova clearly used as her own bed. 
 
    Rylan’s lanky limbs were a little longer than the siren-woman’s compact frame, and the pretzel-like position looked anything but comfortable. However, the exhausted kid appeared as if he could sleep through the next Red Sun Event if the little trickle of drool and the snoring were anything to go by. 
 
    “This particular curse only affected him because even though she was beseeching me to help her, the curse targets children,” I explained. 
 
    “Basic balance of magicks,” Horus said as if by rote. “I remember that lesson from my time at the Academy at least. The fact she is from an ancient subrace of Mercedes’ children means the curse would have demanded a child in return. It is an enchantment designed to basically hold you hostage by threatening Rylan.” 
 
    “Yup, and it was quite effective,” I agreed as I frowned at my son’s still too-pale complexion. “He needs to rest in a proper bed and preferably where your sister can look him over.” 
 
    “Scree…” Crackers the screecher attempted to whisper-squawk from his perch on the sill above Rylan’s head, and the look in his beady reptile eyes seemed to blame me for how exhausted Rylan appeared to be. 
 
    “I know, buddy,” I answered. 
 
    “This bugger,” the falcon-man said as he gestured to the pterosaur-creature. “When did he show up?” 
 
    “At the most inconvenient time, trust me,” I said as I handed over the letter I read moments before the airship arrived. “But you will like what it says. It’s from Amaya and Anwaar. They’re done taking their Acolyte assessment and are on their way back to us on The Soaring Light.” 
 
    “Finally,” he said with a grin, and I knew it killed him to be parted from the ibex-mage just as it did for me to be parted from her sister, the augur. “We can send a response to them overseas with Crackers to tell them of our unscheduled stop on Om. And then I’m pretty sure we can send Roofus to talk with you until you’re ready to join us.” 
 
    “Yeah, let me quickly sum up everything for you to take to Jenner,” I said and sat down at the rickety table. Several scraps of paper were discarded all around, but they were mostly blank and in good repair, and with a small piece of charcoal, I scrawled down the updates as well as notes for the koala-archivist. 
 
    I detailed as much as I could based on the documents Nova had shoved at me when I first got here, but I’d only had time to skim the papers before we were interrupted by her corrupt father, the known shape-shifter and believed to be long dead, Krev Alda. 
 
    So I told Jenner what I could, and I also explained how Krev obviously managed to fake his death by assuming the identity, and face, of the Quarry Overseer Yates. 
 
    I then jotted down a request for Jenner to look into more about the Lakuna Children as well as any and all relevant information about Om he could tell me. 
 
    From the little I’d already learned about the Okoba Forest People, there was a divide of some sort from their brethren in the Tatabo Plains. 
 
    And if Terr taught me anything, it was that usually a divide between people was far from ideal, if not explosive, so maybe us being here was meant to be. 
 
    “Nooovaa.” The siren-woman pointed at a random word on the page I was writing on, and I startled slightly. 
 
    “Hey,” I chuckled at her and poked her hand. 
 
    “Hey!” she said back and retracted her arm like a fussy house cat. 
 
    “No, no, you’re right,” I placated. “I need to focus.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said and then got up, stepped over Rylan with an unceremonious thump, and went out the window. 
 
    Somewhere. 
 
    “Is she alright?” Horus asked with a puzzled frown. 
 
    “M’who?” Rylan asked muzzily as he peeled his crusty eyes open. 
 
    “Nothing, go back to bed,” Horus said. 
 
    “Bullshit, it’s time to wake up,” I countered. Now that I finally had a chance to breathe, and neither one of us was struggling for our fucking lives, I remembered how mad I was at my son. “Or did you forget how much trouble you’re in?” 
 
    This got him to snap his eyes wide awake. “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah, oh,” I sighed. “I can’t really even talk to you about it right now, but you should know I’m angry. And, dammit… I’m really fucking disappointed you disobeyed me after we’d already talked about this.” 
 
    “I-I know,” Rylan said, and even though he looked away, he firmed his jaw like he knew this was long coming. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. “But there comes a point when words just become words. You need to be aware of that.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said respectfully, but his tone was reserved. “I’ll go check to see if any of our stuff is in the other room.” 
 
    I took the ruse for what it was and let him go so he could have a moment to himself, and then I rubbed my forehead with my stiff fingers. 
 
    “I take it he did something foolish like sneak out and follow you when he was expressly forbidden and told to stay behind,” Horus said, and he was uncannily correct. 
 
    “You’ve got it in one,” I confirmed and returned to the letter I wanted to send off. 
 
    I was satisfied for the most part as I skimmed the contents. The only thing I needed to add was a request for Jenner to look into the Aldas even more, especially when it came to their offspring. So far, aside from Rylan belonging to Kavo, Nova and the Terran lizard-girl named Mozz were half-sisters belonging to Krev.  
 
    And all three of them were linked in some way. 
 
    “Everywhere is clear,” Rylan said as he returned. “It’s not like we had much stuff to begin with.” 
 
    “Good, you’re going to leave with Horus,” I said. 
 
    “What about you?” he asked. 
 
    “I need to stay here for Nova,” I said. “I basically destroyed the only life she’s ever known, so I can’t just leave her until I know she’s taken care of.” 
 
    “I thought she was coming with us,” Rylan said with a slight frown. 
 
    “That’s up to her,” I said. “I don’t want to force her to do anything she doesn’t want to do.” 
 
    “Okay, don’t be long,” he said, and I nodded before I turned and scooped up my correspondence. 
 
    “Hey, Ry, go down and take this to La,” Horus instructed and tossed him some sort of offal from the satchel across his body. 
 
    The boy nodded and slipped out the door without a word.  
 
    “Horus,” I said and handed the falcon-man the folded packet for Jenner as well as my wives. 
 
    “I’ll make sure everyone is up to date,” my trusty second said with a sharp nod. “And don’t worry, there is plenty around the airship to do, so I’ll make sure Rylan stays plenty busy and out of trouble.” 
 
    “Work him as much as you can,” I said. “That kid needs to learn a lesson.” 
 
    “I hear you loud and clear, chief,” he chuckled. “Don’t worry, and take your time with her. I’ll send Roofus and or Gelf.” 
 
    “Gelf?” I questioned. “Are those two still attached at the hip?” 
 
    “Hah, that is one way to put it,” Horus said. “They are quite smitten with one another.” 
 
    “Oh, goodie,” I said as I pictured what their little babies might look like. I just hoped whatever resulted from their odd little courtship wasn’t difficult to take care of. 
 
    “Take care, chief.” The falcon-man did a funny little salute and then ducked out the door. 
 
    I sighed as I looked around the ramshackle house now that I was alone, and then I crawled over the pallet so I could lean out of the window in search of the strange new enigma I had my hands full with. 
 
    “Nova?” I called to the sullen creature perched on the edge of the roof, but she just glanced at me over her shoulder and then looked out over the lake. “Come inside, please?” 
 
    “Hmpf,” she said. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her cold shoulder act and ducked back inside. If I wanted to get her to thaw, I needed to take a different approach. 
 
    “Alright,” I said loudly enough for her to hear me. “I guess I’ll just leave you alone then-- ” 
 
    Glomp. 
 
    I had barely taken three steps away from the window when I was tackled from behind by a surprisingly strong set of arms and legs. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said with her face pressed alongside mine. “Not leaving. Please?” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere you don’t want me to,” I said and turned around so I could wrap my arms around her. 
 
    “Why?” She searched my face with her wide maroon eyes. 
 
    “Because… I like you, Nova,” I admitted and tucked a ribbon of her indigo hair behind one of her cute fin-like ears. “And nobody deserves to go through what happened to you.” 
 
    She lowered her gaze and frowned like she was trying to understand my meaning, so I decided actions might work better than words between us, and I leaned in to rub my nose against the tip of hers like I would do with Zoie sometimes. 
 
    It was a gesture that spoke to the more primal nature of the cat-woman’s subspecies, and it seemed to have a similar effect now on Nova. 
 
    “Mrrrrrr,” she purred and then nuzzled me back even harder until our noses were practically smushed together. 
 
    “You’re weird,” I giggled and pecked her on the lips. 
 
    “Weeeiird,” she parroted and then kissed me back. 
 
    Her ears flapped outward and inward as her mouth worked against mine, and I fell into a quiet rhythm in kissing her back and letting my hands roam. 
 
    The muscles in her back trembled when my fingertips skated along her spine and tickled under the ratty strap of her top. She writhed and undulated, and then in a surprising turn of events, she flipped me around and slammed me against the uneven table. 
 
    When she leaned back into me, the table thumped on its warped legs and caused her to pull back. 
 
    “Rickety table,” I commented. 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded and scowled at her surroundings with a snarl of contempt. “Rick-e-ty table. Rickety House.” 
 
    “You don’t have to stay here if you don’t want to,” I said softly. 
 
    The siren-woman batted those stunning eyes once more in what seemed like confusion, but before I could say anything else, she smothered me in heated kisses as she tugged at my tunic. 
 
    “Touch,” she moaned just like she did the first time we fucked, and the sweet smell of hibiscus and honey filled my nostrils with its cloying scent. 
 
    Just like before, my base reptile brain surged to the forefront and took the reins of my reasoning, and nothing else mattered aside from feeling every square inch of her skin against mine. 
 
    Immediately. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    It seemed as if I wasn’t the only one letting their carnal desires run amok, because before I knew it, Nova’s strong but delicate hands were tearing the front of my shirt down the middle until it resembled a long vest more than a functional tunic. 
 
    It was much too sexy to worry about the waste of perfectly good fabric, but I did help her with the laces on the front of my trousers. At least somewhere deep in my neanderthal brain I recognized the need for pants later. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed when the siren-woman’s slightly cool fingers wrapped around my straining erection once the fastenings on the front of my trousers had been loosened enough. 
 
    “Mrrrrr,” she cooed as she brought my rigid dick out into the cool air. The dual sensations of the cool temperature combined with the heat of my arousal caused something urgent in my lower belly to coil up tight, and I had to hang on for my life when Nova’s hot and slick mouth plunged down over my shaft. 
 
    “Mercedes!” I cursed and struggled not to accidentally choke her. 
 
    It didn’t really matter that I froze because Nova continued to swallow my cock with wild abandon until the spongy tip of my head was encased in her silken throat. Her claret wine gaze penetrated into mine as we stared at each other, and I felt my eyes threaten to roll to the back of my skull when she inched down and then slowly drew back with the perfect amount of suction. 
 
    After that, it was a matter of sweet torture as she honed her perfect technique and built up a rhythm that kept me right on the edge. She even added her hand to cover the part of my shaft she couldn’t engulf with her mouth alone, and she gently squeezed and stroked it in time with her lips. 
 
    “Mmmm!” Nova hummed when the head of my cock was snugly in her throat, and the intense vibrations zinged through my pelvis and ripped the breath out of my lungs. 
 
    “Ahh-- ” I choked out as my climax hit me like a stampede. I gripped the siren-woman’s head as I flew out of orbit, and my hips shuddered when she bobbed her head like she wanted me to fuck her mouth. 
 
    This caused more of my cum to jet out of the sensitive tip until a trail of my pearly essence leaked from the corners of her mouth. 
 
    When she pulled off me in order to swallow, I collapsed against the edge of the table with my heart galloping in my chest. 
 
    “Alex,” she sighed, and she flowed up my body as she nibbled and sucked little marks up my treasure trail, along my clavicles, and under my chin. 
 
    “Goddess almighty, honey.” I nuzzled behind one of her ears where that syrupy scent was the strongest. 
 
    “Happy?” Nova asked as she continued to purr deep in her chest. 
 
    “Very,” I said and sank my own teeth into the soft flesh right under the corner of her jaw. She mewled such a lovely little mew and rubbed her eager body against mine, and I was surprised when my still-rigid cock gave a strong twitch. “Let me return the favor.” 
 
    I laced her fingers with mine and led her over to the first horizontal place that was at least semi-comfortable and not coated in dust and broken knick-knacks. 
 
    The rug in front of the hearth in the Rickety House was threadbare, but it was still soft and had enough padding for what I wanted to use it for, and it would have to do for now, and I firmly pushed the voracious siren-woman down on the floor so I could spread my body over hers and get to work. 
 
    Even though she’d just given me probably the best blow job I’d ever had, there was something keeping me hard and raring to go, almost as if I’d eaten a bowl of Arvid’s special Marriage Porridge. 
 
    “Auuuu…” Nova warbled high and sweet in the back of her honeyed throat as I leaned over her and massaged one of her soft breasts with my hand. Her body felt like the most expensive satin, and as she writhed against the colorful rug, more of that delicious aroma wafted off her in waves and kept the blood roaring in my ears. 
 
    “Pheromones?” I mumbled thickly through the haze of my arousal. 
 
    “Auuuu…” Nova moaned as she thrashed her head from side to side. Then, with her unusual strength, she grabbed the hand I was using to balance on and forcefully brought it up to her other breast. 
 
    “Okay, hold on,” I said with a grin, and I adjusted my position over her so my legs were taking the brunt of my weight. 
 
    This left both of my hands free to explore under her flimsy top. 
 
    “Oh!” she gasped when the stitches of the poor threadbare thing finally gave up the ghost and ripped. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said in a voice rough with lust, but the way I rubbed my aching cock against her toned stomach said otherwise. 
 
    Now that the interfering fabric had fallen away, I was able to fill my hands with her round breasts like I’d wanted to every time I caught a glimpse of that flimsy fabric straining against those heavy globes. 
 
    I moved my thumbs back and forth like windshield wipers over her stiff nipples, and then I began to alternate in random patterns that had her squealing and arching her back so prettily. 
 
    “G-Good,” she gasped when my mouth found one of those tight peaks. “Ahhh!” 
 
    Her chin trembled endearingly, and she released a small wail when I tweaked the nipple in my hand and at the same time gently bit down on the one in my mouth. This kept me occupied for quite a while, and I made sure each of those jade-tinted breasts received equal amounts of attention. 
 
    When I had lavished her upper half enough for my liking, I trailed down to the skimpy loincloth covering her most modest place, and I tugged at it until it too tore away. 
 
    Poor thing really needed some better clothing options, but for now, having her completely bared to me was the only thing on my mind. 
 
    Nova whined, clearly unconcerned about her garments as well, and pushed her hips up. I took the hint and surprised her by curling both hands around her thighs and pulling her toward me so she was at the perfect angle for me to lick a long stripe up her wet slit. 
 
    “Auuuuu!” she mewled again all high and tight like the arousal was causing her to go crazy. 
 
    I could relate because my shaft remained hard as steel and throbbed urgently in time with my pulse. It was incredible, and the musky sweet smell of this gorgeous woman was the only thing that could distract me from my own desire long enough. 
 
    Which was good because I really needed to focus. 
 
    I continued to lick and tease my tongue in between her lips until she was actively attempting to grind her pelvis into my face to get the stimulation she desired from my flickering tongue. 
 
    I finally took pity on her and spread her pussy lips apart so I could properly address the situation. 
 
    The exotic siren-woman practically howled when I stiffened my tongue and swirled quick little circles around her shy clit. If I remembered from last time, her little love bud needed some coaxing and extra tender care, and only when her natural juices began to drip over my chin did I begin to add my fingers to the mix. 
 
    She gasped, and her channel clenched around my digits so strongly I couldn’t move them at first, but I provided more loving attention for her pleasure center, and then I felt her relax around my fingers enough for me to start stroking her from the inside. 
 
    It didn’t take long for her to seize up again as her first orgasm crested and hit her like an ocean wave. 
 
    “Beautiful,” I breathed, and when she surged up and pushed me back on the ground, I let her do as she pleased, which was basically attacking me like a feral animal. 
 
    Her kisses turned frantic and biting, and as she gyrated in my lap, she kept one hand around the hard rod of my dick, and her skilled fingers kept my pre-cum flowing until everything was hot and perfectly slick. 
 
    When she was satisfied, she stood up on her knees briefly so she could position the head of my cock at her twitching entrance, and then we both held our breaths as she sank down all the way to the hilt in one motion. 
 
    “Ahh! Ohhhh,” Nova hissed as she adjusted to my girth, and I gripped her hips like a vise so I could get myself under control. 
 
    Her pussy rhythmically milked my cock in gentle contractions at first, and it was such an intense feeling with her sitting absolutely still and yet working me with her inner muscles. I felt every minute squeeze and flutter, and for a second, I was almost afraid it would be over the moment I started to move. 
 
    Nova was the one who took the decision out of my hands when she slowly raised herself up slightly and then slid back down. Her breasts heaved, and her eyes dilated to deep black pools as she did it again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    “Ah, God-- ” I breathed through my lust, and I held on to my climax with tooth and nail when she picked up a rocking, grinding pace that had the edges of my vision going white. 
 
    “Au, ah, oh, au!” she cried on every hard thrust, and I swear I dug some pretty deep bruises into the soft flesh of her hips with my fingertips. 
 
    This wasn’t going to last long, but I wanted to see her come apart one more time before I let myself tumble over the edge of my own orgasm. So, with what few functioning brain cells I had left, I actually managed to maneuver one of my hands down and massaged her fully engorged clit with my thumb. 
 
    “Eeeeyyaaah!” she screamed and slammed down against my pelvis for the last time as every fiber of her being shook and trembled. 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted when the hot gush of her fluids painted my thighs, and with the last of my strength, I flipped us one more time so I could plow my cock in and out of her as the tension of my impending climax finally snapped. 
 
    We rolled and undulated against each other as our shared orgasms never seemed to end, and I wasn’t sure if it was the dizzying pheromones she was still releasing, but I’d never been fucked like that before, or stayed hard for so long, and currently it was very difficult to even string two coherent thoughts together. 
 
    At some point, we disengaged and ended up cuddling together with me on my back, and Nova snuggled up under my arm and dozing on my chest. Her breathing was already slowing to something close to sleep, and I kept up the soothing strokes to her tousled hair. 
 
    I had felt this way before, three times already, and every time it bowled me over just the same. With Zoie, it was the way she truly became my family, with Shay it was how she yearned for me, and with Amaya it was how she made me feel truly seen. 
 
    And now I was back here again, and I knew what the familiar patter of my heart meant by now. 
 
    Love. 
 
    This shy and beautiful woman was now inextricably precious to me, and I knew we were bound somehow by more than just coincidence. 
 
    My other three loves had taught me fate sometimes has bigger plans for us, and by now my time in Aventoll taught me to not fight against the feeling. 
 
    And as my eyelids grew heavy with the oxytocin and dopamine still flooding throughout my system, I buried one last kiss into the crown of that inky-blue head and let myself float along on cloud nine. 
 
    I didn’t know how much time had passed or that I actually ended up falling asleep, but when I eventually came back to the real world, the late sun was casting long shadows along the rug I was still laying on, and when I looked around, I also noticed I was alone. 
 
    And I also found I was unpleasantly crusted in dried… stuff, so I decided that as much as I felt like I could snuggle up and go back to sleep like a cat in a sunbeam, the discomfort of the remainder of our lovemaking outweighed my desire to sleep. I dragged myself to my feet, and I tried to spark some of my higher reasoning back into action as I glanced around for clues as to where Nova might have gone. 
 
    What remained of her sad excuse for proper clothing was definitely obliterated to scraps now, and as proud as that made me, it also reminded me the poor thing was horribly neglected to have been wearing those “garments” down to their last threads anyway. 
 
    Well, I would make up for it now, and I started a more thorough investigation of what the siren-woman called the Rickety House. 
 
    As I poked around, the first thing I noticed was the layers of dirt and dust covering pretty much everything in a fine blanket. Bookshelves lined every inch of the walls, but they were mostly bare and collecting odd cobwebs made from spiders that apparently had silk the color and texture of green moss, and it made it look like the outdoors was beginning to grow inside. Whatever books were left on the shelves looked moldy and like they would disintegrate if they were disturbed from their resting places. 
 
    Any furniture that wasn’t broken and looked like it could actually support any weight was covered in more dust and mossy webbing, and one armchair had even started to sprout blue bell-like mushrooms on the backrest. 
 
    When I raised my nose and took a sniff, a damp mustiness irritated my nostrils and suddenly made me cough with how closed in and stagnant the air was. It was unhealthy, and I didn’t even bother to look for things like where the food was kept or what the hygienic facilities were like. 
 
    Rickety House as a whole was decidedly unpleasant, and it didn’t take a detective to guess the free-spirited siren-woman probably spent as little time as possible in this place, so I headed outside. 
 
    The first thing I saw was a piece of plain paper that looked like papyrus stuck to the crooked door with a long stake-like thorn. It didn’t actually say any words, but the familiar slash mark of three large claws told me all I needed to know. 
 
    “Sorry, Oz,” I muttered under my breath as I folded up the sloth-man’s note. When I wondered about when he must have left this note, I was glad no one was around to see my cheeks flush at the thought of him… hearing our enthusiastic activities. 
 
    Mercedes, I hoped this message just meant he was eventually going to return, and I hadn’t scared him off. 
 
    The idea was actually kind of hilarious the longer I thought about it, so my blush faded, and I ended up waltzing down to the lakeshore with a big grin on my face and a spring in my steps. 
 
    Nova was there swimming idly on her back and staring up at the sky with a serene look on her fine-boned face. 
 
    She hadn’t noticed me yet, and I decided to strip my pants off so I could join her in the crystalline water. 
 
    The second I splashed into the lake, Nova startled upward with a small shriek and then glared at me until I stopped in my tracks. 
 
    “Um, sorry, I-- ” I began, but the siren-woman wasn’t interested in hearing what I had to say because she splashed away down into the depths. 
 
    The only reason why I didn’t follow her was because the sight of her scaled black and green mermaid tail stunned me with its appearance. 
 
    She really was a beauty, and could also probably stay underwater way longer than I could stand on this shore, so if I wanted to lure the fickle woman back, I would have to be creative. 
 
    For now, I took advantage of the clean water to wash off some of the flaky and dried emissions still on my skin, and I dunked my head under the water to scrub away some of the sweat from the last few days. 
 
    It felt glorious to at least get a modicum of clean, even without soap, especially since my hair seemed to be getting longer, and it had been a while since I last had a proper shave. I was generally feeling unkempt these days, and it would be a relief to be around proper hygienic implements again. 
 
    After I got as clean as I possibly could, I set my mind onto something I could do to lure Nova back to the surface. 
 
    Food was the obvious choice if the sudden sharp cramp in my own gut was evidence. It was hard for me to remember the last time I ate anything substantial aside from Ozrid’s questionable attempt at stew that was a far cry from Arvid’s. 
 
    And I’d already surmised, Rickety House had zero to offer, so I decided the next best thing was fishing, especially because this lake was definitely populated with more than just persnickety mermaid types. 
 
    So, with a design already forming in my head, I got out of the water and began hunting for a discarded branch along the shore that was straight and sturdy enough for me to fashion into a harpoon of sorts. 
 
    I could of course do the traditional fishing line technique, but the whole process of finding suitable line and bait would take too long given the fact it was already late in the day. Also, from what I could tell, the water was clear enough for me to see below the surface, and the fish I saw were docile and unused to my presence so they were more curious about me than afraid of me. 
 
    When I found the branch I wanted, I went about trying to find one of those peculiar rocks that broke apart into dagger-like shards so I could whittle the three sharp points at the end of my fishing spear. 
 
    The whole process took about thirty minutes tops, and when I finally fashioned the spear to where the balance felt right, I practiced a few times by drawing an X in the muddy bank and then trying to hit it. 
 
    Surprisingly, all that work Zoie made me do with the quarterstaff went a long way, and I found I was accurate a good three out of every five throws. 
 
    After I was satisfied with my technique, I wandered along the shore east of the Rickety House where some rock formations caught my eye, and when I rounded the largest of the boulders, I was pleased to find three rock pools teeming with life. 
 
    It was easy pickings, almost like shooting fish in a barrel, and within the first ten minutes, I’d speared seven medium-sized fish that reminded me of trout. I lashed them all together with some sinewy red weeds that worked perfectly as rope, and then I carried my haul up to one of the smooth, flat boulders. 
 
    This was the perfect place to build up a fire, and considering I was still super naked, some warmth would be welcome once the sun finally went down. There was also more of that weird moss webbing, but I still couldn’t actually decide if it belonged to a spider-like creature or not. It was dry and fluffy from being baked in the sun, unlike the moss growing inside the Rickety House. That moss still had a moist sheen on it, which made it look oily.  
 
    I made an effort with my trusty spear to check for any creatures the moss-web might belong to, but when I didn’t see any signs of burrows or suspicious holes, I figured the weird web stuff was truly a plant and not a byproduct of something multi-legged and creepy. 
 
    Actually, when I bent down to pick up some of the fluffy stuff, I was surprised to find it was really soft like heather, but could also be stretched and molded somewhat to resemble cloth, and I suddenly realized where Nova got the materials for her wardrobe. It was an interesting textile for sure, and with a good amount of the stuff, I was able to fashion a really fluffy nest-like thing after I got the fish gutted and roasting on a simple fire. 
 
    Something about this little alcove reminded me of the love nest Shay made for me right off Ithaca’s property, and even though I had nowhere near the flair of creativity to pull off the Sandals Resort Cabana BS she’d managed, anything was better than spending the night in the shithole known as Rickety House. 
 
    It would just have to do. 
 
    When I was satisfied with the attempt at a cozy little camp, the fish weren’t quite ready yet, so I scrounged around for more of the web material similar to the dark brown cloth Nova’s ensemble consisted of. 
 
    I was able to find some sprouting between some of the rocks, and I noticed some of it became slightly tacky after I molded the clump into a thin sheet. Because of this, it allowed me to “sculpt” a pair of skintight shorts-like things around my legs. The final product felt a little like wearing a wetsuit on my lower half, and even though it was slightly uncomfortable and form fitting, at least it would protect my important bits from the elements. 
 
    Then the smell of roasted fish tickled my nostrils and distracted me from my moss pants. 
 
    Food. 
 
    Mercedes’ great gorgeousness, I was ravenous after working up such an appetite, and the first fish I pulled off the improvised harpoon was devoured in under five minutes. 
 
    The neat thing about these fish, the bones were actually something that became soft when cooked and didn’t pose a problem for me to tear through them, so I was able to eat every scrap of the juicy fish without fear of choking. 
 
    I didn’t know if it was because I was just so hungry or the fact that I’d managed to catch and cook these babies myself, but I was halfway through my third before I came up for air. 
 
    When I did, I noticed I had an audience. 
 
    In the gap between two of the tallest spire-like boulders where the lake poured in was a curious jade-scaled face peering at me through red eyes as bright as rubies. 
 
    I slowed my chewing a little, but I didn’t give away that I was outright watching her for fear of scaring the temperamental beauty away. 
 
    This seemed to be the correct tactic because she kept her eyes riveted on me as she cautiously skulked out of the water. I observed that her singular mermaid tail had disappeared back into two appendages appropriate for land, and I wondered if the transformation was voluntary. 
 
    It seemed to be, based on the fact she was still dripping wet as she walked steadily toward the fire, so the Splash theory where Daryl Hannah had to completely dry off before she transformed was a bust. 
 
    I rotated the harpoon so the remaining four fish I had left could cook on the other side, and when Nova didn’t seem spooked at the motion, I figured she was more curious about the food than irked by my presence. 
 
    “Would you like the rest?” I finally questioned and held out the remaining half of my current fish. 
 
    Nova made an abortive gesture like she couldn’t help but reach for the food, and as I observed her still naked form, I noticed not just her beauty, but the neglect she faced in the evidence of her too-visible ribs. 
 
    I didn’t ask again but held my hand out as if it didn’t matter if she took it or not. 
 
    She glared at me again, and at first I thought she might refuse based on spite, but then she snatched the fish from me and stuffed the whole thing defiantly in her mouth like I would take it from her even then. 
 
    I watched with raised eyebrows as she munched angrily for a few seconds, and then I had to contain my amusement when the taste seemed to catch up with her, and she moaned in ecstasy. 
 
    “Mmm.” The siren-woman licked at the salty juices running from the corner of her full mouth with her bright pink tongue, and if I wasn’t so utterly spent, I would have been up for another round of nookie at the sight. 
 
    Instead, I focused on satisfying Nova’s other appetites, and I found the sight of her eating pleasurable in the sense that I was the one who had provided for her. 
 
    “Would you like more?” I asked when she finished licking off her fingers. 
 
    “Mmhm.” She nodded, and she finally thawed back to her cuddly self as she tucked herself up under one of my arms. “Please, Alex.” 
 
    “You got it, honey,” I said as I pulled another fish off the harpoon and handed it over to her. 
 
    Instead of taking it with her fingers, she leaned forward so she could bite off a piece. 
 
    I smiled a puzzled smile at her odd behavior, but she seemed really content like this, so I continued to stoke the flames and feed her bits of fish until everything was gone and that precious purring started up again in her chest. 
 
    The sun was well beyond the horizon at this point, so the orange glow of the campfire caused the rest of the world to retreat, and the boulders encircling the small plateau blocked the wind pretty perfectly. I knew the moss-nest along with our shared body heat would be more than adequate for the night, which was good because Nova’s head on my shoulder started to do that telltale bob of the sated and sleepy. She was still naked and just beginning to shiver, so I stood, scooped her up, and held her pliant form close to my chest. 
 
    The siren-woman roused when I set her down on the mossy pad and glanced around at her surroundings. 
 
    “Nest?” she questioned, and I grinned at her. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Better than Rickety House?” 
 
    “Much,” she said as she softly fluffed the web-moss with her fingers. Then, with a large yawn, she tugged me toward her and curled around me. The low vibration of her purrs started up again, and with the hand not tucked in between our bodies, she pulled some of the moss up a little so our nest resembled more of a cocoon. 
 
    This was like a little reprieve where everything felt far away, and my only pressing responsibility was whatever basic urges crossed my mind, but none of them were more complicated than food, clothes, and a safe place to sleep. 
 
    The simplicity of everything lulled my fractured thoughts and helped soothe some of the jaggedness left behind from the recent events. A lot had happened within a short amount of time, from when Rylan stepped off the airship, healing up in the Okoba Forest, being chased by giant tree spiders, and then finally Dueling Krev-fucking-Alda. 
 
    Darkhell. 
 
    I really hoped there were no more fucking Aldas waiting in the wings to just pop out of the woodwork after faking their deaths and wearing someone’s form as a body suit. I was also slightly ashamed that I wanted to know just how he ended up “consuming someone’s essence” like the madman claimed. 
 
    Then again, I was pretty sure if I found out those no doubt gruesome details, I would have nightmares for a solid fickle. 
 
    The woman in my arms suddenly huffed and looked up at me. 
 
    “What?” I asked, and instead of responding, she rolled her eyes and dug her pointy chin into my left pec. “Ow!” 
 
    “Stop it,” she said sternly with one of her already trademarked adorable pouts. 
 
    “Stop what?” I asked and tried to keep my twitching lips from smiling. 
 
    “Thinking,” she said. “Sleep.” 
 
    “Yes, okay,” I murmured and nestled down deeper into our nest. 
 
    Nova was right, now was the time for rest, but my body felt heavy. If I had to describe it in the most accurate way possible, I would say if falling asleep was like floating gently on the waves, then this was like having concrete feet in that same fathomless ocean. 
 
    It was a sensation I was grimly becoming accustomed to as my New Normal when it came to the patch job Mozz did for my injured mindscape. 
 
    Because it used to take some sort of effort or at the very least turmoil to get into the Dark Realm, but now sometimes it was as easy as falling asleep… 
 
    “Ah, fuck,” I said as I sat up in that eerie circular clearing under a flat-white sky. 
 
    But I froze when a dark figure appeared hovering over a black lake. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
     The black lake was so still and serene it resembled a mirror made out of polished obsidian. Strangely, it reflected a multitude of stars that weren’t actually there because the sky of the Dark Realm was always an unsettling white, so I trained my gaze on the beautiful galaxy swirling around and around on the lake’s surface. It was a mesmerizing kaleidoscope of teals, golds, purples, and magentas, and at first it was calming, but the longer I stared, the more I was becoming overwhelmed. 
 
    When I tore my eyes away from the Pending Existential Crisis that was about to happen, I was startled to discover I’d walked several feet toward the silent shore without consciously meaning to. In a panic, my gaze locked on to the one thing I seemed to be drawn to despite the fact that if I really wanted to, I could leave at any time. 
 
    However, when my eyes locked onto the figure hovering over the center of the lake like some magical Arthurian Legend, any fear I felt melted away and was replaced by sheer awe. 
 
    “Nova,” I breathed as the shiny indigo strands of her hair floated all around her like she was suspended underwater, and her skin was inundated with scales that shimmered like diamonds and looked just as indestructible. 
 
    When my voice ricocheted around the odd space, her finned ears swayed outward from the sides of her head like two miniature satellites, and she turned her whole body weightlessly around in the air. 
 
    Her intense eyes were a piercing red like the center of the sun itself, and I actually had to look away. Every time I blinked, her visage scattered across my sight like it had scorched itself into my retinas. 
 
    Then she smiled at me softly, and her eyes faded back to a dusky maroon before she slipped down into the water simply because she seemed to prefer swimming over her Criss Angel act. 
 
    “Alex,” she said and rose up out of the inky water, still beautifully naked and glistening like the precious jade gemstone her skin resembled. 
 
    “Hello,” I said when she pressed her cool body against mine. 
 
    “Show you,” she said and then tugged me toward the mysterious black lake. 
 
    “Show me what?” I asked with a little apprehension at being led out into the cold water. 
 
    Then she and I swam out until the bottom of the lake fell away, and we were bobbing together as we lightly treaded water with our arms and legs to stay afloat. 
 
    Nova sank until the lashes on her lower lids barely skimmed the surface of the water. She watched me with her deep maroon eyes that reflected universes, and I was helpless but to follow her down-- 
 
    An iconic “Skra!” followed by the feeling of a feathered cannonball barreling into my chest was enough of a kick to my subconscious, and I was yanked out of the Dark Realm and forced into the harsh light of day. 
 
    “Fucking darkhell,” I grunted as my sight struggled to register what I was seeing. 
 
    Streaks of neon lights striped my vision every time I blinked, and the patterns were similar to the times I accidentally gazed too long at the filament of a bare incandescent bulb. 
 
    That strange black lake of stars was so vivid, I found I was actually holding my breath as if I was still underwater, and I gasped in a great draught of air. 
 
    My rabbiting heart calmed when I realized I was indeed awake and in the real world, and if I ever doubted the fact, Roofus, my loyal crow-moth, was there to remind me by nuzzling me roughly under my chin. 
 
    But fuck me if my dreams weren’t getting trippy lately. 
 
     “Skra! Skra!” the dusty creature cawed and got his yellow pollen dandruff all over me. 
 
    It was then that I noticed Nova was once again absent from my side, and I couldn’t help but sigh inwardly at the fact. 
 
    Luckily, the gold-seeker moth was able to take my mind off any potential disappointment with his antics, and I couldn’t help but laugh at how ridiculous he was being. 
 
    “I missed you, too, buddy!” I said and rubbed the little guy’s belly when he flipped over on his back. “Do you have a message for me?” 
 
    He perked up at this, and jumped up to his tiny crow feet. Then he lifted his wing, and a scroll plopped out into my lap. 
 
    “Skra!” he cawed proudly. 
 
    “Good boy,” I chuckled and stroked his dusty head as he made himself comfortable on my knee. “Let’s see what the Crew has to say.” 
 
    Roofus settled down on his little haunches and started to preen his golden feathers, and I idly stroked his head as I began to read. 
 
    I recognized Shay’s elegant looping handwriting instantly, and my eyes drank in her script as her sweet voice filled my head while I skimmed over the words. 
 
    According to the phoenix-woman, they were very relieved to know Rylan and I were both in one piece, and Shay specifically mentioned how intrigued both Zoie and her were about the Lakuna-woman I talked about in my last message to them. So much so, some of the subtext I was picking up on made me think their reception of the siren-woman might not be too much of a shock. 
 
    That is… if Nova even wanted to join our dynamic. 
 
    I stopped reading for a moment to scan my surroundings for the strange blue-haired woman, but she was still nowhere to be seen, so I dropped my eyes back to the letter with a sigh. 
 
    It was more good news, however, and I enjoyed reading about how Zoie helped Jenner do something cool to basically triangulate our position after Ry and I had disappeared, and they were only a quarter of a day away from Om. According to Bodin, Vela had been having nightmares one night and ended up “commandeering” the airship. The eccentric cockatoo-woman apparently only “nudged” the ship a little to the south, and by morning, they were within view of the Isle of Om. 
 
    Then Shay explained how all of them experienced hearing some sort of “loud sound” and after that, it was pretty easy for them to find us from there. 
 
    That explained how they knew right where to find us in this world devoid of GPS, but the newest strange behavior from our resident maid, Vel-Rala, concerned me. 
 
    Normally, the astute cockatoo-woman was as sharp as a tack and on top of her game. She was one of the females in Aventoll who knew how to survive, and she was savvy when it came to enterprises entering into the markets. Even though she’d started out as an enemy, she’d soon turned a new leaf and quickly became an asset by selling some of the products my estates generated. She knew how to turn a profit, and to my knowledge, Brightwood Estates was flush with gold. 
 
    Recently, however, the woman kept becoming afflicted with strange bouts of mania. She would frequently go up to people and give them random objects for “good luck” against any harm or death. These random things ranged from a discarded piece of bone, to a kolee blossom for Zoie’s hair. 
 
    It was easy to pass them off as being meaningless tokens of the poor woman’s madness, but somewhere along the way, I started noticing a pattern to the objects she would nearly worry herself sick over unless we promised to carry them with us. 
 
    When Vela insisted Zoie wear a blossom in her hair on the night of Regent Sskern’s wedding banquet, we’d all passed it off as one of her episodes, but after the disaster where the treacherous Illusionist Troupe hired for that night’s entertainment tried to kidnap as many women and children as they could, I realized the key to foiling their plan was in that flower. 
 
    Because the Illusionists used an ingenious invisible cube to house the hostages, they almost got away with their plot. However, no one accounted for the fact the cube wasn’t soundproof in the slightest, and if it wasn’t for someone’s well-timed hay fever, they might have made it out of the hall. 
 
    But someone sneezed and gave away the position of the invisible structure hovering via magnets above all of our heads. 
 
    And now, most recently, Shay’s letter reminded me of the silver bell Vela had similarly insisted I carry with me. 
 
    The mysterious necessity of this common object made itself known when I’d stumbled upon a neat hack. While trying to outrun a giant pack of tree spiders known as spiny-beasts, I ended up combining my time-trance ability with it in order to manipulate the high-pitched sound. In an awesome turn of events, the two things combined allowed me to vaporize the monster with the sound beam, and then later I used this ability against Yates-Krev when he challenged me to a Duel. 
 
    I was pretty sure the “loud sound” Shay mentioned was probably the bastard disintegrating. 
 
    Hearing how Vela also had a hand in pinpointing where Rylan and I ended up due to another one of her strange episodes hooked my brain once again, and I knew my working theory on the cockatoo-woman’s true nature and origins was becoming clearer. 
 
    But I needed to make sure with Jenner before I dared give voice to what I was thinking. 
 
    A splash drew my attention away from my musings, and I looked up to see the image of Nova crawling out of the lake with a fresh fish still wriggling around in her mouth. 
 
    “Look at you!” I grinned and put aside the rest of the letter for now. 
 
    “Kaw?” Roofus popped his head out from under one of his wings and looked around with his bulbous red eyes. 
 
    “Roo, this is Nova,” I introduced as I got up to go greet the siren-woman, who looked so pleased with her catch. 
 
    “Skra!” the crow-moth said as he flapped over, landed on a rock next to her, and settled in to observe. 
 
    Nova paused in the middle of whacking the fish against a hard rock so it would quit moving, and she cocked her indigo head at the feathered creature. 
 
    Roofus mimicked her behavior, and when Nova’s ears flapped outward and snapped back in, the gold seeker even copied this by flapping his wings along with her. 
 
    When I saw her pretty lips spread into a fond smile, I knew the loveable little terror had done it again and stolen another person’s heart. 
 
    Pest. 
 
    “Fish,” Nova said when she got the poor thing to finally stop squirming. She then handed it to me expectantly, and I realized she wanted me to cook it again like last night, so I laughed and worked on quickly building up a fire. 
 
    Once again, I was grateful for the natural resources Om seemed to provide, especially the shale-like rocks that were plentiful and could be used not only as a blade in a jiffy, but they were also perfect striking rocks to get a blaze roaring in no time. 
 
    When the fire was good and hot, I quickly gutted and scaled the large orange fish, stabbed it on the end of my makeshift harpoon, and poked it back in the hole in the ground I made last night so it could roast. 
 
    While our breakfast cooked, Nova and Roofus occupied themselves with what looked to be a game of hide-and-seek while I went back to the letter. 
 
    Shay continued on with her general excitement about the news that the Mec sisters were heading to them from Alem after their Temple Assessment, and then she finished up the letter with saying how she hoped I was coming home soon, and how she, Zoie, and especially Jenner were anxious to meet the Lakuna-woman. 
 
    The part about Jenner intrigued me immensely, and I was eager to know what he made of all the documents I sent with Horus about Nova and her blood connection with the Aldas. And that was just the tip of the iceberg on the slew of other shit I couldn’t really make heads or tails of without his expert eye. 
 
    “Roo Roo!” Nova laughed as the crow-moth attempted to thread a small twig with white berries and green leaves into her hair along with a dozen other sticks, wildflowers, and moss. The whole effect was like some Vogue forest nymph or something, and instead of being ridiculous, it actually made her look extra exotic and gorgeous. 
 
    She was also still wonderfully naked, so that added to the overall aesthetic, too. 
 
    “Nova, honey,” I said and beckoned her to my side as I checked on the fish. 
 
    This bad boy was just right, and like last night, she seemed to relish being fed little bits by me every now and then, and she started to hum a little as she drew random patterns on the dusty ground. The peace of the moment felt nice, and I figured this was as good of a time as any to finally broach the issue. 
 
    “Come, Roo-Roo,” Nova said and patted her lap so he would climb out of the nest he’d made of her magnificent hair. 
 
    He grumbled a little at having to leave his cozy perch, but he ended up being just as cozy in her lap as he got pets from her. 
 
    “Novs?” I said and placed a hand on her knee. 
 
    “Hm?” She cocked her head to the side and waited for my question. 
 
    “About us…” I trailed off suddenly unsure of how to approach the issue at hand, especially with the siren-woman’s limited threshold for language. 
 
    “Mate,” Nova eventually said when I stalled out, and I gave her a bright grin. 
 
    “Yeah? Really?” I asked and took one of her hands in mine. “You think I’m your mate?” 
 
    She blinked her garnet eyes down at both of our hands and then back up at my face. “You… hunt for Nova. Make a mate’s nest for Nova. We are mates.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “I want to continue to take care of you, if that’s what you would like…” 
 
    “You mean… stay?” she asked with a hopeful light in her striking eyes. 
 
    “Yes, well-- not here, but I’d like to take you back home with me,” I clarified. 
 
    “Home?” She looked behind her at the decrepit structure leaning drunkenly on its many stilts. 
 
    “No, not Rickety House,” I said and then pointed up at the Manta Ship hovering overhead. “My house.” 
 
    Nova tracked her gaze upward, and her face clouded faster than an oncoming thunderstorm in the Midwest. 
 
    “Leave?” Her full mouth turned down into a frown, and a sudden onslaught of frustrated tears filled her fiery eyes. “Can’t!” 
 
    “What do you mean you can’t?” I asked in confusion as I looked around for an answer that would explain such a bewildering statement. “You don’t have to be afraid of-- of your father anymore.” 
 
    “No, no,” she said and shook her head hard enough that one of Roofus’ golden feathers fell from where it used to be pinned behind her ear. “Can’t leave!” 
 
    I bit my lip and breathed steadily through my nose as I took a moment to summon some patience. The language barrier at times was frustrating to try to overcome, but I knew with how touchy she was that getting short with her would only be counterproductive. 
 
    “Can you tell me why?” I asked calmly. 
 
    She frowned for a moment before stating: “No.” 
 
    “Okay, well-- ” I started, but she interrupted me. 
 
    “Not-- not tell, but can show,” she attempted to clarify for my sake, and my eyebrows arched upwards. 
 
    “Okay, show me,” I said and stood up. 
 
    “Yes,” she said eagerly, and then she led me down the small slope and marched straight into the lake. 
 
    I knew she was the type to probably carry on with her objective regardless of if the person she was leading even chose to follow or not, so I didn’t even hesitate to swim after her. 
 
    What I did end up hesitating slightly at was when about a quarter of the way to the center, she dove under, and her green and black tail disappeared with a small splash. 
 
    I stopped swimming forward and turned around as I searched for her. After a few seconds, Nova popped back up, and she sent me a gesture that obviously meant I was supposed to follow her even under the surface. 
 
    Since there wasn’t a reason not to trust her, I dove down under the clear surface and frog kicked after her. 
 
    Nova circled up and back until she made a loop that had her swimming right next to me, so when the last of my oxygen left in a rush of bubbles, she was there to grab my wrist and keep me from heading for the surface. 
 
    Before I could panic, however, she covered my mouth with hers and forced clear air almost painfully into my lungs, and I blinked at her through the shimmering air bubbles swirling all around us. 
 
    Not only did her kiss of life fill me with much needed oxygen, but it regulated something within me that changed my natural buoyancy and made it a little easier to stay underwater instead of fighting against the physics trying to drag me up to the surface. The crushing pressure right behind my eyes was also gone, which was doubly neat. 
 
    With a lot more confidence than before, I swam in tandem with the beautiful siren-woman as she continued to lead us down, down, down. We were traveling so deep, the crystal cerulean water faded into a haunting ultramarine that also enveloped me in cold the farther we swam away from the sun. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much time exactly it took to swim in this liminal blueness, but I did know Nova had to supply me with air four more times before she suddenly swam sharply upward. 
 
    My head suddenly broke the surface, and I took a huge gasp of air and wiped the water out of my eyes. When I was able to look around, I saw via a blue pulsing light as the siren-woman led us both into an underwater cavern about half the size of a football field. 
 
    The light source in question was coming from an obelisk stone on the far shore, and it was throbbing weakly with a pale-blue light that reminded me of something corpse-like. 
 
    Nova’s silhouette was limned in the sickly blue light, and I was barely able to make out her scowl as if the obelisk had personally offended her. 
 
    I paddled closer and let my shoulder brush against hers. 
 
    She glanced at me and then tilted her head toward the obelisk, and I followed her out of the water and onto the shore. 
 
    “What is this?” I asked after we spent a few moments staring at the pulsating thing. Instinctively, I knew not to touch it or even get any closer than my current six feet away, and when the woman beside me took a seat on her knees in front of the thing, I followed suit and sat cross-legged next to her. 
 
    “This is Lakuna… hm,” she trailed off as she seemed to search for the words in her limited vocabulary bank. She huffed and instead, she smoothed her hand along the ground in front of the both of us like she was preparing a canvas to be painted on. 
 
    With one long, thin finger as her appointed tool, she began to draw something in the fine black sand at the base of the obelisk. 
 
    The pictograph was that of a human figure, and she had circled the space in the middle of the figure’s chest in particular. 
 
    “Heart?” I guessed. 
 
    “Yes!” She clapped her hands together. “Lakuna keep Island Heart. Here. Safe.” 
 
    “You… protect it?” I ventured. 
 
    “Yes, yes!” Nova cheered again and then rewarded my supposed cleverness by smushing her nose against mine in a clumsy Eskimo kiss. “Smart mate.” 
 
    I chuckled after she pulled away, and I watched her as she swiped away the first image just like an Etch A Sketch. Then she concentrated fiercely on her stick figures, and I tried not to get distracted by the cute way she poked the tip of her tongue out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    After a moment, a miniature mural was sketched into the sand, and I sat back as she guided me with the stem of the only flower Roofus twined into her hair that had survived the journey to the cavern. 
 
    “Lakuna people,” she started and pointed the stem at a cluster of stick figures with fish tails. Then she began to cross them out one by one until just the figure with the floating hair was left. “Me only. Only one to protect.” 
 
    Nova then circled the shape that was clearly meant to be the glowing obelisk she dubbed the Island’s Heart. 
 
    “You are the last of your kind,” I said. 
 
    “Muuuu,” she vocalized sadly, and her fin-ears flattened parallel to the ground in a way that reminded me of how Zoie’s cat-ears would do something similar if something upset her. 
 
    With a pang, I considered what it was like to be not only neglected and basically abandoned by your own father, but also to be the very last of your kind. I was familiar with loneliness and abandonment, but hers was on a scale I could scarcely imagine. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. 
 
    She nodded, wiped away a stray tear that had fallen without her permission, and then wiped her canvas clear again. When she was finished with her latest installment, there was a shift in the atmosphere, and if she was sad before, her sorrow was palpable now. 
 
    This time, she didn’t guide me from image to image like before, and instead she brought her knees up to her chest and waited for me to add the last pieces together. 
 
    It wasn’t difficult because her picture was a simple one: it showed the obelisk again, and it was radiating zigzagging energy lines outward to any of the Lakuna stick figures that tried to go too far away. 
 
    The last image she drew to the right of the first was of the obelisk next to her floaty-haired portrait. The angry radiant energy that could be seen emitting from the first panel changed from the harsh zigzags into peaceful waves, and the last thing the siren-woman added was a circle around where her figure’s own heart was supposed to be. 
 
    I studied the series of images for quite a while because I didn’t want to automatically jump to the first thing that made sense. 
 
    The longer I stared at it, however, I knew my first conclusion was the right one, and after one last glance to cement what I felt I knew, I faced her and took a breath. 
 
    “The Heart forces your kind to stay…” I said, and she nodded immediately. 
 
    “Yes, because-- sick,” she added and pointed both to the drawing and to the obelisk in question. 
 
    “Because the Heart is… sick?” I asked, and my theory about this being another Terr situation was starting to make even more sense. 
 
    “Yes, muuuu…” she said as her ears flattened again in dejection. 
 
    “Does this part here mean there is a way to ‘heal’ it, and stop the Heart from keeping you here?” I asked as plainly and as simply as I could. 
 
    “Nova must stay,” she said and gripped fistfuls of her tangled locks. “Only way to l-leave with mate is to make… not sick. But I can’t. I tried, tried, tried, but nothing.” 
 
    “You couldn’t figure out how to heal it,” I concluded, and my heart began to race when I connected two and two and then on to four and four. 
 
    “Mother tried, too,” she admitted, leaned into me, and rubbed her cheek against my shoulder. “Told me I must do this. Because I am only. I am last.” 
 
    “What if I told you I know how to do it?” I asked, no longer able to contain myself. 
 
    “What?” she shrieked, and both ears snapped up. “How? Tell!” 
 
    At this, she tackled me flat on my back with her knees straddling my waist, and her hands landed on my cheeks as if she was worried I would glance away and devote a single shred of my attention elsewhere. 
 
    “It’s not actually me, but someone I care about,” I said and cupped her face with my own hands as well. “And I know she will want to help you. She healed Terr’s Heart, too.” 
 
    As if the obelisk was listening on some sentient level, a large flash filled the cavern and caused both of us to blackout with it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    The Dark Realm. 
 
    Again. 
 
    What the fuck was even happening? 
 
    I knew lately transporting here was easier than it used to be, but come onnnn. 
 
    “Ugh,” I grunted as I sat up, and then my mouth dropped open when I ogled the sight in front of me. 
 
    Because, it seemed as if we weren’t really in the Dark Realm after all, but still in the secret cavern underneath the Lakuna lake. I just got confused because with the way the glowing obelisk was throwing its beams of light all around, the black mirror of the reflective surface looked like the universe at its birth: all new stars and nebula clouds. 
 
    Somewhere amidst this amazing light show, the random patterns of lights suddenly became less random, and I began to spot recurring symbols here and there. 
 
    It wasn’t until Nova grabbed my hand from beside me that I realized what I was seeing in this glossy, dark mirror was actually real. 
 
    “Look!” she said excitedly when the oddly familiar spiral shape floated by for the third time by my count. “It say, ‘listen.’” 
 
    “What did you say?” I asked as a cold bolt of shock struck me like lightning.  
 
    Several things occurred to me simultaneously.  
 
    The first was the recognition of where I’d seen symbols like that before, which was on the cover and on what seemed like every other page of the mysterious tome I’d had in my possession since Mec gave it to me and tasked me with trying to use it to find answers.  
 
    The second was the stunning realization that for all the siren-woman’s lack of eloquence and literacy, she was apparently the only living thing able to decipher the glyphs haunting my untranslatable nightmares. 
 
    And the third was one of the more confusing of the shocks I’d received thus far, which was the fact those same freaking symbols matched the ones on the strange altar I woke up on that had started everything. 
 
    I wasn’t exactly sure what to do with that third revelation, but I stowed it away regardless and focused on the other salient facts. 
 
    “Nova, honey,” I said and felt slightly breathless from excitement. “Do you know what the other ones say?” 
 
    She bit her upper lip, and she nodded shyly. “Mother taught me some. Wasn’t fun.” 
 
    I chuckled again and kissed her pretty forehead before her eyebrows had a chance to buckle. “Do you remember much of it now?” 
 
    Nova thought about it with a visible shift of her eyes, as if she was trying to read something off the invisible pages of her mind’s eye. “Yes. See there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and followed her finger to where she was pointing, but the tip of her jade digit kept jumping around every time a certain glyph passed by.  
 
    “Home,” she said when the shape that reminded me of a Delta flashed by again on the surface of the water. 
 
    “Is that what that shape means? Home?” I questioned, and when I did, she suddenly became a little shy and wary. 
 
    I didn’t exactly blame her. 
 
    My excitement was almost too transparent, and when she confirmed the symbol’s meaning, I almost wanted to shake her because she was quite literally the answer to one of my prayers. 
 
    I kept pointing out symbols as they floated by and badgering her on what they said, and I unfortunately didn’t see how I was beginning to irritate her until there were several in a row she didn’t know the meaning of. 
 
    “Stop!” the siren-woman finally whined and pulled away so she could actually splash into the water and away from me. 
 
    “Oh, honey, I’m sor--” I tried to apologize, but she made it known how supremely uninterested she was in hearing it and splashed her magnificent mermaid tail in my direction as she disappeared under the surface. “Shit.” 
 
    My words echoed back at me after they finished bouncing around the large cavern, but after they faded, it dawned on me that I was alone in an underwater cave, and I’d probably just pissed off my only way back. 
 
    Good job, Alex. 
 
    She would come back, though. She’d called me her “mate” after all. 
 
    However, as the minutes began to spool onward with no signs of the siren-woman’s return, I realized a good portion of the species I could name back where I came from did not have a good relationship with their so-called mates. 
 
    Look at the praying mantis, for example. 
 
    If I remembered correctly, once the happy couple do the Deed, the female basically finds him annoying or something and eats his head. 
 
    That might not be entirely accurate, but I learned that fun fact at the tender age of ten as I browsed the magazine aisles at the library and stumbled across all the Nat Geos. 
 
    Whatever the case, things did not look good for my dude mantis. 
 
    But surely Nova wouldn’t do such a thing, right? No, definitely not. I knew she was only trying to make me squirm and teach me a lesson about her boundaries, and when the minutes spiraled out to what internally felt closer to an hour, the message was received loud and clear. 
 
    For whatever reason, Nova was touchy about reading or translating the dead language and would only do so at her own pace. 
 
    I sighed and decided to take her little lesson on the chin like a good boy. 
 
    However, even though I knew deep down I wasn’t truly stranded here, the mere thought of even the possibility of being trapped down here gave me an itchy feeling and made my skin feel tight. 
 
    What Nova failed to take into consideration purely on the grounds that she didn’t really know me very well was how if I was going to die of anything, it would be boredom. 
 
    Simply put: I was not someone who liked to remain idle for too long, and even though I knew I just had to wait for my “timeout” to end and she would be back when she was ready, I couldn’t help the direction my mind wanted to go in to remain occupied. 
 
    A big part of me really wondered if I was trapped at all, especially with my time-trance. I figured in normal circumstances, every time I triggered my ability, I was able to carry on like nothing out of the ordinary was affecting me even though the world around me moved like they were in a large vat of molasses. 
 
    So, by that logic, if I applied the trance to the lake water, the water would stay still so I could glide through it much faster.  
 
    It was an intriguing theory, and one that was too interesting to ignore, especially when I was left here to my own devices. 
 
    In the end, it was an easy decision to make because I wasn’t getting any younger, so I marched out into the water and dove under. 
 
    The first thing that became immediately apparent was I somehow couldn’t concentrate on holding my breath while releasing the time-trance at the same time. I wasn’t sure why this was, and a few times I came up to the surface spluttering and hacking the water out of my mouth and lungs, but instead of being deterred, I only grew more stubborn. 
 
    About the sixth go around, I must have been concentrating too hard on getting the trance to cooperate that I wasn’t really paying attention to how far I’d swum away from the cavern, and away from the life-granting pocket of air this far from the surface. 
 
    That, plus the fact it was dark as all get out down here, and I momentarily got turned around and couldn’t find my way back. 
 
    This caused me to panic, and because of that, my adrenaline spiked just enough to push me into the trance. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The world slowed around me just like I anticipated, but it was clear almost from the start something was wrong, and I’d made a terrible error. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Instead of feeling my body slice through the water like a hot knife through butter, the fact I was in a body of water seemed to keep me suspended like a fly stuck in a jello mold. 
 
    The sensation of being paralyzed startled me into releasing the time-trance, and the abrupt snap back actually kicked out the rest of what precious oxygen I had left in me, and the air escaped in a flurry in front of my stinging eyes. 
 
    Oh, no. This really wasn’t good at all because even though I pumped my legs and arms in order to make it back to the cavern, I still barely knew which way was up, and the result obviously had me flailing and finally floundering… 
 
    My lungs burned, but just when I thought I was toast, the beautiful image of Nova swimming toward me with her outstretched arms was a sight for sore eyes, and I gathered her up just as tightly as she did to me. 
 
    Our mouths clashed clumsily under the water, and I’d admit I was a bit overeager about getting some much needed oxygen. At this point, our teeth ended up crunching together unpleasantly while I endured a little pain from Nova’s breath forcing me to breathe. 
 
    Breathing underwater like this still felt very foreign and wrong, so it took me a moment to acclimate. The siren-woman for her part was patient and even let me take another deep cleansing breath before she led us both away from the underwater cave and up toward the lighter blue of the surface. 
 
    When my head finally broke out into the open air, I couldn’t help but gasp a few times even though I was far from drowning due to Nova’s aquatic powers. I’d never been scuba diving, but if there was anything I had to liken the strange breathing technique to, it would have to be that. 
 
    Although, I was pretty sure no scuba gear came equipped with the sexy breathing apparatus that I had. 
 
    As I took a moment to gather myself, I noticed said sexy breathing apparatus was actually waiting patiently in the water next to me while I floated on my back for a moment in a daze. 
 
    Given how fickle she tended to be, I noticed her uncharacteristic patience right away, especially since it seemed as if she was still slightly annoyed with my behavior. She floated close, but she also maintained a strict distance between us now that I didn’t need to kiss her to breathe.  
 
    I didn’t say anything, but I followed her example when she eventually took it upon herself to start swimming back in the direction of Rickety House. 
 
    When we finally crawled up onto the shore, we sat side by side in the sun and let the air dry our skin in silence. 
 
    “Hey, I’m sorry about pushing you earlier,” I spoke up after a while. 
 
    “Hm?” Nova hummed with a questioning frown on her face as she sat on her side in the golden sand. 
 
    “I just got excited when I recognized those symbols, you know?” I ventured in the hopes that she’d calmed down and I could potentially glean more information from her. 
 
    “Krev…” she started slowly with that shadow still hovering around her face and causing her eyes to darken to a stormy shade of maroon. “He make mother read and read. She sometimes not know… and she never teach me all.” 
 
    “Nova, honey,” I said as I felt more of that anticipation rise within me as my brain made more salient connections. “Did your mother ever have a book?” 
 
    “What?” she asked me as she froze in place. 
 
    “A book?” I pushed again and pantomimed opening a book with my hands. “A special one with this on the cover?” 
 
    At this, I drew the strange spiral symbol I’d seen numerous times on the cover of that blasted book into the sand on the lake shore, but instead of getting the answers I thought we were working up to, I was startled at how Nova shrieked and then jumped explosively to her feet. 
 
    That wasn’t all that happened, and I scrambled back a good few feet myself when the siren-woman suddenly transformed into what I immediately dubbed as her true form. 
 
    Simply put, she looked nothing like the frolicking Disney mermaids of the sea, and instead she resembled something out of a deep-sea nightmare. 
 
    For starters, her teeth and her fingernails morphed into sharp and deadly-looking points designed perfectly to tear flesh from bones, and her maroon eyes suddenly glowed like hellfire. Her green skin looked like it grew some armor as hundreds of clear scales shimmered all over her face, neck, and arms like a sci-fi suit of armor. 
 
    It would have been epic had her sudden ire not been focused solely on me. And what was more, I had no idea what I’d done to make her this mad and to apparently start viewing me like an enemy.  
 
    By the way she suddenly rushed at me, she’d definitely dubbed me as an enemy at that moment. 
 
    “Whoa, what are you doing?” I yelped and then rolled away when she didn't appear to be slowing her approach. 
 
    It was a well-known fact the siren-woman was already quite strong, but that seemed to be child’s play in the face of what she could do in her true form.  
 
    Namely, launch fully grown tree logs in my direction, so that was fun. 
 
    “Eeeyyyaaah!” she yelled after she hurtled another sizable piece of driftwood at me, and I tumbled out of the way just in time. 
 
    “Can’t we at least talk about this?” I asked with my empty palms brandished toward her in surrender. 
 
    “Talk?” she growled and paused for a moment with a large boulder above her head. “How you have mother’s book? You tricked Nova!” 
 
    “No, I didn’t, I swear!” I tried to explain, but she swiped her sharp claws at me over and over. “S… Nova! Stop! If you would just use your words, then--” 
 
    She stopped suddenly in her tracks, and I dropped my hands just a little thinking I was getting through to her, but whatever I’d said now seemed to have taken the cake on offensiveness compared to anything else I’d ever said before. 
 
    Basically, she had a meltdown, and it was all I could do to duck out of the way and dodge all of the things that came flying toward me. 
 
    She began to sob and cry while at the same time raging in a combination of gibberish and her rather endearing pidgin speak, but regardless, the only thing I could really make out is the mocking way she referred to “using our words.” 
 
    “Use your words, Nova!” she screamed at herself, and then she punched herself several times in the chest and torso. “You want bread? Water? Use words, words, words!” 
 
    I didn’t need a translator to understand why someone like her who couldn't communicate as easily as most would probably be frustrated at being told to use your words when it seemed like that’s all she really wanted to do. 
 
    I swallowed hard at what the rest of her words implied and shoved those dark thoughts away for now. 
 
    “I'm sorry!” I tried to say again, but she was too far into the tempest of her rage to really hear me. All that seemed to register within her flat red gaze was my apparent compliance, and like the deadly Apex predator I knew her subspecies was, she charged for me again with no holds barred. 
 
    Somehow, I knew she was just going to have to get it out of her system first before she would calm down or listen to reason, so I met her in the middle and let her rush at me without dancing out of the way. 
 
    “Aurgh!” she wailed when I then used her momentum against her and almost but not quite clotheslined her to her back. 
 
    Once she was down, I pinned her briefly by straddling her toned waist, but when I grabbed her wrists in order to pin her hands above her head, I once again underestimated her strength. It only took one good kick of her hips, and I suddenly found myself flying off her. 
 
    I rolled to a stop on my side and then rolled a little farther when it looked like Nova was already up on her feet and after me again with a well-aimed stomp of her heel where my head used to be. 
 
    Sweat was pouring down her enraged face, and she was breathing much too heavily given the amount of time we’d been fighting, which wasn’t very long.  
 
    What went from what I thought was just her regular blown gasket temper actually started to worry me a little based on the way Nova was starting to look strung out and pale. I figured it would be best for her to get her to calm down somehow, and I decided to engage with her a little harder on the defensive so I could try to get even closer. 
 
    This was easier said than done because the instant the savvy siren-woman picked up on my wordless goal to try to get close to her, she then attempted to keep as far away from me as she could. 
 
    With a savage snarl, she suddenly did a somersault and then swept my legs out from underneath me. This caused me to fall on my ass mostly due to the surprise I got from just how fast this water being could actually move on land, and I adjusted the way I fought her. 
 
    In an instant, and just like her predatory instincts demanded, she was back on top of me and grappled to get at my neck in an attempt to get me into a chokehold, but I still had the advantage of having a bigger and more solid physique than her.  
 
    My size automatically made it difficult for her to maneuver me the way she wanted even though she currently still had the upper hand, but I didn’t even need the advantage of a time-trance to see the weak spot in my opponent’s hold. 
 
    I exploited this weak spot, and I twisted away from her with my upper body while my lower body flipped our positions so she was now under me and at my mercy. 
 
    This impromptu wrestling match would have been kind of fun if only the worrying red look would fade from Nova’s gaze. As it was, our sparring seemed to make her even more angry, and I knew deep down if I couldn’t stall her temper, there was a possibility she could seriously burn herself out. 
 
    So, I kept up my strategy and focused solely on how I could both keep my distance from her, yet also keep her from getting too frustrated. 
 
    Because she was obviously expending too much energy to sustain her volcanic rage forever, and it was only a short time before Nova visibly began to slow down. 
 
    Finally, all of my efforts paid off because she miscalculated on one of her swings, and this allowed me to actually catch her striking hand with my own. 
 
    She really did not like this, and when she tried to pull away, she overcompensated for the both of us and yanked her hand back. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    My instinct to protect her caused me to abandon my own defense in order to switch tack and make sure she was okay, but at the last moment, I caught the ruse for what it was and paid the price. 
 
    Quicker than I could blink, she shifted the power between us once more and used my own inertia against me. This time, when she pinned me, she also brought her deadly serrated mouth down close to my carotid. 
 
    For one brief terrifying moment as her teeth slowly began to bite down on my neck, I worried I’d completely miscalculated, and fantastic sex or not, this was the first time I felt as if I was dealing with the powerful beast she kept deep inside of her.  
 
    If this was the case, and this was really how it ended for me, there really was only one thing I could do in this position, so I relaxed my muscles and bared more of my throat as an offering… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    The gesture was a simple one. 
 
    Just a fraction of a tilt back with my head so more of my throat was on display to the feral siren-woman. 
 
    Deep down, I didn’t really believe she would rip my throat out, but I knew it was beyond foolish of me to think she wouldn’t if she really thought it was necessary. 
 
    As it was, my bluff paid off anyway because my submissive body language did the work that words rarely could in this situation, and some of the fury that turned her eyes such a striking shade of crimson was fading as her irises went back to their natural claret wine state. 
 
    Just like I hoped, her anger dissipated in the face of my compliance, and as clarity returned to her gaze, she released me forcefully like her skin was blistered after having touched mine. 
 
    She scrambled back and sat a little ways from me on the shore with her arms folded tightly over her still naked chest, and even at the distance I was at, I could see her shaking. 
 
    I slowly got back to my feet and approached her like the skittish being she was. 
 
    “Nova? Are you alright?” I asked, but I kept my hands to myself even though I wanted to at least put a comforting palm on her back.  
 
    But the last thing I wanted to do was make her feel any more uncomfortable than she already was, so I refrained. 
 
    “Use words,” she replied after a minute or two, and even though this was clearly the trigger to her temper tantrum, she only gritted her teeth instead of flying into a rage this time. “Father tell me after mother died. ‘Use words! Tell! Tell Father what means.’ When Nova tell him she can’t, or she don’t know, father get mad. Start to hurt Nova.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said, and when I spotted a few of her tears starting to fall, I couldn’t help myself and gathered her into my arms for a hug. 
 
    She leaned against me stiffly at first, but after I petted her head a few times, she finally looked up at me with a question on her jade-colored face. “Thought you would hurt Nova, too. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” I told her firmly but gently. “I shouldn’t have pushed you when I could tell it was making you upset. And you should know I would never do anything to hurt you on purpose like that. Trust me?” 
 
    “Yes, trust,” the siren-woman said after she took a sage moment to think about my words. “Nova will trust when mate say he will save her from the Rickety House.” 
 
    “That reminds me,” I said and scanned down the shore for my trusty gold-seeker moth. Then I spotted a bright yellow flicker near the water’s edge where it looked like he’d managed to get a little of his own fishing in. “Roofus!” 
 
    He came flapping toward us eagerly and even had a clump of odd seaweed in his beak that was the same color blue as the lake. 
 
    “Scraw!” he said after he dropped his prize at our feet. 
 
    “What’cha got there, buddy?” I asked him as I nudged the blue tangle of plants with my toe. Each long, greasy strand had bloated green nodules growing all along it that reminded me of the warts on a toad. 
 
    “Roo bring lake weed for eat,” Nova said and picked up one of the strands of the apparent “lake weed.” With her fingers, she popped one of the nodules and squeezed until a purple seed appeared. She then demonstrated how good of a snack this obviously was by crunching down on the seed with a happy smile. “See? Good snack. Good Roo Roo.” 
 
    Then Nova handed me the strand, and it was only fair I copy her and sample one of her favorite foods. 
 
    When I crunched down on the slightly oily seed, the first thing I thought of was it reminded me of the texture of a Jordan almond, but instead of the overpowering sugar flavor Jordan almonds were known for, the lake weed pod tasted more like a pretzel or actual honest-to-god peanuts, and despite the unpleasant way of harvesting them, they really weren’t that bad. 
 
    “So, I was thinking,” I said after we enjoyed our little snack. “I can tell Shay to come down here and meet us. She is the only one who can help us heal the Heart because she did so on Terr.” 
 
    “Island heard you talk about Shay,” Nova said, and then to clarify she tentatively drew more of those symbols into the sand at our feet. One symbol in particular ended up resembling something that looked like fire, and based on the siren-woman’s words, I took it to mean it was the symbol for the Incarnate. 
 
    “Does the island know we want to help it? I asked. “Back on Nata Isle, we found the secret crypt where Shay and her power came from, and it was similar to the cave you just showed me. There was a Guardian Spirit I had to fight in order to unlock the secret.” 
 
    “No Guardian,” Nova assured me with a light pat on my knee. “Nova is guardian. Keeper-guardian.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, how silly of me,” I chuckled. After what she’d told me, combined with that fearsome display of her prowess in her true form, there was no doubt who the island’s most effective Keeper was when it came to its damaged Heart. “That settles it, then. We will send Roofus off to go get Shay so she can come down here and help free you.” 
 
    “Free?” Nova asked with a tenuous wobble of fragile hope in her voice. “Then I go with you?” 
 
    “Then you may come with me,” I vowed. 
 
    After a beat in which I watched my words fully sink in to her, Nova rewarded me with another one of her rib-crushing hugs. 
 
    I laughed and hugged her back while Roofus cawed happily overhead, and together we jogged up the crooked path back to Rickety House in order to see to the few preparations we had left before we blew this pop stand. 
 
    Officially and for good. 
 
    Step one was finding a suitable piece of stationary in this hovel that wasn’t damp or crumbling apart like the rest of the papers and books left to the damp and neglect. 
 
    When I finally found a piece suitable enough, I quickly scrawled down a brief synopsis of what had taken place, and I requested that Shay come down from the airship by herself so the three of us could take care of the last of this business. 
 
    “Nova, do you want me to add anything for anyone?” I asked even though she’d literally never met any of the Crew before. I figured if I normalized the concept of Other People, she wouldn’t be so shocked when she was exposed to the zany crowd I ran with. 
 
    For her part, Nova didn’t really seem to care either way because she was busy bopping around the space and filling a small frayed reed basket with the few items I guessed were worth saving in her opinion. One of the things I noticed was my ruined tunic she’d rescued from the floor and drawn over her own shoulders. 
 
    Because it was ripped all the way down the middle, it didn’t really do much in the way of covering her modesty, but the way she wore it anyway told me she didn’t care about the garment’s practical use, but rather its sentimental one. 
 
    Still, though. 
 
    I jotted down a note and asked Shay to bring us both suitable clothing before she left, and after I rolled the message up tight, I attached it to the crow-moth with instructions on seeking out Shay. Then I sent Rufus on his way so he could deliver the message to the airship. 
 
    When that was all squared away, I finally turned my full attention on what exactly it was the siren-woman was occupying herself with. 
 
    The longer I observed, the more I began to understand she was going about adding random objects to a growing pile she’d started in the middle of the room. 
 
    The poor basket had split along the side, and the objects spilling out were all commonplace items that included practical things like a cup, a spoon, and a wooden bowl that had a pretty good crack in it but was obviously still useful to hold non-soup-like items at least. Nova seemed so proud of these items, and she added each and every broken bit or bob she deemed valuable in some way to the pile with a discerning look on her serious face. 
 
    I didn’t have the heart to try and dissuade her from packing what looked to be useless or worn-out garbage from my point of view. 
 
    The utmost care she took in making her decisions told me all I needed to about the items I seemingly took for granted, and I could only wonder about the things Nova truly found precious. 
 
    I didn’t have to wonder for very long because after her measly packing was done, she then disappeared for a few long moments before returning from the scullery with a handmade box in her hands. 
 
    This, I could tell, was unlike the other things she’d gathered simply in the way she held the box close to her heart as she walked. When she sat down next to me, I could see the box was made from a series of twigs similar to popsicle sticks lashed together that gave the lid a very flat look. On top were more decorations, and there were even a few hand-painted flowers long since faded from loving hands opening and closing it over time. 
 
    When Nova opened the lid, I could see there was a pile of similarly dusty and meaningless objects, but because all of these objects were inside of the makeshift jewelry box, I knew they had to have some sentimental value that outweighed everything else she owned in the world. 
 
    One by one, the siren-woman showed me the items without saying anything in the way of explanation. Some items didn’t even need one, like the evidence of a lovingly pressed flower, or a yellowed handkerchief with a very particular pattern on it that could have been hand stitched. 
 
    Nova lingered over this handkerchief for a moment as her thumb traced some of the frayed thread, and when she moved on, it was on to a pendant with a broken chain. This pendant also seemed familiar because it looked like it could have been the same spiral that was embossed on the cover of that book. 
 
    My breath quickened with excitement as something about this slotted another puzzle piece into place. 
 
    Soon, I would be able to see the bigger picture, I could almost taste it, but I had to be more than sure, so like a crow, I stashed this tidbit away along with the rest I was compiling. 
 
    “Mother,” the siren-woman clarified as she held the spiral pendant in the palm of her hand. “She knew the words. Sometimes, father Krev would bring Witch to Rickety House.” 
 
    “A witch?” I asked as I cocked my head in confusion. This was the first time I’d ever heard of any witch. 
 
    “Yes,” Nova continued, oblivious to my growing alarm. “She make glowing symbols appear for mother, and when she read them, mother sick.” 
 
    “Your mother got sick whenever she was forced to read?” I repeated so I knew what she was talking about. “What did the Witch want?” 
 
    “Wanted mother to tell… future,” Nova said, and my heart rate picked up a notch when this sounded like… a Prophecy. “Wanted mother to give the name of next baby.” 
 
    “Baby…” I trailed off as I tried to sort through the influx of new information. “What baby?” 
 
    “Baby who--” Nova stopped abruptly and scowled as she bit her lip. “Next one… who like mother. Father Krev thought Nova would be baby.” 
 
    “And that’s why Krev forced you to try to do what your mother did,” I concluded. “He thought you could also tell him the future.” 
 
    “But, Nova couldn’t read,” she said as her ears flattened once more in shame. “Make Nova sick, too, and also had to stop.” 
 
    “Well, no one will force you to do that ever again.” I nodded and stroked my hand through her hair. 
 
    “But you…” she trailed off again with a confused look on her face, and I couldn’t blame her because I knew what she was getting at. 
 
    “I know I tried to make you read them, but the truth is, despite how helpful it would be to have a translation, it’s nothing compared to your happiness,” I told her and shrugged. 
 
    Nova seemed to pick up on my meaning because she finally gave me a genuine smile as my words sank in. 
 
    “Skra!” Roofus suddenly cawed, and he flew in through the window he left through only a little while ago with a piece of Shay’s familiar stationary clutched in his furry moth-paws. 
 
    “That was quick,” I remarked and went over to take the missive away from the excited crow-moth. 
 
    He must have known all of us were gearing up to leave this place or something because he continued to flap around the room as I tried to read Shay’s hurried response. 
 
    “Good news, Shay wants to come down right away to see you, if that’s okay,” I told the curious siren-woman after she managed to calm Roofus down. 
 
    Currently, the little pest was making another nest out of the woman’s crazy hair. Roofus chattered in his little crow-moth language, and even though Nova couldn’t speak or understand it, she talked back to him as if she could. Some of what she was saying also sounded like gibberish, but whatever the case, the two carried on with each other like they were old friends catching up. 
 
    This gave me a chance to look over the rest of Shay’s reply, and I was even more pleased to find Mr. Jenner was growing increasingly anxious for my return. 
 
    Apparently, he wanted to pass along how much of a tease it was to just send Roofus back, and the consensus from everyone seemed to be the same: hurry up and get back already. 
 
    When Roofus and Nova finally finished catching up, I noticed she went back to picking up things around the house that she found worthy to add to her packing pile. 
 
    My concern immediately headed in the direction of how we were supposed to carry all of her treasured possessions, and I suddenly formulated a task for myself and began looking for a suitable piece of fabric I could use to turn into a simple satchel for the woman. 
 
    The tablecloth in the scullery still had some life left in it, and even though it was dusty and stained in a few places, it was big enough to get away with what I had in mind. So, with a few expert folds, a couple twists, and a way to tie it off, I had a small over the shoulder messenger-type bag ready for filling. 
 
    Nova watched me avidly, and when I was done with the accessory, she looked like I’d handed her the keys to the kingdom and not some slapdash little messenger bag. She treated the haphazard creation like I went out and bought her something fancy off Rodeo Drive, or something similar. She then went about filling her new accessory with some of the things she managed to pile in the center of the room, and she spent a good while putting things in and then pulling them out so she had her satchel organized just the way she wanted it. 
 
    It was so endearing to watch that I spent the rest of the time doing just that until I heard La, the squaller, calling from outside. 
 
    Nova startled like she did with Horus when she heard La bellow out her greeting from the sky. Even though Nova met Horus, she’d never met the squaller who gave the falcon-man a ride. 
 
    “It's okay,” I reassured her when she grew spooked and edgy. “It seems like Shay’s here. Do you want to meet La?” 
 
    The siren-woman considered my question for a second before she rapidly nodded. “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said and patted her on the back along with the praise. “Do you have any more snacks in here we could take out to La-La?” 
 
    She nodded again and ran off to the kitchen one last time, and when she came back, she had a small tattered basket filled with more of those lake weed nuts. These ones were darker with a shinier exterior, and when I took a bite of one, I could tell they’d been roasted. 
 
    “Good?” Nova asked as she clutched the basket in her wiry hands. 
 
    “These are perfect,” I said and watched her grin in delight. “Let’s go bring them to our visitors.” 
 
    The two of us exited Rickety House and jogged down the tight and twisted path until we were once again under the structure itself. Under the house was an empty space that had been eroded due to the lapping waves and the heavy winds, and to compensate, there were dozens of support beams dug into the lakeshore. 
 
    Shay was just finishing up with tying La’s reins to one of the beams, but when she spotted us coming, she abandoned her task and ran toward me at full-tilt. 
 
    “Oh, husband! I am ever so glad to see you hearty and hale and in one piece,” she exclaimed even though she couldn’t help but give me a once-over just to make sure. “Darling, what is it that you are wearing?” 
 
    I looked down at the mossy wetsuit garment I was still wearing, and I laughed at the expression of distaste on my wife’s heart-shaped face. 
 
    “What, you don’t like it?” I teased as I flaunted my couture moss pants. “It's all the rage down here. In fact, all playing aside, this stuff is quite versatile, and I actually wanted to see what you thought about it.” 
 
    “Aside from being just a tad ugly, to hear this textile is versatile means it could be something else to add to Brightwood estates and its enterprises,” she mused as her brilliant mind wandered down all of these paths only she could see. “But that’s neither here nor there at the moment. Please introduce me to this lovely creature.” 
 
    The entire time Shay and I had been catching up, Nova stood over by La and fed the squaller the roasted lake weed nuts. Her stormy eyes were cast down to the ground, but when the lovely phoenix-woman got closer, it was almost like the siren couldn’t stop herself from looking up into Shay’s beautiful face. 
 
    For a second, I thought Nova would say something, but that wasn’t the case given the dumbstruck guppy look that had painted itself across her features. 
 
    The funny thing was, I couldn’t even complain because I knew the feeling when it came to being bowled over by the phoenix-woman’s exquisite beauty. I still felt my breath catch sometimes just looking at my wife from across the room when she sang or danced, or even watching her do something mundane like brush her hair. 
 
    “This is Nova,” I finally answered for the baffled siren-woman, and I was amused to see her try to wrap the remains of my ripped tunic around her nakedness just a little better. 
 
    “Hello, darling,” Shay sang and took one of the girl’s hands in hers. “You have such lovely skin. I am quite envious.” 
 
    “En-vee-uss,” Nova repeated, and she drew the new word to her vocabulary out into three long syllables like she was enjoying a sip of fine wine. 
 
    “Yes, it means I would love to have skin like yours,” Shay said as she nodded her crimson and gold head of hair. “You could not imagine my routine that goes into maintaining what you have naturally, my dear.” 
 
    “My dear,” Nova parroted with a faint flush to the apples of her green cheeks. Then, with a reverent hand, she reached out to touch some of Shay’s beautiful hair as well as her smooth face. 
 
    “I brought a few things we could try on you if you would like?” the phoenix-woman ventured as she pulled around a satchel from where it was dangling off her shoulder. 
 
    Nova gasped as if she just saw a puppy on a unicycle or something equally incredible because she showed Shay the slapdash messenger bag I’d folded out of the blue gingham tablecloth. 
 
    Now that the siren-woman knew there were multiple handbags made in multiple and endless styles, I could see a new obsession starting to form within her maroon-colored eyes. 
 
    When she glanced back at me, her excited expression seemed to say something like, “can you believe this, they have more than one type of thing like this?” and I suddenly had a weird parallel from my own Earth in which I commiserated with every other male species who found themselves wanting to please his women with the most lavish of things. 
 
    And then I also considered this might be a contributing factor as to why a lot of men in my position went utterly broke. Good thing there wasn’t actually a Rodeo Drive here. 
 
    That I knew of, at least. 
 
    “Would you like to show me your home?” Shay finally asked when Nova stopped examining her satchel with her grabby fingers. 
 
    This got the siren-woman’s attention, and she nodded as she looped an arm through Shay’s. But instead of leading the phoenix-woman up the twisty path to the Rickety House, she instead marched to the right and over to where we made our camp last night. 
 
    Shay shot me a look of confusion, and I responded with a shrug of my own, so the two of us had no choice but to see what this detour was all about. 
 
    Sure enough, Nova brought Shay directly to our spot behind the spire rocks and gave an impromptu tour of the little space. There wasn’t much except for the remains of the fire pit and the mossy sleeping pad cocoon thing, but the way Nova proudly showed her around made it seem like she had a featured spot on MTV’s Cribs. 
 
    “Excuse me, darling, but I’m confused,” Shay finally said after we were all sitting around the fire pit and waiting for me to get the fire going as per Nova's gestured request. “Not that this little campsite isn’t charming, but what about your big house over there?” 
 
    “Rickety House,” Nova said with the same placid contempt coating her voice like the first time I’d heard her describe it that way. “Not home-home. Rickety House is prison.” 
 
    Shay sighed and took the siren-woman’s hand in hers so she could stroke it lightly. “I know the feeling.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw like I always did to quell the anger that was still quick to chomp at the bars of my teeth whenever Shay’s old husband, Bala Ren, was ever brought up. The way he treated the gracious woman I’d come to take as my second wife made me want to dabble in necromancy just so I could bring the fucker back and kill him all over again. 
 
    It had been a while now, but the anger still felt fresh sometimes, especially whenever Shay got that faraway look in her eyes. 
 
    This was the same violent feeling I’d had against Yates-Krev when I was able to piece together Nova’s narrative with the little left scattered around. 
 
    “This home-home now,” Nova said as she gestured around us with a proud nod. 
 
    “Oh,” Shay said as sympathy poured from her emerald-green eyes. “I see. This is your home because it was the first place you found comfort.” 
 
    Nova nodded sadly, but then she smiled again as she patted my hand. “Mate build a nest. Mate make safe.” 
 
    “Yes, Alex has a way of doing that, doesn’t he?” Shay asked the siren even though she kept her laughing gaze on me. “I’m very glad he was here to help you feel safe.” 
 
    Nova smiled back and then did that nuzzle smush thing to the phoenix-woman like she did to me the first time I showed her what an Eskimo kiss was. 
 
    Shay, of course, found it just as endearing as I knew she would, and after that, she rummaged around in her bag for a few things, the first being her infamous hair comb and a selection of crystal vials that had sweet-smelling oils in them. 
 
    She then instructed the siren-woman to sit in front of her while she used a tree stump as a stool, and with her mighty comb, she was tasked with the impossible: detangling the wild nest of Nova's indigo hair. 
 
    At first, I worried this would be one of those traumatic experiences for the Lakuna-woman, but I soon forgot my worry due to the way Shay gently started from the bottom of Nova’s riotous hair and slowly worked her way up to the scalp. She was also quite generous with the oil, so by the time she was done, the siren-woman was practically putty against Shay’s legs. 
 
    It was such a perfect and serene moment, it would figure the sky would wash red and a howl would rip the peace asunder. 
 
    Fucking-- 
 
    Fuuuuuuk. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    The ground shook, and within seconds, pillars of clay and dirt rose up all around us as demons were called into existence by that eerie subterranean howl. 
 
    It was by far the sound I was absolutely most sick of because it seemed to know exactly when to ruin a perfectly good moment. 
 
    There was also the fact I’d been pretty much weaponless down here since I crash-landed, so being half-naked and surrounded by demons completely unarmed was just really the proverbial cherry on top of this shit-sundae. 
 
    “Alex!” Shay yelled at me, and from her magic bag, she pulled out a sight for sore eyes.  
 
    My trusty crossbow and sling of bolts. 
 
    “You’re the best!” I shouted over the din of another howl, and I hurriedly jammed my foot into the cocking stirrup so I could load a bolt into the stock. 
 
    “Watch your flank!” she called out and took out a long stick she used to wrap her hair up so it was out of the way. 
 
    “Noted. Nova! Get in the water!” I ordered as the demons started to close us in from the ridge behind us as well as the ground below our mini-plateau. 
 
    Nova didn’t argue or hesitate, and she jumped to her feet and took a running dive off the ledge and into the water with a splash. 
 
    With her out of the way, I took aim at one of the demons trying to claw its way up the slope, and it was a true test of marksmanship to remain steady while Shay came up behind me and fastened the sling of bolts around my waist so I could have them for easy access. 
 
    She then joined the fray herself and pulled out her trusty rock sling. 
 
    “I think we were spoiled on Terr and up in the airship whenever a Red Sky would happen, since there were no demons to speak of,” she observed as she scoured the ground for a suitable projectile to load her sling with.  
 
    Meanwhile, I shot my bolt through the neck of one of the larger ones attempting to scramble up the slope even though climbing up the rocks near the ridge would have been more effective. 
 
    “The good thing is, these demons are really dumb,” I said, and then I picked up a dark rock that felt hollow inside. “Try this. They have the best side effect of exploding into hundreds of shards after they hit something.” 
 
    To demonstrate, I lobbed the projectile at the demon closest to actually making it up the slope. 
 
    “Reeeeeeeerrrcccchhh!” It raised a hand to clutch at its face, but this caused it to lose its grip and go tumbling back down as it took two more of its friends with it. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Shay said with a small amount of unholy glee in her voice and a matching smile of malice to match. “We have to make our way over to La so I can untie her.” 
 
    “Roger,” I responded, and the two of us let our weapons fly simultaneously. 
 
    This had the benefit of opening a perfect window in the ranks for us to run through, and we wasted no time in breaking out of the campsite and bolting for Rickety House. 
 
    “You’re right, the rocks down here are excellent for my sling!” Shay said as she let another rock fly. 
 
    “Yeah, impressive,” I remarked, but it honestly had nothing to do with the rocks and everything to do with the little badass running next to me while still managing to aim with deadly accuracy and dodge the whipping tentacles. 
 
    I was too close for the next demon in my path, so I used the bolt in my hand as a short-range weapon and stabbed the fucker in the throat before side-kicking it away, where it fell in a heap and tried to shriek through its ruined neck. The sound it left behind was unpleasant and extreme, and one last blow from Shay stopped it from moving altogether. 
 
    “I’m going for La!” the phoenix-woman shouted when she saw her opportunity. 
 
    “I’ll cover you!” I yelled back and then spun around so I could smash a demon in its bifurcated jaw with the stock of my crossbow. 
 
    “Reeeeeaaaarrrrcccchhh!” It wailed as half of its face hung at an awkward angle. 
 
    At least these demons weren’t like the ones still trapped on that slope. For some reason, everything in the forest tended to be way bigger, so fighting the garden-variety scourge-mites was a relief compared to the huge ones Ozzy and I took on when we first met. 
 
    The only bad thing about the garden-variety scourge-mites was the fact they tended to be a little smarter than the big dumb ones. Case in point, two of the motherfuckers decided to tag team us, and as Shay attempted to get closer to La, I could see how one of them was waiting just behind the large squaller.  
 
    The phoenix-woman reached for the beast’s harness, but the demon didn’t even have a chance to extend its greasy tentacles toward my wife before I was sending two bolts into its body, one in the head, and then one in the heart. 
 
    Big gouts of ash crumbled straight from the demon’s chest cavity where my second projectile found its target, and its vocal cords released something similar to the screeching of violin strings being played too hard and with very little skill. 
 
    “Fly, La!” Shay said once she got the reins untied. “Head for the trees but stay close. We’ll need you later.” 
 
    La tossed her head and skewered a scourge-mite through the gut with her razor-sharp beak. Then she took a running start and soared into the air to find a perch away from the action. 
 
    If only the action would die down already because I was nearing the end of my bolts. In fact, I was down to my last two, and there was no telling how long this Red Sky would last. 
 
    “We have to make it back to the lake,” I said when Shay’s instinct was to go back up toward the Rickety House and thereby the only shelter within at least a five-mile radius. 
 
    “But there’s nowhere to hide,” Shay said and then let another rock fly from her sling. She missed, but the exploding shrapnel was able to graze another demon in the face. 
 
    “That house is not much better, trust me,” I said. 
 
    “Auuuuu!” Nova’s high-pitched voice rang out in a way clearly meant to catch our attention, and from our spot on the shore, I could see her waving her arms and beckoning us into the blue water. 
 
    “Trust me, Nova has a way,” I told Shay as I released my second to last bolt into the chest of the demon next to me. “Run as fast and as hard as you can, and don’t worry, I’ve got your back, but keep going until you get to Nova. Are you ready to run?” 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she said and then wrapped her sling around her waist for safekeeping. 
 
    “Run!” I hollered, and the two of us pounded down the hill with a horde of scourge-mites in our wake. In that moment, I was suddenly, immensely glad none of us had the unforeseen obstacle of not knowing how to swim, and Shay and I were able to run into the lake and start a strong gliding stroke toward the center. 
 
    “Alex!” Shay cried out when she finally took a breath to glance over her shoulder. 
 
    A lot of the demons were starting to congregate on the shore before the bravest of them began to wade out into the water. 
 
    “What are they doing?” I asked as I watched them. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure they can swim,” she said as two of the demons started to doggy paddle their way into the water. It would only be a matter of time before the rest of them caught on. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Now comes the time where you’re going to have to trust Nova instead of me,” I said and unceremoniously dunked my wife under the surface. 
 
    Just in time, too, because a flying barbed wad of ichor and poison flew right through the space where her head had just been. 
 
    Great. 
 
    On the other side of the lakeshore closest to the Okoba Forest were the huge demons I remembered from my first experience here. I also forgot that aside from being freakishly huge and dumb, these demons had the ability to launch lethal barbs independently of their grotesque tentacles. 
 
    Which meant we were all officially out of time, so I filled my lungs with as much air as I could before I plunged down into the dark blue of the lake. 
 
    I spotted Shay and Nova immediately in the clear water and saw how Nova had her lips sealed over the phoenix-woman’s. 
 
    Shay looked pretty freaked out at first, but I saw the moment where her lungs gave up the fight against the siren’s forced air, and she had no choice but to breathe in the oxygen that was no doubt being pushed into her airways. 
 
    My wife’s face transformed just then as it went from a look of abject terror to the acceptance of the oxygen pouring into her screaming lungs. I knew from experience that it felt a little violating at first, but once I did it a few times, it became easier and easier to share breaths like this. 
 
    When Shay had calmed down enough to regulate her own oxygen, Nova quickly swam up to me and relieved me from the strain of holding my own breath. 
 
    The crisp feeling of her strange brand of fresh air caused goosebumps to break out along my flesh under the water, and I smiled at the siren-woman in gratitude. 
 
    Finally, the three of us were ready to swim to the underwater cavern the siren-woman had shown me earlier, and where before the concept of the cavern and especially being trapped down there felt claustrophobic, now it was a formidable safe haven from the Red Sky event. 
 
    And as we swam, I wondered how many times Nova had to resort to finding her way in the dark by herself like this just for safety whenever the ground shook and the demons spawned. 
 
    It made me feel sorry all over again for the state of neglect she’d been left in, and with a renewed sense of purpose, I kicked harder so we would be closer to ending Nova’s enslavement once and for all. 
 
    Soon, the sunlight faded into the twilight sector of the depths we were all traversing, and Nova stopped to give us a quick top off of oxygen before the last of the journey to the cave was completed. 
 
    When we finally started to ascend upward, an excited flutter kicked up in the pit of my stomach as the pale-blue pulse of light penetrated through the surface, and I knew we were almost there. 
 
    Then we broke the surface, and Shay spluttered and gasped as her real lungs were remembering how to function without Nova’s breath of life. I swam close to her so I could be there to help support her, since the last thing anybody needed was to drown when we were so close. 
 
    “That was incredible,” Shay said when she finally caught her breath, and she fixed her burning green eyes on the siren with a look of awe and respect. She then craned her head back and swiveled all around to get a good look at the place we’d found ourselves in, and she tried to keep asking questions, but eventually she was too cold to get much out other than g-g-guh through her chattering teeth. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go toward the shore and get you warmed up.” I pulled her arms and made her unfreeze just enough to hold on to my shoulders as I swam us both toward the pulsing obelisk. 
 
    There wasn’t anything to build a fire with down here, but the Heart itself gave off its own ambient heat, and for now that would have to be enough. Nova and I helped drag the freezing phoenix-woman toward the pulsing blue light, and I made her sit with us mostly devoid of her wet clothes so she wouldn’t just sit there and continue to freeze. 
 
    Given the state of both Nova and myself, Shay had surprisingly few compunctions against being fully covered. I’d never taken her for being any sort of prude, but it was a little thrilling to see this proper upper crust woman get a little down and dirty and throw away propriety, as well as her riding pants and vest, out the window, so she was in only a sheer slip. 
 
    “Nova, do you have to come here often to seek shelter?” she asked once she was warm enough to get a coherent sentence out. 
 
    “Yes, when Red Skies,” she said and held up a sheet of web moss she’d plucked from the base of the obelisk. With it, she fashioned a quick and easy shawl for Shay. 
 
    “Thank you, my dear,” the phoenix-woman said and gratefully clutched the web moss around her bare shoulders. 
 
    “Mother tell me… this place,” Nova said haltingly in the face of Shay’s impeccable elocution. 
 
    My wife, of course, was too gracious to make any comments about the Lakuna-woman’s proper speech, or lack thereof. Instead, she just shifted her position so she could face the siren a little better in order to give her the full attention she deserved. When Shay’s naturally open and honest expression went a long way into convincing the naturally distrustful Nova to soften up a little, I knew I’d made the right choice in introducing the skittish siren-woman to her first. 
 
    “Is your family like mine?” Shay asked with a poignant expression of sympathy on her kind face. “Are they gone?” 
 
    “Gone,” Nova said sadly as she flattened her fin-like ears and nuzzled the phoenix-woman’s shoulder. “Long gone.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Shay said and then stroked the crown of Nova’s wet head. “But it’s good that your mother at least still wanted to take care of you after she was gone.” 
 
    Nova didn’t say anything, but there was a telltale wet sniff in the vicinity of where she had her head buried. 
 
    Shay glanced at me and then gestured that I should sit on the sad woman's other side so we could kind of barricade her between our love and kindness. I liked where she was going with this idea, so I readily followed suit and draped my arm across Nova's thin back. 
 
    The three of us rested together like three doves huddled in the eaves after a storm, and I didn’t dare to interrupt the scene, especially when Shay started to sing a simple tune in her melodious voice. 
 
    True to form, Nova perked up, and her ears finally went from a depressed, flattened state to a more lively upright as she listened avidly to the phoenix-woman’s beautiful melody. 
 
    At one point, the lyrics of Shay’s haunting song dropped off into just a pretty run of notes that she idly sang as if plucking a harp. After a moment, Nova’s honeyed soprano rose up in harmony, and the cave itself glowed just a little brighter during the impromptu concert. Of course, it could have just been how mesmerized I was, and I could have been imagining how the sickly and wan light seemed to become a little bit bluer. 
 
    “My mother tell N-- me that I must bring honor,” Nova said once the song came to its natural conclusion. “Honor to all Lakuna Children. It is sacred task, and I am only one left.” 
 
    More tears of compassion filled Shay’s eyes, and then she gazed at the pulsating obelisk. One of her hands folded delicately over her heart like the petals of a lily, and her smooth face was now lined with sorrow. The way she kept rubbing her sternum made me wonder if she could feel the lethargic pulsing in her own breast, like she was able to feel so much from Terr when the ancient island spirits beseeched her to help them with her Incarnate powers. 
 
    Near the end of our time on that island, Shay had felt the pain the island had suffered due to the demon scourge crawling up through the earth every time the sun or moon became blood red in the sky. 
 
    She was so consumed with helping the island, she took off for the large suspension bridge over the gorge that plunged ever downward into the depths of Terr where the Heart was located. From all the way above, she was able to exert her power to reach the island’s Heart located fathoms below her, and with one tear, she’d managed to heal the land enough so the demons weren’t a problem anymore during a Red Sky. 
 
    It was revolutionary, and here that awesome woman with life-giving powers of healing was about to do it again. 
 
    “This Island is sick,” Shay announced, and Nova’s ears perked up again. 
 
    Then my wife stood up, let the mossy shawl fall down to the ground, and approached the obelisk that was throbbing with light like a weak kitten’s heartbeat. 
 
    “No touch!” Nova said and tried to stop the phoenix-woman from getting closer, but I held her back. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her when she glared at me. “Trust me. She can help.” 
 
    The siren-woman narrowed her maroon eyes even more at me, but she didn’t fight as Shay approached the obelisk without any more interruptions, and the two of us watched the Incarnate work her magic in silence. 
 
    Shay, for her part, was completely in her element and almost oblivious to anything else around her that didn’t have to do with the damaged Heart in front of her. 
 
    With a deep breath, she closed her eyes and extended one of her hands so she could press her palm against its warm surface. 
 
    The siren-woman sucked in a sharp breath, but she didn’t try to warn or prevent her from doing anything again. Instead, she just grabbed my hand and attempted to crush my fingers. 
 
    “Oh, you lonely thing,” Shay cooed to the obelisk, and she shuddered with sorrow as a few golden tears trekked down her pale cheeks and left twin trails leafed in gold. 
 
    “Watch,” I whispered to Nova next to me like a little kid about to witness a magic show. “This is the best part.” 
 
    Then, just like I remembered, those tears lifted off my wife’s cheeks like little dew droplets made of molten sunlight and floated in the air in front of her. I watched as Shay’s mouth moved almost silently as she said something too quiet for me to hear, and after that, the two tears coalesced into one before it landed on the surface of the obelisk. 
 
    There was a sudden rush of air from somewhere, which didn’t make sense because we were definitely still deep underwater, and then the glowing light of the Heart suddenly blew out like a candle in the wind and plunged us all into total darkness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “Eeeeyyyyaaahhh!” 
 
    I had never been thrown into such total and encompassing darkness before, and if I wasn’t holding onto Nova’s hand, I probably would have screamed just like she did. The fact that we were deep below countless fathoms of water even farther away from the sun made the blackness feel like a palpable death shroud. 
 
    The ground began to rumble violently, and I could hear the crash of the surf, and I imagined the underground cavern we were all in as a fishbowl on a subway train track because that’s what it felt like. 
 
    Fucking Terrifying. 
 
    The tremors also caused Nova and me to fall to the ground, and we lost each other’s grip as we were ripped apart by the shaking. 
 
    As if it couldn’t get any worse, the lake water in this veritable fishbowl finally reacted to the tectonic rumbling, and I was suddenly surrounded by cold water up to my elbows. 
 
    I hurriedly scrambled to my feet, and I blinked my eyes rapidly as if that would help me evolve some miraculous ability to see in the dark. 
 
    Of course, it did not. 
 
    “Nova!” I called out when her screaming cut out after a telltale splash. Now was not the time for her to swim away. Very, very Not The Time. “Novaaaaa! Shay!” 
 
    “Al-eeex!” Nova’s voice ricocheted around the cave and made it impossible to tell which direction she was coming from. 
 
    The Heart of the Island suddenly flickered like an engine struggling to start, and through the strobe of the weak light, I was able to make out the silhouettes of Nova about twelve feet away from me, and then of Shay still standing in front of the pulsating obelisk. 
 
    “Yay-Yay!” Nova yelled out almost like she was warning the phoenix-woman away from the Heart, which had started to glow the most magical azure. “No touch!” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I knew whenever the siren-woman uttered that phrase, it was best to heed her, and I had a feeling this was one of the most important times to follow said instruction. 
 
    But Shay, or Yay-Yay, as Nova seemed to want to call her, wasn’t listening. 
 
    In fact, I could see my wife’s almost vacant expression as she stumbled closer to the royal blue obelisk like a moth to a flame. I’d seen this expression on her face before, and it was right before she took off for the crumbling sentinel tower back on Terr. 
 
    It was like she was possessed by some sort of fever that made her seek out the source of the overwhelming pain calling to her. On Terr, it happened to be at the top of the island’s “throat.” 
 
    The jagged canyon that funneled all the way down into the earth due to the constant digging and mining of the island’s unusual ore, until the miners had dug too deep and exposed the vulnerable Heart of the Island. 
 
    When I’d traveled down there with Tharfin, the Captain of the Mines at the time, I saw the exposed Heart for what it was: a sickly throbbing mess like the Omite obelisk was a moment ago. Tharfin ended up telling me a small fact about the island’s unusual shape and how it still allowed the faintest shaft of sunlight to hit it during mid-epoch. 
 
    And through some preternatural force only she was aware of, Shay was called to the exact spot on the suspension bridge that hovered over the Heart so her healing golden tears could fall onto the island’s center from above. 
 
    Now, she was obviously being “called” again by a voice much louder than either Nova or myself, so I started running. 
 
    “Shaaaaay!” I bellowed, even though I knew it was futile, and one more step had her making contact with the lapis-like surface of the obelisk with her outstretched palms. 
 
    The moment she made contact, she disappeared into the crystal like it was Platform Nine and Three-Quarters or some other witchy shit. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I yelled in shock, and I came to a screeching halt about three inches away from the glowing blue spire that at first looked healthy and beautiful, but now just looked ominous. “It just ate my wife!” 
 
    “Not inside,” Nova said as she jogged to my side. “Through.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I questioned her sharply. 
 
    She made a frustrated noise that was part growl and then pantomimed like she was opening a door. 
 
    “Through, okay, got it,” I said. “So, this is a… portal of some sort?” 
 
    “Por-tal?” Nova cocked her head. 
 
    “Door?” I tried, and her eyes lit up with recognition. 
 
    “Yes, this door of Om,” she confirmed, and she stared at me with a deadpan expression that seemed to ridicule me for not knowing this apparently obvious factoid. “Door on all islands.” 
 
    “There’s a door on each island?” I arched an eyebrow in her direction. 
 
    “All Aventoll Heart is connected, but cannot use door until one Heart is not sick,” she explained as best as she could in her pidgin speech. 
 
    My mind spiraled and branched off into a thousand different directions, and I had several follow-up questions to this, but the most important one tumbled out of my mouth first.  
 
    “Can you take me through this door to find Shay?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and then her lips tugged up into a small grin. “Lakuna Children can travel through Doors like all Keepers. Yay-Yay is Keeper.” 
 
    “Yeah, of Nata Isle.” I nodded. “As you are the Keeper of Om.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said and then held her hand out for me, palm up. “No let go. You die.” 
 
    I breathed as my heart did a good job of trying to escape my rib cage since the thrill of danger was running through me. I took another steadying breath and then clutched her hand tightly in mine. 
 
    “Okay, I won’t,” I promised. 
 
    The siren-woman then led us up to the portal, and we walked through the previously hard crystal as easily as parting a curtain. 
 
    That was literally the last time the word “easy” could be used about the experience, and I felt as if I was being crushed from all sides, and a horrifying image popped into my head about the Augustus Gloop kid who got sucked up into the tubes in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. 
 
    I felt just like that kid being forced through a space much too small, and to top it off, the thing forcing me was Nova as she somehow “pulled” us through while being anchored to my hand. 
 
    Finally, the incredible pressure lifted, and I gasped and stumbled to my knees along with Nova. 
 
    Our hands were still clasped together, and even though we were out of the portal, I was reluctant to let go of her, so while we were still connected, I helped her to her feet as I did the same. 
 
    “Where?” The siren-woman swiveled her head around as she took in the sight of the place we were now in. 
 
    It was mostly dark, but something across the large chamber let off its own ambient light that was a vibrant gold and a rich red. 
 
    Then we both approached the cracked stone bier surrounded by crumbling statues depicting about a half-dozen familiar shield maidens, and I gasped. 
 
    “Are we on Nata?” I snapped my head to my side where Nova was standing next to me. 
 
    “Nata Heart,” she confirmed as she pointed to the glowing molten lava rock pulsing under what remained of the plaque and of the pier itself. “Yay-Yay was here and healed heart but gone now.” 
 
    “Do you think she even knew where she was?” I asked, and the siren-woman simply shook her head. 
 
    “Auuu…” she sang, and suddenly the molten thing under the cracked bier flared.  
 
    A glowing gas-blue sphere appeared to float in front of us, just like it had after I fought the Flame Guardian keeping Shay’s heart safe before I could bring it to its rightful owner. 
 
    Nova smiled at the little orb of flame like it was an old friend, and then she squeezed my hand and gave me a look I knew just how to interpret. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m ready,” I answered her voiceless question, and I squeezed her hand back. “Let’s go find Yay-Yay.” 
 
    The siren-woman jerked her indigo head down in a determined nod, and with her non-occupied hand, she touched the glowing orb. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    That restrictive feeling of being squeezed by an anaconda wrapped around me again, and even if I wanted to scream, it would have been impossible to expand my lungs under the pressure. 
 
    This was something I didn’t think I would ever get used to, and when we finally emerged from the Flatland Dimension for the second time, I wasn’t surprised to see the familiar darkness of the Terran Ore Mine, or of the strange onyx labyrinth growing around something glowing a vibrant vermilion. 
 
    What I was surprised by, however, was the sea of large furry beasts that looked like the badgermoles from Last Airbender, but with large shovel-like duckbills as well as large stegosaurus spikes spaced down the middle of their backs. They also had long whip-like tails with a hard-looking ball on the end that looked like it would be lights out if one ever came in contact with my skull. 
 
    These must have been the famous drillbeasts Tharfin had told me about last time I was here. The beasts themselves were largely absent when we came down here to rescue the drillbeast eggs thought to be abandoned by the creatures when the Terrans drove them out due to their incessant mining. 
 
    It wasn’t that long ago when the Lower Terrans were able to leave the harsh realms of the Lower Echelon behind, and it seemed as if the local population didn’t waste any time in moving back into the neighborhood. 
 
    Nova gasped when she realized what the dark mounds were, but I pulled her slightly behind me and shushed her. Then I noticed the beasts only appeared to be staring straight ahead, with their eyes wide open as their heads rested down on the tops of their huge mole paws. I frowned and looked closer, and I saw their eyelids had a particular pattern on them that made it seem as if their eyes were actually open.  
 
    It was a highly effective evolutionary defense. 
 
    “Sleeping,” I murmured, and then I pressed my finger to my lips as I pointed to the glossy and jagged henge of rocks that formed the protective labyrinth where Terr’s Heart was throwing off its orange and yellow light. 
 
    Nova nodded in understanding, and I tugged her slowly behind me as the two of us attempted to wind our way through the field of slumbering beasts. The good thing about these creatures was they snored enough to adequately cover the sounds of our feet as we shuffled past the outer ring of their pack, so at first, we didn’t have too much of a problem with it. 
 
    However, the closer we got to the Heart, the more concentrated the pack became, and I noticed these drillbeasts were often smaller in stature and devoid of those characteristic spines the bigger ones had.  
 
    Then I realized the inner layer of the pack must have been the females, and they were being surrounded by the males for protection. 
 
    It made sense when I knew the beasts were partial to keeping their eggs and young as close to the Heart as they could. 
 
    I should know, considering one of the eggs had actually been given to me as a gift, and I suddenly wondered what had happened to it. 
 
    Now wasn’t the time, but as I caught snatches of their serrated teeth and ogled their lethal six-foot-long ivory claws, I made a strong note to follow up on that. It would probably be Not Very Good Indeed if I had a drillbeast randomly hatch when no one was looking. Given their large saber-like canines, I didn’t have to be Charles Darwin to know these guys were strictly carnivores. 
 
    Nova suddenly stepped wrong on a sharp stone, and her foot twisted enough for her to lose her balance, and I yanked her hard on instinct so she wouldn’t plow into one of the sleeping females. 
 
    The siren-woman sucked her plump lower lip in between her white teeth to keep herself from crying out, but the cloud of dust we’d both kicked up wafted toward the snout of the closest drillbeast. 
 
    Unfortunately for us, the beast happened to be right in the middle of a deep inhale, which caused the dust cloud to be Hoovered straight up into its shovel-like snout. 
 
    “Shhhhnekkk!” The creature gave an almighty sneeze and woke with a series of snorts that had it jumping up on all fours and hacking onto the others around it. 
 
    And like dominoes, the drillbeasts woke one by one in a chain reaction I’d really been hoping to prevent. 
 
    When the sneezing female finally quieted down, the entire pack was growling grumpily about being awoken, and I knew Nova and I only had about a minute before the Hibernation Hangover wore off and they realized who was responsible for the early wake-up call. 
 
    “Come on,” I hissed over the din of growling and snorting as the beasts blindly knocked into one another, and I wondered if they were like the moles I was familiar with back on Earth, with similarly bad eyesight. 
 
    The siren-woman and I put this theory to the test when we finally had to let go of one another so we could dodge between large stocky legs and avoid those ball-and-chain tail-flails. 
 
    It was rather dicey, especially when we entered the final “ring” of the pack closest to the strange black onyx henge, because this was where the youngest beasts dwelled, but they weren’t defenseless hatchlings by any means. 
 
    They actually looked to be adolescents all about the same size and stature, and even though they still had some soft baby fluff to their fur, the striped brown and white pattern the adults had was coming into their coats. 
 
    This also meant their teeth and claws were starting to resemble that of the mature drillbeasts, and because they were young and small, they were actually harder to avoid outright. 
 
    Eventually, the inevitable happened, and one of my broad shoulders knocked into a furred hide. This caused the molebadger-platypus thing to yelp out the distinctive cry of Distressed Offspring, and I knew we were fucking Fucked. 
 
    “Run!” I yelled when at least four of the mama drillers finally spotted the two interlopers in their midst and began to paw the ground like enraged bulls. 
 
    “Eeeeyyyaaahhh!” Nova screamed, and she had to lean back almost parallel to the ground when one of the drillbeasts whipped the ball-end of its tail directly at her. 
 
    I skidded and doubled back when she lost her balance, and then I hauled her back to her feet under one arm. From here, we clasped hands again and pelted for the first of the glossy henge stones that made up the small labyrinth. 
 
    We zipped behind it just as another mama driller lashed her deadly tail at us, and the end hit the standing stone with a violent crack that sent a spray of shrapnel raining down on us like broken glass. 
 
    “Shay!” I called out just as one of the larger male beasts arrived at the mouth of the winding stone maze and snapped its slobbery jaws in a rage. 
 
    There was no telling if the phoenix-woman was actually here or not until we made it to the center where the Heart was throbbing strongly. 
 
    “Yay-Yay?” Nova called as well, and we both suddenly had to sprint when a drillbeast climbed over the outer wall and dropped down behind us. 
 
    “This way!” I shouted as we came to a fork, and I jerked her sharply to the right instead of the left like she wanted to go. 
 
    I would feel sorry at the rough treatment of her person later, but for now the tremble under my bare feet told me Large as a Barge and Totally In Charge behind us was worse than a little whiplash. 
 
    We took another left fork before three more rights, and I was grateful Tharfin had taken the time to drill the directions into our heads during the times we would all camp on the way down to the mines. He didn’t want anyone to get lost and figured it was best to make us all memorize what he and his Lieutenants had done already. 
 
    Finally, after rounding the last of the labyrinthine walls, the Heart of Terr was there half-buried in the ground like I remembered it being, only this time it was a healthy orange-yellow that reminded me of mid-day spring sunshine. 
 
    There were also at least twice the number of the large oblong driller eggs than there was last time, and they were basking in the warmth radiating from the Heart. The hedges of stone-like driller offspring looked like a dense maze-like forest, and a small niggle of doubt crept in that I might not be able to find Shay in time. 
 
    “Roooooogggg!” Big Daddy opened his fanged platypus bill and roared at us when he finally followed us into the middle of the maze. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Nova gasped in terror, and her maroon-colored eyes dilated as her expressive ears drooped. 
 
    “We’ll use the eggs to our advantage,” I hurriedly explained and wove us deep within the cluster of unhatched drillbeast pups. “He’ll be too afraid to break them, and that way we can at least portal out of here.” 
 
    “Yay-Yay?” she questioned. 
 
    “Where could she be?” I asked back. “Only Nata, Terr, and Om have been healed. Where would she go?” 
 
    “Rooooooogggg!” the drillbeast roared again as he was waylaid by all of the eggs. 
 
    We stopped for a second to catch our breathing, and I took the time to pop my head up to see where our position was. Big Daddy was lifting his big stompy feet up and kept looking under them like he was making sure he hadn’t accidentally trampled on a precious egg, but when he spotted me, he started bellowing again. 
 
    The sound was so loud, a little bit of dust from the rock walls and part of the ceiling rained down on us. 
 
    “Shit, he’s pissed,” I said, and I ducked down so we were low enough to hide behind the eggs. “Come on, the Heart is just a few more feet this way.” 
 
    “Rooooggggg!” the beast roared, and when I popped up one more time, I saw him carefully start to move the eggs in front of him by gently scooping them up one by one on his shovel-snout and rolling them aside. 
 
    It was kind of cute, in a murderous grizzly bear sort of way, and I felt a little bad for upsetting their colony like we had. 
 
    After having their numbers depleted, and then their offspring being used as beasts of burden for the miners for who knew how long, it wasn’t a wonder why they were so territorial. They probably just assumed that because we were people, we wanted to take their eggs again for our own devices. 
 
    Too bad there wasn’t a way to say sorry to the creatures, but I didn’t think getting even closer to the animal was wise, so leaving them in peace would just have to be enough. 
 
    When we finally made it up to the glowing Heart of Terr that now resembled something like a gorgeous citrine crystal with a burnt orange at the center, I stopped Nova from portaling us. 
 
    “Wait, let’s think about this, would she really be back on Om?” I asked the siren-woman. 
 
    She paused with a serious frown of contemplation on her jade-colored face, and she released my hand so she could fold one arm across her waist as a prop for her other elbow. 
 
    Then, with one finger, she tapped the dip in her top lip a few times in thought. 
 
    “Yay-Yay is Incarnate,” Nova said. “She can feel Heart. She is Heart.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded as I tried to parse out her meaning. 
 
    “She say Om… lonely,” the siren-woman slash detective went on. 
 
    “Why would she say such a thing?” I questioned. 
 
    “Om and Eng,” she explained and then laced her fingers together slowly. “Together. Like sisters.” 
 
    Man, what I would do to get my hands on some of those geographical maps of Aventoll Jenner usually had above every single desk he claimed as his own. I needed to start paying more attention when he droned on about some Aventollian factoid, regardless of how boring it seemed, because now some more knowledge of this place would come in handy. 
 
    “Om and Eng are connected,” I surmised. 
 
    “Yes,” Nova said. “They share same Heart. One half and one half.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, Shay probably followed the call of the Incarnate power to Eng,” I said in dawning horror. “I didn’t even know that was possible without healing the Heart of Eng first, like you said.” 
 
    Nova only shrugged like she was just as baffled and as wary as I was. 
 
    Who knew if Shay even made the journey, much less if she had to contend with anything like I had when I faced the Elemental Guardian. 
 
    A whole host of things could be going wrong, and there was a list just as long as to why we shouldn’t even attempt it, but it was Shay, and we had no other choice. 
 
    “We might not make it back,” I warned her. 
 
    “Yes.” Nova nodded her inky-blue head once more as the situation became gravely clear, but her hand tightened in mine as her answer. 
 
    We were both going through a broken portal to an island neither of us had ever been to in the hopes that my wife was there…  
 
    And hopefully, we would all arrive in one piece. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    A long minute ticked by, and I held Nova’s hand as she stared down the Heart of Terr Island like it was currently her own personal Everest. 
 
    “Novs?” I prodded, and then I sat up straighter on my heels so I could check on the progress of Big Daddy the drillbeast. 
 
    The platypus-molebadger was still carefully scooping up the brood eggs in the nursery one at a time in its shovel-like bill and then setting them on either side of the path it was making. 
 
    It stopped as if it suddenly sensed I was watching it, and the creature glared in my direction. I ducked before he could fix his beady eyes on me, and when I was back below the line of the driller eggs, I heard his shuffles resume with more speed. 
 
    “Shhh,” Nova said, and she yanked her hand out of mine so she could clamp her palms against her ears. 
 
    “Ummm,” I said and cast my gaze around for something to do, but there was literally nothing but the eggs around us, Big Daddy shoveling toward us, and the moss-pants on my ass. “Honey? Do you think we can--?” 
 
    “Sh!” she hissed and squeezed her eyes shut so tightly they resembled two little squinty lines. 
 
    I counted to ten mentally and tried my best to stop myself from nagging her along. Based on my current track record with the temperamental siren, I knew she really did not like to be prodded. 
 
    But Big Daddy was definitely getting closer, and each second that ticked by was another second Shay was on Eng probably somewhere deep underground facing who knew what, so time really was of the essence. 
 
    Time… 
 
    Wait a minute. 
 
    That was kinda my thing. 
 
    But to give Nova the time she required, she would have to be pulled into the time-trance with me. I had no idea if it was possible, but if the siren-woman needed the time to focus so she could portal us safely and so none of our parts were left behind, then I would give it to her. 
 
    I liked my parts where they were thankyouverymuch, so I closed my eyes, drowned out the din of the drillbeast encroaching ever closer, and drew from the well of power deep inside of me… 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The world slowed like it always did with the beating of my heart, and the wave of slowness expanded to encompass my immediate surroundings, which included the frustrated feral animal, but this time I tried something I’d only ever fleetingly thought about doing. 
 
    Since I had come to discover and develop the time-trance powers upon arriving on Aventoll, there was a lot of untapped potential to this ability. Namely, the time-stop I managed on a few occasions, where I completely halted all forward momentum through time and space, and the time reversal I had managed only once before. 
 
    If I could manipulate time enough to stop it, that meant Time was more fluid than the philosophers and physicists from my own universe ever predicted because it questioned everything Newtonian. 
 
    For example, I’d always wondered how I remained at my normal speed while the bubble of power I released affected everything else. The only logical conclusion was there were two “bubbles,” one I could expand at will, and the other that seemed to be surrounding only me. 
 
    If I could figure out a way to expand my personal bubble as well, I could possibly draw another person into it with me. 
 
    But this was all theoretical and based upon weird multiverse physics I knew I was not smart enough to comprehend, even if Mr. Jenner taught a class on Aventoll Calc 101. 
 
    Regardless, it was worth a shot, and I threw myself wholeheartedly into my own little experiment because I couldn’t afford not to. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The outer layer of my power caused the world to slow down even more, and I dug down as deep as I could and pictured the inner bubble of my trance expanding outward to encompass Nova as well. 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned as a too-tight feeling pulled at something behind my gut where my lower spine was. 
 
    If I had to describe it, the sensation was like trying to stretch one sheet of saran wrap over two full plates of leftovers. It was a chore, and I instantly felt as if I was pushing the limits of my power already, but eventually, I drew Nova into the trance with me. 
 
    Or, most of her, anyway. 
 
    Some of her long hair was still caught in the trance outside of our shared bubble, so when she moved, it was as if she was pulling her blue hair through water because it ended up making odd waving shapes that surrounded her head. 
 
    “How?” she asked, and she pulled some hair over her shoulder where it dropped once it was introduced to proper normal velocity inside the force field. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” I panted as beads of sweat began to stand out on my forehead. “But I’ve given you extra time.” 
 
    “Extra?” she questioned, and now it was her turn to pop her head up so she could see the drillbeast now moving so slowly he barely looked mobile at all. 
 
    “More time,” I clarified. “To do what you need to do.” 
 
    Even though a wave of nausea rolled through me the longer I held the two concentric bubbles, I swallowed it back as best as I could and maintained a calm exterior, like we had all the time in the world. 
 
    It seemed to work, because the siren-woman exhaled a breath of relief when she at last understood the pressure was off. 
 
    “I don’t know… it can work,” she admitted in her broken syntax. “Eng Heart is broken, but… maybe because Yay-Yay…” 
 
    “Do you think Shay was able to make a path for us?” I asked along the lines of what she was getting at. 
 
    “Maybe,” she repeated. “I have to…” 
 
    Then she pantomimed what was too complicated for her to explain in words by closing her eyes again and squeezing her temples with both palms. 
 
    “You need to really concentrate,” I concluded, and she dropped her hands and nodded quickly. 
 
    “Have to feel.” She then placed her hand over her own heart. “Eng Heart is quiet voice.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll keep quiet while you listen for Eng’s Heart,” I said, and I gave her another one of my patented disarming smiles even though I was rapidly growing uncomfortable. 
 
    She smiled back in gratitude, and when her eyes closed, I let my facade drop and gave into the pained grimace I’d wanted to make ever since I summoned the dual time-trance. 
 
    At the moment, I felt as if I was one of those Olympic weightlifters who had to hold impossible amounts of weight above their heads for however many seconds. 
 
    Every one of my muscles strained from sustaining the necessary power, and my body began to tremble and quake as sweat poured down my face. 
 
    Finally, just when I thought I would lose my grip on the trance, Nova’s eyes popped open, and she grabbed my hand. This gave me the permission I needed to let the trance go, and I felt the sickening snap-back just as the siren-woman placed her hand on the surface of the citrine-gold Terran Heart.  
 
    The feeling of the snap-back combined with the abrupt compression of portaling through the Door was not something I ever wanted to experience ever again, and once we landed in yet another underground place, I was not even slightly ashamed when I vomited to the side since it made me feel almost instantly better. 
 
    “Alex?” Nova asked when I dropped to my knees so I could heave again. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I gasped and wiped some of the watery puke off my chin. “Sorry about that. Gross.” 
 
    The siren-woman wasn’t convinced by my platitudes, and she stopped me from standing back up by bullying me to sit still for a moment. 
 
    When I tried to tell her once again that I really was okay, she merely glared at me and then crawled in my lap with her arms crossed. 
 
    “Rest,” she insisted. 
 
    “Okay, just for a minute,” I chuckled and let her have a second while I glanced around. 
 
    We definitely looked like we were underground based on the rock ceilings dripping with stalactites, but the cave was obviously repurposed to be a room of some sort. Along every wall were stacks of wooden drawers with crumbling handwritten symbols on the front. Based on the pattern, I could tell they were probably numbers, and the arrangement of what were essentially filing cabinets reminded me of the old-fashioned cataloging systems most municipal libraries used to use before Dewy went Digital. 
 
    Oh, yeah, we were definitely on Eng if the best use of an underground cave the architects could think of was just another room for Book Stuff. 
 
    Mercedes. 
 
    “Hey, Nova,” I said as something occurred to me. “If the Hearts are like doors, why do we keep ending up far away from them?” 
 
    The Lakuna-woman opened her mouth right away as if she knew exactly how to answer my question, but then scowled as the words eluded her. She huffed and took a deep breath in a vaguely familiar way, and I wondered if she’d picked that up from me. 
 
    “Okay,” she started and held her hands up in a gesture that made it seem like she was framing a blueprint or something, and I knew the gesture probably, definitely came from me. “Me, Keeper, and Yay-Yay, Keeper. Yes?” 
 
    “Yes?” I answered with a smitten grin, but the siren-woman arched a singular thunderous eyebrow at me like my response was inadequate, so I straightened up my spine. “Uhm, yes. I understand. You and Shay are both The Protectors.” 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded with a pleased expression, and I knew I had passed the test. She was not the type to be taken as anything less than serious, and I really did not want to cross that line. “You, not Keeper, so can’t… the Doors.” 
 
    “I think I get it,” I said with the appropriate nod. “I can’t actually go through or work the Doors because I’m not like you. So, why are you able to bring me?” 
 
    “Ah,” she said with a smirk, and then she patted her chest with a proud expression. “Nova different. Special because father blood.” 
 
    “You’ve inherited a Traveler power from Krev just like Mozz and Rylan did from their fathers, too,” I summed up. “You can take people close to the Heart Doors, but you can’t actually let me come out through it. Makes sense.” 
 
    “Can bring with Nova In Between,” the siren-woman confirmed as she nodded her indigo head, and my brain snagged on her wording. 
 
    “In Between…” I murmured, and then I maneuvered us both to our feet since we’d rested enough. “That’s familiar to me somehow…” 
 
    But the urgency boiling under my skin to find Shay forced itself to the forefront of my focus, and the previous thread of thinking would have to be put aside for now. 
 
    Especially since it seemed as if this wasn’t the only cave, but part of a network of long forgotten chambers surrounded by a larger center chamber where a glowing white sphere was throbbing gently. 
 
    There was a clear fissure zigzagging down the center of the large sphere, but it was glowing a bright orange, as if some invisible welder was joining the crack back together and was about three-quarters of the way done. 
 
    The remaining quarter was still open and leaking something that looked like dry ice, which covered about an inch of the floor in a mesmerizing swirling mist. 
 
    And there, at the base of the milky-white sphere, was Shay with her eyes closed and curled up on her side. 
 
    “Shay…” I breathed, and I immediately ran to her side to check her over. 
 
    The phoenix-woman was in the fetal position like she’d crumpled suddenly, but her face was peaceful, aside from the dried gold flaking off her cheeks from her magic Healing Teardrops. It seemed as if she had exhausted herself and fainted before she could finish the job. 
 
    The Heart of Eng didn’t really seem to care about this, though, and the “invisible welding” continued on but at a glacial pace. 
 
    “Heart still…” Nova made a flapping gesture with her hand. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s still being healed,” I said for her benefit, and I pressed the back of my hand against Shay’s forehead and then snapped it back like I’d been burned. “She’s freezing cold! We have to get her out of here!” 
 
    “Wait,” the siren-woman said and grabbed my arm when I attempted to haul Shay into my arms. “Can’t yet.” 
 
    “But she’s getting weaker the longer she stays here and lets that thing suck out her life force,” I argued, but Nova just shook her head and dug her nails into my arm hard enough to sting. 
 
    “Can’t,” she insisted, and the taut look of distress on her pale-green face got my attention. “Dangerous.” 
 
    “Okay,” I gave in, and I settled down with the phoenix-woman supported across my lap at least so she wasn’t on the freezing ground. 
 
    Nova sat back on her heels in relief, and she rubbed the spaces where her fingernails had dug little half-moons into my skin in an apology. Then we both sat in tense silence as the Heart of Eng continued to seal shut at a snail’s pace. 
 
    A snail with mono. 
 
    The only thing that made the time go by with any quickness at all was watching the exotic beauty next to me observe the woman in my arms with something akin to fascination. 
 
    Or obsession. 
 
    I couldn’t really say just yet, but the look in Nova’s naturally reddish eyes seemed to glow along with the throbbing pulse of the Heart, like they had their own ambient ruby light. 
 
    Those rubies now drank in Shay’s body draped across my lap as if the siren-woman was a mixture of voraciously curious, yet equally parched for beauty for her eyes to feast on. 
 
    Given the squalid and shabby conditions of Rickety House, and the equally unimpressive brown rolling plains and rock quarry of Tatabo, it was no wonder she was riveted on Shale-Lea. 
 
    In a word, if I had to name an oil painting of the gorgeous phoenix-woman, I would title it “Goddess in Repose,” because she looked every inch divine as she rested deeply in my arms. 
 
    The crimson Natavian-style dress she sometimes preferred draped along her curvaceous body like something out of ancient Rome or Greece, and with every full breath, her luscious breasts swelled and ebbed like the tide, which caused the satiny fabric to shimmer enchantingly in the light. 
 
    Even the faint frown that crept into Shay’s expression as she continued to struggle to Heal with her exhausted Incarnate powers was tragically beautiful, and that was why I suddenly felt sick the moment I noticed the roots of her scarlet hair were starting to turn white. 
 
    “Mercedes, no,” I whispered as I watched more and more of her beautiful red and gold locks bleach themselves of their vibrant hue. Even the long champagne feathers along her crest turned silver, and my heart cramped even harder in my chest as I bowed over her as far as I could. “Hold on, baby. I know you can do it. You’re strong.” 
 
    “Auuuu…” Nova started singing under her breath a little and tentatively gathered Shay’s hand up in hers. “Ahhhh-ahhhaaaa… ” 
 
    The siren-woman’s voice got a little louder as she continued to vocalize some haunting melody only she knew the words of, and along with the song, she rocked back and forth on her knees ever so slightly. 
 
    Maybe it was my imagination, but Shay’s fingers looked like they tightened around the siren’s, and after that, the literal color draining from her appeared to slow down. 
 
    “Ohh!” Shay suddenly gasped and opened her eyes, but they were now a washed-out coppery green, as if the darkness of her natural emeralds had suffered the same fate as her hair. “It’s done!” 
 
    Sure enough, the last of the Heart’s glowing seam had finished sealing, and in its wake was a dull line cooling down from red to black. 
 
    “Sweetheart?” I asked as her eerie green eyes appeared to stare straight past me. “Shay?” 
 
    “Auuuu…” Nova sang again, and just like that, Shay’s eyes turned back to normal, and the sudden tension poured out of her and left her limp and shaking. 
 
    “Oh, A-Alex,” she said and weakly gripped my wrist. “It wouldn’t st-stop. It j-ust k-kept t-taking!” 
 
    “Shhh,” I soothed, and I held her close as she started crying deep heaving sobs that seemed to actually be cathartic in the end because her shaking was starting to ebb instead of getting worse. 
 
    “Shhh,” the green-skinned woman mimicked, and she hummed her siren’s tune until Shay was also humming along with her. 
 
    Until she wasn’t. 
 
    “Alex,” she finally whispered. “M’so…” 
 
    My wife’s head went heavy against my collarbone right as something feral, ferocious, and pissed off screeched in the distance. 
 
    “Reeeeeee!” 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I asked as Nova’s spine snapped up, and her fin-like ears flared out on either side of her head. 
 
    “Shh!” she snapped, and I pressed my lips together as I watched those sensitive satellites twitch and swivel. Finally, her maroon eyes flew open wide. “We go. Now.” 
 
    “Wh-- now?” I said, and I heaved both Shay and I up with Nova’s help. 
 
    “Now, now,” she urged, and she helped situate the insensate phoenix-woman in my arms and then started lightly smacking Shay’s face. 
 
    “Woah, hey, let her rest,” I said and tried to shift my wife out of her reach. 
 
    “No time!” she said. “Something coming. Mean.” 
 
    As if on cue, another ear-splitting shriek rent the air, and this time it sounded a lot closer and was accompanied by the rumble of twice as many feet. 
 
    A lot of them. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” I said, and I was all for getting the fucking frix-frox out of here but was stopped again by Nova’s rapidly shaking head. “What now?” 
 
    “Can’t you--” Here, she gestured to both of us. “Together.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” I asked since I still wasn’t getting it. 
 
    “Reeeeeee!” Came another piercing howl as the stampede of whatever fresh hell was making said racket thundered closer. 
 
    “Wake. Up. Now,” the siren-woman instructed clearly, and she jabbed a finger at the unconscious Shay on every word. 
 
    “Got it,” I said, and I dropped to one knee so I could still support her but also use my other hand to try and shake her awake. “Shay, love. Wake up. We have to go back through the door now.” 
 
    “Hm?” she moaned, and I could tell she struggled for a second in opening her heavy eyelids. “Door?” 
 
    “Hey, there you are,” I encourage and cupped her heart-shaped face. “Do you remember how you got here, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Something was… crying out in pain,” she said as her eyelids drooped closed again. 
 
    “No, stay awake, Shay,” I said, and I gently gripped some of her bleached hair so I could shake her just a bit and keep her awake. “Nova and I need you to stay awake as we go back through the Door to Om. Remember Om?” 
 
    “Hm,” she said and forced her eyes open. “Did I heal the Heart of Om?” 
 
    “You sure did, baby,” I said with an encouraging smile, and I stood back up with my other arm under her knees in a comfortable bridal carry. “And then we lost track of you for a bit. Can you tell me what you remember after that?” 
 
    Nova nodded and made a gesture with her hands that I interpreted as “Keep her talking,” so that’s exactly what I tried to do while the siren-woman gripped my elbow and readied herself to touch the crystal clear sphere now devoid of the jagged crack from before. 
 
    “After Om, it was like there was still a piece that was… broken,” the Incarnate murmured. “At first, I thought it was because of me. Because I’m homesick…” 
 
    “So, you went to Nata first,” I said. 
 
    “And then I got confused,” she said, which explained why Nova probably followed her “trail” to Terr after that. 
 
    “Ready?” Nova asked once she finally seemed settled enough to attempt to teleport two people with her back to Om. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and I clutched my wife close. 
 
    I held my breath when Nova finally touched the surface of the Eng Heart, and the pressure of traveling through another plane of existence crushed Shay and I from all sides. Then I felt the phoenix-woman’s head loll heavily on my shoulder about halfway through the journey. 
 
    So, when we landed back in that chamber with the underground lake and the glowing blue obelisk, I didn’t need to hear Nova’s mournful scream to confirm my worst fears… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    I looked down and panicked at the sight of my wife’s now completely white head of hair along with white eyebrows that made Amaya’s almost albino features look tanned in comparison. 
 
    “Noooo!” Nova screamed again, and before I had a chance to register fully what that might mean for Shay, the siren-woman slammed her hand against Om’s blue glowing obelisk. 
 
    I had no warning or chance to prepare for the canned feeling of being thrust through the teleportation Door yet again, so when we landed, I dropped to my knees with a gasp. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned as my head spun, and I gently laid Shay on the ground so I could get my bearings without puking again. When everything stopped going double, I was finally able to grunt out a rough, “Why are we back on Nata?” 
 
    “Yay-Yay’s spirit lost Between the Doors,” Nova explained. “She sleeps.” 
 
    In alarm, I forced myself to focus on the white-haired phoenix-woman who was so far under, she breathed only half as much as any normal person at rest would.  
 
    “How do we get her back?” I demanded. 
 
    “Remind her,” Nova said, and she pointed over to the cracked bier surrounded by the sentinel shield maidens. “Spirit will follow body out of Darkness.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and stood up so I could lift Shay into my arms one last time. I was oddly calmed by the steady wisdom Nova showed in that moment, and I trusted her judgment when it came to all this portal-skipping business. 
 
    Then, together, both of us approached the bier side by side, and when the little ball of blue flame sprouted out from the crack down the middle of the plaque, nothing further needed to be said or done as the orb floated toward Shay. 
 
    It lowered itself toward Shay’s breastbone but stopped to hover mere inches away without touching her. The light then pulsed once, twice, and then a third time, and each time the woman in my arms jerked slightly, like the little orb was attempting to restart the Incarnate’s own heart with each throb. 
 
    Out of nowhere, Shale-Lea’s back arched so violently I was forced to let her go, but instead of falling flat on the ground, an invisible force caught her and raised her up until she was floating about three feet in the air. 
 
    “Back!” Nova shouted, and she flung us both to the ground as a sonic boom exploded outward before white-hot flames arced up toward the rocky ceiling of the old crypt. 
 
    The heat and light were incredible, and any sweat lingering on my skin evaporated instantly in the blast. It was so hot, I felt some of my chest hair curling, and the heat snatched the breath straight out of my lungs as if the vapor inside them had likewise been dissipated. 
 
    At some point during the chaos, Nova had managed to crawl closer to me, so we were able to lock our hands together once more and ride out this incredible flaming gale. 
 
    “What’s h-happening?” I shouted over the roar of fire. 
 
    “Is healing herself!” the siren-woman yelled back, and then she shrieked when the ceiling let out an almighty crack. 
 
    “Here!” I yelled, and I tucked her head under my arm as I kept an eye on the ceiling. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if the crack in the solid tons of rock over our heads was necessarily a good thing, but it did act as a natural chimney because the intense white flames finally had somewhere to go. 
 
    However, the rush of oxygen also fed the conflagration my wife was currently engulfed in, and the flames began to change colors, including magenta, violet, as well as red and orange in a cascade of light that illuminated the underground crypt like a rave. 
 
    “Eeeeyyyaaaahhh!” Nova screamed, but I urged her head up so she could see the incredible light show in front of us. 
 
    Her maroon eyes went wide as her jaw dropped open, and just like that, any and all traces of fear sloughed off her face as she fell fully captive to the spectacle before her. 
 
    As if she was magnetized to the sheer beauty, the siren-woman got to her feet to get closer, and I followed her just to make sure she wasn’t going to get too close or anything.  
 
    But as we stopped at the base of the funneling inferno, I was also transfixed on what I saw. 
 
    Because there, in the center of the swirling technicolor flames, was my love, with her snow-white hair still tipped with deep red. Her hair as well as her flowy dress floated all around her as she hovered like a slumbering angel inside her chrysalis of fire, and it made her look like some divine celestial being sent from the heavens. 
 
    Simply, she was stunning in the most ethereal way, and where I used to see the bleaching of her warm tones into cooler ones as a sign of her weakening, she now radiated like starlight with some inner power that made her look just as young and as healthy as before. 
 
    Shale-Lea had truly transformed, and yet I could still see my beloved wife under all the changes regardless of what she looked like. 
 
    I was just happy she finally opened her gloriously green eyes once more, and I smiled up at her as she gazed back just as warmly. 
 
    “Hi,” I mouthed at her, and she grinned and waved back. 
 
    Then she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, arched back slightly, and floated up even more. 
 
    The flames wrapped tightly around her frame until she disappeared from sight due to the blinding crimson and gold flames spinning around her in a tight ball. 
 
    One last explosion had Nova and I stumbling back, and when I regained my footing, Shay’s naked form was being lowered gently to the ground, and the red curtain of her hair was restored to its normal rich hue and luster as it fell around her face and hid her from view. 
 
    When I knelt by her side and propped her up, I brushed those beloved crimson strands out of her face, and I grinned so wide my cheeks ached as she opened her eyes and fixed me with a look of such love it almost hurt. 
 
    “Hello, husband,” my wife said as she caressed my face, and it was such an anticlimactic phrase, one she’d said to me every single day since we were Duelist married, that I couldn’t help but huff out a laugh. 
 
    “That’s all you have to say after all of that?” I asked with that impossibly wide grin still plastered across my face. 
 
    She giggled and curled into me briefly for a hug. 
 
    “Wasn’t it wonderful?” she asked a moment later, and I helped her sit up properly. She wobbled a little woozily for a moment, and both Nova and I supported her with a hand on either shoulder. 
 
    “It was definitely something,” I said. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Better than alright,” she said and then fixed her jeweled gaze on the siren-woman on her other side. “How did you know what to do?” 
 
    Nova blushed, and a rosy pink stretched across the bridge of her delicate nose. “I can hear Heart.” 
 
    To demonstrate this, she flared and rotated her fin-like ears this way and that before she smoothed them back against the sides of her head where they normally rested. 
 
    “Aren’t you just precious?” Shay cooed, and Nova’s blush deepened until the tip of her nose was the color of a pink peony. 
 
    “And you…” The siren-woman hesitated and shuffled closer on her knees. “You beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you, dearheart,” Shay said with one of her heart-stopping smiles, and the siren-woman ducked her shy gaze away. 
 
    I could relate. 
 
    Looking at the radiant phoenix-woman was sometimes like staring directly into the sun, and I didn’t know about Nova, but the fact that Shay was also as naked as the day she was born did not help matters. 
 
    A particularly strong pulse of light caught all of our attentions as that blue ball of fire returned to its place hovering over the cracked bier. It flickered and flared, and when it sputtered slightly, Nova’s ears popped out from the sides of her head, and her face paled as her mouth fell open. 
 
    “Really?” she whispered after a moment, and Shay and I were both shocked to see a stream of tears trickling down her jade-colored cheeks. 
 
    As if it was answering her in a language only known to the Lakuna Children, the blue-fire orb cast a beam straight at Nova’s chest like a laser. 
 
    The siren-woman gasped and clutched the space between her breasts where her heart was, and then she bowed her head. 
 
    “Novs?” I questioned once the divine light had faded. 
 
    “Gone,” she murmured, and for a second I thought I misheard, but she snapped her head up and fixed me with an intense look. “Gone. Not trapped anymore. To any Heart.” 
 
    “You… don’t have to stay tied to the Hearts anymore?” I ventured, and she nodded her head in excitement. “That means you can come with us if you want to.” 
 
    Nova froze, and her eyes flashed toward Shay as she suddenly became wary. 
 
    Shay, of course, was as gracious as ever and gave her another one of those enchanting smiles. 
 
    I tried not to grin myself when I saw the moment on Nova’s face when her synapses shorted out again in the face of the phoenix-woman’s loving gaze. 
 
    “Nova, would you like to come with us and join our family?” Shay asked in an even voice. 
 
    The siren-woman tilted her head adorably like dogs sometimes do when they are asked a people question and are trying their hardest to figure out what’s being said. 
 
    “Family?” she finally questioned when she couldn’t understand what was being asked of her. 
 
    “Pack,” I tried and extended my hand toward her. “Mate. Remember? Shay is also my mate, and she and Zoie are a part of my pack.” 
 
    “Mate,” Nova said, and then she reached out and gripped Shay’s hand as well. “And Yay-Yay is pack…” 
 
    “That’s right, dearheart,” the phoenix-woman encouraged and brushed her thumb over the ridge of Nova’s green knuckles. Then she locked eyes with me while still speaking to the siren-woman. “We want you to come with us. To live.” 
 
    “What will… Nova do?” she asked, and a troubled frown started to creep into her expression. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Shay responded in a puzzled voice. 
 
    “What will… so Nova is allowed to stay?” she attempted to clarify, and here was where I had to take over because Shay only grew more confused since she didn’t know the whole story. 
 
    “Her last ‘keeper’ was not a very nice person,” I explained for my wife’s benefit, and I squeezed Nova’s hand in comfort. “He basically treated her like a slave and Mercedes only knows what else.” 
 
    “Oh, Novi!” Shay gasped, and almost as if she couldn’t help herself, she pulled the siren-woman into her for a strong hug. “You don’t have to worry about that. You wouldn’t have to earn your keep, or anything.” 
 
    “But…” Nova murmured against Shay’s chest, but she faltered when her limited vocabulary couldn’t express what had her confused. 
 
    “You’ll never have to do anything you don’t want to, Nova,” I promised and caressed her thigh, and she seemed to like that since she tried to curl up in Shay’s lap so she was closer to both of us. “Let us take care of you, honey.” 
 
    Shay made a sound of agreement deep in her chest that I knew from experience, and when Nova sighed, the sweet smell of her pheromones cascaded over Shay and me as the chemistry between the three of us began to gain friction, and we all maneuvered until we were heaped together even more like a true pack. 
 
    The end result had Shay and I facing one another with our legs entangled intimately. This created a little “nest” for Nova to sit, with her back against my chest so she could drape her legs over Shay’s hips. 
 
    “Auuuu…” the siren-woman half-sighed, and half-sang as Shay and I got to work on lavishing this poor creature who hadn’t known anything except for cruelty. 
 
    I moved the heavy fall of her tangled indigo hair off the back of her neck so I could get my hands on her creamy skin, but when I began to massage the muscles at the joint of her neck and shoulder, she tensed and hissed at first like she was overly sensitive. I let up with a murmured apology, and I switched to the lightest smallest circles I could do until her hard muscles softened like butter. 
 
    Nova then lost the battle of holding herself upright, which forced me to stop the healing massage so I could support her against me. 
 
    I wasn’t complaining, though, because I was now able to wrap my arms around her in the perfect position for me to cup her full breasts, and I also had the best view of what my sexy phoenix-wife was doing on her end. 
 
    Shit, no wonder Nova could barely sit upright. 
 
    “Ahhh!” The siren-woman flung her head back and arched her pelvis to get closer to what Shay was doing with her clever fingers. 
 
    From my angle, I traced my hungry gaze down between Nova’s heaving breasts, past the sparse thatch of pubic hair, and to Shay’s hand slowly moving between the siren-woman’s legs. Based on the position of Shay’s wrist, and the slick sounds I could hear echoing in the cavernous chamber, I surmised that my wife was gently working her fingers in and out of Nova’s petite pussy.  
 
    And according to the siren’s incoherent sing-babbling, whatever Shay was doing was really working for her. 
 
    “Awuu!” she yelped and then shuddered languorously against me when I began to massage her breasts. 
 
    “So pretty,” Shay cooed as her dilated eyes drank in the sight of the sensual woman writhing between us. 
 
    “Uhhhnnn!” Nova moaned at the praise, and an increase in the spicy sweet smell bloomed all around us. 
 
    “She smells so good…” Shay murmured, and she wiggled out from our configuration so she could flip over and stretch out on her stomach. Then she tugged Nova closer by her hips and buried her face between the siren-woman’s thighs so she could kiss and lick at the tender skin. 
 
    “Yay-Yay,” Nova groaned and dug her fingers in Shay’s mane of scarlet hair. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed under my breath as my flimsy moss-pants strained against my throbbing erection, and I buried my own face into the space behind the woman’s gill-ear so I could inhale the exotic scent as well. My hips jerked tightly against Nova’s bare ass for any type of friction as her pheromones turned my brain to mush, and right when Shay started to lick and suckle on Nova’s pussy, I was overwhelmed with the sudden urge to bite her on the side of her neck. 
 
    “Uuuuunnnnngggggg!” Nova’s body suddenly went taut all over, and for a long heartbeat she remained frozen as she balanced right on the edge of what was going to be a spectacular orgasm. 
 
    I was able to lock eyes with Shay, and by some silent agreement, we both knew what the siren-woman needed to tip over the edge, so I sank my teeth in just a fraction harder while Shay leaned back and rapidly rubbed Nova’s clit until her climax hit her like a front-end loader. 
 
    “Eeeeeyyyyaaaaahhh!” she shrieked as a telltale patter of her love juices hit the stone floor and ricocheted off the high ceilings. 
 
    I released the flesh between my teeth so I wouldn’t tear her pretty skin as Nova bucked and writhed, but when I laved my tongue over the bite, I could feel the indentations my teeth made and taste a bit of coppery blood. 
 
    I would have felt bad if Nova was anything other than over the moon in orgasmic ecstasy. As it was, her orgasm seemed to go on and on, and Shay and I helped her ride those waves as we all rocked together. 
 
    “Goddess,” Shay said when she finally raised her face from the cradle of Nova’s still-trembling hips. A sheen of slickness made her lips and chin glisten enticingly, but before I could do something about it, the siren-woman beat me to the punch and tackled Shay with a filthy kiss that had my cock nearly bursting through the moss-webbing of my makeshift trousers 
 
    In that moment, I decided the pants needed to fucking go. 
 
    I tore the pants away so I could get my hand around my aching arousal, and I gave myself a few strokes just to take the edge off. 
 
    Although, I had to be careful because the sight of the two sexy naked women making out and caressing each other was almost too good, so I released myself and crept closer to lay beside them on my side. 
 
    I was planning on watching them go at it a little longer, but any thoughts of me being a passive voyeur were banished when Nova looked up from her position over Shay and glared at me. 
 
    “Mate,” she said and reached out a bossy hand so she could reel me in by the back of my neck. 
 
    She crashed our mouths together, and I scooted closer so one arm was cushioning Shay’s head while the other was free to wrap around Nova. This gave me a little more leverage to control the passionate kiss and keep our teeth from clacking uncomfortably as we made out. 
 
    “Hmmm!” I tore my mouth away when I felt a hot hand wrap itself around the base of my cock, and I looked down to see Shay’s petite hand lightly squeezing my hard shaft. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Does that feel good, husband?” she purred in her sultry voice and stroked slowly up to the tip of my leaking head. Then she stopped and used the tip of one finger to gently rub my slit. 
 
    “So good,” I groaned, and I craned my neck forward so I could capture her lips with mine. 
 
    She continued to lightly toy with my overly sensitized cockhead until I was nearly insane from the teasing pleasure lighting up my nerves like a thousand volts of electricity. 
 
    Because Shay’s fingernails had grown out slightly, it added such an intense feeling to the way she kept lightly scraping the ridge of her nail over my slit, and if I wasn’t so aroused, I might have been embarrassed by the copious amount of pre-cum I was leaking. 
 
    Instead, the extra lubrication made everything that much more slick and wonderful, and I couldn’t stop my hips from flexing here and there on their own in my search for much needed friction. 
 
    Nova had been watching all of this in silent fascination from her spot still atop of Shay, but when I groaned deep in my chest, the siren-woman suddenly rolled off. 
 
    I tried to blink the haze of lust out of my vision because I was suddenly worried one of us had done something, but my concern was for naught when the siren-woman came around to my other side and basically shoved me so I would take her vacated place above my wife. 
 
    Her purpose was clear, and Shay and I let her arrange us how she wanted. 
 
    “I think she wants us to-- ahhh!” I hissed when Shay reached down and positioned the tip of my head right at her twitching and slick entrance. 
 
    “Yes, she definitely does, and I want the same,” the phoenix-woman moaned as she urged my hips toward hers. 
 
    “Me, too, god.” I nearly choked as my cock slowly slid into her clutching channel, and it felt so good to be back inside her that I had to pause for a second to get my breathing under control. 
 
    “Missed you,” she murmured, and then with a little “extra help” from Nova-- i.e. her gently pushing down on my ass so I would get the picture-- I began to thrust in and out of Shay’s perfect pussy. 
 
    “Missed you, too, fuck,” I grunted when I bottomed out, and then I gripped her hips and adjusted our angle just so… 
 
    “Ohhhhhh!” Shay cried out and locked her ankles around my back as I picked up the pace. “Yes, yes, yes! Uhhhhnnn, right t-there, oh!” 
 
    I drilled into her even deeper when I knew I was hitting her sweet spot, and I went from rapid thrusting to long hard strokes of my cock that had her forgetting how to speak. 
 
    Her muscle spasms and gasping mewls were my only clue as to what was working, and on the next thrust, she suddenly mauled me and flipped us so she was now riding on top of me. 
 
    Shay slowed her pace to a slow filthy grind of her hips, and because I was now on my back, Nova was then able to sidle up behind the phoenix-woman and continue her intense observation of our lovemaking. The added weight of her on my thighs added to the erotic feeling of being held down and used for my wife to take her pleasure as she saw fit. 
 
    “Auuuu…” Nova vocalized, and like I’d done with her, she wrapped her arms around Shay and began to tease and fondle her rosy breasts. 
 
    “Ohhh! Y-yes, Novi, j-just like that,” my wife panted as she instructed the siren-woman on what made her feel best before moving her hips in this circular motion that ended in a hard snap. 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed through clenched teeth, and I urged the two women to keep doing what they were doing. 
 
    My legs trembled as I reflexively wanted to thrust my hips up into that hot tunnel milking my shaft with its sinful undulations, but I was reminded once again about my semi-bound position, and I suddenly had to yank on the reins of my orgasm. 
 
    That was a close one, but I just had to hold out because I wanted to see my wife come apart before me. 
 
    “Ah! Ah! Ah!” Shay breathed on every snap until she was riding me fast and hard again, and I could do nothing but hold on when we both climaxed at the same time. “Yes, pour y-your essence in m-me. I w-want to f-feel you, husband.” 
 
    My cum jetted out of me like a geyser, and my eyes rolled back into my head as I was milked dry. 
 
    The high-pitched ringing in my head faded as I came back to my senses one by one, and for a moment, I thought I was dead because I was currently recovering from an awesome orgasm in the best position ever. Which was sandwiched between two of my gorgeous lovers, and they each rested their heads on my chest while we breathed together in the afterglow. 
 
    I didn’t remember the steps it took to get here exactly because I might have blacked out for a second, but as the three of us dozed together, I couldn’t bring myself to care. 
 
    “Are we really on Nata?” Shay finally broke the silence with her question, and I chuckled. 
 
    “You really don’t remember much, do you?” I asked as I traced little nonsense patterns on the crest of her shoulder. 
 
    “I just remember needing to find what it was that was crying out to me,” she sighed and reached a hand across my torso so she could twirl some of Nova’s indigo hair around her finger while she talked. “Have you been here before?” 
 
    “Yeah, Amaya and I were here when we found the piece of your Heart before you became the Incarnate,” I said as I remembered back to the time where I had to fight the flaming giant, and I raised my head up to look around the chamber. “I guess the Flame Guardian had something better to do, huh.” 
 
    “If there was an Elemental Guardian here before, it must have served its purpose,” Shay said. 
 
    “That purpose was returning the heart to you,” I said as I put my head back down. 
 
    “Muuuu…” Nova sighed and tossed her leg across mine so she could hook her leg around Shay’s. “Keeper.” 
 
    We quieted back down a while longer as we soaked up the silence, but eventually the real world crept back in, and we all sat up as one and gazed at each other. 
 
    The three of us looked wrecked with our mussed hair, dirt splotches from the crypt floor, and the various sticky substances on our naked skin, but from where I was sitting, it was the best thing ever. 
 
    We all exchanged shy loving grins as we helped one another clean up, and I tried to rub a dark smudge off Shay’s cheek while Shay sighed in despair at the state of Nova’s hair. 
 
    Something was happening on the poor siren-woman’s head that started to resemble dreadlocks, and I could tell my phoenix-wife was itching to attack that rat’s nest with her comb, her fancy oils, and some much needed TLC. 
 
    But first, we needed to get back to our people. 
 
    “Ladies, I hate to interrupt,” I said, and the two beauties stopped their little cat and mouse game of Shay picking the random items out of Nova’s hair that Roofus had left behind. “Do you think we are ready to go back to Om?” 
 
    They glanced at each other with guilty smiles, and then we all helped each other up and followed Nova up to the glowing gas flame orb. 
 
    “Okay,” she said with a deep breath. “Yay-Yay go first. We behind.” 
 
    “Alright, darling,” Shay said and strode forward until she disappeared in a flash of light, and then it was our turn. 
 
    “Hey.” I stopped Nova with a tug to her hand, and she flicked her ears at me in a puzzled way. 
 
    I didn’t exactly know what I wanted to say in the face of her endearing expression, and I figured words wouldn’t matter to this sensual creature anyway, so I pulled her toward me and kissed her with everything I had. 
 
    “Mate,” she said with a sure nod, and something inside me unclenched in relief. 
 
    I suspected I needed to hear that she really wanted me-- us, including Shay and all the others I would introduce her to, because I was slightly worried about removing her from the only existence she’d ever known. 
 
    But the steadiness in her captivating garnet gaze told me all I needed to know, and with a deep breath, I closed my eyes and let her transport us back to the underwater cave on Om. 
 
    When we landed back in the cavern, it was to the most spectacular sight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    The resplendent phoenix-woman was raising her angelic voice to the cave ceiling when Nova and I appeared, and I was so awed by what was happening above us, I forgot to pay attention to the unpleasant compressed feeling that occurred after traveling this way. 
 
    Because, as Shay sang in her warm umber voice, the blue obelisk of Om’s sacred Heart pulsed in time, and when it did, the stalactites hanging overhead shimmered in iridescent waves. 
 
    “Oh!” Nova gasped as she stared upward, and when Shay saw we had arrived, she waved us over without breaking her beautiful tune. The siren-woman approached her, and once she seemed to pick up on the basic tune Shay was singing, she added her own voice to the phoenix-woman’s. “Auuuu…” 
 
    While the two women sang in harmony, not only did the light show increase with a multitude of other unique hues, but the stalactites shivered like fine crystal, and because Nova’s voice was pitched higher than Shay’s, the cave icicles actually started to vibrate. 
 
    When they did, I was delighted to feel droplets of cool water falling on my face, and the longer the two women sang, the more the “rain” fell until we were all soaked. 
 
    Suddenly, Nova stopped as her fin-like ears popped out on either side of her head like something had caught her attention, and she turned toward the obelisk. 
 
    Shay’s song also died down, and the two of us watched the siren-woman as she approached the blue crystal. 
 
    Nova stopped in front of it and gazed up at the tall structure now humming with life and inner light. Her ears flickered here and there, but she remained riveted to the spot like she was listening intently to something. 
 
    Whatever the Heart of Om was telling her, it caused large tears to roll down her cheeks, and she hastily wiped them away, but before either Shay or I could grow concerned, Nova smiled up at the obelisk with a smile that could even make the sun look dim in comparison. 
 
    “I will…” she whispered. “Promise.” 
 
    And then she turned around and hugged both Shay and me with a gleeful laugh. 
 
    “Who were you talking to, honey?” I giggled back and tried to subtly adjust her stranglehold around both of our necks. 
 
    “Mother spirit,” she explained when she pulled back. Then she laughed out another breath and swiped some of her hair from her face. “She say… she tell Nova she now protector of new pack. She say to help Incarnate heal Aventoll. She say… Mate is--” 
 
    Here, she broke off with a frown as she seemed to reach the threshold of her vocabulary yet again, but instead of getting frustrated, she just stepped up into my space until it was natural for me to wrap my arms around her bare waist. 
 
    Nova sighed as I caressed the small of her back, and a mild scent of her pheromones was released in the air. The faint smell of her sweet aroma let me know how she was feeling in that moment, and instead of having the urge to tackle each other, I could somehow feel how comforted she felt as she placed a hand over my sternum. 
 
    “Heart?” I ventured when I realized she was doing her charades-thing again, and she nodded. 
 
    “Nova’s-- my heart,” she clarified. “Mate is my heart.” 
 
    “That must mean I have your mother’s blessing.” I grinned and glanced at the obelisk behind her as it pulsed strongly, and a sky-blue light from the center of the crystal spire danced around in what appeared to be joy. 
 
    “Yes,” the siren-woman said gravely. “And bless from all Lakunas. Take honor.” 
 
    I wiped the grin off my face so she would know I was taking this seriously. If what she was saying was true, then I was somehow being blessed by a whole extinct nation of people whose only sole survivor was this woman I held in my arms. 
 
    That was a hefty thing to be bestowed with, and I straightened my spine. “I am honored. And I will do everything I can to protect you, too.” 
 
    Then I sealed my vow with a soft kiss against her sweet-tasting lips, and Shay lifted her voice to the rafters again. 
 
    It was like our own private celebration, and I realized with mild shock that this felt exactly as if Nova and I had just gotten married, and I knew for certain the siren-woman was now an irrevocable part of my life from here on out. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said at last, and with large grins plastered on all of our faces, Nova led us both into the underwater lake, and just like we had done before, we traded breaths with the beautiful mermaid as we made our way back to the surface and back into the blessed sunlight. 
 
    “Kaw! Kaw! Kaw!” Was the obnoxious sound that greeted me when my head broke the surface of the water, and I spluttered as Roofus landed heavily on top of my head hard enough to almost dunk me back under again. 
 
    “H-Hey, ugh!” I coughed and swiped the water out of my eyes. “Roo! Relax, will you?” 
 
    “They’re over there, Uncle Horus!” Rylan’s voice could be heard next, and I turned in a circle to see my son a ways away on the lakeshore. He was standing underneath Rickety House and waving up at Horus, who was practically hanging over the balcony trying to get a look at the three of us bobbing in the middle of the lake. 
 
    “Chief, is that really you?” he called out. 
 
    “Who the darkhell were you expecting?” I hollered back. 
 
    “I don’t know!” he shouted, and even at the distance I was, I could see his black-feathered crest fluff up like he was a wet mother hen. “It’s been two cursed days since I sent Shaylee down with La.” 
 
    “Two days?” Shay asked as she swam up next to me. “But how is that possible? We were only gone for a handful of time.” 
 
    “I…” My words faltered as any sort of explanation to the gaps in time eluded me, and I just shook my head. “I don’t know, but we’d better go put everyone out of their misery.” 
 
    “Oh, dear, I bet our Zoie has been worried sick,” Shay tsk’d as we all swam closer to shore. 
 
    “Zee?” Nova questioned, and her voice held a note of trepidation. 
 
    “Don’t worry, she’s one of the gentlest, most kindhearted people I’ve ever known,” Shay said as we swam closer. 
 
    As if the universe really had an interesting sense of humor, the cat-woman, who was normally all of those things Shay had described, came flying out of the Rickety House with one of those mighty yowls only reserved for her enemies, and I just knew we were in trouble. 
 
    The three of us stopped swimming in shock. 
 
    “Riiiioooowwwlll! Where are they?” Zoie demanded as she reached the bottom of the entrance path and met up with Rylan. 
 
    He gaped at her with her fluffed tail, backward-facing ears, and continuous growl that I could hear all the way from the shore, and all the kid could do was hurriedly point in our direction before rushing past her. 
 
    When Zoie locked her thunderous eyes on us, Nova squeaked and immediately dipped under the water, and I couldn’t really blame her because I kind of wanted to do the same. 
 
    “Hi, love.” I waved for an utter lack of anything else to say in this situation, but when she continued to glare, I gave her some puppy-dog eyes to see if I could lessen her ire by being charming. “I’m sorry we worried you, and I promise I have an explanation, but first… you wouldn’t happen to have anything to wear with you, would you?” 
 
    I didn’t think my tactic worked when she continued to scowl, but after a second, the relief at seeing us both in the flesh and unharmed overwhelmed any anger she might have had. Her eyes softened back to that liquid sapphire shade I loved so much, and she slung a pack around to rest on her hip that I hadn’t seen her with before. 
 
    “Rylan, I need you to go back up to the house with Horus,” Zoie sighed as she started to pull some much-needed essentials out of her pack. 
 
    Like clothes, thank fuck. 
 
    As nice as it was to go au natural for a bit, I was kind of over feeling quite so exposed. And let’s be honest, nobody wanted to get sunburnt on their dick, so pants were among the things I was really looking forward to wearing again. 
 
    Once Rylan was safely out of view, Shay and I finally got out of the water, and Zoie handed each of us a pair of soft chamois-like leather cloths that dried us off in seconds flat, and then she began handing us some of our standard garments. 
 
    As I slipped on my leather trousers and a black tunic, I told myself I would never complain about Aventoll fashion ever again, and when I finally felt properly clothed and dry once more, I couldn’t help but smooth my hands down the fabric like clothes were a luxury I’d taken for granted big time. 
 
    When this occurred to me, I automatically turned to my left where Nova usually was because I was eager to share this with her, but then I remembered she was still keeping her distance by doing her mermaid thing. 
 
    I didn’t blame the siren-woman because it was clear my cat-wife was radiating… something heavy. 
 
    It wasn’t malice or even anger, but Something hovered behind her pensive gaze, and if I didn’t know her like I did, I might have overlooked that expression as being one of her naturally stoic ones. 
 
    But I did know her, and the slight buckle of her brow and the almost invisible tension in the corners of her eyes were like beacons to me, and I knew I had better start talking. 
 
    “Zoie--” I placated, but I didn’t get very far when she interrupted me by flinging up her hand. 
 
    “Don’t,” she whispered but not unkindly, even though it looked like she was visibly trying to hold something back. “Just… letmedothis--” 
 
    The last words jarred together through a burst of growling in her throat, and it was obvious she had no control over the sound based on the shocked expression on her face. 
 
    “What do you need?” I blurted out when she stepped back a few paces, and I wrapped both arms around her torso. “Zoie?” 
 
    “Rrrrrrr… I’m sorry,” she said. “I just want…” 
 
    It was as if something suddenly broke within her, and she practically threw herself at me. 
 
    I’d never seen her act so erratically before, and at first I thought she was going to attack me for some reason, but the attack wasn’t anything I was expecting. 
 
    Or maybe I was, I didn’t know, but whatever the case, my wife pressed her entire body up against mine and planted her nose behind my ear so she could breathe me in. 
 
    I tried to wrap my arms around her, but before I could, she snatched my wrists in her strong grip and stopped me. I was silent as she continued to inspect every inch of me with those intense ocean eyes, and I went still so she could do as she pleased. 
 
    Which happened to be mostly sniffing me all over, even in some intimate places, and even though it might have been vaguely erotic in other circumstances, this felt clinical and almost like Zoie was operating based on some primal instinct deep inside her. 
 
    Shay caught my gaze as she finished tying her belt around one of her flowing silk kimono-like gowns. Her red eyebrows furrowed down in a concerned frown, and I simply shrugged at her while Zoie switched to scenting the back half of me. 
 
    When my cat-wife seemed to be satisfied, she turned her dilated gaze on Shay, and the phoenix-woman could do nothing but submit to the same treatment as me. 
 
    A faint splash drew my attention away from my two wives, and I turned to see Nova had decided to join us. When she noticed what Zoie was doing to Shay, she froze in her approach from the water, but I smiled at her, and she seemed to relax. 
 
    The siren-woman then continued to walk all the way up to the two women so she could watch what Zoie was doing, and something in her maroon eyes seemed to spark with recognition. Then, after a second, she inhaled a tiny breath and released a sound I’d never heard her make before. 
 
    “Rrrrr…” Nova vocalized by trilling her tongue a bit, and the reaction from the cat-woman was immediate. 
 
    Zoie stopped scenting the back of Shay’s neck, and her saucer-like eyes snapped to the siren-woman like she’d just now noticed the drop dead gorgeous naked green woman with blue hair standing next to her. 
 
    That, more than anything caused some major red flags to pop up for me because I couldn’t ever remember a time in which the Varthan wasn’t anything less than alert like the strong warrior she was trained to be. 
 
    Something was seriously going on with her. Perhaps our extended and unexplained absences had really done a number on her. 
 
    “Rrrrr…” Nova trilled again and took a small step toward Zoie, and for now, I stashed my thoughts so I could continue to watch whatever it was that was taking place. 
 
    The cat-woman’s velvet ears finally unfolded from where they’d been flattened against the top of her head, and when they perked with interest, Nova mirrored her with her own ears. 
 
    “Prrrt!” Zoie purred with her own surprised trill, and the siren-woman flapped each ear one at a time. 
 
    Then the best thing happened, and it melted away any worry or concern starting to brew a violent storm in my gut. 
 
    Zoie opened her mouth and let out one of her small bell-like giggles, and then she left Shay’s side to investigate this new creature presented in front of her. 
 
    “Thhhrrrr,” Nova trilled softly and wiggled both ears this time. 
 
    “You must be Nova,” Zoie said, and the growl in her voice had changed to a low purr. 
 
    The siren-woman nodded slowly, and then it was her turn to investigate the cat-woman. 
 
    Zoie submitted to the treatment with her normal stoic patience, and she even let the curious creature inspect her glossy black tail. 
 
    “Pretty,” Nova murmured as she reverently stroked the soft appendage, and when Zoie then curled it around Nova’s thin wrist, we were all rewarded with a burst of the siren-woman’s giggles. 
 
    Zoie blushed a little at the delighted sound, and when I was pretty sure we’d all finally left the tension behind, Nova suddenly pounced on Zoie’s back and chomped down on the tip of one of her velvety ears. 
 
    “Riiiiooooorrr!” Zoie yowled, and suddenly the two women were growling and brawling with each other like they were mortal enemies. 
 
    “Oh, Mercedes!” Shay yelled and nearly had to dodge out of the way as both of them tumbled to the ground, and if she hadn’t leapt over them when they rolled toward her, she would have been tangled up in the crossfire. 
 
    “Shay!” I caught her after she lost her balance, and then I drew us away from the carnage as the pair of them rolled back in our direction. “Up here!” 
 
    I managed to get us both on top of a small boulder that was tall enough for us to stay safely out of the way while still being able to continue looking on. 
 
    “What do we do?” the phoenix-woman asked, and she clutched the protective forearm I had across her waist. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted as I watched the two fierce women savagely scrapping with each other. 
 
    What had happened? 
 
    Everything seemed to be going fine between them. Better than fine, in fact. For a moment, it seemed as if Nova was the key to drawing Zoie out of whatever weird fugue had possessed her, and she actually seemed to be the thing Zoie needed to focus on to regain her normal composure. 
 
    But then everything unraveled… 
 
    Or had it? 
 
    If I ignored the rather alarming sounds coming from both of them and really looked at what they were doing, I noticed despite how fierce they were, they were careful to not do any serious damage, and they even tried to avoid leaving marks on one another if they could. 
 
    It was almost as if… they were playing. 
 
    Very scarily playing, but still playing. 
 
    “Alex, Shay, duck!” Horus said from behind both of us, and as one, my phoenix-wife and I turned to see him with one of his lethal arrows nocked in his trusty bow. 
 
    “Horus, wait!” I ordered as I threw up my hands. “It’s not what you think!” 
 
    “I know you’re fond of the feral thing, but she’s actively attacking your wife!” he argued. 
 
    “Alex is right, Rus-Rus!” Shay suddenly gasped, and I knew she’d picked up on what I had. 
 
    Before the falcon-man could argue any more, the sound of the most wholesome and uproarious laughter could be heard from the two women, and with a confused frown, Horus finally lowered his weapon. 
 
    “What… did I miss?” he asked as he joined us up on the boulder Shay and I were still perched on. 
 
    “We’re still trying to catch up ourselves,” I said as I returned my attention to Zoie and Nova. 
 
    Currently, Zoie was on top of Nova’s back and pinning her to the ground, and every time Nova would try to jerk upward, Zoie would nip her fin-ears, or the back of her neck, or her shoulder blade, basically anywhere that was convenient at the time. 
 
    Instead of provoking the siren-woman’s rage like I would have assumed, Nova would giggle, laugh, and even downright squeal with delight depending on where Zoie would nibble on her. 
 
    This honestly opened a whole treasure trove of fantasies my caveman brain conjured at the brain-frying sight of the two beautiful women. Especially one clothed in her usual tight black leather like some badass dominatrix, while the other was still wonderfully naked… but there would be time to explore all that later. 
 
    For now, I just had to get closer to whatever Sexy Fucking Adorableness this was. 
 
    “Be careful, Alex,” Shay said as I walked up to the other women, and when I saw what they were doing next, I wanted to laugh. 
 
    “No need to worry, sweetheart,” I said as I watched Zoie nuzzle the side of Nova’s neck like she’d smelled some enticing catnip or something because no matter how much the siren-woman squirmed, the tip of Zoie’s sensitive nose followed that particular spot as if it was magnetized. “I think they’re just becoming acquainted.” 
 
    “Zee-ee-eee!” Nova said through a drawn-out giggle when Zoie started to lick the spot she was so enraptured with, and the siren-woman finally managed to wiggle out from under the curious cat-woman with a flustered huff. 
 
    “Oh, my--” Horus said, and I saw him whip around so his back was to the flushed, sweaty, and still oh so naked siren. “Yes, well, it appears as if everything’s fine after all, silly me.” 
 
    “Come, Rus-Rus, let’s go up to the house and see if Nova has anything we need to bring with us,” Shay suggested as she patted the falcon-man’s shoulder. 
 
    “Good thinking, sis,” Horus said, and the falcon-man didn’t hesitate for a second before booking it toward the crooked path up to Rickety House. 
 
    “Don’t be too long, husband,” my wife said over her shoulder, and I mouthed her a quick “thank you” and smiled when she smirked at me. 
 
    Then I turned around, and my smile only grew bigger when I saw how Zoie and Nova were sitting next to each other on the ground, so I settled myself down on a stump across from them to observe their strange interactions. 
 
    The most prominent thing I noticed between the two was their utter lack of verbal language in spite of the fact they were obviously communicating. 
 
    However, their communication was solely based on subtle gestures and glances exchanged almost too rapidly for me to follow along, but I did the best I could, and I was able to get the gist of what was transpiring between them. 
 
    From what I could tell, it was mostly just Nova watching Zoie take more items out of the pack she’d brought along, and Zoie allowing the siren-woman to inspect each and every one to her heart’s content. 
 
    I was so glad my cat-wife had thought to bring extra for Nova despite not even having met her face to face yet, and as fascinating as it was being an observer, I couldn’t help but break the silence. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said in a low voice so as to not disturb Nova in her exploration of what appeared to be socks. “For bringing all of us things, I mean.” 
 
    “I could tell by the way you wrote about her that she had become special to you,” Zoie said in her even voice, and I knew at last her composure had returned. 
 
    “That didn’t bother you, did it?” I asked. “That I seemed to have feelings for a woman you’d never even met before?” 
 
    “At first, Shay and I were surprised given how short of an interval it had been from the time you met her, but I see now what you and no doubt Shay have seen in her,” Zoie said, and a corner of her mouth twitched upward in a fond smirk when she saw how the siren-woman had slipped the socks onto her hands. 
 
    “I’m so sorry we disappeared like that,” I said, and Zoie’s smirk faded. “That must have been difficult.” 
 
    “You can’t imagine…” Zoie faltered, and her throat clicked with the sound of her heavy swallow. “At first, you and Rylan were gone without a trace, but then you were found. And when Shay never returned with you, I--” 
 
    I took this as my cue and moved to her other side so I could hold her hand and finally bridge the distance between us. 
 
    “What happened after Shay left?” I asked. 
 
    “It was the next morning when we knew something was wrong because Roofus came to us and sounded the alarm,” she filled in for me. 
 
    “Good boy,” I chuckled, and she smiled at this. 
 
    “Horus and I tried calling for La, but she was caught in some debris underneath this wretched house,” she continued, and I winced when I remembered it had been two whole days since the three of us had disappeared. 
 
    “Poor thing,” I said and squeezed her fingers. “What did you guys do?” 
 
    “We had to maneuver the airship lower so I could make the jump to the balcony, and after I did that, I was able to get to La, who was mostly uninjured,” she said as she squeezed my fingers back. “I stayed here for two nights waiting for you because I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, my love,” I said again and kissed her head. “I’m here now, and all of us are safe.” 
 
    “Where were you?” she finally asked, and I spent the next several minutes filling her in on the crazy portaling adventure the three of us went on. I explained how Shay had now healed three of Aventoll’s islands, and how Nova was now freed from her obligation to take care of Om’s Heart. 
 
    “…We honestly didn’t know it took days,” I concluded and then kissed the back of her knuckles. “If we did, then we would have come back as fast as possible so you weren’t sitting here letting your imagination go crazy. Can you forgive me?” 
 
    “I feel like it is I who should be asking that of you,” she sighed and tipped her head so it rested against my shoulder. “I am sorry for how I acted before.” 
 
    “It’s alright, but are you okay?” I asked, and I switched from holding her hand to wrapping my arm around her so I could take my own comfort in having her close. “It was like you couldn’t see me at times.” 
 
    “I… It was a struggle to keep my more baser instincts at bay,” she admitted with an embarrassed blush. “I felt insane with the urge to have all of you close after so long, and when I couldn’t find you for the second time-- this time with Shay as well-- I just…” 
 
    “I understand,” I said and then turned her chin toward me so I could place a kiss on her lips. “It was a lot for everyone, I know.” 
 
    “It was odd, but Nova… helped a little,” she said, and we both glanced at the siren-woman who was still occupying herself with all of the clothes Zoie had managed to bring. 
 
    Currently, she had a skirt on her head and was now trying to untie some sort of drawstring with her socked hands. 
 
    “She has a peculiar way about her, doesn’t she?” I chuckled and then exchanged amused looks with Zoie. “What was that ear-thing earlier, by the way? I’m assuming that was part of her being ‘helpful,’ but for a moment there, I wasn’t sure.” 
 
    “It appears as if the Lakuna and Varthan races have similar pack dynamics because what she was doing would be seen as play-fighting common between siblings,” she illuminated. 
 
    “You think you and the Lakuna Children are distantly related somehow?” I asked as my eyebrows arched toward my hairline. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Zoie said with a frown. “I wouldn’t be surprised, though. Some of the ancient legends talk of a lost Sister Race, but Varthan Lore is not clear on what happened to them, so I don’t know.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s a question for Jenner and whatever we find on Eng, once we get there,” I said, and I buried my nose in her temple so I could both smell her and feel the butterfly kisses of her soft ears as they fluttered against my face. “I missed you so much, Zoie. You have no idea.” 
 
    “Oh, I can guess,” she said with a flirtatious smirk in her voice that made me pull back so I could see her beautiful face. “I smelled a hint of arousal against the little ‘love mark’ you left behind on Nova, and it is the same scent I can faintly detect now from you.” 
 
    I groaned at how sexy she sounded, and if I wasn’t spent from earlier, I might end up making some hasty decisions and delay us even more. For now, I contented myself with kissing her once more and tried to pour out all the promises I planned to keep later in my actions. 
 
    Zoie kissed me back with equal fervor, and even though there was palpable arousal between us, it wasn’t the urgent kind that demanded immediate attention. No, this coupling would come to a slow boil, so for now, I could focus on the simmering feeling of being reunited with her. 
 
    I swore to Mercedes, it felt as if I’d been missing a limb until this moment, and as I deepened the kiss, something within me clicked back into place. 
 
    “I missed you, too, Alex,” Zoie purred and then crawled into my lap so we were embracing each other like two bookends. “Don’t leave on a mission without me again, okay?” 
 
    “I promise,” I said and pressed our foreheads together. “Promise you won’t let me?” 
 
    “I promise,” she said back, and then she bit her passionate kisses into my willing mouth until we were rocking and undulating together in a haze of slow burning devotion. 
 
    “Tch, tch, tch.” The sound of someone clicking their teeth caused Zoie and I to break apart with a gasp as a very large shadow slanted over us and blocked out the sun… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “Ozrid!” I huffed when the large sloth-man moved so he wasn’t so backlit by the late afternoon sun, and I could actually make out the imposing figure standing over us was in fact, Ozrid of the Okoba, and not some hungry beast. 
 
    Well, considering how awful of a cook he was, maybe he was hungry, but that was neither here nor there. 
 
    “Hellooo,” the giant of a man droned politely as Zoie scrambled up from her compromising and half-indecent position in my lap. His smirk was proof he was actually enjoying my embarrassment, the asshole, and I made sure to subtly adjust my crotch so any “evidence” of my warm reunion with Zoie wasn’t obvious before I stood up. 
 
    “You know, for a great big guy, you move like a freaking ninja,” I complained, even though I still held my hand out for him to shake. “We should put something noisy on you. Like tin cans around your ankles or… tambourine bracelets.” 
 
    “Ss, ss, ss, sss!” Ozzy laughed in his snake-y laugh that was all air and teeth, and I grinned even when he rattled my whole arm with his greeting. 
 
    “Where have you been, pal?” I asked after I was allowed to take my arm back. 
 
    “III’d aaaask yoouuu thhe saaame,” he responded and cocked his big head at Zoie. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been told we’ve been gone a lot longer than we planned to be,” I said and tugged the suddenly shy cat-woman closer. “This is my first wife, Zoie. Zoie, this is Arvid’s brother, Ozzy.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” she replied and smiled kindly despite the pink on her face that had yet to fade. 
 
    “Caaame tooo giiiivvveee youuuu…” the big guy trailed off as he reached for the large leather satchel slung across his barrel chest. He rummaged around for something for a beat, and then he made a noise like he’d found something and brandished his palm for me. 
 
    There, in the center, was a familiar circular trinket I had on me when I fell from the airship with Rylan. It was the strange calcified ring I’d taken from the wirm beast back on Terr. After I’d collected its skin for my airship’s sails, I’d also taken this scaled ring from its eye socket. 
 
    At the time, I thought the natural pattern was interesting, and the material had to be useful somehow, so after I was rescued by the Okoba Forest folk, I’d idly asked if someone could transform the thing into something as practical as it was beautiful so I could give it to Amaya when I had the chance. 
 
    After all, the token of affection she’d bestowed upon me was a bracelet with a goba nut threaded through it, and the magical little nut was probably the only thing that gave me the energy I needed to get Ry and I to safety after we’d crash-landed. 
 
    Now, the simple ring of wirm husk was polished to a high shine similar to a tumbled tiger’s eye crystal, and when I looked closer, I could see a few mechanical additions had been fashioned, like a delicate hinge and a decorative brass clasp. 
 
    “Wow, did you do this, Ozzy?” I asked as I picked up the beautiful piece. Now that it had a clasp, I could see how it could be operated as a cuff that would be perfect for the oryx-woman’s upper arm, and it would look stunning against her pale skin. 
 
    “Yeeeesss,” he said with a swaying nod. “Praaaactical yooouuu saaaid. Uuusefuuul.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. 
 
    “Uuunbreakaaaable,” he said and mimed clasping the cuff shut. “Hiiidden blaaade.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked and then snapped the cuff open so I could try to see what he was talking about. Behind the clasp piece, there was a small catch, and when pressed inward, the brass clasp became the hilt of a small one-inch dagger someone could hold between their knuckles. With practice, it could very well be used to add a deadly yet effective edge to a well-placed jab or two, and it was perfect for what I wanted it to be, and more. 
 
    “Yoouuuu liiiiike?” he drawled. 
 
    “I love it, man,” I said. “It’s beyond what I could have imagined. You’re the best, and I hope you’ll say yes to the invitation to come back with us and at least have dinner. That way you can have some of Arvid’s cooking before we head out on our way.” 
 
    “Hmmmmm,” the sloth-man said and tapped his scruffy goatee with one long claw. 
 
    “Ozz-zeee!” Nova butted in with an impatient whine. “Say yes!” 
 
    “Ss, ss, ss, okaaaaay,” he chuckled and grinned down at the oddly-clothed siren-woman. 
 
    I had to bite my lip to stop myself from laughing out loud, and when I glanced at Zoie, I could tell she was holding back her amusement as well because her expression was entirely too innocent to be believed. 
 
    Because while Zoie and I were having our mini-reunion, Nova had been constructing her own outfit from the articles of clothing she’d managed to come across. The ensemble she’d apparently settled on of course included the skirt on her head, and her sock-gloves, but now she’d added things like Zoie’s blue star-spangled headscarf as a sarong around her body and a pair of Shay’s riding trousers tied around her like a cape. 
 
    It made the little sea sprite look even more endearing, and I honestly didn’t have the heart to change a thing. 
 
    Zoie seemed to share my opinion for the most part, except when it came to the glove-socks, and before the siren-woman even knew what was happening, my wife had slipped both of them off at the same time. 
 
    “Hey!” Nova said with an outraged scowl on her slim face and tried to take them back, but all Zoie had to do was hold them above her head. The height difference between them forced the siren to have to jump to reach, and even then she was no match. “Zee!” 
 
    Zoie gave the little siren a very unimpressed look and then made an impatient chittering noise at her. “Sit down.” 
 
    The cat-woman snapped her fingers twice and pointed to a piece of driftwood that would act as a perfect bench, and Nova meekly sat like Zoie ordered. 
 
    Ozzy and I watched patiently as Zoie then rolled the socks onto Nova’s battered feet where they were intended to be, and it was worth the time it took to see the expression of awe on the siren-woman’s face. 
 
    This little scrap of luxury I consistently took for granted obviously meant the world to her, and as we finally got on our way back up to Rickety House, I couldn’t help but anticipate what it would be like when she discovered shoes. 
 
    For now, I would just have to settle for the moment Horus, and especially Shay, caught sight of her. 
 
    “Oh, look at you!” Shay giggled and then flounced up to Nova so she could inspect the siren-woman’s sartorial choices. “You look very stylish and… interesting.” 
 
    Nova just nodded like she totally knew that, and then she made a beeline to where she’d left her makeshift “handbags” I’d crafted for her. 
 
    “We could start a new style in the market,” Horus commented when Nova passed him on her way to the small kitchen. 
 
    “Vela just might take you up on that, you better watch what you say,” Shay snorted. “You know how she’s been wanting to take on a new project alongside Rylan’s idea for the letter hook.” 
 
    Ah, yes, the Letter Hook-- patent currently pending-- that my son had engineered as a way to snag a message away from the ornery screechers as a clever way to avoid being bitten. He’d been asking the cockatoo-woman about how to sell such an invention, and based on what I remembered from the conversation I happened to walk in on, Vela was quite the expert. 
 
    I had no doubt that if Rylan listened to what she had to say, he could potentially become very wealthy. 
 
    “You know, that might not be such a bad idea,” I said as I piggybacked off Horus’ flippant comment. “Maybe that’s what both Vela and Rylan need.” 
 
    “What do I need?” Rylan called out from one of the back rooms where he’d been poking around. 
 
    “Some discipline!” I barked, and he ducked back into the room he was in. 
 
    “Now, was that necessary?” Shay tsk’d, but the small smile hovering on her lips told me she was amused by my antics. 
 
    “It was, trust me,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Kaw!” Roofus cawed and flapped back into Rickety House as we were just about to leave. 
 
    “Screech.” Came the grating cry of Crackers, as if by speaking about the devil we’d inadvertently summoned him. 
 
    It figured. 
 
    “Rylan, your little friend is here!” Horus shouted, and the kid finally stopped avoiding the room I was standing in and came out to receive the screecher. 
 
    “Crackers!” he called and brandished his forearm for the creature to perch on, and the yellow and orange pterosaur listened for once and actually landed on the kid’s wrist. “Good boy.” 
 
    Then Rylan reached into the small pouch hanging around his waist like a fanny pack, pulled out a nugget of something meaty, and tossed it to Crackers, who immediately snapped it up. 
 
    “It seems as if you’re getting better at controlling him,” I commented, and Rylan perked up a little. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s rather unruly, so I’ve tried to get him to behave a little better,” he said as he took the message from Crackers and handed it over to Horus. 
 
    “Well, good work so far,” I said, and was pleased when he smiled a bit. Even though he was definitely still in trouble, I didn’t want to kick the kid while he was down. “Now, let’s blow this depressing place already and get back to the Manta Ship. 
 
    “Is that what you’ve decided to name her?” Horus asked as he skimmed through the letter Rylan handed him. 
 
    “Yeah, a manta is--” I started to explain, but then I was rudely cut off by the falcon-man’s exaggerated gasp. 
 
    “Sorry, chief, but in light of this latest news, I kind of don’t care,” he said, and I would have been mildly offended had he not shoved the thing in my face. 
 
    “Amaya and Anwaar?” My eyes rapidly skimmed the letter as a ball of excitement expanded within me. “But according to this, they’ll be here tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Yes, hopefully,” Horus said as we all poured out onto Rickety House’s narrow balcony. “The harbor is just beyond the largest quarry, so less than a half-day’s flight in the Manta Ship.” 
 
    “See, you were listening,” I teased and knocked my shoulder into his. “So, what’s the plan, H? I don’t think all of us can make the trip on the back of La, Ozzy especially.” 
 
    I stood with my arms akimbo and stared up at the airship hovering only about a hundred feet away. 
 
    “Unfortunately, La needs some time to rest, and Shaylee, she could use your attention when you get a chance,” Horus said and took a small mirror out of his pocket. 
 
    “Did something happen when we left the poor dear alone?” Shay asked with a concerned frown. “I really do feel awful about that.” 
 
    “From what you told me, you didn’t really have a choice, sis, so don’t feel too bad,” the falcon-man said as he fiddled with the mirror. “La is fine, it just looks like she has a crack in one of her callused wings. Nothing to hinder her flying, but it has been bothering her.” 
 
    “I’ll see if I can whip up the old remedy I use for my canterflies when they have wing-chafe,” Shay said. “That ought to do the trick.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Horus said as he used the shiny little tool to catch the sun so he could signal whoever was in the wheelhouse. “For now, we’ll just let Bodin and Ms. Velly lower The Manta, so the airship will come to us.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I said, and I smiled at Nova and wrapped an arm around her when she sidled up next to me. “How are you doing, honey?” 
 
    The pensive siren-woman didn’t say anything as she watched the massive Manta Ship start to lower itself toward us, and I desperately wanted to know what was going on in that head of hers. Was she truly happy to be leaving? Even though this place had treated her everything but kind, it was the only home she’d ever known, and I wouldn’t blame her for feeling anxious. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder a few times like she was waiting for someone to come bursting out onto the balcony and tell her this was all just a prank, so I kissed the top of her head because it was at the perfect height for me to do so, and I felt her sigh and lean further into me. 
 
    “How’s it looking, Mr. Horus?” A man with a raccoon face peered over the rail of the circular wheelhouse located under the large flying structure. 
 
    “Looking good, Bod,” Horus replied and gestured that he could keep going. 
 
    Bodin glanced behind him and said something to someone, no doubt Vel-Rala who was at the wheel, but when he spotted me, he grinned. “Mr. Alex! It’s good to see you again! What a lovely lass you have under your arm, there.” 
 
    “Good to see you, too, Bodin,” I said and rubbed my hand up and down the siren-woman’s arm. “This is Nova, and she’s a part of our Crew now.” 
 
    The raccoon-man removed his trademark painter’s cap and placed it cordially over his heart. “Welcome, Nova.” 
 
    Nova blinked her wide eyes and merely nodded a tight nod, and then she flinched slightly when Bodin kicked a rope ladder over the side. 
 
    “Ladies first,” I said and handed Nova over to Shay and Zoie so they could talk her through everything. 
 
    It took a little bit of convincing, but between the two of them, they got her to go along with climbing up the ladder. 
 
    Horus, Rylan, and I watched from below, and I didn’t take my eyes off all three of them until Bodin had gotten them safely over the ledge. 
 
    “You next, bud,” I instructed Rylan, and then after he was about halfway up, I gestured for the sloth-man to go next. “Okay, big guy. It’s your turn.” 
 
    “Ehhh,” Ozzy huffed and scratched his shaggy head with two of his three claws, and I would admit I was feeling maybe a little dubious about the ladder holding his weight. However, the ropes creaked ominously but held when he tested the ladder, and he made it all the way on deck without any problems. 
 
    Next, I air-tipped an imaginary top hat to Horus. “After you, my good Asher.” 
 
    “Well, thank you kindly, Asher,” he bantered back as he twirled an imaginary mustache and began to climb the ladder. 
 
    Once he put his full weight on the bottom rung, however, there was a horrible snapping sound, and from the bottom third down the left side of the ladder was now broken. 
 
    “Good Goddess, H,” I snarked as we both stared at the ladder now dangling at an awkward angle. “Seems like you’ve been enjoying Arvid’s cooking enough for the both of us in my absence.” 
 
    “Ha, bloody, ha,” he said and shoved at me with his pointy elbow. “At least I’m not all skin and bones like you. And so what if I eat a little more when I’m anxious…” 
 
    “Horus, I’m just joking,” I laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll let you spar with me so you can work off the extra weight.” 
 
    “You better,” he said and flashed the mirror again to let Bodin know he needed to lower the airship a little more so we could reach the rest of the ladder. “It’s because of you I gained it in the first place, you absolute loon, so you’re responsible for helping me get it off before Ani notices.” 
 
    “You are so vain,” I snorted. “You honestly think Anwaar is going to care? She’s just going to be glad to see you… or, well. Her version of glad, anyway.” 
 
    I frowned when the deadpan ibex-woman with the morbid sense of humor came to mind, and I wanted to laugh out loud when I pictured her in a Wednesday Addams costume complete with pigtails and everything. 
 
    Surprisingly, if Aventoll had a version of The Addams Family, Anwaar would be a dead ringer for her. 
 
    “Mercedes, I miss her,” Horus sighed like the lovesick fool he was, and it made the whole situation even more hilarious. 
 
    “What you guys have is definitely special,” I managed to say without a hint of irony, and I was proud of myself for doing so. 
 
    “Thanks, chief,” he said sincerely, and I rolled my eyes fondly at my best friend. 
 
    It was good being back around his lighthearted antics, and I was also glad that it seemed as if he’d stepped up to the plate and kept this place running while I was gone. 
 
    “Thanks for looking for us,” I said at last, and he nodded his black-feathered head. 
 
    “Of course,” he said and then slung his arm around my shoulders. “Welcome home.” 
 
    I grinned as the airship got closer and closer, and then my grin dropped into a frown. “Is it just me, or is the Manta Ship getting too close?” 
 
    “Nah, it’s just the way it looks…” Horus said, but the way he trailed off didn’t assuage any of my fears. “Optical, um. Illusion. I think.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, that’s definitely getting closer,” I said. 
 
    “Are you sure--” Horus tilted his whole body to get a look, but I yanked him backwards by the back of his collar just as one of the solid beams supporting the sails nudged up against the balcony and caused it to immediately start crumbling. 
 
    “Sorry about that down there!” Bodin called after the Rickety House stopped making its awful groaning complaints. 
 
    It shuddered on its shambling frame as clouds of dust rained down, and with one final moan, the entire back of the structure came to rest heavily against the airship. 
 
    “We should probably go before this thing decides to kick up a death rattle,” the falcon-man said, and I couldn’t help but fervently agree with him. 
 
    This place was literally on its last legs, and its demise was imminent at this point, so I followed him quickly up the ladder. 
 
    “All well?” Bodin asked as he helped me over the polished wooden edge of what we dubbed the wheelhouse of the Manta Ship. 
 
    “Not a scratch, my man,” I assured and adjusted the grip he had on my hand so I could clasp his forearm properly. “Thanks for the lift.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that was my fault, Mr. Alex,” Vela said, and I turned toward the helm to see her resting her hands on the lacquered wooden wheel. “I can only be so precise.” 
 
    Then she placed her palm on the shimmering power source that was housed in the pedestal and concentrated without the need to close her eyes. Upon her willed command, the ship’s sails rotated enough to catch the natural winds rolling along the plains, and it pushed the whole structure upward. 
 
    With a devastating cracking and crunching sound, the Manta Ship pulled away from the Rickety House and took its last breath with it. 
 
    “Eeeeyaaaahhh!” Nova screamed in shock as she watched her old home fall into the lake in pieces. 
 
    “Oh, dearheart…” Shay said with her emerald eyes filled with liquid sympathy, but before she could reach out to comfort her, Nova slipped around Shay and made a beeline for the cockatoo-woman still behind the wheel. 
 
    “You!” she said and jumped over the console so she could examine Vela up close and ignorant of personal space as usual. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Vela asked with an affronted little sneer. 
 
    “You break Rickety House,” Nova stated, and the exterior of her intense face was impenetrable, but I knew by now the siren-woman wasn’t angry, so I didn’t intervene. 
 
    However, I had no idea what it was she was fixated on, so I stood by just in case she went Super Feral Lagoon Babe again. 
 
    Vel-Rala, however, was a woman who could hold her own, and without missing a beat, she glanced over Nova’s shoulder and snorted. 
 
    “Good riddance,” she said and perched a hand on her hip like she was daring the siren-woman to challenge her. 
 
    Nova blinked, glanced back at the ruined house, and then whipped back to Vela. After another breathless heartbeat in which I really didn’t know how this was going to turn out, Nova smiled so wide it made my own cheeks hurt just seeing it, and then she jumped off where she was hunched on the console so she could capture the cockatoo-woman in a hug. 
 
    “Thank you!” Nova said with a gleeful squeal, and Vela’s white-feathered crest ruffed up in agitation. 
 
    “Heavens, child,” she said with a blush coloring her face, and she awkwardly patted the siren-woman on the back as Nova continued to squeeze her. 
 
    “Good’ance,” she said. 
 
    “Alright, yes, good riddance,” Vela repeated and gently pushed the enthusiastic woman away. “And what in Mercedes’ are you wearing?” 
 
    All of us laughed good-naturedly, and more introductions were made, especially in regards to Ozzy. 
 
    “What a smashing reunion,” came one of the voices I didn’t realize I’d sorely missed until I heard its familiar tenor. 
 
    “Mr. Jenner!” I waved at the koala-man standing on the spiral steps, and he smiled back as his fluffy gray ears trembled with his reserved joy. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, lad,” he said and then did a brief zooming motion with his ever-present monocle like he needed to get a better look at me. “Although, you look like you could use a wash and a good meal under your belt. And is that Ozrid I see?” 
 
    “Heeeello, Jenneeer,” the sloth-man said with a polite smile. 
 
    “My, it has been a while, hasn’t it?” the older man chuckled and rocked up on the balls of his feet before he turned his twinkling beady eyes onto the siren-woman. “And who could mistake the lovely Nova we’ve all heard so much about? It is good to finally see who’s had our Alex so bewitched.” 
 
    “It was that obvious, huh?” I joked and took Nova’s hand so she wouldn’t feel so put on the spot. “Well, she is pretty special. And you are right about needing some food. What’s Arvid got planned? Hopefully something for our Okoba guest. Which reminds me, before we leave Om, we must stop by the Forest people because I promised Elder Elmer I would give them some more tithe stones to make up for how Rylan and I crashed through the forest canopy and disturbed their water collection system.” 
 
    “I’ll make a note of it,” Mr. Jenner said. “Maybe we’ll be able to send Roofus on an errand. Honestly, anything to get the little pest away from that pesky creature of yours, Rylan.” 
 
    “Yeah, he and Gelf really seem to like each other,” Rylan piped up as he glanced around for said pesky creature, and when he couldn’t find the strange little chameleon-like lizard, he puckered his lips and made a kissy noise. “Gelfie!” 
 
    “Meep!” 
 
    A pile of coiled rope suddenly transformed as the shape-shifting reptile revealed herself. 
 
    “There you are, clever girl,” Rylan praised, and the slinky gliding-lizard shrank down a bit and then twined her way up his torso so she could rest around his neck. He cuddled the creature when she nuzzled his cheek, but then he pulled back with a grimace. “You stink. I’m going to go give you a bath.” 
 
    “Mrrrp?” Gelf made a questioning noise and tried to run away, but Rylan caught her before she could spread her wings by clamping a hand down on the middle of her back. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t,” he said. “You’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    Rylan then scooped her up so she was being held on her back like a little baby, and he marched toward the stairs with promises of soap and warm water under his breath. 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” Shay said as she examined her skin by holding her hand up to the light. “A proper bath in our glorious spa room sounds perfect. And I bet Nova would really love to see it.” 
 
    The siren glanced at me with a question in her maroon gaze, and I smiled back in reassurance. 
 
    “She’s right, you’re going to love it,” I told her. 
 
    It felt good being back on this little slice of Nata Isle and finally away from some of the insanity I’d been subjected to recently. 
 
    And of course, like it usually tended to happen, right when I thought I could catch a bit of normality for a while, something rudely interrupted it. 
 
    Like a shitty Red Sky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The howling reverberated all over the plains as the sky above was washed bloody by the appearance of the hated Red Sun. 
 
    Maybe it was the slight altitude of the Manta Ship, but I felt my ears crackle due to the compressed muteness of the atmosphere that always took place with the demonic droning. 
 
    I, along with pretty much everyone aside from Vela at the helm, rushed to the nearest railing so we could all get a glimpse of the grotesque hellish spawning taking place on the ground below. 
 
    Or what should have been grotesque hellish spawning. 
 
    “Where are all the demons?” Rylan asked as he also looked down at the plains from his position on the staircase. “Is this like how it was when we were all on Terr?” 
 
    “That’s a good question, lad,” the koala-man said as he surveyed the quiet landscape, but not a single particle of dirt was disturbed despite the constant howling that attempted to call the Scourge forth. “What did you say had kept you for so long, Mr. Alex?” 
 
    “I haven’t even had the pleasure to debrief you yet, Mr. Jenner,” I responded as I scoured the planes for any sort of activity, but there was none. “When Shay joined us, Nova and I asked her if she could use her Incarnate powers to heal the island’s Heart like she did back on Terr. Long story short, each Island Heart is a doorway, and we played a little game of hide-and-seek as we tried to find where Shay was called off to.” 
 
    “It was almost like a compulsion,” the phoenix-woman added in a thoughtful voice. “I had no idea where the feeling was leading me, only that I needed to keep seeking it. Had I known it would have taken so much time, I might have tried harder to resist the call so we could form a better plan, but alas.” 
 
    “You felt compelled, you say?” The koala-man tweaked his monocle as he eyed Shay from top to bottom. “And it was very strong, yes?” 
 
    “Almost impossible to ignore,” Shay confirmed with a nod of her crimson head. 
 
    “That is quite alarming, my dear,” the furry gray man said as the frown on his face deepened. “Based on some of the things I’m still sorting through from Old Tovish, you must heed your power a little bit more carefully. From what the records say, it is some of the most difficult magic to assert yourself over. Some have even lost themselves to it.” 
 
    An icy shiver ran down the length of my spine when I remembered the washed-out version of Shay that came with her almost draining too much of her own life force. 
 
    “It seems as if there is still much I must do and learn when it comes to this power,” she said with a chagrined smile, and by the look on her face, I could tell she was also remembering how close she came to basically aging a decade right before our eyes. “The wolf-men and their shamans on Terr were able to help me a little, but they even said the power is too strong and mysterious for even them to have all the answers.” 
 
    “Regardless, you seemed to have done what you set out to accomplish,” Jenner said and then gestured expansively with one of his furry gray paws. “Observe.” 
 
    Another subterranean howl attempted to rip open the sky, but wherever the demons were spawning, it was not on Om, that was absolutely clear. 
 
    “Let’s all go inside so we don’t have to listen to the awful noise,” I suggested, and one by one my Crew peeled themselves away from the railing so we could all start heading inside. 
 
    Almost immediately, my wives whisked Nova away so they could clean her up properly, and with Rylan heading off to take care of his lizard creature, and Horus off to show Ozzy where Arvid was, it ended up just being Jenner and I left in the kitchen. 
 
    “Shall I give you a moment as well?” the koala-man asked me as he continued to eyeball me out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “I don’t look that bad, do I?” I chuckled and ran a hand a little self-consciously through my hair. 
 
    “You don’t look horrible,” the koala butler mused as he tilted his head this way and that, and I suddenly felt like I was being appraised like a piece of meat. “It has been a while, but something about you seems different somehow.” 
 
    “Hopefully, it’s a good difference,” I remarked, and I tried not to feel even more on the spot than I already did under his observant gaze. 
 
    “Almost assuredly,” Jenner said and gestured for me to take a seat at the table in the galley. “If you won’t clean up first, at least let me put the kettle on. There is much we must discuss, and it would be a waste if it fell on dull ears.” 
 
    I nodded and followed the older man’s instructions. I was happy to not be the one making the commands right now, and I lowered myself to sit at the table while Jenner made a special batch of tea from the stash I knew he was trying to save. The fact he was willing to prepare some for me, when the tea he preferred was already rare and hard to come by, caused something warm to curl up inside my chest. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told him after he poured me a small cup, and I wrapped my palms around the ceramic so the warmth would seep into my tired bones. When it was cool enough, I took a sip of the fragrant brew, and my eyebrows flicked up in surprise at how fruity and mild the stuff tasted. 
 
    For some reason, I pictured the oftentimes stern koala-man as being the type to enjoy a strong sugarless black tea of some sort, but instead, it turned out his favorite cup of tea tasted like a bowl of Froot Loops. 
 
    “How do you find the taste of the yuba berry?” Jenner asked as he sipped on his own brew. 
 
    “It’s good, but not what I would have expected you to pick,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “Yes, generally this is considered a children’s drink because of its sweetness, but the yuba berry also has wit strengthening properties as well,” Jenner explained over the rim of his teacup before taking a long swig. “We have a lot of ground we need to cover, and this helps to organize the mind.” 
 
    “Shay mentioned something about you being excited by the documents I sent explaining Nova,” I said as I worked on my own tea. It wasn’t my favorite by far, but Jenner swore by it, so I was going to give it a shot. “There’s a lot about her I still don’t know, but it’s been an experience learning what makes her tick.” 
 
    “I was able to find out a little bit more about her species,” Jenner remarked as he rolled his own mug between his furry paws in thought. “Surprisingly, the archives from Terr were the most useful in this.” 
 
    “Anything I should be aware of that I don’t already know?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve probably already experienced how temperamental her kind can be,” Jenner said with an amused chuckle in his voice. 
 
    “That’s the understatement of the century,” I mumbled as I sipped more of my tea. As the calm settled over me, I felt like some of the cobwebs that had built up were now being cleared away to make room for new thoughts. 
 
    “Indeed,” Jenner laughed and shook his head. “The Lakuna Children used to be a very insular species, and they used to be found all over Aventoll.” 
 
    “Really?” I arched an eyebrow. “What happened to them all?” 
 
    “Most of them were captured, and their vocal cords were harvested to make lute strings,” he said with a disgruntled sigh. 
 
    “That’s horrifying,” I stated and glanced into my cup like that would help for some reason. 
 
    “Truly,” Jenner agreed with me, and then he gave up the ghost, pulled a silver flask from his jacket’s inner pocket, and added a good glug-glug of something stronger to the rest of his tea. “Unfortunately, the Lakuna Children were regarded as animals because of their lack of speech. Although they looked sentient, they could not communicate with the rest of the denizens on Aventoll, and it set them apart.” 
 
    “So, forget second-class citizens, the Lakuna weren’t even regarded as part of society,” I summed up with a grimace. “But they can communicate. It’s just in a language we can’t understand completely.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Jenner said. “One of the old journals I recorded was from a biologist who was fascinated with them when there were still Lakuna on Terr. He observed and attempted to record some of their more common vocalizations in the wild and posited they were actually highly intelligent and had a social structure similar to the Varthans of Old.” 
 
    “That explains why she ended up being so taken with Zoie,” I snorted. “They are distantly related.” 
 
    “Very distantly, but yes,” the koala-man said, and I sat back as I added this information to my own mental index of All Things Nova.  
 
    Then the two of us finished our tea in companionable silence. 
 
    Finally, I swallowed the last dregs of my drink, and I felt surprisingly good and mentally acute. I waited for Jenner to finish his tea, and the red sky eventually went away during this time. Even though there were no demons wreaking havoc below, it was still a relief when the afternoon light came flooding back, and the compressed air feeling in the atmosphere lessened. 
 
    “So, I take it the lack of Scourge means our Shay really did heal the Heart of Om?” Jenner finally asked and then tidied up the remains of our tea break. 
 
    “That’s not all,” I told him with a burgeoning grin. This next little tidbit of information was something I was looking forward to sharing with the koala-man, given all I knew about his homeland. “What caused us to have to chase her so far was the fact she couldn’t stop with just the heart on Om. She somehow followed whatever was calling her all the way to Eng.” 
 
    “You were…? Oh, my.” Jenner’s eyes widened when I confirmed with a nod and a grin. “But how can that be?” 
 
    “According to Nova, people like her and Shay are able to use the heart of the island as a way to travel,” I explained. “Don’t ask me how any of it works because I have no clue, but it’s unpleasant as hell and surprisingly effective.” 
 
    “Logically, it would seem travel through these ‘doorways’ you have described would only be possible if they were healed,” the koala-man said as he rubbed his gray stubbled chin. “If that is true, how could Shay cross over to Eng when it hadn’t been-- oh, of course. How silly of me. Any historian worth their salt knows Eng and Om are sister islands who ‘fell from each of Mercedes’ eyes simultaneously’ or some such. Zoie could probably tell you the pretty version of the legend, but if that is true, then Eng and Om share a connection.” 
 
    “Nova tried to explain something like that,” I said. “When she took me to where Shay’s trail ended, we found my wife collapsed at the bottom of a large crystal orb I could only assume was the Heart of Eng. It was draining her bit by bit as it healed, and Shay had turned almost completely white. Literally.” 
 
    “Oh, that girl must be careful of her power so it does not run away from her again.” Jenner finished putting away all of our tea things and then gestured for me to follow him on the way to his study. “Tell me about this orb. Where was it located?” 
 
    “Well, when Nova teleported us both there, we ended up in a room full of drawers like a giant filing system,” I described for the older man as I attempted to recall as much as I could. “When we left the room we were in, I saw it was only a part of several more interconnected chambers. The main chamber is what holds the heart. I remember a large fissure in it was leaking some sort of mist.” 
 
    “Yes, that is definitely The Vault of Eng,” he said with an expression that told me, if he was able, his face would have gone pale at my description. As it was, the koala-man’s steps slowed significantly before he got to the library, and he seemed to be trapped in a miasma of thoughts. 
 
    I was the one who ended up reaching the doors to the library first, so I held the door open for both of us. 
 
    “After you,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you, lad,” he said as he meandered past me. “You say there was a mist leaking from the Heart itself?” 
 
    “Yeah, it stopped after Shay healed it with her power,” I said as I followed the shorter man to the circular desk situated in the center of the chamber. 
 
    The modest library had slowly been undergoing an overhaul with Jenner at the helm, like he was with all things knowledge and data, and the end result left the library looking well maintained. Its stocked shelves were free from dust and in good repair, and I could tell there was a system of organization that would allow him to summon any topic in an instant. 
 
    I just hoped the subjects he’d amassed from various places like Tovish, Doler, Vane, and now the archives of Terr, had what I was looking for as well. 
 
    “How fascinating,” Jenner mused as he took his place behind the desk. He then started to look for something under the desk, and when he pulled out a semi-transparent paperweight-looking thing I knew to be a record stone, I pulled up a chair and settled in for what I knew might be a long lecture. 
 
    “Are those the ones from Tovish?” I asked as I gestured to the crystal teardrop on the desk between us. 
 
    “No, this is one of the ones I created in my attempt to synthesize all of the data I gleaned from the Royal libraries on Terr,” Jenner explained and tapped the record stone twice with his furry paw. “So far, this is just volume one, but it has a lot of basic knowledge when it comes to Aventoll. This is where I learned so much about Nova’s kind. There are things about these islands that even I hadn’t known for all of my seasons alive, so it was quite an interesting lesson for me to brush up on.” 
 
    “I’m so glad they let us take a look at their library,” I remarked. 
 
    “Same here, lad,” he said and grinned long and wide before he returned to the subject. “From what you describe, the mist that has cursed my people for so long with its plague of savagery must have been originating from the Heart itself. This seems to check out based on some of these older texts, and the fact the Vault was caved in long ago, so no one is left to argue the mist’s origin anyway.” 
 
    “So, if this is the same mist that causes your people to revert back to their primal ways, and for all intents and purposes, Shay has fixed that problem, what does this mean for the people of Eng?” I asked. 
 
    “Only time will tell, I’m afraid, but if there really is no more cursed mist being generated, then there is a real possibility I will be able to accompany you down to the surface,” he said as he removed his monocle so he could give it a good shine on his blue jacket. “I admit, the thought fills me with both dread and desire in equal measure.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to do,” I made sure to remind him so he would snap out of his suddenly dark and serious musing. “You are more than welcome to stay here regardless of the presence of the mist.” 
 
    “Oh, I know that, lad,” the older man said as he patted me on my forearm. “Which is all the more reason why I can’t let you go alone, but we will cross that crooked creek when we arrive on its banks.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let you change the subject for now,” I chuckled. “So, what can you tell me about this island? Especially its people. I couldn’t help but notice that, just like on Terr, there seems to be two factions of Omites. The forest people, and the plains people who I have yet to actually meet. Is this something we should be concerned about?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, the Okoba Forest-folk and the Tatabo plains people,” Jenner said and then placed his now smudge and streak free monocle back on his face. “These factions exist only because it is a matter of preference between the two species. You haven’t seen them yet, but the Tatabo Giants are known for their work in the quarries. They are the larger variety of Arvid’s species and prefer the sprawling open spaces of the plains lands to the rather enclosed feeling of the tree people and their lifestyle. Neither of the factions care to really control the other, unlike on Terr. The Omites are a docile people by nature, and they don’t even ascribe to the same doctrines as the rest of Aventoll.” 
 
    “What does that mean exactly?” I asked and swung my leg back and forth where I was perched on a stool in front of the desk.  
 
    Jenner must have seen my dubious expression because he snickered a little before he went on. 
 
    “It’s not like the Omites have created an entirely different religion or anything,” he said. “They just see the world a little more simply than the rest of us, and have chosen not to ascribe to many of the laws laid down by the Asher Council, or the Edicts approved by the Temple Order.” 
 
    “Is that… I mean, are they allowed to do that?” I asked since the concept of not abiding by the laws that made up Aventoll seemed unheard of to me, given what I’d experienced first-hand when I arrived. 
 
    Simply, Asher law was usually always final. 
 
    “It had been decided long ago that the Omites were free to carry on living in the ways they saw fit as long as they provided a labor force willing to harvest the island’s most valuable resources,” Jenner continued. “Since they have little need for the raw crystals and ores that come from this land, it was an easy agreement to make. However, there are some sources which contest the fact and say the Okoba Forest-folk have a different opinion when it comes to outsiders. Part of the reason I think has to do with how the forest used to be harvested for its wood, and this was causing the forest people to be driven from their homes.” 
 
    “None of them mentioned anything when I was there under Elder Elmer’s watchful gaze,” I said. “Although, I’m not sure if he speaks for all of the forest people, or if there are more of them I just didn’t manage to run into.” 
 
    “There have been reports of several tribes populating both areas, but there is next to no recorded information about them,” Jenner said as he picked up a quill so he could jot something down in the nearest notebook he had handy. “All I was able to really find out about the people here is they are very secretive and like to keep to themselves. It seems as if the biggest price for living this way came at the cost of the Om-folk having a seat on the Duelist Council. This basically grants them their citizenship without having to fall under the main hierarchy of ranks and no-ranks. However, this also leaves them out of any council decisions in the future, and requires the production of stone to be monitored by an Overseer the Council appoints.” 
 
    “Krev was masquerading as someone named Overseer Yates,” I said. “What can you tell me about any of that? Or any of the Aldas, for that matter.” 
 
    “Let me check for you,” Jenner said and then rummaged around for another record stone. This one was smaller than the one already on the desk, and I gathered it was full of supplementary content that didn’t have a place with the main influx of information. 
 
    The koala-man held the smaller stone between his two furry paws and closed his eyes so he could concentrate. After a few moments of him holding the stone in silence, he sighed and shook his big-eared head. 
 
    “There is not much on that particular Overseer,” Jenner said after a thorough search. “I even checked some basic lineages, but I know for sure the Yates name is new to the Duelist Hierarchies. He might have been a no-rank who rose through his own prowess and prestige. How he got tangled up with the shape-shifter, Krev Alda, I have no idea. But Alda is someone who comes up quite frequently, especially in Vane and Tovish’s archives. Both he and Kavo do, and it tells me the brothers have been on Aventoll a lot longer than I assumed.” 
 
    “How long are we talking here?” I asked. 
 
    “At least thirty-five seasons or more,” Jenner said and adjusted his eyepiece. “Most likely more, but without an actual date of origin, it’s all speculation at best. Mercedes. These two really did get around and wreak all kinds of havoc, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Thirty-five years?” I couldn’t help but vocalize my astonishment, and I felt my shoulders slump a little. “Do you have any idea when Krev decided to take over as Yates?” 
 
    “Not a clue,” Jenner sighed. “My guess would be around the time little Nova showed up.” 
 
    “If only I’d known the bastard was still alive sooner…” I said through a clenched jaw. 
 
    “You weren’t to know, lad,” Jenner said with another placating pat to the top of my wrist. “Not everything is your burden to bear. Just thank Mercedes you were able to get that poor girl out of there regardless. Anyone can see rescuing her was definitely the right thing to do, and it is not for us to burden ourselves with what-ifs.” 
 
    “You’re right, as always,” I said and released the last of my tension through a deep breath. “You should have seen the state of that deplorable house from the inside. Before we came along, Nova barely had anything decent to cover herself with. And who knows how she was able to get by without food so readily available. I think Krev traveled a lot and left her alone for extended periods of time while he did whatever the fuck it was. Chances are she wouldn’t have lasted much longer without intervention.” 
 
    “It is lucky then, you arrived when you did,” he said. “Possibly so lucky as to be described as fate.” 
 
    “Before I came here, I would have laughed at what you just said, but now I know better,” I said with a grin, and the koala-man barked out one of his creaky old man laughs. 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Mr. Alex,” he said. “I was born here and yet, the concept of faith and fate that seem to hold all Aventollians together sometimes eludes me in the middle of the night. I’ve always thought it would be nice to be an Omite like Arvid or Ozzy. They seem content to just live their day-to-day lives in as much harmony as possible.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” I said as I tried to picture such an idyllic country life without being hounded by assassins, or having the responsibility of foiling any dastardly plots. “But somehow I don’t think it’s in the stars for people like us.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that is the truth,” he agreed and fiddled with the record stone. 
 
    “Speaking of random meetings somehow being the product of fate…” I trailed off before I dove into this next topic because a large part of my hope for my future with Amaya depended on what this could all mean. 
 
    “What is it, Mr. Alex?” the koala-man insisted when the silence continued to stretch out. 
 
    “I found out Nova is able to read the language the mysterious book was written in,” I said. “I recently discovered her mother, who passed away, actually kept a diary, and I think that is what the book is.” 
 
    “Oh, how interesting,” Jenner said as his furry ears trembled with excitement. 
 
    “Yeah, only she’s a bit shy about her reading skills,” I warned before the wily coot could get it into his head to lure the siren-woman into his lair like some hieroglyphic cipher. 
 
    “Is she illiterate?” he asked with a puzzled expression on his gray face. 
 
    “She’s not very fluent in the language of her mother,” I explained. “Krev always forced Nova’s mother to read these runes that were conjured by someone she only referred to as a ‘Witch.’ She told me this Witch wanted her mother to try and tell her the future and to ‘name the next baby.’” 
 
    “What is it you are getting at, Mr. Alex?” Jenner asked as he fixed me with a shrewd look. “There is something you’ve pieced together, and I can tell you’ve been bursting to talk about it.” 
 
    “Think about it,” I said as I leaned forward. “Krev kept a Lakuna-woman not to poach her as a trophy, or to harvest her vocal cords. And aside from his perverse fantasy, he also had a child with her and attempted to make Nova do the same thing after her mother died. But her mother always kept her in the dark about this language, even though she managed to pick it up anyway. After she couldn’t, it seems as if Krev mostly abandoned her.” 
 
    “Where are you going with this?” the koala-man asked as he frowned. 
 
    “We already think there is a chance the Prophetess is of a different lineage, right?” I gestured with one hand on top of the desk. “What if the last Prophetess was Nova’s mother, and the ‘Witch’ was someone trying to force her to tell who the next Prophetess was going to be?” 
 
    “Why do that?” he posited. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “For the same reason people do anything? For control and power. Maybe they wanted to intercept the next Prophetess before she was born? Or maybe there was a plot to end the Prophetic line.” 
 
    “You think the answers are in that book, and Nova can translate them,” Jenner pieced together. 
 
    “Not just that, but I think I might already know who the Prophetess is,” I finally revealed, and the bombshell caused the koala-man’s ears to wilt in shock. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    A beat went by. 
 
    And then two, and Jenner continued to stare at me with his mouth half-open like a flycatcher. 
 
    It was like he was stuck on asking how, or what, or why, and instead he froze on an almost silent “hhhhhh” of air as he stared at me with his poleaxed expression. 
 
    I merely wiggled my eyebrows, and this seemed to be the thing to snap him out of his stupor because he finally huffed and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Well, are you going to make me guess?” the koala-man finally demanded. “Or are you going to tell me how you think you know who the Prophetess is before I expire of old age? Mercedes take me.” 
 
    “Mr. Jenner, you’re not that old,” I tsk’d through my teeth. I might have been drawing my Big Reveal out just a little longer than necessary, but dammit, I really felt like I was onto something, and this was the moment I had been waiting for since I’d discovered how remarkable Nova truly was. 
 
    “Lad,” Jenner growled and stood up on his chair so he could playfully ruffle my hair. “If you don’t tell me, I’m going to reacquaint you with the surface of Om by throwing you off this blasted thing again.” 
 
    “The Manta Ship,” I supplied, and I easily moved out of reach so the shorter man had no choice but to sit back down in his seat. 
 
    “Hmpf,” he huffed. “What’s that, now? Not the answer to my question, that’s for certain.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, Mr. GrumpAss,” I laughed, and I only smiled harder when I caught his wink. “I’ve been wanting to hash my theory out with you for a while now ever since I became suspicious of… well, I’ll get there in a sec.” 
 
    “Alex.” Jenner shook his head and clutched his chest. “This suspense is not good for my old heart.” 
 
    “Not old,” I said without missing a beat and started over. “What’s the point of us going to Eng, again?” 
 
    “We’ve been through this,” he said blandly. “If there is the slightest chance Amaya is not of true Prophetess lineage, it would be in some of the old Archives buried on Eng.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “That’s all well and good, especially when looking up the lineage of the Mecs. But without anything to cross-reference that information to, we could just be searching aimlessly, like trying to find a needle in a haystack.” 
 
    “Oh, my…” Jenner’s ears wilted at this. “I’ve always said you have a way with words, Mr. Alex, but that image is quite apt. The Archives of Eng are comparable to the size of mountain ranges.” 
 
    “So, they’re… big?” I shrugged. 
 
    “Inconceivably so without cross-references, as you say,” he replied. “And you think Nova’s mother is the cross-reference?” 
 
    “That’s one of them,” I said with a smirk. “The other is Vel-Rala.” 
 
    Now that the other shoe had finally dropped, I was expecting more of a reaction from him, but instead, the koala-man merely snorted and waved me off as if I was speaking crazy talk. 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t rattle something loose when you crash-landed on Om, lad?” he asked with a hearty laugh, but when he’d finished with his hilarity, he went back to scribbling a few things down.  
 
    I waited a beat for him to return to the plot, but it soon became obvious the koala-man got distracted from our conversation, and he didn’t look up until I’d made a noise.  
 
    “Ahem.” I cleared my throat and raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He jolted when he saw the expectant look on my face. “What were we talking about?” 
 
    “J… What do you mean what were we talking about?” I was getting confused. “We were talking about Vel-Rala.” 
 
    “What about her?” he asked, and I narrowed my eyes at him because I thought he was messing with me.  
 
    But when the seconds ticked by, and his affable smile began to fade, I realized his question was genuine. 
 
    “Jenner, are you alright?” I asked as a gnawing tug of worry began to bloom within my gut. 
 
    “Of course, I am,” he said. “Why?” 
 
    “Because you forgot we were talking about Vel-Rala,” I explained, and I tried to keep the concern out of my voice. 
 
    “Did I?” he questioned. “Apologies, what is it about Vela?” 
 
    “She might be the Prophetess,” I deadpanned and watched as his face flickered. 
 
    “Vela as the Prophetess!” he laughed. “Please…” 
 
    “You already teased me for thinking that,” I told him slowly, but this time he frowned instead of denying it again. 
 
    “That is odd, isn’t it?” he mused and then smacked his lips like he tasted something foul. “Bleh. I can taste how I’ve said all this before. It’s quite bitter, which tells me something intrusive keeps diverting my thoughts.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked, but there was no time to be impressed. “What do I do?” 
 
    “Don’t say… her name again,” he instructed, and suddenly some of the gray hair at his temples began to grow damp. “I am trying hard not to refer… to her… without recalling her face in case it triggers the enchantment in my mind.” 
 
    “Right,” I said with a curt nod. “How can you even have an enchantment in your mind anyway?” 
 
    “It is an enchantment usually cast over a person, or many people to keep a secret,” Jenner said with a little more ease now that the subject wasn’t on Vel-Rala. “Relatively harmless, and mostly undetectable, until someone clever enough can recognize the discontinuity.” 
 
    “Did you just compliment me?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said with an uppity sniff. 
 
    “Yeah, you do,” I snorted. “You called me clever.” 
 
    “Maybe I did.” He grinned and dropped the act. 
 
    “Okay, what do we do about the weird trigger in your head?” I asked now that we’d gotten some distance from the topic of said trigger. 
 
    “Get Horus,” he said, and then he pulled out more paper and a quill. “And bring me more ink if you can. I am going to try and write what I can about magic like this so I can search our archives later.” 
 
    “Why not use a record stone?” I suggested as more sweat dampened the koala-man’s face. It was clear he was mentally trying to avoid thinking about Vela as well as whatever else seemed to divert the archivist’s normally astute thoughts. 
 
    “There is a chance if… I try to circumvent… the enchantment.” Here, Jenner faltered as he wrestled internally. “I could be cursed.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t do that,” I said and got up from the stool I was sitting on in front of the main desk. “I’ll get Horus.” 
 
    “Wait,” he said, and he handed me the top leaf of paper he’d already filled and put to the side. “Give this to Horus. We will continue… but first I…” 
 
    “Don’t stress, Mr. Jenner,” I said and dog-eared our conversation for later. “Just don’t implode your brain, okay? Anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    “Keep V… her away from the library,” he warned. “And keep the brandy flowing.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said as I hastily backed away toward the doors like he would go up in flames at any second, but before I took my leave, I stopped and glanced over my shoulder. “You’ll be alright, though. Right?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, lad, don’t you worry,” Jenner said with a confident smile, and I couldn’t help but feel a little better about leaving him with a potential ticking time bomb in his head. 
 
    “Oof!” Rylan smacked into me when I rushed out of the library, and I steadied him by the shoulders so he wouldn’t fall backward and crush Gelf, who was hovering around his ankles. “Sorry!” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said. “What were you doing?” 
 
    “I was going to tell you both that Arvid has finished making dinner,” he relayed. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, Mr. Jenner is just going to take his meal in the library tonight,” I explained. “I need you to do me a favor. Vel-Rala is not to wait on him, understand? You need to keep her away.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, but why?” he asked with a confused frown. 
 
    “It’s too complicated to explain right now,” I hurried to say as I heard the telltale sounds of people starting to head downstairs where the galley was. “But I need you to be the one to help Jenner out, okay? He needs you to make sure he always has a full glass of brandy, but he also needs to concentrate, so I don’t want you to disturb him too much when you’re in there.” 
 
    “I’m going to be in there?” he asked as we both made our way in the direction of the heavenly smells taking place. “For how long?” 
 
    “For however long he needs,” I said. “Don’t worry, you can bring your food with you and eat with him.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “What do I say if Vela asks me why I’m doing her job?” 
 
    “Just tell anyone who asks that you and Jenner are doing a project and need to remain undisturbed,” I instructed. “Clear?” 
 
    “Got it.” He nodded, and when we entered the galley, he made a beeline for Arvid and Ozzy near the hearth. 
 
    The sloth-men were communicating here and there as Arvid stirred something inside a large pot hanging over the fire, and when Rylan approached, they both helped the kid with a tray to carry everything for two people. 
 
    “Woah, where’s the fire, kid?” Horus asked when Rylan nearly bowled him over with his tray. 
 
    “Sorry, Uncle Horus!” the boy shot over his shoulder and then continued on back on his way to the library. 
 
    “What was that about?” the falcon-man asked as he joined me at the large wooden table while Ozzy, Vela, and Bodin helped the chef set the places for dinner. “And did he need to take all of the brandy with him?” 
 
    “It’s for a good cause,” I said, and I took the paper out from where I’d folded it up and put it in my pocket earlier. “I need you to read this and then meet me after dinner. Jenner needs our help.” 
 
    “Is it serious?” he asked, and all signs of playfulness flew out the window as he took the paper from me. 
 
    That was what I loved about him being my trusted second. The moment things got real, I knew I could rely on him wholeheartedly. 
 
    “It could be if it’s not rectified,” I said and then glanced down at the paper. “I’m sure all you need to know is there.” 
 
    The sound of giggling in three distinct pitches reminded me of wind chimes in the breeze and heralded the entrance of my gorgeous women, so for now Horus and I had to stow our conversation. 
 
    “Darling, the point of a hair barrette is to keep it in your hair,” Shay giggled again when Nova pulled the sparkly adornment out of her hair again and admired it under the glowing lights. 
 
    Sure, the accessory was some nice glitzy thing, but as for me, my gaze was riveted on the three beauties standing at the bottom of the stairs and looking like polished gems. 
 
    It was obvious all three of them had scrubbed up because their skin was fresh and pinkish-looking, well, save the siren. They all looked good enough to eat, but Nova’s transformation was the most shocking. 
 
    Her hair, once matted almost beyond all help from any comb or brush, had now been miraculously tamed, and when she pulled the barrette out, curtains of shiny dark blue hair tumbled down to frame her face in soft waves. In the light, some of her natural highlights shimmered like cobalt, and her skin was an even lighter green, like the color of honeydew, now that the layer of dirt was gone. 
 
    She was also now clothed in something a little more appropriate than a headscarf and glove-socks, and it was an ensemble Zoie and Shay had obviously come up with together, since the siren was dressed in a mixture of some of their own things. 
 
    Shay had lent the siren-woman the green dress that further complimented Nova’s hair and skin, and Zoie had drawn kohl around her eyes so those smoky garnets were now even more intense when she examined the hair accessory. 
 
    When she spotted me, her eyes seemed to lighten and sparkle back into something resembling rubies, and she flounced over to me with her feet clad in a pair of Zoie’s black lace-up boots. 
 
    “Look at you!” I laughed and let her slide onto my knee. “You couldn’t find any other shoes that fit you, huh?” 
 
    Nova didn’t respond because she was still focused on the barrette, and now she was trying to fasten the accessory into my own hair. 
 
    “She prefers Zoie’s footwear even though her size is closer to mine,” Shay said as she showed off her usual strappy sandal things. Then she and Zoie both joined us at the table. 
 
    “I think it has something to do with her toes,” Zoie said as she squeezed in on my right side so Nova and I were between both Shay and her. 
 
    “Yes,” Nova agreed, and I tried not to wince when she pulled a little too hard on my hair. 
 
    “She must really like the sensation of having her feet covered,” I mused while she busied herself with trying to clip the hair thing in place. 
 
    “Good,” Nova finally announced and stopped her torture of my scalp. 
 
    “How do I look?” I asked and waggled my eyebrows, but she scowled. 
 
    “Not… right,” she settled on, and then she took the barrette out of my hair a lot more gently than she put it in, which I was grateful for. 
 
    “Probably because it’s meant to accentuate your beauty,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “But you… beauty-ful,” she stated, and I wasn’t entirely sure if it was a compliment I was hearing from her or just a fact because her expression gave nothing away. 
 
    I decided to take a compliment where I could get it. 
 
    “Thank you, but the stuff I wear shows off my, er, beauty in different ways,” I tried to explain, and I briefly wondered what kind of bizarre conversation I’d fallen into. “Now, that barrette might look good on someone like Horus.” 
 
    “Hey!” the falcon-man said with an affronted expression at first, but then he took a second look at the hair accessory and followed that by a quick glance up at his feathered crest, and he suddenly changed his tune. “Hey… gimme that, would you?” 
 
    I snickered as I passed the thing to my ridiculous best friend. 
 
    “But…” Nova’s shoulders slumped in a way that seemed to be due to disappointment, and I kissed her cheek to make it up to her. 
 
    “That’s alright,” I said and wrapped my arm around her waist so she was more supported as she balanced on my knee. “It’s not like I won’t love you for trying.” 
 
    Her fin-ears fluttered out and then back in as she tilted her head, and I was beginning to understand this little cue meant something had snagged her attention. 
 
    Whether that was good or bad remained to be seen because she was frowning slightly. 
 
    At least puzzled wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    “Love?” she finally asked, and at first I wasn’t sure what had her confused. 
 
    Surely by now my feelings were clear? 
 
    In retrospect, we hadn’t really known each other very long, and if I was back on Earth, I would have checked myself into a hospital because there was no way I trusted anyone enough to fall for them this fast, sexy pheromones or not. 
 
    But everything I’d done should have-- 
 
    Oh, right. 
 
    My actions always spoke for me, but words were always going to be the barrier between us. 
 
    So, I spoke in a way she would understand, and I nuzzled into her neck right over the tender bruise I left with my teeth when we made love. When I pressed the tip of my nose into it, her breath caught subtly in her lungs, and I was close enough to hear the dry click of her throat when she swallowed. 
 
    Nova then pulled away so she could blink down at me with hooded maroon eyes, and I was rewarded with a small smile I knew only a few people had ever seen, so I cherished it for what it was. 
 
    A treasure. 
 
    “Steeeeewwwww’s oooooonnnn,” Arvid, our chef extraordinaire, droned as he shuffled up to Shay and steadily supplied her empty bowl with a helping of the fragrant and herbaceous stew chock-full of slow-roasted meat similar to beef, perfectly cooked root vegetables, and with a side of bread that was perfect for sopping up the rich brown gravy. 
 
    “I have been having dreams of your stew, Arvi,” I commented as I watched Shay’s bowl being topped off by something Ozzy had in his hand. It looked like some sort of mushroom, and the sloth-man used his claws to shave off a few paper-thin slices. 
 
    “Oookobaa deeelicaaacy,” Ozzy said. 
 
    “Oooh, are these the famous Okoba truffles I’ve only ever heard about?” Shay asked as her emerald eyes lit up with wonder. 
 
    “Yeeesss,” both brothers said at the same time, and then they grinned identical grins. 
 
    “If you thought Arvid’s stew was good before, get ready to have your eyes roll back in your skull, my friend,” Horus said as he nudged his bowl closer to the sloth-brothers and then rubbed his hands together. 
 
    But when Arvid purposefully filled my bowl next instead of going clockwise like the falcon-man was hoping, Horus slumped. 
 
    “Aw, poor Rus-Rus,” Shay giggled as she helped by slicing the large loaf of crusty bread instead of digging into her stew right away to be polite. 
 
    “That’s the third time I’ve ended up dead-last no matter where I sit,” Horus said in a mock-offended voice we all knew not to take seriously, especially since the goober had clipped the sparkly hair accessory to a tuft of his feathered black locks. The effect made him look like a Troll doll. “I’m starting to think you have it out for me, big guy.” 
 
    Arvid merely shrugged as he continued down the line to Nova, who was now sitting properly on the bench between Zoie and me. 
 
    “Truuuffle?” Ozzy asked as he held out the bulbous rusty pink thing. Up close, it looked like the rind of a wrinkled grapefruit, but I knew by now looks could be deceiving. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said and held my bowl a little higher so he could carve me off a handful of wafer-like slices. 
 
    When it came to Nova, she followed me and allowed Ozzy to add some Okoba truffles to her own bowl, and we all waited until everyone had a portion, even Vela and Bodin, who were going to be bringing their dinners down to the wheelhouse so they could keep watch. 
 
    Finally, when all of us were served and seated, we dug into our hot meals with equal amounts of relish, and my enthusiasm would have outweighed everyone else’s had it not been for both Nova and Ozzy. 
 
    Ozzy, for one, had apparently inhaled his portion and was now using his claw to scrape as much gravy flavor from the bowl as possible, and I grew worried he would gouge a hole through the thing. Arvid seemed overly pleased his brother was enjoying his food, and he wordlessly handed over the second half of his portion even though there was plenty in the pot for seconds, thirds, and potentially fourths. 
 
    Nova’s approach to the delectable stew was a little different. When she took her first bite of the savory stew, now topped with an extra twist of spice/salt/citrus that complimented the dish perfectly, she froze in shock like she couldn’t wrap her head around anything tasting so complex and delicious. 
 
    After that first bite, she slowly savored each and every spoonful with such sensual intensity, it actually enhanced my own eating experience just watching her. Each time she brought the utensil up to her full lips, she would inhale first through her nose so the savory aroma of the stew dampened her pallet before she slurped the stew off the spoon. Then, after she’d licked every inch of the spoon clean, she would take a moment to lick her lips before doing it all over again. 
 
    When I tried her method, I noticed it increased the flavor, and for a moment I was heedless in the way I devoured the meal like a caveman, until I came to my senses about halfway through my bowl. 
 
    Although, when I came up for air and a long guzzle of verna berry wine, I noticed no one was really paying attention to me because they were just as involved in their own scrumptious meals, so I felt a little better about my lack of manners. 
 
    Finally, the gnawing edge of all of our hunger was sated, and mellow conversation returned to the table. 
 
    Shay and Horus were engaged in a fiery debate on whether or not they could get the truffles to grow back on Ithaca until Shay was so up in arms about making it A Thing, despite Horus’ argument of how much drier it was on Nata compared to the Okoba Forest, that she actually went down to the wheelhouse to talk to Vela and Bodin. 
 
    “You know, the more you tell her it can’t be done, the harder she’ll work to make it happen,” I told the falcon-man after Shay slammed the trapdoor in the center of the galley behind her. 
 
    “Oh, I know,” he said with one of his crooked roguish grins. “I really, really want Arvid to keep putting those things in the stew, so the best I can figure, we need to have them on demand all the time because I can’t go back to truffle-less stew, Alex. As good as Arvid’s stew was before, it just can’t be done. I’m a full-fledged truffle-convert.” 
 
    “I don’t know whether to call you ridiculous, or a genius,” I admitted. 
 
    “Ah, so you are a convert, too,” Horus said knowingly as he stroked his beardless chin. 
 
    “Shut up,” I laughed and kicked him under the table. 
 
    “We pray to the truffle goddess every mid-epoch facing west--” Horus continued with his bizarre made-up Spaghetti Monster religion. 
 
    “Heh, and on Blue Nights we wear pink,” I snorted. 
 
    “Why would we wear pink on Blue Night, Alex? The whole point of Blue Night is-- oh, I see.” His rambling sloughed off suddenly when Ozzy threw one of the pinkish truffles at his head. “Yes, ahem, and on Blue Night we will wear pink to honor the truffle goddess.” 
 
    “Amen,” I said as I placed my hands together dutifully, and then we both dissolved into inappropriate chortling. 
 
    “You both are ridiculous,” Zoie said fondly and then took Nova’s hand in hers. “Come on, Novi.” 
 
    The sleepy siren-woman blinked eyes that were starting to glaze over, and I knew a food coma was about to settle in, so I helped my wife get Nova to her feet. 
 
    “Do you have her?” I asked Zoie when I saw how heavily the siren was leaning into the cat-woman. 
 
    “I do,” she said, and then she lifted Nova so she was on her back like a spider monkey. “We will be in our room waiting for you, but take your time.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and kissed them both on their foreheads before my cat-wife took our sleepy fourth up to our suite. When I turned around to see Horus examining the folded piece of paper I gave him, his grave expression was somewhat ruined by the barrette still clipped in his hair. “Dude, you gotta take that out if you expect me to take you seriously.” 
 
    “You said Jenner wrote this right before dinner?” Horus asked as he took the accessory out without even acknowledging his own antics, which he was usually proud of. 
 
    Since he’d cut straight to the chase, I stood up a little straighter and marched over to the table to see what had the normally roguish falcon-man switched on to All Business Mode. 
 
    “The short version is we were discussing a theory and stumbled upon a subtle but ancient enchantment in his mind that is only triggered when… a certain person comes up,” I explained rapidly but quietly, and I eyed the two sloth-brothers, who seemed to be half-arguing over who was doing the dishes. 
 
    “Come with me,” Horus said in a low voice, and he led us to an alcove in the nearest corridor so we could have a bit of privacy. “Okay, what is the ‘trigger,’ and what happens when it’s activated?” 
 
    I looked around once more just to be sure before I answered him. “The trigger is Vel-Rala, and whenever I try to talk to him about her, it’s like he disassociates and then forgets what we’re talking about.” 
 
    “Ms. Velly?” Horus’ eyebrows arched upward over his gold-green eyes, and I could tell he had about a thousand questions, but there was no time. 
 
    “I’ll tell you about it once Jenner’s out of the woods, but for now, is there anything you can do?” I asked. 
 
    Horus pulled the paper out of his pocket once more and skimmed over the koala-man’s quick scrawl. “This here says he needs me to try and read the rune of the enchantment so we’ll know what we need to do to break it. And then… something about… Mercedes, has his handwriting always been this atrocious?” 
 
    “He was writing that while also trying not to think directly about the enchantment, or its details,” I explained. “About as easy as trying not to picture a pink porack when someone mentions it.” 
 
    “Ah, exceedingly difficult, you mean,” he said and squinted harder at the splotchy ink. “That explains what this last part is all about, then. I thought I was misreading it, but no.” 
 
    “What does it say?” I asked. 
 
    “Well… in order for me to do this without causing Jenner’s mind to melt like fairy wax, I have to do it in a way that avoids triggering the enchantment’s curse trap,” he said grimly. 
 
    “And the best way to do this is…?” I said, even though I knew the answer. 
 
    “Without him knowing,” Horus confirmed. 
 
    “And if you do trigger the curse trap?” I asked. 
 
    “He’ll be dead,” he replied. “And that’s the best-case scenario.” 
 
    “Well, fuck,” I said. 
 
    “Also…” he started. 
 
    “What now?” I groaned. 
 
    “Because the enchantment has been discovered by him, the host, it’s now beginning to decay,” Horus explained as he tapped his two index fingers together. 
 
    “And this is bad?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s like a snake eating itself,” he said, and when I frowned harder, he made a windshield wiper gesture. “Forget it, that’s not what it’s like at all--” 
 
    “Horus!” I barked so he would get to the point. 
 
    “It’s like a self-destruct mechanism,” the falcon-man tried again, and that description hit home. 
 
    “So, now that Jenner’s aware of the enchantment, he’s only got a limited amount of time to break it before it kills him anyway,” I concluded. 
 
    “Got it in one,” Horus said with a crack in his voice. 
 
    “Double fuck.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “Why can’t you just do your hoodoo when he’s asleep?” I asked Horus as I helped him with this harness-like contraption like he was Tom Cruise about to do a Mission Impossible. 
 
    Which, technically speaking, he kind of was. 
 
    In order to help Jenner without destroying his mind, I would distract the koala-man while my ridiculous friend lowered himself from the ceiling like a spy so he could take a read of the archivist’s head without him knowing. This way, we could avoid any and all “triggers” that could set off the curse trap. 
 
    I knew the koala-man was suspicious by nature, and he would have a million and two questions as to why Horus would want to give him a brain scan, so it was best if he wasn’t aware of the process. 
 
    But why he had to go through so much trouble when we could wait for everyone to go to sleep still didn’t make sense to me. 
 
    “The enchantment only works on conscious thoughts so Jenner doesn’t accidentally dream one of his triggers and kill himself,” Horus explained as he fiddled with the buckle of his old merc suit. “That would be a very unsubtle way to enchant someone with a curse that forbids them from thinking too hard about a specific thing. In this case, it’s a person-- which I’m still waiting to hear an explanation for.” 
 
    “In time, dude, I promise,” I placated and fixed a twisted strap for him. “But back to the particulars of the enchantment. Why bother to make it subtle anyway if the goal is to keep the person from figuring out something about one of the triggers? ‘Dead men tell no tales,’ that sort of thing.” 
 
    “These types of magicks aren’t supposed to be used for assassinations or anything,” Horus corrected. “They’re meant to harbor a secret, yes, but based on what Jenner was able to tell me in his note, he thinks this enchantment is generationally imposed on all the Eng-folk.” 
 
    “What are you saying, all Eng people are… born with the same enchantment already in place?” I asked. 
 
    “Seems like it.” He shrugged. “This enchantment isn’t designed to cause mass genocide--” 
 
    “But it could,” I interrupted as my temper started to flare. 
 
    “Theoretically,” Horus allowed with a nod of his black-feathered head. “But that would be baseless and go against the enchantment’s nature, which would be to protect the mind from knowledge designed to cause harm.” 
 
    “This seems heavy-handed for what I think the author of the enchantment had in mind as ‘harmful knowledge,’” I scoffed, and I crossed my arms over my chest as Horus looked himself over in the floor-length mirror on the wall. This room wasn’t exactly an armory, but it had some decent gear the falcon-man could work with. 
 
    “You really need to tell me what that means,” he said and nailed me with a rare grave expression in his gold-green gaze. “If I’m going to be rummaging around in Jenner’s mind, where there are potential traps for me to trigger, I need to know what those are.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said and held up my palms. “I didn’t want to say until I ran it past Jenner, but I am almost positive I can get Amaya out of her debt with the Order. The idea is to prove someone else is the Prophetess, and I think I know who it actually is.” 
 
    “Ms. Velly?” he questioned when he pieced it together. “You think she’s the Prophetess? How in all the Darkhells did that happen?” 
 
    “I’m still trying to figure out the details, and a big part of that was wanting to see if Jenner could help me confirm a few things,” I explained. 
 
    “And I guess some of those things have been confirmed just by the fact we are in this mess to begin with,” he snorted. 
 
    “What, you mean the ‘mess’ where we have to stop our friend’s head from exploding if he thinks too hard or for too long about Vel?” I snarked back. 
 
    “I highly doubt it’ll explode, but could you imagine?” Horus shuddered before he tugged his old mercenary hood down over his face so he would have an easier time hiding in the shadows. 
 
    “I’d rather not,” I said as I led us out into the quiet corridor on the second floor. 
 
    “Okay, so you head back down to the library, and I’ll find my way in through the top,” he said, and even though he was fully masked, I could see the corners of his eyes bunch up with his characteristic smile. 
 
    “Hurry,” I said over my shoulder. “I don’t know how long I can keep him talking without him getting suspicious.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, chief,” he said, and then we separated on Operation: Debug Jenner. 
 
    Even though a small pinch of anxiety gripped my gut at the idea of failure, I was actually a tad bit excited I was teaming up with my trusty second once more for a good old-fashioned caper. 
 
    We worked well together, and I had more faith than I did worry that we would succeed in saving our friend and ultimately get to the bottom of this. 
 
    I inhaled deeply and paused at the doors to the library so I could center myself. 
 
    All was silent in the corridor when I glanced around, and I released the breath I was holding as I pushed open the door. 
 
    “Ah, Mr. Alex.” Jenner smiled without looking up from what he was reading. “Finally took the time to come talk to me, eh?” 
 
    One of my steps faltered on my way up to his large circular desk, and I almost lost my composure right away before I realized he now didn’t even remember me visiting him the first time. 
 
    “Y-Yeah, sorry about that,” I said and cleared my throat. “I would have come sooner, but…” 
 
    “Don’t fret, lad,” the koala-man said and took a sip of brandy from his glass. “Although, it is rather late to go over all of the things we need to address in your letter and then some.” 
 
    “We can catch up with all of that tomorrow,” I assured him, and out of the corner of my eye, I finally spied the black-clad falcon-man poised in the dusky rafters of the library. “I actually came to talk to you about something else…” 
 
    I trailed off as I tensely watched Horus start to lower himself Ethan Hunt Style over the circular desk where Jenner was sitting smack dab in the middle. 
 
    “Yes? What is it, Alex?” he asked and finally looked up from the tome he was archiving with a kind but concerned expression on his wizened face. “If this is about Rylan, you didn’t have to send him here as a punishment. He knows he’s sorry, but having him do menial tasks, despite them being tortuously boring for him, might not be the discipline you’re looking for.” 
 
    “What?” I cocked my head, and then I followed the koala-man’s gaze to where my son was curled up on one of the stuffed chairs with the tray of empty dishes at his feet. 
 
    Jenner snickered and then raised his glass in a motion that had some of the liquid sloshing up over the rim. “He’s also a clever one, and I think he distracted me with the brandy so I would stop having him label things.” 
 
    “Right…” I said and hastily picked up the threads of the narrative Jenner already thought I was going to tell him, and as Horus continued to lower himself toward the top of the koala-man’s furry gray ears, I decided to roll with it. “Yeah, I came to talk to you about what you think I should do about him.” 
 
    “I thought you might,” he said with a pleased sigh as he stroked his chin, and I was curious as to where we were heading with this. “I was a father once, did you know?” 
 
    At this, I tore my eyes away from Horus’ balancing act and stared at my koala-butler in shock. 
 
    “I thought you never married…” I said when I recalled Jenner telling us about how Old Tovish was the main one who suffered from the Great Exile of Eng by having to leave behind a wife and two sons. 
 
    Apparently, that had been a lie. 
 
    “Did, but she died bringing my second born into the world,” he sighed and uncorked the brandy bottle. “My sons decided to stay where their mother was buried.” 
 
    “I’m-- I’m sorry,” I said and helped the inebriated man pour more alcohol into his glass even though it was probably a bad idea. “You never talk about them.” 
 
    Horus continued to inch downward as I took a seat in one of the stools across from Jenner. 
 
    “They were good lads,” the koala-man said and took another swig. “Completely different from me. They preferred to work in the Stacks organizing the rows instead of in the Record Halls. When the Uprisings threatened to scatter us Eng-folk, they wanted to stay behind and fight. The youngest, Caleb, died in battle. My oldest, Corrin, was hanged for treason.” 
 
    “Cornelius…” I trailed off and stopped the koala-man from taking another obliterating sip of spirits. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” he said with a weary smile. “You’ve done well to fill some of that void.” 
 
    “Oh…” I said, and I was slightly taken aback at the sincerity in Jenner’s drunk gaze. 
 
    “That is why you have come to me now with whatever ruse this is,” he continued, and my heart froze in my chest at the same time as Horus froze a fraction above the tops of Jenner’s furry ears. 
 
    “Ruse?” I asked to try to keep him talking. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “You were going to try to disguise the fact you want my advice about Rylan and try to talk about something else before changing the subject.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and out of the corner of my eye, I visibly saw Horus relax up there in his harness. “How silly of me.” 
 
    “Yes, silly,” Jenner tsk’d fondly and gripped my wrist. “You know you can always talk to me about anything.” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head. It really was true, and I was glad to be able to spend time around the old codger once again. “Now that you mention it, I really do need advice about that kid. I think he needs something more than just extra chores and labeling your archives. He’d do those anyway if we just asked because he’s just like that.” 
 
    Both the koala-man and I glanced over at the chair where Rylan was still curled up and oblivious to the world. He snored lightly, and we both grimaced at the trail of drool on his cheek. 
 
    “Hm, yesss, he needs something to give him some more purpose and teach him discipline at the same time,” Jenner mused as he stroked his scruffy chin. “Have you ever thought of the Academy?” 
 
    Horus’ harness lines squeaked slightly when he jolted briefly in shock, like the very mention of his alma mater was a careless barb thrown at him, and Jenner’s sensitive ears twitched as he looked behind him for whatever made the noise. 
 
    “Ahem.” I abruptly cleared my throat and glared at the falcon-man in warning. “But I thought the Academy was only for people who have magic.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Jenner said, and once he started to tweak his monocle, I knew we were in the clear because I’d broached a topic the koala-man was interested in. “The Academy houses all sorts of Colleges. The one you are thinking of that Horus and Anwaar went to was the College of Magicks, but there are other types of learning that take place for all sorts of Aventollians.” 
 
    “Where is the Academy?” I asked. “I’m assuming Alem?” 
 
    “That is where most of the Magick Colleges are, but for academics concerning animal husbandry, or woodworking, or basically any sort of labor or handcrafts, you’ll want the Academy on Leen,” he informed, and then he spun around on his stool, jumped off, and marched toward the bookcase behind him. 
 
    My eyes flew wide, and I froze in shock just as Horus splayed out like a starfish so the koala-man’s ears didn’t hit him when he executed that little maneuver. 
 
    The falcon-man frantically gestured at me and attempted to stop himself from spinning in a slow counterproductive circle, but I didn’t know what he expected me to do, so I merely poured myself a glass of brandy and took a gulp because at least that helped make this shitshow more entertaining. 
 
    “Here-- oops!” Jenner attempted to toss the stack of books he’d gathered in his search up on the desk while also trying to get back up in his chair, but he and the books went flying. 
 
    “Mercedes,” I grumbled as I glanced up at the still slowly spinning Horus, and then I hopped over the desk so I could simultaneously help the older man up properly and block his vision of the falcon-man’s rendition of Sia’s “Chandelier.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, lad,” Jenner said and looked around for his monocle. “Have you seen-- ah, my gratitude.” 
 
    I smiled when I handed him the eyepiece, and while he was busy cleaning it, I shot Horus a glare over my shoulder and mouthed an appropriate, “Get your shit together.” 
 
    “Now, where were we?” the archivist asked once he was settled back up on his tall stool and started scrolling through the pages. 
 
    I furtively eyed the falcon-man, and from what I could tell, he’d steadied his rig enough to finally get down to business as long as Jenner stayed where he was. I was confident I could keep the little professor talking, so I rounded the desk and took my seat across from him once more. 
 
    “You were telling me a little about the Academies,” I said and saw Horus nod at me as he rubbed his hands together. “And maybe how Rylan might be a good fit for the one on Leen.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” he said as his furry ears trembled with excitement. “Our wayward Rylan… he does have an aptitude for hospitality and service, and his prior training under Lord Mec’s house could give him an advantage.” 
 
    “But you said he needs something more challenging,” I pointed out, and I spied how Horus’ glowing gold hands and eyes reflected off the decanter the brandy was in. 
 
    “That’s true,” the koala-man said and flipped through the pages as I inconspicuously moved the decanter to the floor. “He seems to have a fondness for animals.” 
 
    “He certainly tends to collect strays,” I said as I thought of both Crackers and Gelf. “And he expressed an interest in helping rear Prosper and Victory’s foal whenever it’s born.” 
 
    “So, maybe Animal Husbandry,” Jenner said as he flipped to the correct chapter. 
 
    Horus attempted to smother the light as best as he could, but the golden light got brighter as the alchemist erected an isosceles diamond similar to the ones always hovering over characters in The Sims above the koala-man’s head. 
 
    “So, is there like… a tuition fee for going to the Academy?” I asked in order to keep Jenner focused on the book in front of him as Horus did his thing. 
 
    “Well, he must be of an Asher family, and of course, there are extra fees and such for his learning materials, but I’m pretty sure we have more than enough gold to cover anything the lad might need,” Jenner said as he immediately began tabulating all of the fees and then some based on how long those numbers were getting. 
 
    Mercedes be. Even universities in this world seemed to be outrageously overpriced and based on prestige. 
 
    Didn’t prestige mean something like deception in French? 
 
    Whatever the case, I was glad I happened to be flush with gold, because even though Jenner’s calculations took a good while, and he had to flip the paper over, the amount didn’t even make a dent in Ithaca’s stores. Forget about Icarian Estates and all of the gold the boarding services raked in, Rylan could be covered with just the cost of our bumblebird honey enterprise alone. 
 
    “Are these numbers real?” I asked after I scraped my jaw off the desk. 
 
    “I had a better… chart thing composed for you somewhere…” the koala-man mumbled as he blinked his glassy eyes. 
 
    “That’s okay, find it later,” I said hastily so he wouldn’t jump off the stool again and search for his spreadsheet. Then I pointed at an arbitrary symbol Jenner had scrawled and blurted, “What does that mean?” 
 
    Jenner sat back down and launched into explaining how the “chart” has a legend or something, and he began describing the meanings of each one in achingly precise details. 
 
    Just what I needed for a second to check on the falcon-man’s progress. 
 
    Horus wavered slightly, but when I glanced up, I saw he was still in the position I last saw him in with his hands poised in front of Jenner’s hovering Sims Diamond. 
 
    The diamond’s gold hue flickered and dimmed in tandem with the alchemist’s glowing palms and irises as his concentration was threatened, but Horus held it together despite the droplets of sweat dripping off his brow. 
 
    I eyed the droplets, and when one threatened to fall directly on top of one of the ink-smudged pages Jenner was reading, I raised my hand and subtly swiped it out of the air. 
 
    “What’s that?” Jenner looked up at me. 
 
    “Nothing, just a bug, continue,” I said and smiled patiently even though I felt like I was sweating bullets just like Horus. 
 
    Suddenly, the diamond above Jenner’s head turned an alarming shade of black.  
 
    “Vel-Rala needs to do some dusting and tidying in here, I swear…” he mumbled.  
 
    “I’ll-- I’ll tell her to get on it,” I said as my gaze flashed upward. 
 
    “Tell who?” he suddenly asked sharply, and cracks of bright red shot through the obsidian diamond now between Horus’ brightly glowing palms. 
 
    There was no way Jenner shouldn’t have been able to notice the light show above him, especially when Horus actually cried out like he was struggling. But the koala-man kept his intense gaze on me as if we weren’t even in the same plane of existence as the alchemist. 
 
    “Um…” I faltered, and I couldn’t seem to tear my eyes away from what was taking place above us as the falcon-man battled an unknown force. 
 
    “Argh!” Horus twisted and writhed in his rope harness, but he kept his grip and finally nodded in my direction. 
 
    I took this to mean he had regained control, and I turned my attention back to Jenner, who was still trying to stare holes into my skull. 
 
    “Well?” he snapped a little more grouchily than usual, and if I didn’t have a visual representation of the inner workings of his mind, I might have been annoyed or put off by his waspishness. As it was, I could see the pinched look around the older man’s eyes and mouth, and I could tell he was uncomfortable because that was the face I made whenever I had a pounding headache. 
 
    “Well, what?” I asked in a neutral tone of voice so I could work my way back over to his good side. 
 
    “You said you would tell ‘her to get right on it,’” he reiterated impatiently, and from my peripheral, I saw a flash of red, which told me the “cracks” in Jenner’s Mind Diamond were getting wider. “Who is ‘her,’ and what are you telling her?” 
 
    I took a breath and was about to tell him an altered version of the previous conversation so it would keep his mind trap triggers at bay, but before I could, I spotted the shimmer of something that spelled our downfall. 
 
    Apparently, the stress of the task had Horus not only sweating, but molting as well because a singular black feather from his crest was inches away from drifting down into Jenner’s direct line of sight. 
 
    The violent red tendrils wrapped around Jenner’s mind like barbed wire pulsed in a way that told me the barrier of his sanity was just about to break, and like a pressurized chamber opening up to the vacuum of space, my time-trance power exploded out of me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The world around me ground to a screaming halt as I skimmed through the time-trance stage and barreled head-first into a full-blown time-stop. 
 
    Ti--. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    The sensation felt like I’d just rammed a car dead-on into a concrete wall, and the very inertia of the planet seemed to have stalled with me stuck like a fly to its surface. It felt unnatural, and unlike last time, I could tell I went completely overboard by simply trying to stop a feather from falling through the air. 
 
    Even though it was nearly impossible to lift my own arm because of how much power I’d accidentally released, I was at least glad my instincts were overly cautious when it came to preserving my friend’s brain. I didn’t mind that the feather felt like it weighed fifty pounds or that my face was drenched in sweat, as long as I could remove the evidence of what the falcon-man was doing above him. 
 
    As long as there was no chance of Jenner ever blowing the curse trap in his mind before Horus was finished, then I was happy, and I could figure out how to hone the particulars of the time-stop with Zoie later. 
 
    For now, I needed to focus on my task, and inch by inch, it slowly became easier to move through the dense atmosphere so I could accomplish my goal until I was able to ball up the traitorous feather in my fist and then lower my arm back down to my side. 
 
    Just in time, too. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    My power exhausted its reach and rebounded back to hit me in the chest, and because Jenner was still staring at me expectantly, I had to swallow back the nauseating feeling of having all of my insides slammed back inside me. 
 
    “Oh, I meant I would ask Shay more about how she got into stuff like Animal Husbandry,” I said and shook my head inconspicuously to get the sensation to abate. “I’m sorry, I’m a little distracted because of Rylan…” 
 
    Jenner’s hard gaze softened instantly, and right away, the angry red glow I could kinda see vanished completely. “Right, no need for apologies. I’m sorry as well. Lately, my mind seems… Anyway, that is a good idea, by the way.” 
 
    I blinked at the sudden whiplash of Jenner’s supposed train of thought. I thought for sure the man was about to reveal his knowledge of the Something Not Rightness lurking in his clever brain and thereby doom himself indefinitely because he was just that smart. 
 
    Apparently, his subconscious self-preservation won out, because now we were back to the previous topic, and I had to pretend like nothing was amiss. 
 
    “With Shay?” I ventured in order to encourage the conversation away from anything that might make those ominous glowing cracks appear. “She’s been teaching him what she knows, especially about basic animal first aid, and a lot about canterflies. Did she ever go to the Academy?” 
 
    “There is no record of her ever attending, but this doesn’t surprise me,” he replied. “Doler, knowing how valuable his daughter was combined with his natural paranoia, probably kept her close by at all times until he married her off to Ren.” 
 
    “Hate that guy,” I grumbled fervently. 
 
    “Which one?” he asked with an arch of his furry eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes,” I growled, and this obtuse answer seemed to amuse Jenner because he barked out a laugh that turned into a guffaw and then back into jovial drunken chortling. 
 
    “I agree with you,” he finally said after he caught his breath. “They both were bastards of the highest caliber.” 
 
    I grinned, especially when I spotted Horus extracting himself from the now orange Sims Diamond until it was gone, but I finally let out the breath I seemed to be holding at the sight of the falcon-man retreating back into the shadows. 
 
    “Too bad I didn’t make them suffer more,” I sighed with just the right amount of gallows humor coloring my voice to cause the koala-man to dissolve back into giddy laughter. 
 
    The noise was loud enough to rouse my teenage son, and he snorted awake in a panic before falling off the chair and onto his ass with a hard thunk. 
 
    “Hahhh-ahhh-haahh!” Jenner gasped and wheezed through those tight old-man giggles, complete with knee-slapping and everything, and I couldn’t help but join in the hilarity with a pang in my heart. 
 
    He reminded me so much of Tovish at that moment, and I spared a second to remember the old codger. 
 
    “Wha-- huh?” Rylan said groggily as he tried to comprehend his surroundings. Then he stumbled to his feet and rubbed his back side. “Ouch.” 
 
    “Good evening, princess,” I teased just so I could see him scowl. 
 
    “I did what you asked--” he immediately went on the defensive, and I held up a hand in warning before he could get all Angsty McAngst Burger. 
 
    “You did good, kid,” I said and patted him on the shoulder. “Relax. Just because you might be in the shit with me right now doesn’t mean everything I say or do is an attack.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said and scuffed his foot along the floorboards in a habit he had yet to shake. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Just go to bed,” I said and scrubbed a hand through his wrecked hair. “Before I kick your ass.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” he gasped in mock-offense exactly like Horus did on occasion, and I swung out a playful foot so he would have to dodge. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m sure there’s something you deserve an ass-kicking for.” I then followed through with a snap-kick from my other foot, and I was proud when he blocked me with his crossed forearms like a pro. 
 
    “Not in my library!” Jenner chided us both, and I snagged the kid around the neck with my arm so I could noogie him until he squirmed free. “Children!” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” I chuckled. “I know I need to stop when I’m lumped into that category.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Horus said as he closed the library doors behind him and sauntered in like he’d just arrived. “The children’s table has all the best food in bite-size and the funnest table decorations, usually.” 
 
    “You just like not having to eat with forks and the colored charcoal they put on the children’s table,” Rylan scoffed. “Which is silly because you can get colored charcoal any time you want.” 
 
    “You’re missing the point, Ry-Ry,” Horus needled in an annoying voice that would earn him a seat at the kids’ table just by default. 
 
    “Which is?” he deadpanned. 
 
    “That it’s your bedtime because you’re still a kid,” I slipped in, and I snickered at the expression of betrayal on his young face. 
 
    “That bites,” he said, and it was such a teen thing to say circa nineteen-nineties Earth, so I couldn’t help but throw my head back and laugh long and loud. 
 
    “Go,” I said and pointed to the doors. “Get thee to bed, fiend. You have to be rested enough to resume your work in the library with Mr. Jenner.” 
 
    At this, I glanced at the koala-man, who was now contentedly observing the banter between all three of us with a soft smile. 
 
    “Hm-- oh!” he cleared his throat and adjusted his monocle. “Yes, erhm, I will need you. Back here. For the labeling of-- of things.” 
 
    “Right.” Rylan rolled his eyes and huffed as he made his way to the door muttering under his breath. “Last time I give you brandy…” 
 
    “Goodnight, Rylan,” I said pointedly, and he straightened his posture and let his attitude slough off his shoulders just like that. 
 
    “I mean… see you tomorrow, Mr. Jenner,” he said without a hint of bitterness, and I admired that about the kid. He genuinely didn’t let things stick to him like most teenagers I remember being surrounded by. 
 
    Maybe Jenner was right, and he would actually thrive in a setting like at the Academy where he could meet other nerds who liked animals and stuff. 
 
    I never did the college thing, but I just wasn’t built for that. 
 
    As much as he was my son in spirit, and regardless of what all we had in common when it came to being fostered, we were actually quite different personality-wise. 
 
    Talk about a learning curve. 
 
    But when Rylan waved at me before heading out the door, I figured what I did learn along the way and applied to him as a parent hadn’t been harming him so far, so that was a plus. Other than that, however, I didn’t really know if there was a manual on pubescents that got lost with this model, but it would have been nice seeing as how I didn’t remember much about being a teenager because I was in a constant survival mode. 
 
    So, maybe Rylan needed to be around more people he could relate to, and then everything would figure itself out. 
 
    “Hey, Mr. Jenner,” I said after the doors closed and Rylan was out of earshot. “I think I might take you up on your advice about him and the Academy.” 
 
    “I hoped you would,” he said with a pleased twitch of his large ears. “Shall I pull together more data on the Academy on Leen?” 
 
    “Yeah, and can you find the spreadsheet you were talking about earlier?” I requested. “I’d like to see what all you’ve plotted as far as our earnings from Brightwood Estates.” 
 
    “Spreadsheet… what a clever name for my data charts, yes, yes, I will look for it right away,” he said. 
 
    “But first, you should rest, too,” I suggested after it was clear the older man could only walk in serpentine. 
 
    “Hm,” he grunted and came to rest heavily against one of the cushioned chairs he bumped into. He removed his monocle and blinked a few squinty blinks before stashing the eyepiece in his trouser pocket because his jacket was who knew where. “Perhaps you are right. I must take myself to bed.” 
 
    Instead of leaving the library, the koala-man continued to mutter as he crawled onto the stuffed armchair and curled up on his side. 
 
    He continued to talk about things he was going to do under his breath in a long gibbering stream of conscious diatribe that ended abruptly in a snore a second after he closed his eyes. 
 
    “Is he--?” I started to ask, but Jenner’s arm suddenly shot out behind him like he was searching for something. 
 
    Before I could look around for what it could possibly be, Horus strode up with the older man’s treasured blue velvet coat and spread it out over his balled-up form. 
 
    The koala-man yanked the coat tightly around him, thumped his head back down, and began snoring once more. 
 
    “There,” Horus said and brushed off his palms. “He’ll prob-- no, he’ll definitely sleep until morning, so don’t worry about waking him.” 
 
    “What did you do?” I questioned as I observed the koala-man saw through logs like he’d been deeply asleep for hours and not just seconds. If he wasn’t making so much of a ruckus snoring, I would have worried he was in a coma. 
 
    “I put him in a temporary coma--” Horus opened with. 
 
    “You what?” I deadpanned. 
 
    “‘Temporary’ being the word you should pay attention to!” he hurried to add. “According to what I found, I can’t undo this alone. It would be best if we waited for Ani. She’s always been a lot more precise than me, and with something as delicate as this, we should take every precaution.” 
 
    “What else were you able to find out about the enchantment?” I asked when the subtext of his words alluded to something bigger than I thought. 
 
    When Horus got quiet and pensive, I knew my instincts were on the correct path, and I waited tensely for him to organize his thoughts.  
 
    “Let me just put it this way, it’s a marvel the old coot didn’t trip the curse-traps after living with Ms. Velly for so long,” Horus finally sighed. “Whoever wanted Jenner’s entire species to forget about her did a good job at making contingencies.” 
 
    “Shit,” I stated. 
 
    “Don’t fret, there is an upside to all this,” he said with a grim smile. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Signs of a heavy-duty enchantment like this means your theory about the True Prophetess Conspiracy is much more likely,” he said. “If you’re right, and it comes to light that the Order has been naming the wrong Acolytes, well, there’s likely to be a great public outcry.” 
 
    “So, this is way bigger than just Amaya, then,” I said. “Not a recent mistake with the records.” 
 
    “Depending on how long it’s been since they’ve been lying about the next Prophetess,” Horus said with a shrug. “Who knows?” 
 
    “I just want to get our girls out of there, and then let the Order fight amongst themselves, for Mercedes’ sake,” I grumbled and adjusted the koala-man’s makeshift blanket so it wouldn’t slip off him during the night. 
 
    “We’ll cross that crooked creek when we come upon it,” Horus said in a vague imitation of the archivist. “For now, we should also rest, seeing as how ‘our girls’ as you put it come into the harbor tomorrow.” 
 
    I brightened up at the mere thought of seeing my beloved Amaya again, and with that thought in mind, Horus and I left Jenner to his slumber and made our way up to our rooms. 
 
    But when Horus went to head to his chambers on the second floor, I stopped him real fast. 
 
    “Hey, H?” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck. “Thanks for helping out.” 
 
    “Of course, chief.” He grinned a roguish grin and winked one of his gold-green eyes at me. “It wouldn’t do to have Mr. Jenner’s brains leaking from his big ears, now would it?” 
 
    “Fuck, is that what could’ve happened?” I asked as the gruesome image popped into my head. 
 
    “No, no, of course not-- well, I’m pretty sure at least,” he backtracked in a way that was a little bit worrisome, but he shrugged a second later. “Doesn’t matter. He’s in a deep sleep, and he’s going to stay as such until Ani and I can take a look together.” 
 
    “Again, thanks,” I said and clapped him on the back. 
 
    “Ah, feels good, doesn’t it?” Horus remarked as he slung an arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “What does?” I questioned, and I wrinkled my nose when I could smell his pit odor. 
 
    Gross. 
 
    “Horus and Alex, Alex and Horus, back to their old schemes,” he said as if it had been decades since the band broke up, and we’d just conquered our first city on the reunion tour. 
 
    “Good to be back, man,” I chuckled, and then I shoved him and his smelly pits off me. “Now, go take a bath, you smell.” 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” the falcon-man snorted and then poked the divot in my chin. “And someone looks like they need a good shave. You’re starting to look like a vagrant.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I think your sister likes it, especially when I--” I began to describe but then was soundly cut off. 
 
    “Aaaaannnnddd you ruined it,” he said and crossed his arms over his chest like I just gave his birthday away to another kid. “We were having such a lovely bit of banter, and you just had to go there.” 
 
    “Go to bed, doofus,” I snorted and headed for the stairs that led up to the third and final floor of the flying manor. 
 
    “I’m going, and I’m going to wake up before you in the morning and drink all the kolee, so there,” he heckled because he could, and like a pair of five-year-olds, we each pulled faces at the other until we were both out of view. 
 
    Mercedes, he really was a lunatic sometimes, but in the best sort of way, and I really was glad to have him at my side again. 
 
    “Alex and Horus, Horus and Alex,” I chuckled to myself as I jogged up the rest of the stairs. Along the way, all the “jaunting” allowed me to really get a good whiff of myself, and my nose twitched at how sharp my musk was. “Yikes, I think Horus was right.” 
 
    So, when I entered the dark suite of rooms my wives and I called ours, I stripped off my tunic, armored belt, and boots, and then I tiptoed over to the large spa-like bathroom that was attached. 
 
    “What do you think you are doing?” a low and seductive voice purred from the shadows, and my cat-wife jumped down on silent feet from her perch in the high window. 
 
    “You almost scared me,” I rumbled low in my chest. “I was just going to clean up a little bit. It’s been days since I’ve had an actual bath that wasn’t in lake water.” 
 
    “I know,” Zoie purred again and came closer to me so I had no choice but to rest my hands on her hips while she sniffed my exposed collarbone. “Your natural scent has been highly concentrated as of late. I find myself highly aroused by it.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as my tired body and brain tried to summon more than a feeble spark at the idea. Now was not the time, but if it was, I would be exploring this new tidbit as far as I could into the night. 
 
    Later. 
 
    For now, I rubbed my hands up and down under her flowy nightgown, and I brought her closer to me so she could smell the scent at the base of my throat to her heart’s content. 
 
    “You’re not letting me bathe tonight, are you?” I finally concluded after we stood there embracing each other under the moonlight pouring in from the high window. 
 
    “M’no,” she said and then switched from simply sniffing to actually licking my clavicle. “You wouldn’t be able to, anyway. Nova apparently loves to sleep underwater and has commandeered the room as hers.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked as my eyebrows trekked upwards. “I’m definitely going to need to see that.” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” she huffed and dragged me over to the large bed. 
 
    Shay was already asleep on her stomach with the mane of her hair splayed out over her bare back, and we were careful not to disturb her as we both slid in. 
 
    “You really think I smell that nice, huh?” I chuckled quietly when Zoie immediately twined herself around me like a snake and stuck her nose back under my jaw. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she purred in lieu of an answer, and I snuggled into her even harder. 
 
    “What do you think about the beard?” I asked before she could drop off to sleep. 
 
    “It makes me want to hold you down and fuck you until you can’t remember your name,” she said, and her matter-of-fact tone was so at odds with her deadpan delivery, I had to stop the bark of laughter that wanted to escape. “Now, go to sleep, love.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not going to help me fall as--”  
 
    She cut me off by giving me a sound kiss, and I melted into the quiet intimacy of just being in the same bed as her again. 
 
    And despite my earlier words, sleep carried me away on the crest of its soothing waves. 
 
    When I awoke, I could tell I was still dreaming right away, but I’d never experienced such a vivid dream that wasn’t the Dark Realm, or the chaotic swirl of imagery and sound that assaulted me whenever Aventoll decided she needed to tell me something. 
 
    No, this was entirely different because it was Pleasant with a capital “p,” for one thing. 
 
    I sat up after watching the sky swirl between different hues like yellow and orange watercolors splashed on a light-blue canvas, and when I did, I glanced around at my surroundings. 
 
    It seemed as if my dream landed me in a beautiful lush green meadow that looked like it had been painted by hand with vibrant acrylics and dotted with sunny smudged dandelions and lilac impressions of foxgloves. It was so picturesque, I felt as if I was in a work by Monet. 
 
    “Not bad, right?” A sorely missed voice that reminded me of the wind through willow branches caused me to turn my head so sharply I felt some of the vertebra crack in my neck. 
 
    “Amaya!” I gasped and rushed to her. 
 
    She looked so beautiful in a pale-yellow dress that offset her curly flaxen hair and made her rain-colored eyes glow like pearls. Her silver scimitar-like oryx-horns caught the light with a flash, and when I scooped her up in my arms and spun her around, I couldn’t help but be impressed with my brain on how accurate I got the details. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, too, Alex,” she giggled when I finally set her back on her feet. 
 
    “I know it’s only tomorrow when I finally get to see you, but apparently my brain couldn’t wait,” I joked to Dream Amaya. “I can’t wait to hold the real you in my arms.” 
 
    “Alex,” she said and arched a pale eyebrow. “It is the real me.” 
 
    Not Dream Amaya, then.  
 
    Real Amaya. 
 
    Holy fuck. 
 
    “Wha-- but, how?” I spluttered as I looked her over at arm’s length. “I thought you could only do stuff like this if you were in physical contact with the person.” 
 
    “I’ve learned a few tricks.” She winked and giggled again at my poleaxed expression, but then her amused smile faded like the sudden shift in the wind. “We are getting close to the Omite harbor, and that is why I am able to come to you like this. I’ve been trying for days to reach you.” 
 
    The sky in our shared dreamscape darkened overhead with inky clouds of blue and purple like at the start of a storm. 
 
    “Why, what’s wrong?” I asked when I registered the change in her demeanor. 
 
    “The Soaring Light,” she said right as it started to rain. “It’s been intercepted by pirates.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “Did you say pirates?” I asked after the shock of what Amaya told me finally wore off. 
 
    The shifting sky in our watercolor dreamscape had stopped raining on us, but the dark indigos and violets still swirled ominously above us. 
 
    “Yes, we were on our way to Om after receiving the letter you sent with Crackers when we were intercepted by them,” she said. 
 
    “How does that even happen?” I asked. “I thought Soaring was one of the fastest ships out there?” 
 
    “She is, but it was us who actually approached the vessel because we thought they were in distress,” she said and gripped my biceps like she was afraid I would vanish. 
 
    Which maybe I would. Or from my perspective, maybe she would because she suddenly became a little less substantial, and I panicked. 
 
    “Amaya!” My fingers sank a little more through her arms as if she was continuing to melt away like a spring snow. 
 
    “Someone is trying to wake my body, and I won’t be able to hold onto this for very long,” she told me as she became a little more solid, and so did the watercolor world around us. “This realm is neither dreaming nor waking, and it is hard to maintain for long, so I will be as brief as I can. On our way, we spied black smoke billowing up from a vessel seemingly stranded at sea, and when we got closer, Captain Nemis noticed the ship was The Gilded Dawn, Councilman Sha-Kane’s usual frigate.” 
 
    “Sha-Kane?” I asked as I pictured the austere, yet just osprey-man. “It’s been a while since we’ve seen him after he helped us with Horus’ trial.” 
 
    “Yes, he rarely leaves his estates in Leen, so we naturally went to help, but it was a trick, and the Councilman’s vessel had been taken over by these pirates who call themselves Virus,” she hurried to tell me as the wind started to blow hard around us. 
 
    “What happened to the Councilman?” I asked. 
 
    “They told us they threw him into the Ocean Mercedes,” she said with a sorrowful expression. “Whatever the case, I couldn’t feel him on Gilded Dawn when we all went aboard to search for him. Instead, we walked into a trap headed by the pirate captain, Luhrmann. Later, we found out he and his crew boarded Dawn and slaughtered all of Sha-Kane’s men. After they threw the Councilman overboard.” 
 
    My mind raced just as fast as the clouds overhead, and I could see how the darkness started to lighten as if the watercolor was evaporating. Beneath the sky was a dull white mist, and the longer I stared, the more things from my bedroom started to solidify… 
 
    “Alex, focus on me,” Amaya said, and without breaking contact, she smoothed her warm palms up my bare arms, over the crests of my broad shoulders, and up to cup my face gently in her hands. Her soothing silver eyes seemed to cradle me, and through her familiar Touch, I could feel her push the sensation of being rocked by the wind and the sea until we were both swaying with the breeze blowing through the dandelions and blurry trees around us. “That’s it… remember what it feels like when we connect like this. Hone in on it. It’s like meditation. Meditate on me.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and focused on the feel of her hands lightly caressing my cheeks, lips, and chin. 
 
    I knew those hands. 
 
    They were neither soft nor rough. She was kept pure from back-breaking physical labor, but she had the hint of calluses that wrote the story of her curiosity, openness, and the eagerness to take the world by her own reins. 
 
    I Knew those hands. 
 
    I loved and missed those hands. 
 
    I ached for them so much, and I wanted time to just… 
 
    “Ames,” I murmured as we continued our slow dance in our meadow. I had the sensation of floating off the ground, and I couldn’t help but giggle when I looked down and saw it was true. I knew I should be panicking about the situation at hand out in the real world, but we were revolving around in the air like that corny scene at the end of the Bill Paxton version of Casper. “What’s happening?” 
 
    Our meadow had stopped swaying with the wind and was frozen like the idyllic painting it reminded me of, and the only things moving were us. 
 
    Amaya blinked and glanced around as well, and her arms flowed down to clutch my hands. “I’m not entirely sure. What were you thinking of?” 
 
    “Honestly?” I snorted. “An old film from my childhood about a friendly ghost.”  
 
    “No,” she giggled and butted her forehead against mine as the effervescent amusement bubbled between us like seltzer. “Not the Caspian fellow. Casper? There’s some sort of… song you are remembering. Cas-per the friend-ly ghost… oh, how adorable!” 
 
    I laughed along with her as we continued to float weightlessly in mid-air. “What do you mean, then?” 
 
    “What were you thinking before your childhood moving stories?” she asked as her hands traveled back up to my face. One of her hands stayed on my cheek so I could feel the calluses on her palm while she carded her fingers through my hair with the other. 
 
    I closed my eyes and turned my face into her caress as she embraced me. “I was thinking about how I wanted to stay here for as long as possible. I was thinking about how much I wanted time to stop.” 
 
    “I think you got your wish,” she said with a hint of awe in her voice. “I think you summoned your time-powers.” 
 
    I frowned at her words because I wasn’t even thinking of anything like that, and after I summoned the time-stop earlier in the library to stop Horus’ molted feather from giving away the game, I was sure it would take me a while to build up to the stamina I once had.  
 
    “How is that even possible?” I asked. “A time-stop isn’t exactly something I can just fall into.” 
 
    “I am still trying to understand the Liminal Space, myself,” she replied with an apologetic shrug, and I let it go. 
 
    “Is that what you’re calling this place?” I questioned as the Touch-telepath continued to brush her fingertips over my eyes, nose, and lips. 
 
    “Until I can come up with another name for it,” she explained. “We are both not quite asleep, but we are not awake. I am able to connect with you based on the sense memories I have of us together.” 
 
    “Sense memories?” I asked as I arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “It is something the High Cleric taught me now that my augur powers are coming in fully,” the oryx-woman explained as a fetching patina of rosy pink seeped into her cheeks. “I thought about us… together. And I found you.” 
 
    My mind wanted to go down all sorts of avenues at that, but we didn’t really have the time. “We are so going to explore that later. But for now, I want to know more about your situation. Are you all on Soaring now?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered, and her spine straightened slightly as our conversation returned to the topic at hand. “The people we have aboard are myself, Ana, Captain Nemis, the remains of his crew mates who didn’t perish during the ambush, and an older man in the brig with us who was tossed in later. He’s been unconscious ever since.” 
 
    “Do you know who he is?” I asked. 
 
    “He is definitely of Leen-folk origin like of Asher Redburn’s ilk, and based on his fine clothes and their possible motives, I’m guessing he’s the next appointed Overseer of Om,” she explained, and I pictured the tall jackrabbit-man I left in charge of Monger Manor back on Nata. “And he’s the only one from Dawn who they took hostage.” 
 
    “What else?” I asked as I kept an eye on our dreamscape. We’d drifted back down to the ground at some point, and the meringue-like clouds overhead started to scud sluggishly across the blue sky. I could tell our little spell was starting to wear off, but before that happened, I needed to get as much information as I could. “Do you know what they are planning?” 
 
    “There are too many people on this vessel to be absolutely certain about everything, but I was able to glean a little of the Knowledge through Soaring’s noble wood grain,” she said in her esoteric augur-woman way of hers. “But I do know they are going to force us to be the ‘welcoming’ party and to go along with what they want. What that is, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Then we’ll ambush them back,” I said as I tried to put together a plan of attack. 
 
    “You can’t,” she said. “They have a Rogue augur on board, and he’ll be able to sense it the more a collective of people focus on something like an ambush. You are the only one who can know.” 
 
    “A Rogue augur,” I deadpanned. 
 
    That did not sound good. 
 
    “He is an augur who lost their mage and had the traditional Mind Healing fail,” she said. “A bond between an augur and a mage is everlasting, and if something happens to the other, it can turn into a festering wound on the mind without proper help from the Order Clerics. In some cases, it doesn’t work, and the augur dies from the mental trauma.” 
 
    “And in other cases?” I asked. 
 
    “The augur goes insane and becomes a Rogue, and their desire to constantly Know consumes them until they have developed their powers so they can be as omniscient as possible,” she summed up. 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds…” I faltered. 
 
    “It’s really bad,” she finished for me. “He knows my every move, which is why I have only been able to contact you through the Liminal Space. He can’t sense my conscious mind due to my training, but I am not unconscious enough for him to find me if he were to Touch me.” 
 
    “You’re a genius,” I couldn’t help but praise her, even though the clouds were starting to move faster again. 
 
    “I learned to be clever from the best.” She smiled and kissed me on the tip of my nose, but then her soulful eyes became serious again. “Tomorrow, the pirate captain will disguise himself as the new Overseer who was supposedly appointed by the Councilman. If the hostage from Gilded Dawn is the real Overseer, the pirates no doubt took his official documentation.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to stop him without planning an ambush and without tipping off the Rogue augur?” I asked since a solution eluded me no matter what scenario I played out mentally. 
 
    “From the Knowledge I’ve been able to get away with siphoning without the Rogue catching on, I know a few things about the pirate captain,” she rushed to say as the sky started to break apart again. “One is that he is under someone’s thumb, but he hates it with every fiber of his being. I’m not sure if it’s Kavo Alda or not, but the trend would suggest it is. The first chance Luhrmann gets to get out, he will take it. You need to get him to fall for the bait so he will challenge you to a Duel. Half the battle is won for you because once he sees your status, he will covet it immediately.” 
 
    “Alright, but what else does he want?” I questioned. “He might not take the bait, especially if he’s a No-Rank. Knowing what I do now, there’s no way I would challenge someone who outranked me that much. Seems like an unfair fight.” 
 
    “I’m counting on his pride overwhelming his logic,” she explained. “But if all else fails, then--” 
 
    An ear-splitting sound erupted through the air like the sound of tearing fabric magnified a hundredfold, and I knew we were out of time. 
 
    “Amaya!” I yelled for her as she was violently torn out of my arms, and the bottom of the world dropped out from underneath me. Then I fell through a gray void until I jerked upright back in my own bed covered in sweat. 
 
    “Alex…” Shay mumbled as she groggily sat up. 
 
    “Peace, husband,” Zoie said as she rubbed my shoulders. 
 
    As I caught my breath and registered where I was and what was going on, I struggled with being jarred back into conscious reality before I was truly prepared for it. 
 
    Amaya. 
 
    Fuck, what had happened? 
 
    Did someone wake her body up back on Soaring? 
 
    Did the Rogue augur catch her somehow? 
 
    Whatever the case, my head spun because the sensation of crash-landing back into my body felt about as pleasant as skydiving without a parachute. 
 
    “--wrong with him?” Shay’s concerned voice penetrated the brief numbing haze ringing throughout my whole body. 
 
    “…nightmare…” Zoie murmured. 
 
    “Maybe he’s sick?” Shay said in a clear voice, and I gasped when it felt like my ears popped after coming down rapidly in altitude. 
 
    I shuddered. “Not sick. I’m alright, I promise.” 
 
    “Alex!” Shay yelped in shock like she wasn’t prepared for me to start making complete sentences, and I wondered what had gone on with me here when I was in the Liminal Space. 
 
    “Z-Zoie,” I stuttered as my teeth chattered like I was cold or exhausted, I didn’t know which, and my cat-wife rubbed my arms when my muscles trembled and twitched with stress. 
 
    That was the first time I noticed how I was stretched out and reclined against Zoie. Her long legs bracketed me as I rested in her embrace like she was my own personal body pillow, and I couldn’t even bring myself to worry that I might be crushing her with my weight because she felt so good. 
 
    “Are you truly awake now, husband?” Zoie finally asked when my heart rate had calmed. “I’ve never seen you so restless from your dreams before.” 
 
    “Am I normally restless?” I asked in a rough voice, and I glanced at Shay for good measure. 
 
    “Sometimes, you are imbued with an energy even as you slumber, dearheart,” Shay said with an apologetic smile, like she was telling me how badly I’d been snoring this whole time or something. 
 
    “Do I keep you both awake a lot?” I asked. 
 
    “Not so much, no,” Shay said as she somehow managed to insinuate herself into mine and Zoie’s lap until we were tangled up in a wonderful mess of soft limbs still warm from sleep. We’d formed up to make a Triple Spoon with Shay inside, Zoie in the middle, and me on the outside holding both of them. 
 
    “Was it a nightmare?” Zoie finally asked after we were all situated. 
 
    “Not… really,” I sighed out. I wanted nothing more than to tell my wives about Amaya’s warning, but the biggest thing she told me to look out for was telling anybody. Apparently, the more people who Knew About a Thing, the more of an aura it threw off that augurs were able to pick up on. 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure how that worked other than the standard default of “Magic,” but I figured listening to the expert who did know how it worked was probably the smartest course of action. 
 
    The way I figured it, I could perhaps let one other person in on my plan, but only one, and I had someone else in mind for that task… 
 
    “You called out Amaya’s name a few times…” Zoie said in a hushed voice, and I bit down on my bottom lip in thought. 
 
    “I’m… worried about her,” I said, which was true. 
 
    “She’ll be perfectly fine, love,” Shay said through the start of a yawn. It was still dark outside, and even though I didn’t know how long I’d spent in the Liminal Space, I could tell the night wasn’t yet halfway over, so it couldn’t have been for long. 
 
    If I had a tendency to be “restless,” like my wonderful and patient wives claimed, then it was no wonder it only took the phoenix-woman a handful of seconds before she nodded off again. 
 
    That left Zoie and me as the only ones still awake and alert in the room, and I glanced over her shoulder so I could see her face. 
 
    With Amaya’s last words still ringing in my head, I had the start of a plan forming, but I needed to go research something before I could formulate the details. Still, I didn’t want to just get out of bed after Zoie obviously had to bear the brunt of my nightmare. Not only would that allow for suspicious questions I couldn’t answer, but it would cause her to worry too much. 
 
    “I’m okay now, I promise,” I tried to reassure her so she would stop worrying about me and fall asleep already. “You can go to sleep now.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she said dully, and I tried to massage the back of her neck the way she liked, but her muscles were stiff and unyielding. “Not when I know you’re keeping something from me.” 
 
    I stopped what I was doing, and she shot me a little glare. 
 
    “I…” I started. 
 
    “Don’t try and tell me you’re not, because I can smell that you are,” she grumbled. 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” I admitted. “But I wouldn’t keep it from you if it wasn’t for a really good reason, trust me.” 
 
    At this, she carefully disengaged from Shay and turned around in my embrace so we were now facing each other. 
 
    “Of course, I trust you,” she said with a frown, like she was disappointed I would even question her, and my heart broke at seeing that look. 
 
    But in a good way. 
 
    Because I knew she was just as devoted to me as I was to her, and when our gazes collided, our inherent connection thrummed between us as her frown disappeared. 
 
    “I need you to do me a favor,” I said as more of my plan coalesced, and my breathing increased with my excitement. 
 
    “Anything,” she breathed back as the distance between our mouths shrank exponentially. 
 
    “…Go back to sleep,” I said, and she pulled back right before I breached the gap officially. 
 
    “What?” she said in a tone that told me how unimpressed she was by my answer. 
 
    “I need you to trust me implicitly for the indefinite future, okay?” I tucked a strand of her ebony hair out of her oval face. “No matter how differently I act. Or… or how cold I may appear on the exterior. You have to understand at all times that it is just an act.” 
 
    “Alex…” she said as a panicked look came into her eyes, but I shushed her soothingly and cupped her face. 
 
    “I need you to do this Zoie, and I need you to be the one to prep everyone else tomorrow morning for breakfast in my absence,” I rambled out. “I know I’m not making sense, but I need you to understand, no questions asked.” 
 
    “O-Okay,” she stammered as she tried to get the fear I could see growing under the surface of her usual stoicism to go back into its cage where it belonged. “No questions asked.” 
 
    “Inform Rylan as well that I will be thinking long and hard about his upcoming punishment, so if I seem like I don’t want to be approached by him, that’s why,” I explained, and just before my wife could begin to frown, I placed a passionate kiss on her soft lips. 
 
    Through that kiss, I tried to convey what I couldn’t even scratch the surface of if I’d tried to use words. 
 
    This was always how we communicated best, and with the little time I had left, I made sure to touch her in some of her most intimate places so she knew how loved she was. 
 
    A caress at the back of her knee had her purring softly in her chest, and a squeeze at the nape of her neck made her go nearly boneless. 
 
    “I might appear cruel at times,” I murmured when we came up for air. “But it is only an act.” 
 
    “An act,” Zoie breathed, and her eyes fluttered shut when I rolled her onto her back so I could caress her collarbones and rub soothing circles into her toned abdomen. “One that must be abided by at all times, but an act just the same.” 
 
    “That’s right, kitten,” I whispered as I smoothly levered myself out of bed and tucked her in. 
 
    Even though she was already halfway to dreamland, I knew she had it covered, and having just that little bit off my plate gave me the piece of mind I needed to be able to see through what I was planning on doing next. 
 
    I changed back into some pants and a tunic, glanced at my sleeping wives cuddled up on the bed, and then went to go find Horus. 
 
    After all, what I intended to do would likely be the hardest thing I’d ever done yet, and I would need my trusty second by my side to help me pull it off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    The falcon-man stared at me from where he sat on the edge of his bed after I’d woken him from his deep sleep and started rambling at him about everything Amaya had told me, as well as an outline of my plan. 
 
    So far, Horus had yet to react, other than maintaining that continuous shocked expression and blinking, and I wondered if I should have given him a cup of kolee first. 
 
    We were definitely going to need some, because this was going to be an all-night thing. 
 
    “So…” Horus started, stopped, and licked his lips. Then he grabbed a glass of water from the bedside table next to him and took a swallow. 
 
    And then another. 
 
    After the third, forth, and fifth gulps from the seemingly Endless Water Vessel, I had to consciously tamp down on my impatience and forced my bouncy leg to remain still despite the feeling of my skeleton trying to escape its Flesh Prison. 
 
    To prevent this, I stood up from the chair I’d hurriedly pulled up while I downloaded what was a considerable Info Dump on top of the falcon-man’s head. Then I walked a few paces around his room in order to give him a moment to fully wrap his feathered brain around everything. 
 
    “So…” Horus started again, and I stopped my pacing and perked up like a puppy waiting to go on walkies. “What?” 
 
    “Well, that was anticlimactic,” I snorted as my shoulders drooped. “Get some clothes on, zombie. All you need to know before I get some go-juice in you is that our girls are in trouble due to pirates, and I have a plan to save them. Got it?” 
 
    He jolted slightly like my words had physically zapped him out of his trance. “Y-Yeah. Let’s go.” 
 
    I let him scramble up to his feet, grab his Duelist Stone and his bow, and make it all the way to the door before I spoke up. 
 
    “Hey, H? Not that I’m not glad you’re finally with the program, but maybe try some pants before anything else?” I suggested. 
 
    “Mercedes’ left tit,” he grumbled furiously, and then he tore off his bow and quiver so he could put his clothes on underneath like a proper humanoid. 
 
    I didn’t stop chuckling even after we’d brewed some fresh kolee on our way to the library. 
 
    “So, why are we back here again?” he asked as he took a sip. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at now having to repeat myself, but at least the falcon-man was forming full sentences and not just one-word answers and obscenities. 
 
    Or answers that were just one-word obscenities. 
 
    I took it as a plus. 
 
    “I need you to teach me how all of the other Ashers on Aventoll with my status usually act,” I said as we passed the circular desk. 
 
    “Why the darkhell would you want to act like any of those scat-slingers?” Horus demanded loudly. 
 
    “Shh! You’ll wake up Jenner,” I hissed, and I glanced over to the tuft of gray fur I could see poking out from the blue lump in one of the stuffed armchairs. 
 
    “Coma,” he reminded me back at full volume like the spoiled brat he was. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said when the koala-man continued to snore obliviously. 
 
    “You were saying?” The falcon-man gestured toward me with his mug. “What was it? Oh, right, something stupid.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t you a little burst of precious sunshine,” I snarked and swapped mugs with him so he could finish off my mostly full kolee while I took his already empty one. “I know I disturbed your beauty rest, but take it easy. I already have one asshole, I don’t need you to rip me a new one.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, chief,” Horus sighed, and he dragged his fingers heedlessly through that feathered crest he was usually so vain about, so I knew it was sincere. “I’ve already not been sleeping well without Ani, and now you tell me she’s in danger, and I’m… still trying to connect the dots.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, too,” I said. “I know it’s fucking a lot, and I don’t think I’ve even had time to really process it. You should have seen me when I woke up.” 
 
    “Here, I don’t deserve the rest of your kolee,” the falcon-man said as he held my mug back out to me. 
 
    “Nah, drink it, but you can pay me back by making the next batch,” I said with an easygoing grin. 
 
    “Thanks.” He nodded. “Okay, so I think I am caught up for the most part. Pirates have hijacked The Soaring Light, they have a scary unmoored augur without a proper mage, and there’s a missing Councilman. Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “So, you were listening,” I said. “Punk.” 
 
    “I heard it all, but it just took me a bit to sift through it,” he joked. “Now, tell me about how acting like one of those ass-faces is going to lure the fake Overseer into wanting to Duel you?” 
 
    “Not just the fake Overseer,” I reminded him. “Amaya told me the pirate captain would jump at the chance to snatch up a status as shiny as mine if I make it look worth the risk to go against whoever has him by the balls.” 
 
    “Interesting theory,” the falcon-man said with a broad grin. “Is this some of that strange game you and ol’ Cornelius are talking about? Mental Crest?” 
 
    “Mental Chess,” I corrected as I rounded the desk and started to look for something specific among the stacks of papers and dusty tomes. “And sort of. That’s why I need your help. I need to know more about the Duelists who have been around for a while, like their traditional mannerisms and stuff.” 
 
    “So, basically my father,” Horus said with a scowl. 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about, then?” I cocked my head at him and then returned to searching. 
 
    “What you’re talking about is the antiquated and dusty mores of etiquette from the Ashers of Old,” the falcon-man said with what was obviously a huge chip on his shoulder. “Ol’ Archus always wanted me to learn the proper ways, but I was a rebellious little scat-mite and never took it seriously.” 
 
    At this, he slammed the second empty mug down on the desk next to where I put the first one, and then he came around the other side to look at a bookshelf filled mostly with books except for the one in the middle.  
 
    On this shelf there were about a dozen golf ball-sized glass baubles I knew to be some of Jenner’s record stones, each with their own label in Rylan’s familiar hand. 
 
    “In that case, do you even remember any of it?” I teased. “I know your study habits, or lack thereof.” 
 
    “Hah, hah,” he mocked absently as he concentrated on the labels. “I may not remember the particulars down to a dust-peep’s ass, but I will never forget that fat tome I used to prop my dormitory door open with back at the Academy. Aha!” 
 
    Horus picked up the record stone he was searching for and held it in the palm of his hand, and he focused on something internally as his gaze grew hazy and far away. 
 
    The gold-green of his irises shimmered for a moment as he used his natural magic to work the record stone with lightning speed. After a few seconds, he grinned, and then he tossed me the clear quartz-like stone. 
 
    “The Anals of Asher Prosperity?” I read with the appropriate amount of cringe factor. 
 
    “The ‘Annals,’ not-- darkhell, stop laughing, will you?” He tried to snatch the record stone back, but I kept it away. “Yeah, well. I hated every boring word of that garbage, but that is definitely the one you want.” 
 
    “You said this was a doorstop, huh?” I asked as I eyed the high window where the sky was starting to lighten ever so slowly. “About how many pages is it in the flesh?” 
 
    “Abouuuut…” The falcon-man’s eyes traveled upward as he tried to remember with any degree of accuracy. “Eight hun-- no, definitely over a thousand pages. Why?” 
 
    “You better start remembering hasta yesterday, then, because it’s already tomorrow,” I said and tossed him the record stone. “You have got to make me into a curmudgeonly Asher Dick before The Soaring Light enters the harbor, and we’re within the range of the Rogue.” 
 
    “Well, first of all, you need your wives to abide by their hierarchy at all times,” he said as he scrolled through the glass paperweight-looking thing. “I remember that much. It was another reason Ani and I wanted to elope. I had no taste for the… ownership deal.” 
 
    “Ownership deal?” I scoffed. “That’s one way to describe their whole entitlement act and their obsession with collecting women.” 
 
    “Exactly.” The falcon-man paused so he could glance up at me. “Are you sure you want to do this? The way the Duelists of your status treat their wives… it’s nothing at all compared to the way you treat yours.” 
 
    “I’ve given Zoie a slight heads-up, and she’s going to make sure the others know to play it cool,” I informed him. 
 
    “That’s wise,” he said, and we both pulled up some stools so we could both do our homework. “She was brought up on Vartha with the expectation she would be married off, or Auctioned, so she will know some of the formalities, and Shay, of course, has practice being the wife of a Duelist-- one of the bastard ones, I mean.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” I said as I tried to organize all the documents I sent to Jenner that came from the Rickety House. “I know between the two of them, Zoie and Shay will go along with things beautifully. They are going to have to be resourceful, especially so they can keep both Rylan and Nova away as best as they can. Nova, for sure.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” he questioned with a curious shine in his verdant eyes. 
 
    “She just recently got away from a neglectful cold bastard who used to beat her and then some,” I reminded him. “Because everything is so new to her, I want to expose her as little as possible to what I have to pretend to be.” 
 
    “So, are we just going for the standard Entitled Cock Wad, or did you have someone special in mind?” Horus asked. “I could always get you to emulate Dearly Departed Dad.” 
 
    “Actually,” I said as I slapped the sheaf of papers I ripped out of one of the moldering journals in front of the falcon-man’s nose. “I need you to help me pretend to be Krev.” 
 
    Horus blinked rapidly, and then he stared down at the mess of notes Jenner had attempted to jot down for my benefit. 
 
    “Why in the world…?” he trailed off as he looked through the documents. “Oh, my frox, you’re going to kill yourself off, aren’t you?” 
 
    “It’s the only way not to tip off the Rogue augur,” I reasoned with the skeptical falcon-man. “Amaya told me the Rogue can pick up on intentions, especially if they are shared by multiple people. If everyone is confused about my sudden change in demeanor at the same time, it will make more sense when they start asking questions and I reveal that I am ‘Krev,’ who has taken the place and the face of well-known Traveler Alex Brightwood. 
 
    “That way, if the augur senses the confusion from the majority of everyone, revealing you are the shape-shifter becomes even more plausible,” Horus said as he caught on to where I was going with this. “And then you can stage your own ambush while the Rogue is distracted with all of the chaos.” 
 
    “It’s the only way I know how to protect everyone so I can get close enough to kill the pirate captain and the Rogue,” I said. 
 
    “Oh! I have a brilliant idea,” Horus suddenly said. “I will be your manservant who lurks around and manages your estate and yells at anybody who walks indoors with their boots on--” 
 
    “You sound like you’re basing this off someone who is real,” I remarked. 
 
    “My father had a manservant named Gelder, and I hated him so much,” Horus said as he crinkled some paper in his clenched fist. “He did whatever Archus told him to do, and sometimes… well, let’s just say they both had an appetite for cruelty.” 
 
    “That might actually work in our favor,” I mused aloud as I thought over the dynamic he’d inadvertently painted due to his antics. 
 
    “I was just joking, but how do you mean?” he asked, and when he tilted his head, his black-feathered crest fluffed up a little as his interest was piqued. 
 
    “You being my loyal manservant only adds to the appeal of stealing my status,” I pointed out. “Especially if you can pull it off.” 
 
    “Oh, I can,” Horus said as he rubbed his hands together like a scheming villain. “I’ll be cowardly and obsequious, but capable and stylish unlike that snake, Senna from Terr. It should also be easy to give this place a good ‘ol scat-shine given Gella Vane had such gaudy tastes in old Asher decorations. I’ll pull them out of storage and even fix up the ballroom.” 
 
    “This place has a ballroom?” I asked. “This is news to me.” 
 
    “It’s currently being used as a large storage area where said decorations were stuffed,” he explained with a furtive grin. 
 
    “What is that smile about?” I narrowed my eyelids. “You are awfully proud in a way that makes me think I should be worried.” 
 
    Horus’ expression grew even more impish. “You should be proud of me--” 
 
    “Not what I said,” I interjected. 
 
    “Well, fine, then, I am proud of myself because Jenner told me to clear out that room before we left Nata, and I never did, but it looks like my laziness has paid off,” he said with a shit-eating grin. 
 
    “You’re lucky it worked out, and that Jenner is in a coma, or else he would put you on floor polishing duty for a whole farthing,” I snickered. “Now, hurry up and tutor me before the sun fully comes up.” 
 
    After we were done screwing around, the two of us buckled down and pored over our work so I could learn as much as I could about being a “proper” Asher. 
 
    From what I could tell, this so-called etiquette revolved mostly around how everyone else should act around a Lord Asher, and the Lord Asher basically punished anyone insubordinate to his authority. 
 
    In fact, according to Horus, a good third of the over one-thousand-page tome was dedicated just to all of the ways a Duelist was allowed to punish his Property or Assets, AKA Aventoll’s version of indentured slaves. 
 
    “So, walking your wife around the streets with a collar and a leash is a typical punishment, then?” A sick feeling clenched at the base of my esophagus and made me feel as if I had heartburn. 
 
    “Yeah,” the falcon-man replied with a grimace. “The category of Punishment called Humiliation is one of the longest.” 
 
    The image of the first time I laid eyes on Zoie popped into my head, and I realized the fatal flaw in my plan. 
 
    “Shit, I’m really going to have to be a bastard, aren’t I?” I could feel the horrified expression dawning on my face. 
 
    “You are,” he said with a grave nod of his black-feathered head. “But that’s okay because it’s just an act, remember?” 
 
    “Right.” I went back to reading and tried not to think about what I had to do in the near future. 
 
    Just an act. 
 
    But still. 
 
    The reality was, I was still going to have to behave like some of the most deplorable people I’d ever had the misfortune if meeting. 
 
    For instance, Krev Alda was quickly rising to the top of that shit list the more I actually pieced together some of his handwritten accounts. The guy had his fingers in all kinds of pies, and one of them was helping his brother Kavo with their shared enterprise in distributing and thereby almost single-handedly corrupting the Terran Upper Echelon with an enchanted alloy.  
 
    I came to learn it was common knowledge that the ore mined from Terr Isle, although useful, was actually pretty toxic to the local reptile-species that lived there. So much so, it was common custom for the natives to wield weapons not made of steel and iron like the rest of Aventoll seemed fond of using. 
 
    According to these letters exchanged between the Aldas, Vane, and Archus Doler, they’d all put their evil mad scientist brains together and came up with the alloy that could extend its strange mind-altering properties onto non-Terrans. 
 
    Interestingly enough, it seemed as if Krev was slowly being cut out of this enterprise or something, but I didn’t have all of the correspondence to be sure, so I moved through the rest and only stopped here or there when something caught my eye. 
 
    Then I got to one page in particular, and I gasped as the acid in my gut churned even more. 
 
    “Chief?” Horus asked after he broke off in the middle of explaining how the Asher’s household usually stood on ceremony. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Fuck, I’ve changed my mind, I don’t want to do this, get me a flamethrower,” I said and then pinched the bridge of my nose. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Alex? What’s wrong?” he asked with a spike of worry in his voice. “You can’t change your mind because I have a whole bit planned with this limp and everything.” 
 
    “H, this guy was a… there’s no words for how much I want--” I interrupted myself and flung myself to my feet so I could pace away some angry energy. “I didn’t make him suffer enough.” 
 
    “Probably not,” he conceded. “But he is gone for good now. You made sure of that, never forget it.” 
 
    “He hurt her, Horus,” I said, and I clenched my fists so hard I could feel the sting of my fingernails cutting into my palms. “He really hurt Nova. He was her father, and he was so perverse. Fuck!” 
 
    The lid on the boiling pot of my temper finally exploded, and I snapped around and kicked over one of the desk stools set up around the circular hub of the library. It hit the wall with an almighty crack that should have been satisfying but ultimately wasn’t in the end. 
 
    “Mercedes,” Horus breathed, and he ran a hand through his hair. 
 
    “She must be kept away from me at all costs if I’m ever going have a hope of portraying this asshole without blowing my cover,” I said, and I turned to face the cold fireplace with my hand leaning against the mantel. 
 
    “I will make sure someone stays with her the whole time,” Horus promised. “Probably Ms. Velly, I’m thinking.” 
 
    “That works,” I conceded as my heart rate finally started to fall back to a more normal rhythm. “Thank you for taking care of that. This is going to be really rough.” 
 
    “Just know, no matter your actions, you are not acting as Alex Brightwood,” he said. “This may seem like a given, but you must know you are not to be blamed or to flagellate yourself later for what you did and said under duress.” 
 
    At this uncharacteristically noble speech, I turned back around to face him with a curious lilt of my eyebrows. “Where did you get that nugget of shining wisdom from?” 
 
    “Ani, actually,” the falcon-man huffed through his nose. “It’s what she would tell me whenever I was tasked to do something for the Clans. Some of the things I was forced to do still keep me up at night, but at the time, I was able to cope with the guilt by believing I was a different person altogether with a completely different life and family. That way, all of the sins I committed while living with the mercenaries could be blamed on the other Horus and his need for survival.” 
 
    “I didn’t know all that,” I admitted as I pursed my lips together. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Nothing you could do about it.” He shrugged. “And nothing you can do about your situation now. Just grit your teeth, lock your knees, and drink copious amounts of brandy.” 
 
    “Fair enough, but it might be too early for alcohol,” I said. 
 
    “I suppose I could make us more kolee like I said--”  
 
    Suddenly, a shaft of golden sunlight spilled over the sill of the high window, and like some sick joke, the sound of a ship’s horn blaring rang out as the dawn broke open the sky. 
 
    The Soaring Light’s distress horn. 
 
    They were here. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    The morning exploded into a frenzy after the distress horn from the Soaring Light announced the dawn. I could almost feel the whole place wake up at once due to the jarring sound, like the floating sky ship was connected with her sister vessel out at sea. 
 
    Horus and I completed our crash course session right before the Manta Ship came alive with sounds and activity, which was lucky because soon I would have to start getting into “character.” 
 
    I shuddered just thinking about the bastard I had to imitate, and if there weren’t so much on the line, I would say fuck it and just slit the pirate captain’s throat on sight. 
 
    But patience was a virtue, and when it came to not one, but two very real enemies with a whole brigade at their backs and the ability to see an attack coming from miles away, I had to play my cards right. 
 
    Horus was great because he recognized my need for isolation from the Crew until I could really settle into the role I’d signed myself up for. So, when Vela knocked hesitantly on the library doors in search of Jenner because he always took a cup of his pungent tea at this hour, the falcon-man sent her away with some excuses that he promised to explain later. 
 
    “What else do I need to prepare, chief?” he asked me once we were alone again with just the comatose koala-man for company. 
 
    “We need to get that stuff out of storage and set up,” I began to list. “Maybe this task could keep Vel occupied, if you wouldn’t mind informing her. And if you talk with Zoie, I’m sure you both can team up to keep the rest of the Crew functioning as normal until the last second.” 
 
    “Why the last second?” he asked. “Don’t you want them to get used to your new demeanor a bit?” 
 
    “No, because the less time everyone can sit with their thoughts about what’s going on with me, the less the Rogue will be able to figure out the details of their shock when we are all face to face,” I explained. “I don’t really know much about this augur, but they sound powerful, and if Amaya was able to visit me in a ‘dream’ from out at sea, then there is no telling what this guy can do.” 
 
    “True,” Horus said, and then he tore a random scrap of paper off a sheet of paper I hoped wasn’t important to Jenner at all. “Some of the Rogue augurs have been known in the past to fully exert their will upon others from hundreds of leagues away.” 
 
    “That’s… terrifying,” I remarked as I watched him grab a quill and actually jot some notes down in a Responsible Manner. 
 
    “Okay, so talk to Zoie for more details and set Ms. Velly on the Path to Decoration… got it,” Horus said and tossed away the quill. “Make sure you study some of the obvious social cues like the proper greeting I give you as your manservant, and your answer to my servitude, things like that. Those are the basics that would be a dead giveaway as to how foreign you really are. If the Aldas have been here for as long as you say, they are naturalized Aventollians by now and are sure to act like them, especially if they are used to living like, or among, Duelists.” 
 
    “I agree, but I have a confession,” I said as I felt the stakes rise ever higher against me and what I wanted to accomplish. “A big part of me is still worried I might drop the ball on trying to act this cruel to my own people. Because of that, you and I have to be ready to break character at a moment’s notice and fight because I have a bad feeling about how everything is going to go down.” 
 
    “If they didn’t have that damn Rogue, this would be quite a different battle strategy,” Horus said with a deep frown on his face. 
 
    “I hate this cloak-and-dagger shit,” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I just want to crack open their skulls and be done with it.” 
 
    “I have similar sentiments, chief,” Horus said as he clapped me on the shoulder. “I’ll make sure there is breakfast and a hot kolee drink for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, H,” I said, and the falcon-man left me alone in the library so he could prepare and look out for the Manta Ship like the trusty second he was. 
 
    I remained in the library and walked over to sit on the floor between two library stacks where the view through the window was the best. I didn’t know if this plan would work, but I was hoping that if I could get myself to doze off again, I might be able to make contact with Amaya in her Liminal Space like before. 
 
    So just like a barn cat, I curled up on my side in a shaft of sunlight and let my overtired mind do the rest. A lot of what I thought about swirled aimlessly through my synapses like snow melting down the face of a mountain, and I didn't try to control it, or worry about the fact I was thinking too hard. I just breathed and let my thoughts take their course. 
 
    Soon, the landscape faded from my view and was replaced by that idyllic meadow from before. 
 
    I sat up and looked around, but instead of finding the oryx-woman, I discovered I was in the meadow alone. 
 
    “Amaya?” I called out, and I watched the clouds billow in and out like they were actually breathing. “Are you there?” 
 
    When I heard nothing but the howling of the wind, I wondered how it was that I’d actually managed to get here by myself, but before I could wonder any longer, the sound of the wind changed into something more familiar. 
 
    “Alex? Are you here?” Amaya’s faint voice echoed around the meadow. 
 
    “Ames? Where are you?” I asked and kept my head on a swivel, even though it was clear she wasn’t anywhere close to being able to physically manifest. 
 
    “I’m using all of my energy just to make contact with you,” she said weakly. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” I demanded and tried to pull back the reins on my galloping thoughts. 
 
    If she said yes, all bets were off, and Rogue or not, I was going to come in guns blazing on the back of my pterodactyl like a goddamn thunderstorm-- 
 
    “No, not hurt,” she relayed, or at least her disembodied voice did, and I relaxed. “But the Rogue augur decided he couldn’t trust me and put a collar around my neck that keeps me awake. He somehow knew I was trying to do something while asleep, and even though I threw him off the scent, he’s quite a suspicious one.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to huff out a laugh because she sounded more annoyed and put out than afraid like a typical hostage probably should have been, but the thought of anyone putting a collar on her had me grinding my teeth. 
 
    Riding La into battle was still very much an option, but I knew if I played the long con, there was a better chance of getting everyone out alive and as unharmed as I could, so despite the fact we were in this hairy pit of a mess, there was a silver lining. 
 
    The time of our reunion was drawing near, and I would finally get to hold her in my arms again. 
 
    I just had to slog my way through a pile of shit to get to her, but I would take that any day over any harm coming to her. 
 
    “It’s good to hear your voice, even if I can’t see you,” I breathed out. “We just heard the horn, and Horus is probably going to get Bodin to steer the airship toward the harbor. I have a plan, so don’t worry.” 
 
    “It’s not me that I’m worried about…” she confessed, and her voice faded out like turning the dial of a stereo down. 
 
    “Ames?” I asked and waited for a beat. “Amaya!” 
 
    “Sorry… it’s… hard,” she said, and her voice sounded even more distant. “I’m preoccupied with Ana.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” I questioned as the wind started to pick up some more. 
 
    “The Rogue enchanted her mind somehow, but I don’t know what it was that he did,” she explained, and my heart broke just a little at the sound of the sob in her voice. “She doesn’t even recognize me, and she keeps saying she is not my mage. He’s… made her f-forget about me.” 
 
    “Ssh, my love,” I soothed, and my fingers ached with the need to grasp her and hold her tight, but she was out of my reach. “We will work it all out, I promise.” 
 
    “Hurry, Alex,” she sobbed again, and then I could feel conscious reality pull me back into the present where only a few minutes had gone by based on the shadows slanting across the floor. 
 
    I sat upright and squeezed the muscles at the joint of my neck and shoulders so I could absently rub out the tension. 
 
    The rumble of the airship could be felt through the floor, and the knowledge that Horus must have talked to whoever was in the wheelhouse was what forced me back to my feet. 
 
    We were heading for the harbor where the distress call had been sent out, and when we arrived, there was no going back. Nothing was going to change by sitting here, so I forced myself to go over some of the things Horus wanted me to, like greetings and such. 
 
    There was the whole “Lord Master” crap I would have to get used to pretty darn quickly, as well as issuing a lot of orders on my part, and I had to wrap my head around having my wives basically attend to my every whim. 
 
    I wasn’t going to go as far as some of the Duelists it described in the how-to book. From what I was reading, some Duelists even assigned specific wives to singular tasks such as putting on their shoes or dressing them. 
 
    It was a wonder the big bad elitist fucks were even potty trained. 
 
    Barring basic shit like that, I needed to make sure I never did anything myself, like getting my own drink or stoking the fire. Anything deemed worthy of a servant needed to be outsourced to Vela or my wives. 
 
    I apparently also needed to prepare a gift when inviting another “Duelist” to stay at my estate. This was still considered the formal custom and matched the period of the role I was attempting to harken back to. If the pirate captain was worth his salt, he would know how to act if he was truly impersonating the Overseer. 
 
    If the captain arrived with a gift himself in recognition of the old custom, then I would know he was just as prepared as I was. 
 
    Interestingly enough, the old custom even dictated that if either party were to reject the gift, then it was open grounds for a Duel regardless of status. Over time, this became a way for Ashers to try and trick each other into Dueling by presenting either their guests or their hosts with terrible gifts that had no value or were just plain grotesque in nature. Because the custom was also binding indefinitely, if the Asher later tried to get rid of, or destroy the gift at any point after the fact, they were open game. 
 
    This led to some complications when it came to sorting out the validity of some Duels, so the custom changed to have some limitations placed on them. For instance, this used to be a lifetime binding contract, but it was then reduced to just a year, or season, according to Aventollian timekeeping. 
 
    It was wacky, but when in Om… 
 
    I didn’t know what would be appropriate, and I really didn’t want to devote a whole lot of thought to it. 
 
    Something would come to me, I was certain of it, so I stashed that on the back-burner for now and scanned the notes Jenner had left behind when it came to Krev. 
 
    From what I could tell, the man was quite paranoid and wrote in a code that looked like the old Microsoft font wingdings circa nineteen ninety-seven. However, good old Jenner was able to crack it with a basic cipher, and what he did manage to translate made me cringe. 
 
    Some of the snippets were things that started to describe what Krev would do to Nova in his free time, and I was thankful when the koala-man obviously stopped because I didn’t really need to know the details. 
 
    The little I did know made me feel as if I would come unglued if I thought about it for too long, and now was not the time to get distracted by my temper. 
 
    But, fuck, this was going to be difficult. 
 
    I continued to search the notes for anything else when a familiar document caught my attention. 
 
    It was an official-looking paper with a stamp I’d only seen once before back on Nata because I was sent an almost identical one after I’d acquired Vel-Rala from the Traders at the Auction Ball. It was the same in odd wording in the preface of the contract, but the stamp across this one said ‘Sold At Auction in Lieu of Lot Twenty-Three’ and then instead of summarizing the cockatoo-woman, it listed details of… 
 
    “Holy shit, this is the Aerie,” I said out loud as I continued to skim through the info printed on the piece of parchment, and I had to rack my brain to remember the connection. 
 
    The Auction Ball. 
 
    After Vel-Rala’s late husband died, she was sent back to the Traders as was custom for “Assets” who didn’t have an owner. At the Auction, I’d attempted to purchase her back after she begged us to take her in, but another bidder, The Masked Asher, kept upping the ante. He’d seemed inordinately fixated on acquiring the cockatoo-woman for himself, and at the time, I figured it was simply because she was his type, or something. 
 
    After all, she knew how to be a Duelist’s wife, as well as turn a mean profit in the market. So much so that she’d actually earned somewhat of a name for herself in Nata’s social circles, so I just thought the Masked Asher found her valuable due to the reputation she’d made for herself. 
 
    Whatever the case, at the time I recognized he was intent on her unless I did something like replace her with something even more worth his while. 
 
    That “something” happened to be the property I inherited when I Dueled Archus Doler, but at the time, the jury was still out on whether or not the Duel was legit. 
 
    The Traders, however, did not operate the way the Council did, so it was a race of bureaucracy in which the Traders pushed their papers fastest, and I was allowed to put that property up in place of Vel. 
 
    And it worked because having assets and property as a Duelist meant nothing if you didn’t have estates to keep them all. 
 
    The Aerie itself was a testament to what could happen if you only had one estate and a hoarding problem. 
 
    Ick. Trash Spiders. 
 
    Forever scarred. 
 
    I didn’t really think much about the swap at the time, especially since I was relieved I didn’t have to deal with said Trash Spiders, but now it was a known fact the Masked Bidder at the Ball was actually Krev Alda… 
 
    The niggle in my brain niggled harder, and I ran over to the shelf of record stones in order to find one that might help me. My eyes skimmed rapidly over the labels, and I had to double back as I accidentally skipped over the one I wanted. 
 
    Tovish I, the label read, and my hand hovered over the glass bead a moment before I made up my mind and grabbed the one next to it labeled Tovish II instead. 
 
    That fateful day when we all had to escape the enchanted junk hoard booby trap in The Aerie was also the day Old Tobias Tovish sacrificed himself so the rest of us could make it out alive. 
 
    But before he could shuffle off this mortal coil, he’d left Jenner his own personal archives he’d collected. Some were from Eng in the time before the Uprisings, and whatever he’d managed to save afterwards, and I figured this had to be what was mostly on Tovish I. However, the info I was curious about was what Tovish smuggled from Gella Vane in his time “working” for the bastard as his personal Archivist. 
 
    I figured, if there was indeed a connection between Krev Alda and Vel-Rala, I might know more if I knew why Vane wanted to Duel Krev in the first place, especially right after he acquired The Aerie publicly at Auction. 
 
    From what I knew, Kavo originally wanted his brother Krev to be a spy at the Auction Ball for whatever nefarious purposes those were. Instead, he entered the Ball as an Asher and actually participated in the Auctions, which only an Asher with a legitimate Duelist Stone could do. 
 
    When the transaction was complete, he was the one who ran out of there so fast he didn’t even claim his Lot, and it made me wonder whether or not there might have been another spy there, too. 
 
    Like the corrupt magistrate of Gatetown, Gella Vane, the man who later came after him. 
 
    Later, I found out the Aldas mostly dabbled in the mercenary business-- or at least, Kavo did-- and that meant becoming a Duelist, the sworn enemy of the Mercenary Clans, was strictly forbidden. 
 
    Yet, Krev did so anyway, and he ended up faking his death, potentially several times over, by doing something to absorb other people’s “essence” like he was some sort of vampire. 
 
    No matter how he did it, the fact remained that Krev dabbling in Duelist life was a Big No-No, and it would make some good blackmail material if used right. 
 
    Given those circumstances, and the fact Gella Vane Dueled Krev, it didn’t take a genius to guess who the blackmailer might have been. 
 
    The only question was why did Vane have it out for Krev enough to go through Dueling him with nothing to show for it? 
 
    He was never able to claim The Aerie because Krev never claimed it after the Auction Ball, and now that property was in a perpetual state of no man’s land. 
 
    What was left of it after we’d accidentally set it on fire, that is. 
 
    With this thought in mind, I clutched the record stone in my hand and focused on what I wanted answers for. The process, when Jenner explained it to me one time, was similar to using Google to search for keywords or phrases the archivist would have used as “footholds” in order to perfectly remember every square inch of the page with their eidetic memories. 
 
    In this instance, I just had to think about Gella Vane, and whatever relevant information would appear in my mind’s eye as well as on the surface of the clear stone, like a memory. 
 
    The strange thing about pulling something specific from a record stone was the feeling that the memories weren’t my own, but Tovish’s. 
 
    As I scoured through the archives, I saw how he dutifully recorded what he could from the mad ravings of Vane as well as his personal library. 
 
    A bunch of hits came up, of course, but when I cross-referenced Gella Vane’s “search” with Krev Alda, only a few items worthy of perusal jumped out. 
 
    Much easier to sift through. 
 
    I grabbed some of the papers I was looking through and took a seat in the armchair across from the slumbering Jenner so I could read. 
 
    The first thing that came up on the surface of the record stone was the page I was reading just prior: the Auction receipt. 
 
    I glanced between the document projected on the surface of the stone and the physical one in my hand. 
 
    They were identical all the way down to the secondary stamp at the bottom that read Unclaimed in large red splattered letters. The only difference was the one Tovish got from Vane’s archives had the word “copy” on it. 
 
    So, this was proof Vane was either at the Auction, or at least knew about it. 
 
    Check. 
 
    The shadows moved swiftly by the windows, and the changing light reminded me we were actively heading to the harbor at full speed ahead, so I should really be using my time to prepare for my role. 
 
    But I just knew I was close to something. 
 
    I gripped the record stone again and specifically thought about how Vane must have wanted Krev dead. Maybe there was a plan or something-- 
 
    Odd encrypted writing swirled to the surface, and I recognized both the strange symbols that reminded me of wingdings and the cipher key Jenner was using to translate Krev-Yates’ version of Lolita among other things. 
 
    The image on the glass surface of the stone had the same wingding writing, but it was composed in an orderly and formal letter format clearly addressed to Gella Vane. 
 
    When I “scrolled” through this image, I could see Tovish had deciphered the letter just like Jenner did. 
 
    Honestly, I must have read the thing four times because it was entertaining as hell, first of all, and two because in between all of the angry tangents and clever name-calling, I was able to piece together the narrative of just what had happened between Vane and Krev. 
 
    Basically, what this letter boiled down to was a nonsequential account of events starting decades back when Krev and his brother had first arrived on Aventoll as Travelers. 
 
    They all started as allies, but soon, Kavo and Gella came up with a side-plot that ended up being against Krev. Something about a woman coming between the brothers, and then coming between Kavo and Gella. Obviously, the three of them had a Yoko Ono moment, and their grand plans on gaining control over all of Aventoll as a Supremely Evil Trifecta were disbanded. 
 
    Instead, it seemed as if the three of them had been playing a game of kings on the sociopolitical chessboard for quite a while. 
 
    Krev admitted to turning the tables on Gella in some unforgivable offense about a canterfly-- that I skipped because it was a lot more boring than it sounded-- just so he could drive a wedge between Gella and Kavo. 
 
    He then got back in his brother’s good graces, but since Gella ratted on him about the Auction and thereby told Kavo of his Cardinal Duelist Sins, Krev had been officially banished from Clan Thorn. 
 
    In conclusion, Krev confessed to being weary of the game they were playing as well as life, and he gave Gella an open invitation to Duel him so he could go out at least honorably “at the hand of a former friend.” 
 
    Of course, this ended up being another ruse because Krev had faked his death et cetera, but at the time Gella didn’t know that, so to sweeten the deal, Krev told him about how he would be able to take over The Aerie. 
 
    Apparently, this was before Gella Vane retrieved the copy of the public record of the property’s unclaimed status because it was enough to entice him into engaging in what he thought was a Duel. So, even though he walked away with an improved Duelist rank, he couldn’t get his hands on The Aerie and whatever was so valuable there. 
 
    Because from what I could see, there were small allusions here and there about something referred to as The Machine. 
 
    That, I could tell, was going to be a Whole Other Thing, so I dog-eared whatever the fresh hell The Machine spelled, and my brain snagged over the final salient detail, which was that this wasn’t one letter but two. 
 
    And the second was obviously sent after the fact as a big old, Fuck You, I got away with faking my death. And also, Krev apparently said he had intentions on going back and claiming the property after he lured me out with his “secret weapon,” and killed me. 
 
    The last part of the letter stood out among all the rest, especially given the secret weapon had to have been Nova, and she did, in fact, lure us here by Krev’s manipulations. 
 
    I would have to come back to that one and have a talk with Nova, but the rest of the paragraph was what snagged my attention the hardest. 
 
    The last laugh is on you, Gella. Not only will I have The Machine, but I will soon have The True Divine as well once I inherit the bitch from Brightwood’s estates. That is, unless you get to him first. Let the games continue, you self-righteous bastard.  
 
    At the time, however, Gella was interested in Shay, not Vel-Rala, but maybe he didn’t know whatever Krev did. 
 
    There was still more I needed to figure out, but at least I felt like I was getting closer and closer to my theory being right. Gella thought Shay was what Krev had called the True Divine, which I didn’t blame him for. 
 
    Her Incarnate powers were the definition of Divine. 
 
    But Krev’s research had pointed him in the direction of the Prophetess, and not of Nata’s Keeper like Vane’s did. 
 
    It was just more proof each individual bastard had basically caused his own undoing by being too big for their britches and trying to fuck with what was mine. 
 
    As the Manta Ship slowed down, I smelled the sweet Ocean air through the high windows of the library, and I had a boost in confidence instead of anxiousness as we approached our destination. 
 
    Because both Gella and Krev, and all those who came before them, had all failed to factor me into their equations. 
 
    And just like all who came before, all who would come after would rue the day they fucked with me and mine. 
 
    They wouldn’t even see me coming. 
 
    A knock sounded outside the closed doors, and Vela’s hesitant voice floated through the wood. 
 
    “There’s a situation at the harbor, Mr. Alex.” 
 
    Show time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    I didn’t answer Vela when she called through the solid wood, and instead I waited for the telltale sound of her heels clicking away before I flung open the door in order to catch her off-guard. 
 
    “What?” I barked, and I shoved away the slight pang of regret when the already frazzled cockatoo-woman jumped sky-high at the harshness of my tone. 
 
    “Oh!” She whirled around and clutched her fingers together, and then she nervously smoothed an imaginary wrinkle out of her formal black and silver maidservant’s dress. “I-I’m terribly s-sorry to disturb you, Alex--” 
 
    “Lord Brightwood,” I corrected in a deep and solid voice, and I had to steel myself at the sight of her casting her eyes to the floor. 
 
    “Of course, Lord Brightwood,” she said, and the way she said it sounded awkward and clunky, so I shot her a severe look. She flinched again like I’d just whipped her or something, and I knew the message had been received. 
 
    As much as I hated to be an asshole, she really needed to get with the program on the title thing hasta fuckity now, just like me, so it was necessary to be harsh. 
 
    I decided I’d gleaned enough about Krev to do a decent job, and really I just had to stick with the arrogance and entitlement schtick topped with a little Hard-ass and a side of Cruel. 
 
    But I also needed to make sure I wasn’t being overly malicious to my Crew, so in instances like now in which Vela shifted on her feet like she was waiting for more orders, I merely stood there in silence while I glared at her. 
 
    “What do you need?” I finally asked with a hint of cold steel in my emotionless tone. 
 
    “There seems to be… erm, something happened when Soaring was on her way back to us, and it seems as if our people did a last-minute rescue of Councilman Sha-Kane’s ship,” she said, and at the narrowing of my glare, she added a hasty, “milord.” 
 
    “Well, then,” I drawled and crossed my arms over my chest. “You had better make sure this place is suitable for guests.” 
 
    “Of-- Of course, milord,” she said and bowed deeply before turning on her heels so she could get the hell out of my presence and make herself useful. 
 
    But I had to stop her again. “Vel-Rala. Make sure no one goes inside the library including yourself. If I find this rule has been broken, there will be consequences.” 
 
    “Yes, milord,” she said, and finally, I released her from my thunderous gaze so she could scurry away. 
 
    I sighed as I watched her practically run away from me, and I allowed my shoulders to slump inward for a moment. 
 
    “Alex?” Zoie’s voice from the other end of the corridor behind me made me snap my spine up straight, and with only a millisecond to swallow around the tightness building in my throat, I whirled around. 
 
    “That’s gotta stop,” I said in the same stone-cold voice I used with Vel. 
 
    The cat-woman froze mid-stride, and her ears perked forward. “What… has to?” 
 
    “You may only refer to me as milord, or Husband from here on out,” I said while I slowly stalked toward her, and when I got close enough, I snapped my hand out and firmly gripped the back of her neck. “Understand?” 
 
    Her ears flattened submissively, and her eyes dilated when I squeezed her soft nape. 
 
    “Y-Yes, Husband,” she stammered, and I gave her a stare in which I prayed she saw through. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have to remind you how to… act,” I stated with emphasis on the last word in the hopes she would remember our whispered conversation the night before, and when some of the tension leaked out of her, I knew she was playing along more so than really acting afraid. 
 
    “Apologies, milord,” she said after I let her go. “I am here to get you ready and escort you off the Manta Ship so we may greet our guests and receive our people.” 
 
    A knot of unease detangled from my solar plexus at the sight of her affecting the proper airs for our playacting, and I realized with her at my side, as well as Horus, I could more than get through this. 
 
    “Very well,” I said and gestured for her to take her place behind me and to the right where the First Wife in a Duelist’s Harem belonged. 
 
    I then led us up to the armory, where there was quite a collection of antique and ostentatious armor. 
 
    Gella never wore anything so flashy, so that was why it was a surprise when Horus told me he would have the stuff he’d packed away in the ballroom transferred back here. I was expecting something basic and tired, but when Zoie and I entered the updated armory, I was stunned. 
 
    Several suits of the most exquisite armor lined the walls from their own custom mounts, and I almost broke character at the sight because my first inclination was to lock eyes with Zoie and grin. 
 
    Instead, I marched to the middle of the room and decided an exercise between us would be apt. 
 
    “Husband?” my cat-wife faltered when I continued to stand in the middle of the room with a bored yet anticipatory expression on my face. 
 
    It was tempting to just drop the act for a moment, especially since we were alone and unlikely to be disturbed, but with the Rogue Augur being so close, I didn’t want to chance it. 
 
    If the Rogue was casting his “feelers” out for anything suspicious, the walls of this room wouldn’t prevent him from discovering inconsistencies with the narrative I was going to paint once I came across them face to face, so I rolled my eyes and huffed. 
 
    “Pick one,” I drawled like having to actually speak what was on my mind was an inconvenience of the highest caliber. “And hurry up about it. I don’t have all day.” 
 
    “Of course, milord,” Zoie said and began to peruse the selection with a discerning eye. 
 
    Finally, she found an ensemble that was a perfect blend of opulent and fearsome, and the only cue I gave her that the real Me was under here was the small smile I allowed myself to give her before I wiped it away so fast it could have been confused for a cruel smirk. 
 
    “Dress me,” I commanded, and I held my arms out like the entitled fuck I was trying to be. 
 
    My cat-wife merely nodded and went about fulfilling my request in silence. 
 
    The first thing she did was remove my current clothes until I was bare, and then she clothed me in some sheer linen smallclothes so some of the heavy armor and rougher materials wouldn’t chafe certain areas. 
 
    After this was done, she clothed my lower half in durable yet soft leather trousers, with a vibrant red tunic trimmed in gold embroidery. Then she covered my thighs and shins with a tougher leather that had been tanned to a stiff hard shell, which was lighter than metal and felt twice as strong. Around my waist, she buckled an armored belt that came down to my knees and had designs of several fierce battles worked into the leather, and everything was inlaid with brass rivets. 
 
    The breastplate was of a similar design, but in a dark crimson leather, and it featured something resembling a dragon’s head in the center. And finally, the pauldrons came last with their black leather, brass studs, and spikes. 
 
    Altogether, especially with my rugged beard growth and hair approaching the stringy side from how much I had been running my fingers through it, I looked like I could pull off the mix of harsh and insane I was going for. 
 
    “Is that what you’re wearing?” I asked as I eyed her basic armored corset combo she was fond of. 
 
    “Does it not please you, milord?” she asked even though she knew it did. 
 
    According to the Annals, a First Wife should be clothed in only the finest materials unless she is being punished. 
 
    “You know you are out of line,” I stated with a growl, but instead of becoming cowed, or at least pretending to, Zoie held my mock-angry glare and actually stepped into my space even further. 
 
    “You are absolutely right,” she breathed, and I barely had time to register the dark look in her dilated eyes as arousal before she stepped back. “I must rectify my actions.” 
 
    “S-See that you do,” I replied and swallowed around my suddenly dry throat. 
 
    My cat-wife bowed and then went to excuse herself from my presence. “I will change into something more appropriate and meet you in the entrance hall.” 
 
    I nodded and watched her go. 
 
    What had just happened? 
 
    Did I misread something? Because for a moment there, I could have sworn I saw a spark of something in her sapphire-blue eyes. 
 
    I couldn’t help being turned on slightly at the thought of her getting into this little scene we’d been forced into, and with that in mind, maybe there was something we could explore further. 
 
    Especially in the bedroom. 
 
    But now was not the time, and I needed to focus, so I pulled my metaphysical armor around my real one and left the chamber. 
 
    The hall was deserted as if even the stowaway critters aboard the Manta Ship were afraid to draw attention to themselves if I happened to come along. The tension I managed to create with the help of Horus and Zoie, no doubt, had already blanketed the entire manor from top to bottom, and I hadn’t even made it downstairs yet. 
 
    When I entered the main antechamber where the entrance hall was, I was a little surprised at how Vela, Bodin, Rylan, and Shay were already waiting there against the wall taking instructions from Horus. 
 
    The man had timed his terrified speech about making sure everyone followed protocol right as I walked up behind him so his act would be even more believable. 
 
    “M-Master!” Horus nervously yelped. “I didn’t see you there. Um… have a nice… sleep?” 
 
    “Shut up, servant,” I spat, and I tried not to let Shay’s dagger-like stare penetrate my diamond exterior, but my skin crawled. “There are going to be some changes around here. The way things were will no longer be how they’ve been.” 
 
    “Alex, what’s gotten into you--” Shay started with a pleading expression, and I snapped my head in her direction and pinned her with a look so cold she stopped mid-sentence. 
 
    “You will refer to me as milord, wife,” I snarled, but internally I wanted to throw the whole silly act right out the window the second her emerald eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “Do as he says, Shale-Lea,” Zoie intoned from the top of the stairs, and everyone ogled the cat-woman as she slowly descended. 
 
    As for me, it was the hardest test yet because Zoie had changed into the degrading skimpy outfit I first saw her in, which was the black singlet G-string thing and her thigh-high boots so she could crawl around on the floor. 
 
    I didn’t even know she’d kept the garment I actually hated, but when she reached the bottom of the stairs, got on all fours, and crawled submissively up to me looking so gorgeous like that, I suddenly had to re-evaluate my said hatred. 
 
    “Wife,” I managed to push out through my voice roughened with lust. The gravel sound my vocal folds made covered me because it still sounded like I was displeased. 
 
    “Does my punishment please you, Husband?” she asked with that unfair little pout, and I had to clench my jaw when I realized what she was doing. 
 
    I glared harder at her. “It will suffice.” 
 
    “Zoie!” Shay gasped, and Horus shushed her by covering her mouth with his hand and whispering frantically into her ear. 
 
    I couldn’t be one hundred percent certain, but I knew based on how pale her face suddenly became that he must have been cluing her in on the “reason” for my behavior. 
 
    Or at least the reason we came up with, which was how I had been “eaten” by Krev after all and was just putting on a performance until now. 
 
    “Quiet, or I will punish Zoie for your misdemeanors,” I said as I glared at Shay coldly, and she shrank back. “The reality is, Alex Brightwood is no more, and if you don’t want me to do what I did to, ah… ‘Mr. Jenner,’ then you will abide by me without question.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Rylan finally burst out, and I grinned cruelly in his direction. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    “Servant!” I barked, and Horus stepped dutifully forward. “Throw the whelp into the dungeon. That will teach him to talk out of turn.” 
 
    The falcon-man did as he was told and wrestled Rylan out of the entrance hall. Knowing him, he would probably just take the kid back to his room and lock the door like he had with Nova, hopefully. 
 
    At least I knew he would be safe for the time being, and he wouldn’t be able to pull any more stupid stunts. 
 
    “Come on, Rylie,” Horus said in a tone that brooked no argument. 
 
    “Make sure he’s locked up tight,” I said, but with Horus’ subtle wink, I could tell he knew what I meant. “And don’t forget about my daughter, either. She must be safe and kept away from our ‘guests,’ just in case.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the second part of our plan take effect which was called: We All Really Needed to Convince Shay that Something Happened to the Real Alex After All. 
 
    Title pending. 
 
    Like both Horus and I had discussed when we strategized earlier, if Shay was the one who bought the whole act down to her core, then her naturally emotive nature might be strong enough to mask any suspicions Zoie might be trying to piece together in her clever brain. 
 
    The fact she was trying to get me to break character in such a naughty way was testament to how she was trying to figure out the plot before the other shoe dropped. 
 
    Maybe she really did need to be punished… 
 
    Focus, Alex. 
 
    The point was, if Shay’s passionate emotions were left to rage like the wildfire she was, she just might burn hot enough to block out the Rogue’s “sight.” 
 
    I was counting on the fact it worked kind of like wearing night vision goggles in a room where someone set off a flash bomb. I was hoping my phoenix-wife would shine like the sun like she normally did and blind the powerful augur’s remote Knowing powers by blasting him upside the head with her fervor. 
 
    “Daughter…” Shay trailed off as she fit the pieces together, and her eyes slowly began to widen. “What is going on? Did… you and Nova plan to do something to Alex?” 
 
    “You’re smart.” I grinned coldly in that odd broken doll way I saw the real Krev do when he was wearing Yates’ face, and my wife physically recoiled from me.  
 
    She gasped, and her hands flew to her mouth so she could stifle the sob that wanted to burst forth. 
 
    “And you’re a monster,” she said as the despair of resignation crept into her eyes. I could tell she wanted to act out, but the sight of Zoie on her knees stalled her, so she stepped back in line with her head bowed. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” I said, even though I winced internally. “While we have our guests here, we will be a model household, is that clear?” 
 
    I tracked my cold gaze around and made sure to make eye contact with those bold enough to lift their eyes from the ground. 
 
    “Master… Brightwood,” Bodin finally piped up after he swallowed tightly. “What shall I tell our chef to make for the mid-day meal?” 
 
    “As long as it’s not that drivel from last night, tell him he can do as he pleases, oh, and send his Okoba brother away,” I said casually like I just thought of it when in reality, this was Phase Three of our plan in which I send Ozzy away, but Horus intercepts him at the property line and tells him to go back to the forest for help. “This place is only big enough for one bumbling simpleton.” 
 
    “Yes, milord,” Bodin said and scurried off to go find Arvid and Ozzy. 
 
    I felt Shay’s molten eyes send flaming darts in my direction, but when I looked at her, she was back to staring at her feet. 
 
    Little rebel. 
 
    I could almost see the defiance rolling off her in waves, and I hoped Zoie and Horus would help her tamp down that rebelliousness so she wouldn’t get us into trouble. 
 
    “Now that everything has been cleared up, come, wives,” I ordered with an arrogant snap of my fingers, and the two of them took their appropriate places just behind me on either side. 
 
    I snapped my fingers again for Vela to get the doors of the entrance hall for us, and when they opened, the sunlight came pouring into the corridor. 
 
    It was such a glorious day, and it honestly made me sick. It was somehow unfair that such a dark day full of tension should be this bright and happy, almost as if the sky itself was mocking me. 
 
    It was like having a funeral on the first day of spring when everything should be dreary and dark. 
 
    Or like Alanis Morissette always said about irony and rain on wedding days or something. 
 
    If that rain was fucking lemon juice, and I was covered in paper cuts, then yeah, like that. 
 
    Either was an apt description for how much of a waste this perfect day was going to be while I had to act all evil and shitty, and by the time the heavy drawbridge on the aft deck of the Manta Ship was lowered to the pier, I was in a properly sour mood. 
 
    Which was perfect, since I needed to get into character.  
 
    The only thing that made it tolerable was plotting the revenge burning like hot coals in the place where my lungs and heart used to be. First thing was to lure the pirate captain and thereby his Rogue into a false sense of security by acting like “Spoiled Traveler Brightwood.” Then, if everything went well, and depending on how much information I could get him to tell me about his master, Kavo Alda, I would then reveal I was actually “Krev,” if it served my purposes. 
 
    Either way the dominoes toppled, I had to be ready to play off any scenarios until I was certain I could take him out either in a Duel, or otherwise. 
 
    I took a deep breath as my anger mounted and caused my senses to sharpen and my muscles to tense at the ready. 
 
    The wrath coursing through my veins like streams of fire gave me the clarity and wit I needed to feel confident that I could take whatever they could dish at me. I left myself enough ambiguous avenues, or “chess moves” to be able to give myself plenty of exits, but once we started this Rube Goldberg Machine, it was still up to fate. 
 
    Regardless, I knew one thing with absolute certainty: the people who had the misfortune of putting me in this fucked-up situation would pay one way or another… 
 
    My anger spiked in sadistic pleasure at all of the ways I thought of “extracting” such a payment, and I suddenly reminded myself I needed to rein in my swelling temper. The rage helped only so much, and I had to tell myself I merely wanted to redirect the lightning, not harness it in a way that would spite myself in the end. 
 
    Somehow, if I pictured my position as being beholden to an extremist authoritarian culture, like the Fire Nation in Last Airbender, it made it easier to pull the wool over everyone’s eyes in such a mean way because I knew I was setting myself up to win the war in the long-run. 
 
    But in order to win the war, sometimes a battle or two needed to be lost, and as much as I wanted to charge in guns blazing, I couldn’t take that chance. 
 
    As if Amaya had heard the turmoil in my very spirit, I felt a tug at the internal bond we shared between us. 
 
    Stay strong, my lovely, her whippoorwill-like voice echoed through my head like a forest dryad, and I furtively darted my gaze around the dock to see where it had come from. 
 
    Sure enough, I caught sight of Amaya’s flaxen hair shining in the sun like silver as she followed in her sister’s wake. 
 
    Her sister, Anwaar, looked almost unrecognizable in a gaudy purple dress and high-heeled boots that were a far cry from her practical style of dress. She also had her autumn hair done up in a multitude of braids that looked almost ceremonial as they twined around her large ibex-like horns. 
 
    But what truly made her look like a stranger was the expression she wore on her usually placid face: a grimace of a smile that looked as painful as it did unnatural as she hung on the arm of a man who could only be the Rogue. 
 
    I couldn’t be bothered to give the guy a second look at this moment because I was enraptured with the sight of my… fuck it. 
 
    My Third. 
 
    My Wife. 
 
    Even though Amaya looked beat down and haggard, our bond thrummed stronger and stronger with every step we took toward one another. 
 
    Just the feeling of her silent support, and the realization she was putting on an act too, by appearing more weak than actually she was, gave me another confidence boost, and when my Crew and I finally stood face to face with the pirate captain and his group of “injured souls,” I was more than ready to fucking rumble. 
 
    The captain, who resembled a fat red panda, was instantly recognizable in his ill-fitting silk robes. If I hadn’t been told ahead of time about the man’s scheme to replace the Overseer, it still would have been obvious he was wearing clothes he wasn’t used to because he kept stumbling over the hem at his feet. 
 
    If he was really an aristocrat who could afford such finery, then he would have had that tailored perfectly to his exact size. 
 
    “It appears as if you were in need of my assistance?” I asked in a cold voice with an arched eyebrow, and I mentally reminded myself of the plan again. 
 
    Lure them in first, and then-- 
 
    “So…” the red-bearded panda-man said after he received a nod from the hooded Rogue, who still clutched Anwaar’s hand in his elbow. “It seems as if Brightwood really is your vessel now, after all.” 
 
    My brain froze for a second. 
 
    What… was he going on about…? 
 
    “Did you have any doubt?” I stalled. 
 
    “For a second, I did.” The pirate captain barked out a rough laugh that sounded like a rusty socket wrench. “You’ve heard of how crafty the Traveler Brightwood can be. He has thus far eluded everyone who has tried to interfere with his rise to power, and given what Kavo’s spread about you throughout the Clans, he claims you have turned away from seeking Duelist status. And yet here you are, back to your old ways, Krev.” 
 
    Krev. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    He already thought I was Krev, which meant he’d been involved in the plot from the beginning. 
 
    Which also meant… “Krev” was expecting him so they could complete… whatever plan it was they had together. 
 
    A plan in which I did not know the ending of much beyond my scheduled demise that didn’t actually go as scheduled. 
 
    I let a cocky grin spread out on my face to hide the fact my mind was grasping at straws. 
 
    How did that saying go from that weird Scottish poem I had to read one time for high school English class? 
 
    Oh, how the best laid plans of mice and men often went… fucking ass up? 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    Something like that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    The pirate captain continued to grin at me for a beat, but he could only grin so long before the suspicion finally crept into his squinty gaze. 
 
    “Wait…” Suddenly, his eyes darted over to the hooded man Anwaar was still holding onto. “Men! Aiken!” 
 
    At the shouted commands, several things happened at once. 
 
    All of the men who were faking playing wounded tore off their bandages and dropped their acts as they pulled several weapons out on us, especially on Amaya and a man with a sack over his head and sequined boots who I was guessing was Captain Nemis. 
 
    Once we were all being held at the point of a blade, arrow, or flail, the Rogue named Aiken threw back his hood and revealed his gaunt face, milky eyes, and bored expression.  
 
    He then tracked his freakish irises over the heads of my Crew like he could see their auras, and occasionally, he would pin someone with his dagger-like pupils and stared as if he was reading an invisible overlay of data about them on a screen only he could see. 
 
    He tried to do this with me first, but then his gaze slid off me almost like water off a duck as he tacked onto Shay, Zoie in her Punishment Ensemble, and then finally squarely onto Horus. 
 
    “It appears as if Krev-Brightwood is telling the truth,” Aiken scoffed with a cutting smirk, and I attempted to observe the falcon-man from my peripheral vision as if his existence couldn’t matter less.  
 
    “How can you be sure?” the panda-man asked as he continued to glare suspiciously. “If he was indeed this traitor’s friend by some miracle, then he would have warned him about the happy nuptials between my new mage and I. After all, I’m pretty sure you used to have a dalliance with Horus, did you not, my pet?” 
 
    This last question was directed toward the still-smiling ibex-woman attached to his side, but she merely blinked eerily vacant eyes at the falcon-man and then turned back to Skeletor. 
 
    “Who?” she asked, and I watched as my best friend’s world seemed to implode where he stood.  
 
    And in the face of Horus’ despair, the Rogue threw his head back and laughed. 
 
    “Ahhh, the sorrow of a broken heart tastes delectable on my palate,” he said creepily, and Anwaar merely smiled back like a broken doll before Aiken devoured her mouth in a kiss. 
 
    “You bastard--!” Horus exploded, and if I didn’t know him like I did, I wouldn’t have been prepared for him to lunge for the Rogue like he did. 
 
    As it was, I saw his intentions from a mile away, and I was ready with my time-trance powers. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The world slowed the fraction I needed it to so I could move a few paces to my left in order to stop the well-aimed fist from connecting with the Rogue’s bony face. 
 
    Whack. 
 
    I snatched Horus’ wrist and let go of the miniature time-trance that I induced so it was blindingly clear I was showing off an unnatural ability Krev definitely didn’t have before. 
 
    It had the effect I was going for when everyone took a collective step backwards like I really was Zuko who had redirected lightning. 
 
    Hell yeah. 
 
    “Heel, servant,” I spat at Horus, but I squeezed his wrist twice so he would know I was serious, and the look he gave me was tinged with betrayal. 
 
    I felt slightly guilty because with all of the time I took to plan and strategize, I’d honestly had no time to inform Horus of the current situation with Anwaar before we had to put the plan into motion. 
 
    But now, it was just another thing to aid us in blinding the Rogue Augur, because I didn’t have to have that brand of magic to feel how upset my friend was. 
 
    “Apologies,” Horus finally gritted out and snatched his hand back before stepping back in line. “Master.” 
 
    Oof. Yeah. 
 
    I’d make it up to him. 
 
    But right now, his grief combined with Shay’s compounded upon itself and was making our Rogue Shield-- patent currently pending-- even more effective. 
 
    Currently, Aiken looked like he was about ready to jizz in his pants with the overload of other people’s suffering. 
 
    Sick fuck. 
 
    “Tch,” I sneered at Horus and then swept my gaze over my captive audience that had yet to move an inch. When I came to rest, it was on the pirate captain. “Are you not satisfied? You should know the notorious methods of Krev Alda, and how I absorb the essence of my victims.” 
 
    This was true given that was what the bastard himself had claimed before I killed his ass. 
 
    I just hoped they knew that, and nobody called my bluff. 
 
    “It really is you,” the red panda-pirate gasped, and my sweat evaporated. “Brightwood has been renowned for his supernatural swiftness, and the way you moved just then is like the stories they always tell of The Bane.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but cock an eyebrow at this, and I fought a pleased grin from showing up on my face. 
 
    Apparently, I had a fucking moniker like one Bad Ass Mother Fucker. 
 
    “Well, The Bane he is no more,” I stated in a neutral voice. 
 
    “I told you,” the Rogue said as he drew Anwaar closer to him until they were flush hip-to-thigh.  
 
    I swore I could hear Horus’ jaw crack with how hard he was clenching it at that moment. 
 
    “Yes, well, apologies there, Krev,” the captain gruffed out as he scratched his red beard. “The Rogue did say he would have been able to tell if the wee one was able to make contact with Brightwood, but I didn’t believe him and prepared for an ambush either way.” 
 
    The Wee One referred to Amaya because after the pirate captain said this, one of his lackeys pushed the oryx-woman to the ground. 
 
    I felt a spike of aggravation hammer up my spine, but I bit it back, even though I logged that guy’s face for later so I could push his face in the dirt and see how he liked it. 
 
    “Oh?” I merely said in my placid tone. Now that the pirate captain was convinced of his own narrative, I was hoping he would just volunteer things without too much prompting. 
 
    The rummy odor I could smell coming from his breath also probably helped in aiding his chattiness because he opened up like we were long-lost friends. 
 
    “This little nectar-plum was on her way from Alem,” the captain said as he puffed out his barrel chest and scratched at the tufts of white hair peeking through the collar of his fancy robes. “And we all know how craftsome those witches can be. You more than any of ‘em, eh?” 
 
    At this, he slapped me roughly on the back as he roared out his drunken laughter. 
 
    “Indeed,” I drawled, but I plastered a smirk on my face that was arrogant yet disarming enough for the dumbass to interpret it as he saw fit. 
 
    And of course, the guy fell for it hook, line, and sinker because he wrapped an arm around me like we were brothers. 
 
    “Brother,” he started, and I wanted to kick myself for jinxing it because even referring to us being related made me want to vomit. “When this sorcerer told me he was capable of controlling The Prophetess from leagues away, naturally I had to think him a liar, First and Foremost.” 
 
    The way he said this last part clearly emphasized the need for the capitals, so I figured that was a safe thing to repeat back to him like a parrot. 
 
    “First and Foremost,” I added to this by holding out my hand for him so we could grasp forearms. 
 
    The mood suddenly shifted, and the arm around my shoulder sloughed off like a cold snow sliding off a roof. 
 
    “Maybe I spoke too early and caused the imps of turnabout to pull at my chin hairs, because the Krev Alda I knew was even more paranoid than me and would never offer his hand after what happened with Kavo,” the red panda-man snarled, and he leapt away from me and then drew a rusty cutlass from one of his lackeys’ back scabbards. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Aside from the weird as fuck metaphor thing, I could tell I’d painted myself into a corner due to not having all of the backstory in place before I starting this fucking D&D campaign. 
 
    Not like it was my fucking fault I didn’t read every teenage girl-rant Krev went on in his diary. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I needed to take more control of this so I wouldn’t get caught with my pants down again, so I decided to only take the mannerisms I knew from Krev through his letters and threw the rest out in a combination of Instinct and Fuck It. 
 
    “Very good,” I said after a minor beat in which everyone had once again gone through the trouble of arming themselves. “I was testing you to make sure you are who you say you are.” 
 
    “Of course, it’s me, who else would I be?” the panda-man asked in outrage as he brandished the point of his blade higher.  
 
    I didn’t miss how his gaze lingered on my Stone, however, and I was pretty sure I could see something like envy flash in his tiny squinched-up eyes. 
 
    “Rrrrrrrrrrrr!” Zoie growled from her kneeling position at my feet, and I placed a hand on her head like I was Tony Montana soothing my pet tiger. 
 
    “Easy, wife,” I said with that smirk still plastered to my face, and I stabbed the pirate captain in place with my eyes. “My brother was always jealous of my abilities, and although we haven’t spoken in some time, I wouldn’t put it past him to find a way to replicate my ability to disguise my face. After all, anyone could have intercepted our correspondences before our planned meeting. He still doesn’t know what I know concerning The Prophetess, and I would like to keep it that way.” 
 
    The captain grinned and lowered his weapon slightly. “Then you will be pleased to know we ousted one of Kavo’s spies on our way over here. He’s in the brig of your newly inherited frigate, along with the new Overseer, Asher Rekka, as per usual.” 
 
    Oh. I could see it now. 
 
    Their plan. 
 
    For some reason, Krev needed a replacement body suit he could snatch so he could remain as the “Overseer” of this place. Who knew how long they’d been doing this exchange, but something told me it was a continuous side racket. 
 
    Maybe Krev’s powers of absorbing people’s essences along with his shape-shifting abilities caused him to burn up energy like using too much of the time-trance at once did to me. 
 
    When I met the guy, he did look like his skin was sagging oddly on his bones like that roach guy from Men In Black. Maybe his body burned through the one he was in as if it was his spirit hogging up space in a corporeal form that started to decay without its true soul. 
 
    At one point, Jenner described it as pouring hot molten metal into a small container not able to withstand the heat. As Travelers, we were just fleshy meat vessels that could sometimes harness the Goddess’ gifts, but that type of divine power was a lot for the average mortal to possess. 
 
    This could work with my original plan, I was pretty sure. I just needed to make sure there were no more slip-ups and cement his trust even further. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said with the slightly manic expression Krev had fixed me with when he thought things were going according to plan. 
 
    If I remembered correctly, Krev also wanted to break the cycle like the panda-man did as well and get out from under Kavo. 
 
    “Are you both satisfied now?” Rogue Aiken asked in a bored tone. “He’s on your side, and I’m on his… and yours, as long as you don’t interfere with what’s mine.” 
 
    He grabbed a handful of the ibex-woman’s ass as he spoke, and I tensed internally when I heard Horus’ sharp inhalation from behind me.  
 
    But I didn’t have to worry about him acting rashly again, thank Mercedes. 
 
    “Same here, sorcerer,” I said and gripped the nape of my cat-wife’s neck in demonstration of what I meant. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry,” the Rogue said with a ghoul-like grin. “Varthan whores aren’t to my taste.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see,” I shot back. “You said you are the reason the Young Prophetess could not exert her influence. I probably have you to thank for preventing her from informing her meddlesome brother back on Nata.” 
 
    “It was merely a matter of being smarter and using my brain outside of what the Order teaches its brainwashed inductees,” Aiken spat as his face twisted up in scorn. 
 
    “What you’re talking about is unethical, like what you did to my sister, you bastard!” Amaya suddenly blurted out, and I had to hide my shock as the panda-man’s lackeys struggled to hold her back. 
 
    That big guy, H. R. Shoven Stuff, pushed the oryx-woman back down, and I tallied a big fat Strike Number Two next to his new official name up on the scoreboard in my mind. 
 
    I was going to make him choke on dirt, I swore to the Goddess of the multiverse-- 
 
    “And then for good measure, do you want to know what else I did?” Aiken taunted like a proud peacock as Amaya coughed the dust out of her throat. “I implanted false Knowledge into the ship’s very wood, so even if she did manage to get a message out to someone, it was all false information.” 
 
    “How did you even manage that, you putrescent--!” Shoven Stuff planted his large foot in the center of Amaya’s back so she would stop cursing the Rogue, and when he slowly exerted pressure, she abruptly stopped talking. 
 
    The man only cackled like an emaciated hyena, and I had a moment in which I could clearly empathize with Horus because the desire to rip the man limb from limb torqued my muscles with unreleased violence. 
 
    Alex… A whisper reminiscent of the melody of bamboo wind chimes brushed across the telepathic bond I shared with Amaya. Don’t. 
 
    My gaze barely flickered in her direction, but I could tell she caught my nonverbal acknowledgment. 
 
    Then, in that split second where our gazes connected, I was suddenly imbued with the Knowledge she wanted me to know, and it felt like a dose of adrenaline injected straight into my neocortex. 
 
    All at once, I realized what Aiken was describing as she funneled the experiences of Shoven Stuff to me, and the images flashed by at a rapid pace similar to the dizzying carousel of Wonka’s Terror Tunnel any time Aventoll wanted a chat. 
 
    However, maybe a more accurate description would have been like a memory download between flash drives. 
 
    In any case, I struggled not to flinch at the info dump of facts in which the salient details were these… 
 
    Number one: The method of pretending to be a vessel in distress was exactly how they overcame Sha-Kane and his men, and interestingly enough, their real ship was housed in some cove not too far off Om’s eastern coast. 
 
    Number two: The Rogue played his hand correctly and ended up being one step ahead of Amaya with his contingency plan, so she had no idea her information was so misleading about why the pirate captain was truly coming to Om.  
 
    I was right. This was a seasonal contract between the two men, ever since it was published in public record that Gella Vane had killed off Krev Alda. 
 
    This particular influx of information had a distinct sour-sweet taste to it, and it took me a moment to realize it was the manifestation of Amaya’s own guilt for getting it so wrong, as well as her relief at how cleverly I played my part regardless. 
 
    And Number Three: Because I played right into their storyline about being Krev, I needed to make sure I remembered to call the Captain by his name, Lurhmann, because the man really was paranoid as well as deeply resentful of both Brothers Alda. 
 
    Good. 
 
    It definitely would be easy to lure him into a Duel and make him think it was his own idea. Which, according to the urgency I felt coming from Amaya before she cut our connection, was still very, very Necessary for Anwaar’s sake. 
 
    Dealing with the Rogue would be another thing, but I would cross that bridge when I got to it. 
 
    All of this transpired in less than a second, and I was now able to proceed with a little more footing for the next half of the plan. 
 
    “Are you sure I’m the paranoid one, Lurhmann?” I joked dryly. “And also, is the Rogue a permanent fixture as your cohort, or would you be up to lending him to me?” 
 
    When the red panda-man heard his name come out of my mouth, it was like I had passed the final test because he finally lowered his cutlass and tossed it back to the lackey with the scabbard. 
 
    “Lending him to you?” He barked out a loud laugh. “What in the Fels bells would you need my Rogue for in your life of hermitage as the Omish Overseer? Unless… you like being Traveler Brightwood.” 
 
    “No, no, The Bane has become much too well-known for my tastes,” I said with a flicking gesture of my fingers that I’d seen Nova do if she was attempting to convey her dismissal of a subject. I figured there was a good chance gestures like this were inherited traits between parents and their offspring, and the more I could emulate Krev, the more lulled Lurhmann, and thereby Aiken, would become. “Now, come. Let me show you the fruits of my labors so we may get off these docks and attend to business.” 
 
    “I agree,” the captain said. “Lead the way, Krev-Brightwood!” 
 
    “I hope you and your crew are all hungry because I’ve had something special prepared for your arrival,” I said pointedly and darted a look at Horus. 
 
    “We are mighty starved,” Captain Lurhmann said with a hearty slap to my back. 
 
    “Servant, prepare the way,” I commanded Horus. 
 
    The falcon-man jolted himself out of whatever dark musings he’d been trapped in, and by his barely-perceptible nod, I saw he knew to prepare Arvid for the next phase, in which they added a little something extra to the food for Lurhmann’s gang. 
 
    Some of the ingredients used to make the infamous Omite dish called Marriage Porridge had other properties that if they were added to something fatty like a gravy, then it would cause horrible stomach cramps and a bad case of the screaming shits. 
 
    While I felt confident in mine and Horus’ ability to take out Lurhmann and the Rogue, being outnumbered by twenty extra pirates was another story. My hope was that after the rumbly in the tumblies took effect, the gang would be forced to do their business in the forest where we will have parked the airship. 
 
    Then, if things with Ozzy and the Okoba worked out, the pirate gang would be caught with their pants down, literally. 
 
    So, with the pieces set into motion, I led my guests aboard the Manta Ship, and the cruel grin spreading across my face was one hundred percent genuine. 
 
    “Welcome to my humble abode,” I said like the Spider to the Fly. 
 
    “Humble, eh?” Lurhmann laughed as he entered the foyer of the ship with his head tilted all the way back. “An upgrade from the last place.” 
 
    My eyes widened in mild shock at the perfect window of opportunity the man had presented me, so I started to plant the seeds of my own discontent and steer the narrative in the direction that had him challenging me to a Duel. 
 
    “I grew bored of it, to be honest,” I said in a flat tone, like even the act of breathing was too boring. 
 
    “Well, now you’ve got all this, and some lovely Assets as well.” The man leered at Shay, and it was just the thing to stoke the flames of her ire all over again. 
 
    “Tis true, I have received quite an upgrade.” I reeled my phoenix-wife in by her petite waist so I could add to her internal frustration. As it was, she was doing a horrible job at keeping the scowl off her face, and I worried for her molars because it also seemed as if she was incapable of unclenching her jaw. Her anger was just the distraction I was hoping for because I wanted to make sure Horus had enough cover from the Rogue while he slipped out and talked to Arvid. “Dearest, go with Zoie to show our esteemed guests to the ballroom where they may set up for the night and get settled before dinner.” 
 
    I swore I heard Shay’s teeth grind even harder against themselves when I gave her this demeaning command with the sneer set firmly in my voice just like Bala Ren had used to do, and if it wasn’t for Zoie standing up and subtly taking Shay’s hand, I wasn’t sure what she might have said or done. 
 
    “Right away, dearest,” she said instead of whatever she clearly wanted to, and my two wives led the rowdy gang away.  
 
    I would have been worried about sending either one of them off alone with this crowd, but with the two of them together, I knew they could handle themselves. 
 
    And even though Zoie’s skimpy outfit left nothing to the imagination, I knew somewhere, somehow, she was still armed. 
 
    Fuck, I loved her. 
 
    “What shall we do with The Wee One?” Shoven Stuff grunted out since he still held the oryx-woman by her upper arms. 
 
    “I’m not leaving my sister!” Amaya spat with a feral growl in the back of her throat, and despite the size difference between her and her captor, she still forced the man to have to dig his heels in so she wouldn’t pull him off-balance. 
 
    “Aw, see how confused she still is, pet?” Rogue Aiken said in a false sympathetic voice that just sounded like it needed a punch in the face. 
 
    Anwaar gave a series of eerily blank blinks like one of those dolls with the plastic eyeballs that opened and closed when played with, but when she realized she was being addressed, her expression did some sort of grimace thing, as if she wasn’t sure whether to smile or frown. 
 
    “Yes, it is… amusing,” she said in a stilted voice, and the look on her face settled on something that looked like a rictus of pain.  
 
    I was glad Horus wasn’t here to witness his love looking so alien compared to her normal self 
 
    “I supposed if the little scatling wants to skulk along with us, then who am I to deny her?” Aiken drawled casually, like he didn’t resemble a junkie aching for his next hit of Other People’s Suffering. “She’ll be the entertainment for the time being while you show us how this magnificent mechanical marvel operates.” 
 
    “Oh, that.” I let out a put-upon sigh like my awesome flying mansion wasn’t the fucking coolest thing in existence. “I guess I could give you a tour of the wheelhouse while I direct us toward our destination.” 
 
    I waved a hand in the direction of the galley, and then I led Lurhmann, the Rogue, and the Mec sisters out of the main hall and to the galley where the hatch of the wheelhouse was already open. 
 
    Horus was near the hearth with Arvid, and even though the falcon-man saw us, particularly Anwaar, come in, he didn’t pause in relaying his instructions. 
 
    I was proud of him for remaining levelheaded, and I knew he was back to being the calculating ex-mercenary he was when he bustled out without even batting an eyelash in the ibex-woman’s direction. 
 
    Now, I needed him to do some behind-the-scenes things, like making sure Rylan and Nova were fed and taken care of for the night so I wouldn’t have to worry about them getting in the way. When that was done, I needed him to join me so we could both be ready to spring into action if we had to go to Plan B. 
 
    Plan B being, Fuck Up Everything and Kill the Motherfuckers. 
 
    If only the ibex-woman was ever allowed away from the Rogue’s side. 
 
    “Down here?” Captain Lurhmann gestured to the open hatch after he got done nibbling on some of the dried fruits and cheeses Arvid and Vela had set out on the table. Technically, these were the ingredients for the various dishes the sloth-man was going to prepare that evening, but the rude panda-man didn’t care. 
 
    Pig. 
 
    “Obviously,” I told him with an arch of my eyebrows.  
 
    “Bastard,” Lurhmann chortled good-naturedly, and then he headed down the ladder to the helm of the Manta Ship. 
 
    I waited until everyone, especially the Rogue, went down before me so I wouldn’t ever have my back exposed to my enemies without Horus by my side.  
 
    When I got down there, I saw how I had to come to Bodin’s rescue pretty much immediately since the pirate captain held him up against the wheel with a dagger to his throat. 
 
    Fucking darkhell. 
 
    I couldn’t leave anyone alone for a second, could I? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    “What did you say, you diseased little pustule?” Captain Lurhmann snarled at Bodin as he slowly twisted the point of the sharp blade under the raccoon-man’s chin until I could see a crimson bead of his blood roll down the shiny metal of the dagger. 
 
    “I-I d-didn’t say anything!” Bodin stuttered as he attempted to remain still so he wouldn’t accidentally force the Manta Ship into a greater list than she already was. 
 
    “Lurhmann, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t skewer one of the only other people on this thing who knows how to pilot it,” I drawled like I didn’t really care either way. “If you do kill him, I will have to stay down here and eat my meal. I’m not a fan of ingesting bugs with my food.” 
 
    “He spoke falsely about my pride,” the pirate captain barked and leaned even more into Bodin’s space. 
 
    This had the unfortunate effect of giving the wheel a large shove to the right, and with it, the whole Manta Ship dipped and crashed into the pier. 
 
    Anwaar screamed and clutched onto Aiken, and out of reflex, Amaya as gravity shifted her with the motion. 
 
    As for me, I rode the violent tilt of the ship’s list, and I was able to get to Bodin and throw them both off the wheel so I could correct the problem. 
 
    “You fool,” I hissed at the raccoon-man. 
 
    “I-I didn’t say anything,” he said as he scrambled back up to his feet. With the back of his hand, he swiped at the blood under his chin, and then he removed his cap so he could fidget with it. 
 
    “Slander!” the pirate man gasped and brandished the dagger again like he wanted to throw it straight through the other man’s heart, but I caught his wrist before he could. “Every word from his mouth is dripping with lies!” 
 
    I stared at him for a beat and made sure the expression on my face didn’t give away any of my confusion at the sudden turn in his demeanor. 
 
    Whatever the case, it was plain to see how agitated Bodin made the panda-man, and I figured the best thing for everyone would be to send him away for now. 
 
    “Leave us!” I thundered at the raccoon-man, and he scurried up the ladder. Then I turned to the captain and the Rogue and arched an imperious eyebrow. 
 
    “Masterful Lordship, Krev-Brightwood,” Lurhmann teased, and I played along by rolling my eyes. 
 
    “Would you like any of them?” I asked. “They all bore me, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    “You are a loon,” the red panda-man said as he shook his chubby head. “You act like you don’t have everything at your feet right now. I understand Brightwood is too renowned of a character for you to masquerade around long-term, but you could at least enjoy this part like you used to.” 
 
    “You mean pretending to be an Asher?” I asked as I took my position at the wheel. 
 
    “Well, yeah!” he said as he stood up on his toes so he could see what I was doing over my shoulder. “Some of the random Duelists you’ve absorbed in the past in between taking over your long-term host have been low-ranks. Now, you are using a Rank-Six to recoup your power-- a Rank-Six with Traveler powers as well-- and you don’t want to have a little fun with it?” 
 
    “Oh, fun,” I sighed in the most unenthused voice I could muster, and then I placed my palm on the shining power source housed in its setting. From there, it was just a matter of mentally commanding the Manta Ship to float upward and back so it could pull away from the destroyed pier. 
 
    “How does this work, then, Krev-Brightwood?” Aiken asked in his greedy little voice as he took his place behind my left shoulder and peered down at what I was doing. 
 
    “Making this vessel fly is simply a matter of mental fortitude and a strong conviction of will,” I replied by rote as I tried to summon my inner Mr. Jenner. “If I want to go higher, I simply think about doing so, thusly.” 
 
    Then I summoned some of the power I normally used to draw out the time-trance, and I steered the Manta Ship up and away from the harbor. 
 
    Based on some of the notes left on the console in Bodin’s hand, I knew if I wanted to put the ship on a heading back the way we just came from, I just had to follow the directions in reverse. This meant, as long as I was pointing the Aventollian compass to the symbols that were the opposite of what was written, and then adjusted the sails according to the wind, I would put us in a position where we would be able to see Lake Lakuna with ease. 
 
    I tried to remember how long it took for us to make the journey the first time, but I’d been preoccupied in the library at the time. By my estimation, it took us about three to four hours, so that should be plenty of time for our feast as well as to let the surprise ingredients take effect. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    Not much longer now. 
 
    “And you’re not even having the least bit of fun with flying this thing?” the red panda-man teased me again, but there was something different about his tone this time. 
 
    Instead of the easygoing nature of the banter before, there was a slight edge to Lurhmann’s tone that could almost be called bitter. It was almost like being scorned by “well-wishers” after winning the lottery. 
 
    There was something malicious in the pirate captain’s undertone, and when I glanced at him, I could even see the spark of jealous meanness in his squinty eyes. 
 
    Good. 
 
    I almost wanted to laugh out loud like some maniacal wizard as my manipulations seemed to be working, but then Rogue Aiken suddenly shot me a suspicious look after his arm brushed against mine. 
 
    Immediately, I moved out of touching distance but made it seem as if I was naturally trying to maneuver the wheel in order to catch the wind. Then I tamped down whatever glee and excitement I had whenever I thought about finally ending this charade and exacting my revenge with the full ruthlessness of the Goddess’ conviction behind me. 
 
    The puzzled glare the Rogue Augur shot me, along with the tightening of his fingers around Anwaar’s wrist, reminded me we weren’t out of the woods just yet, and I turned my attention back to the ship as well as my guests. 
 
    “Maybe a little bit of fun,” I grudgingly admitted and let us accelerate on a warm updraft of air until we were all rapidly ascending. 
 
    For the time being, this seemed to be enough of a distraction for both Luhrmann and the Rogue, and I hoped the theatrics of the Marvelous Manta Ship were enough for Aiken to forget the momentary spike of my anticipation. 
 
    Especially when the ibex-woman on his arm suddenly freaked the fuck out at the fact that the harbor was now way far away, and we were basically in the clouds. 
 
    “Don’t worry, pet!” The Rogue attempted to calm the frantic mage down, but she was having none of it, which only added to the hilarity of the situation. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Anwaar shrieked, and instead of stepping in to help, both Amaya and Horus glanced once at each other once and then at the way the ibex-woman was attempting to climb the skinny Rogue like a tree-- and not in the sexy way. Then, with one more glance back at each other, they both stepped bodily away from the circus taking place. 
 
    “Will one of you--? Ack!” Aiken’s words were cut off as one of Anwaar’s heeled boots clocked the guy right in the nards when she squirreled her legs around his waist from behind. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if she was afraid of heights or something on the deck at this point because I didn’t know what keeping your feet off the floor would accomplish in assuaging the heights-thing. 
 
    “What?” Horus yelled when Aiken attempted to ask the falcon-man-- of all people-- for assistance. “I can’t hear you over the wind!” 
 
    I almost lost it when Amaya joined in on the “I can’t hear you” game by staring straight ahead with a dissociative expression on her face. Because she knew me so well, I didn’t even have to manifest the thought of wondering what she was thinking about inside her head, and it only took a second before she pushed something through the bond… a small dancing pillow case? 
 
    Cas-per, the fri-endly ghooost, the friend-liest ghost youuu knooow! 
 
    Curse her. 
 
    So, while that circus was going on, I applied myself to steering the flying castle-ship. This happened to be a good strategy to take my mind off the laughter I wanted to let out at the sight of my best friend’s shit-eating grin, but it became apparent our heading had us sailing against the grain, so to speak. I knew now it would take us a little longer because we would have to tack the ship in a zigzagging motion upwind. 
 
    This was now going to add at least an hour onto however much time we were already going to use to get there, and I suddenly realized we were going to run into a problem when it came to timing. 
 
    If we had our feast right away, then I would have a castle full of pirates with explosive diarrhea on my hands and nowhere for them to shit. And since I really wanted to keep my awesome flying mansion at the end of this adventure, that was a serious problem. 
 
    I was going to have to think on my toes and improvise a little longer if I wanted the timing to be right. 
 
    “Apparently, that type of entertainment is not to everybody’s taste or preference,” I drawled when I slowed the Manta Ship’s ascent and let her drift in the direction of what an Earthian compass would read as northwest. “But maybe we can put off the feast a little longer for something a little more palatable?” 
 
    “What in the blazing comet are you talking about?” Captain Lurhmann jumped down from where he’d somehow folded himself over the ledge of the wheelhouse’s safety railing. His copper-colored beard and scraggly white eyebrows were wind whipped after his Titanic moment, and he had a grin that showed practically every one of his pointed yellow teeth. “That was great!” 
 
    “I’m glad you think so, but your brutish shape-shifting friend has traumatized my beloved mage, and as long as this ‘palatable entertainment’ is indoors, I would be obliged,” Rogue Aiken said in a persnickety way that was the complete opposite of what his Night of the Living Dead Look would imply. 
 
    “It shall be held in the ballroom once I can get us on course,” I promised the skeletal man as I kept my eyes on the horizon. 
 
    “Good,” he said as he brought the ibex-woman down from where she was still clinging to his back like an orangutan. He then forced her to tuck her hand into the crook of his elbow and patted it when she leaned into him as if she was suddenly tired. 
 
    Horus saw this, and his once good humor evaporated at the sight of his love cuddling against another man after such a harrowing ordeal. 
 
    After the close call I’d had with the Rogue, I quickly smothered the pang of sympathy that wanted to bubble up at the sight of my best friend’s turmoil. We were so close to ending this, so I channeled the anger I felt at these two deplorable men-- four including the Brothers Alda-- for orchestrating this outright treachery. 
 
    And with that channeled and built-up anger, I released some of it onto the falcon-man in order to stay in character. 
 
    “Servant!” I barked, and Horus jumped and shot me a glare. “Please tell my First Wife I want to see her down here after you show our guests where they will be staying with the others. And while you’re at it, inform our chef we will be delaying our meal aside from wine, brandy, and any other spirits the last poor bastard of this place has lying around.” 
 
    “Har!” Captain Lurhmann cheered as he held up an imaginary tankard. “I could sure go for a drink or several, my friend.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would,” I said. “Follow my manservant to the ballroom where he will have everything ready for our banquet’s entertainment.” 
 
    “Come along, pet,” Aiken said as he maneuvered Anwaar toward the ladder with a bony hand at the small of her back. 
 
    The type of corset and gown number she was wearing actually left a small window above her hips that was titillatingly exposed, and when the Rogue caressed his spidery fingers along the dip of her spine, Horus’ black-feathered crest ruffled up in agitation. 
 
    I felt bad for my friend, but at the same time, his anger and frustration was just another thing to throw the deadly augur off our scent. 
 
    “After you, Captain Lurhmann,” the falcon-man gritted out through his teeth and gestured for the panda-man to go on up ahead of him. 
 
    “Don’t keep me waiting, Servant,” I remarked in the same dead tone I defaulted to with everybody, but the message was clear. 
 
    Hurry. 
 
    Horus nodded briefly, but no words were exchanged between us, and after he left, I focused on slowing and then turning the Manta Ship so I could then zigzag it back in a direction that would be considered southwest. 
 
    Just like traditional sailing, it was possible to travel into a headwind as long as the sailing vessel approached it at a forty-five-degree angle. 
 
    The hatch to the galley entrance creaked open again, and down came my cat-wife one step at a time, and I tried my hardest not to ogle her long sinful legs in those patent leather thigh-high boots. 
 
    For all intents and purposes, her little Borat Thong number was designed for both humiliation and punishment, and I wondered how many times she had been forced to don such a skimpy piece of cloth. It probably had the worst possible memories tied to it, and here I was, internally slobbering over how hot she looked. 
 
    “Horus said you summoned me, Husband?” Zoie relayed and slinked toward me one deliberate step at a time. Her hands were clasped demurely down in front of her, but this made it so her barely-clad breasts were inadvertently pushed together and up in order to accentuate her cleavage. 
 
    She knew what she was doing, I was sure of it, the little temptress. 
 
    “I would like both of my wives to put on a show of sorts. What do you have in mind for this?” I asked after I tore my eyes away from the delectable sight of her soft breasts. 
 
    Not the time or place, Alex. 
 
    “Shay and I have been sparring as of late,” my naughty cat-wife said. “Would it please milord to see a demonstration?” 
 
    “It would please me greatly,” I said in a hoarse voice as I watched her trail her fingers down between her round breasts. 
 
    A beat rife with tension blazed between us as we held one another’s charged gazes. 
 
    “I think I am beginning to understand…” Zoie started to whisper, but before she could get the rest of the thought out, I locked the ship’s wheel down and then pushed her up against the spiral staircase. 
 
    With my mouth, I bit a furious and claiming kiss into her lips while I pressed the length of our bodies together so she could feel the bulge growing in my trousers. Then, with one hand, I attempted to clear her mind of all thoughts by grabbing the scruff of her neck in the way I knew she adored. 
 
    I figured there was a good chance the Rogue might be caught up with the rest of the tour Horus was leading them on, so it was safe to let out just a little of my true passion for this woman. 
 
    Despite her being a little bit of a pain in my ass when it came to her sexy shenanigans, she was stirring up enough chaos with the rowdy pirate gang to add another layer of hopefully strong and bombarding feelings for the Rogue to sift through. 
 
    It wasn’t that I liked the idea of two dozen or so men ogling my wife as she strutted her gorgeous body around for these horny sailors to lap up, but if it added to the miasma of emotions acting as my smokescreen, then I would take it. 
 
    Especially if I could rile her up a bit before I sent her back. Her pale skin always flushed with the prettiest pink hue when she was aroused, and her sapphire eyes held a spark that only lust could bring to them. 
 
    The Varthan warrior looked and felt dangerous and full of seductive potential, and as long as she knew who she belonged to, I didn’t mind if others took a peek. 
 
    Let them imagine. 
 
    Zoie was mine. 
 
    “A-Al-- ah!” My wife couldn’t even get out my full name before I basically dominated her again and spun her around so her back was to me. 
 
    “Do you know what you’re doing to me, running around like that?” I growled, and then I pressed my cheek against hers from over her shoulder. “You want to be punished, don’t you?” 
 
    “Y-Yes,” she breathed as she rubbed her firm ass against my now full-on erection. “I want you to-- rrrrrr…” 
 
    A loud purr erupted from my wife’s chest when I decided to move aside the front part of her outfit with my fingers so I could dip one inside. It was almost like checking potting soil to see if the flower bed was moist by poking a finger into the folds of the earth, and I was pleasantly surprised to discover just how ready she felt by her hot silken wetness. 
 
    My fingers came away from her petal pussy lips with a slick sheen of her perfume-like musk, and I followed my impulse to smear her essence over her own lips so she was forced to taste herself. 
 
    “I want you to mark me,” she said as her pupils dilated to saucers. 
 
    I didn’t reply. 
 
    Instead, I forced her to face straight ahead, wrapped one arm around her chest like the shoulder strap of a seat belt, and then with my other hand, I immediately filled her pussy with my middle two fingers. 
 
    “Ah-aahhh! Ohhhh…” Zoie moaned as her walls tightened strongly around the intrusion. 
 
    Even though she was wet, she usually required a little more foreplay to get her relaxed enough to take two of my thick fingers up to the hilt right away. As it stood, it felt as if we were right on the threshold of what was intense without being painful for her. 
 
    It was a good look on her, particularly when she couldn’t help but arch her back even more so my fingers were at least nudging the spot she wanted them to. 
 
    “Yes, wife,” I bit out and rubbed my swollen dick against her perfect back side just to take the edge off. “Only I can make you feel this good. Don’t you forget.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, milord,” Zoie nearly screamed when I moved my wrist just so in order to get my thumb in the right area so I could rub tiny circles around her throbbing clit. 
 
    She inhaled sharply as an orgasm took her by surprise, and the arm I had around her chest had to tighten when her legs trembled and nearly buckled. I helped her climax along with my other hand, and she ground against me to prolong the sensations. 
 
    “Well, isn’t this pretty?” I chuckled darkly as she writhed against me in a helpless fashion, and I didn’t know if it was just the scene we were getting into or what, but my dick was a hard rod in my pants, and I knew we were going to have a quick and dirty ride in the wheelhouse. 
 
    “Mark me!” she demanded again and splayed herself over the wheel. If the thing wasn’t locked, we might have had another sharp keeling situation on our hands, which would have been a disaster and totally would have killed the mood. 
 
    Instead, I internally praised myself for being smart enough to remember to lock the thing after all so it could now be the perfect thing to support my minx of a wife as she pushed her ass out, lifted her tail, and moved aside the thin material covering her sweetest of places. 
 
    When I approached, I couldn’t help but spread her rosy pussy lips apart so I could gaze at that gorgeous pink tunnel before I loosened my trousers and hurriedly pulled myself out. 
 
    Then, with a firm but smooth motion, I pushed my cock into her tight and slick channel without stopping until my hips slammed against her gorgeous back side. 
 
    “Ohh!” she yelped as the air was punched out of her, and the little sound flipped a switch inside my caveman brain because I dedicated my life in that moment solely to getting her to make more of them. 
 
    We fucked like frenzied animals in heat after that, and I couldn’t get enough of the sensation of burying myself as hard and as deep inside of her as I could. Then I used my considerable mass to manhandle her away from the wheel and onto all fours so I could really dig her out at the angle she needed to keep squeezing me so deliciously. 
 
    At one point, I actually came inside of her, but my cock remained hard like it sometimes did with Nova, and I kept fucking her through it when my cat-wife shouted at me to keep going at the top of her lungs. 
 
    “Yes, like that, oh, Goddess!” Zoie all but roared, and I was glad we were outside so our carnal sounds were carried away by the wind rushing around us. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” I yelled, and the squelching of our combined fluids leaked out around my shaft and just added to the wonderfully slick sensation that possessed my hips to keep pumping into her. 
 
    “Come inside me again, husband,” Zoie ordered as my pumping rhythm grew frantic and stuttered like I hadn’t just orgasmed a moment ago. “Deep inside me so you can fill me with your strong kits-- ugh!” 
 
    I couldn’t tell who set off who, but one of us triggered the other into near-simultaneous climaxes that had me pushing my cat-wife flush against the deck so I could fuck my seed as deep inside of her as possible. 
 
    Zoie practically sobbed as she jerked and twitched through the pent-up waves of pleasure that had nowhere to go, and as much as she wanted to flex and buck her hips, I held her down throughout it all. 
 
    It was honestly one of the most powerful experiences of my life with another human being, and even though I came twice, I knew I would have taken her again and again until she forgot how to speak if there was time. 
 
    For now, I gently guided my wife through her overwhelming orgasm, and I rubbed her back until her shaking turned more into gentle shudders. 
 
    When we’d calmed down a bit, and I carefully disengaged from Zoie’s pussy, but I suddenly found myself with a armful of my wife. 
 
    “What are you trying to do to me?” I graveled out as she immediately butted up under my chin. 
 
    “I want as much of your natural scent as possible all over me,” she said as she undulated against me. 
 
    My wet cock was still outside of my pants, so when she curled up against me, some of our combined juices smeared between us. 
 
    “That can be arranged,” I said and twisted my fingers into her ebony hair and pulled slightly. “I need you to continue to be a good little kitten and obey me. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Husband,” Zoie said dutifully and stepped back once she’d tucked me back into my own trousers. 
 
    “Once you straighten yourself out, I want you to think long and hard about what you and Shale-Lea could do that is more than just sparring,” I commanded and turned back to the wheel. “I want it to be captivating enough that our guests don’t notice the passage of time. Really take your time to come up with something good. I do not want to be disappointed.” 
 
    “Shay has also guided me in some of the dance techniques regarding silken scarves,” my cat-wife said as she fixed what passed as “clothes” for her. “After we fight, we could then dance for some of the men who have been long at sea and would like to see a woman’s body move and undulate and become slick with exertion.” 
 
    “You might be onto something, you naughty flirt,” I snarled but kept my back to her.  
 
    Bodin eventually came back to the wheelhouse once he sensed it was safe to do so, and he skulked back down from the galley. 
 
    The way he avoided eye contact with me and Zoie made me think he might have heard our quick little jaunt just now, but he was either too shy or too afraid to make a comment. 
 
    Regardless, I was actually relieved to see him after the debacle with the pirate captain earlier, but instead of asking questions about what had happened, I had to content myself with subtly looking him over as I explained our heading. 
 
    “Smooth and steady, Mr. Bodin,” I said as I stepped aside. “We want to reach our destination in one piece, and given your propensity to anger our guests, I think it would be best if you stayed in the wheelhouse. 
 
    “I swear, Master Alex, I did not mean--” he began to ramble, but I cut him off. 
 
    “We’ll discuss it later,” I barked at him. “Come, wife.” 
 
    Then Zoie and I left the wheelhouse, and when we got to the galley, it was to the sight of Horus helping Arvid with a few preparations. 
 
    “I will take my leave now,” Zoie said and ran off to find Shay so they could discuss what they were going to do to stall the feast from starting too soon. 
 
    “Master,” Horus acknowledged. “Everyone has been made aware of the night’s plans and are waiting for you in the banquet hall.” 
 
    I stared at the falcon-man and saw him subtly glance at the ceramic pot of gravy being stirred by the sloth-man. 
 
    The signal was a clear one: the trap was set, and I knew once I entered the ballroom, there would be no turning back. 
 
    Let the games begin. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Horus had done an excellent job getting everything prepared to host what was shaping up to be a horde of the worst house guests in the history of the universe. 
 
    Ugh. Pirates. 
 
    What the falcon-man and no doubt Vel and Bodin managed to accomplish with the limited means and space was an event fit for a king, in my opinion. 
 
    There were several long wooden tables that were all ingeniously capable of converting into half a dozen collapsible sleeping cots when the banquet was concluded. Each table had been thoughtfully adorned with fine linens, candelabras with lit taper candles, and a full set of fine ceramic place settings and silverware. 
 
    All of it was at best ignored and at worst ruined in favor of the debauchery the pirate gang preferred over any small hospitality touches my Crew had worked so hard on. 
 
    When I entered the ballroom, it honestly reminded me of the first toga party scene in National Lampoon’s Animal House. Half-clothed people were running all over the place laughing, singing, and generally being drunken buffoons. The gang of roustabouts were clearly already wasted on good wine and that strong brandy Jenner always kept on hand, and I made a mental note to replenish his stores because at the rate these men were going, the koala-man’s special stash wouldn’t make it through the night if it hadn’t been depleted already. 
 
    It was an exercise in evasive maneuvers just getting myself to the main table where my “guests of honor” were stationed along with the Mec sisters. 
 
    As I approached, I had to seriously check my temper because with Amaya’s refusal to leave her sister alone, Captain Luhrmann had finally taken an interest in her and was now all up in her grill. 
 
    Which I very much did not like. 
 
    “Ahem.” I cleared my throat and then insinuated myself in between them so the red panda-man was forced to scoot away from Amaya. “Enjoying ourselves, are we?” 
 
    “I don’t get you, Krev,” Lurhmann finally blurted out, and I turned to face him with a neutral expression on my face, even though I was surprised he was once again giving me such an easy foothold into his jealousy. “You have all of this and even the shining reputation to go with it, and you’d rather live as a civil servant back at that landfill of an estate?”  
 
    The timing was still too soon to push him too hard, but I could give him a little nudge, so I sighed heavily and picked at the sumptuous spread of victuals laid out on the stained tablecloth like it was cafeteria sloppy joes instead of the freshest fruits, cheeses, and salted meats money could buy. 
 
    “It is all the same song and dance,” I remarked as I eyed a purple berry between my thumb and forefinger before I popped it into my mouth. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” he asked, and he attempted, and failed, to keep the interested edge out of his voice. “Are you weary of life?” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, I quite like living, but no matter what I do, I am bound, you see?” I explained and made him believe I was opening up to him. “Whether it be by my bastard of a brother, or by the rules of my disguises.” 
 
    “That was before!” Lurhmann exclaimed and shook me roughly by the shoulder. “When you were jumping from low-rank to low-rank. But now you are inhabiting a Guide Class Duelist. Think of the possibilities!” 
 
    “And be constrained by the Council and all of their archaic mores?” I snorted. “No, thank you. If anything, I envy your unfettered life full of adventure and excitement more than this.” 
 
    “It probably makes my life look more shiny when you consider Kavo, eh?” Lurhmann asked as he nudged me in the ribs. “He considers me a colleague at this point, given I paid off my debts to him. You could be free of yours. That clever face you have is full of possibilities.” 
 
    The tone of the pirate captain’s voice lowered a bit like he was trying to seduce me into some sort of idea he had brewing, and I hoped it was along the same train of thought I was on. 
 
    So, like the brilliant actor I was, I paused and stroked my chin like I really was considering what he was implying-- which was to take his place perhaps-- instead of leading him down that very road with all of my meticulous planning. 
 
    Just then, the doors to the ballroom opened with a bang as Vela and Arvid flung them both wide open on their hinges until they hit the adjacent walls. 
 
    The action and boom that accompanied it was enough to get the entire hall’s attention, and the din of the noisy bacchanalia ceased. 
 
    This brief bit of silence was all my two wives needed to start their show, and Zoie, my Varthan warrior, kicked things off with an ear-splitting battle yowl. 
 
    “Rrrriiiiiiooooowwwwll!” she cried out and was answered almost immediately by my second wife, Shay. 
 
    “Hiiiiiyyaaaah!” the phoenix-woman yelled as Zoie did a series of backflips down the center aisle while Shay chased her. 
 
    All the while, Shay was slinging what I believed to be rocks at the cat-woman as she continued to vault toward center stage, but whenever the projectile hit, they exploded into familiar chalky explosions of different colors. 
 
    It seemed as if Shay had pulled off the ball-like tops of some dust reeds so she could use them in her sling. 
 
    Clever girl. 
 
    The corners of my mouth twitched upward for a millisecond in a proud smile when all of the drunkards in the audience were easily captivated by the two scantily-clad goddesses fighting each other with exploding color bombs. Like warrior acrobats, Zoie and Shay leapt and danced around one another with fierce yells and skillful attacks as the two women demonstrated their lethal sparring techniques, and I was particularly impressed with how much Shay’s hand-to-hand combat skills had improved when they started to grapple. 
 
    The crowd really did lean in for a good look when my two sexy wives started to wrestle, and I realized just how perfect of a mix between distracting and mesmerizing it was. It was just the thing I needed to kill time until we got closer to the supposed rendezvous with Ozzy and the Okoba. 
 
    When Horus and I had hammered this out in the library during our strategy session, I was already skeptical about how Ozzy was going to get clear back to Elder Elmer before us. At the time, Horus assured me the Omites were faster in the trees than on land or in the air. The headwind fucking with me was just another reminder about how things could quickly escape my control, and I was glad I’d left this up to Zoie and Horus to take care of. The nervousness I felt about the whole thing melted away, and in its place was the trust I had in my Crew. 
 
    Because while the girls fought, Arvid started to bring in the main course, and behind him was Vela with the tureen of Special Gravy Surprise: Guaranteed to look the same way coming out as it did going in. 
 
    Yummo. 
 
    Right on time. 
 
    “None for me, girl,” Lurhmann snapped at the cockatoo-woman when she came to our table with the ceramic dish of brown gravy. “Peasant trash.” 
 
    “If this is the food of peasants, then I don’t want any as well,” the Rogue said in a snooty voice as he pulled Anwaar fully onto his lap like she was his doll. 
 
    I sighed, but Horus warned me this would be a possibility. Pirate captains often thought of themselves as royalty, and things like gravy or stew were considered no better than gruel served to the rest of their lackeys. 
 
    But I’d still held onto the hope he would have been too hungry or drunk to care. 
 
    Oh, well. 
 
    Vela scurried away with the dish, but she continued to shoot rude glares up at the head table every so often as she slopped a good portion of the toxic stuff onto the meat cutlets and mashed root vegetables loaded up on whatever plates they hadn’t managed to break yet. 
 
    Atta girl. 
 
    Make them wish they didn’t have assholes by the end. 
 
    “You know… I might have a solution to both of our problems,” Captain Lurhmann finally spoke up after half of his plate had been devoured. 
 
    My wives were still going at one another, and I made it seem as if I hadn’t really heard him the first time because I was so distracted. 
 
    Which wasn’t hard to fake, in all honesty. 
 
    “What are you going on about?” I muttered when he jabbed my bicep. 
 
    “I said I think I have a solution for the two of us,” Lurhmann said and slid his empty plate away from himself. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware you were in need of a solution,” I said dryly with an arched eyebrow. “As you purported, you are free of debt from anyone, isn’t that correct?” 
 
    I’d learned from Amaya earlier that the panda-captain was actually being controlled by someone, and we had both mistakenly assumed it was Kavo, but he had blatantly told me Kavo considered Lurhmann as an equal. 
 
    “Not from everyone,” he admitted and scratched at his coppery beard that made a scritching noise similar to steel wool. “Other debts, deeper than mere gold, can stop a person from living the life they want…” 
 
    The red panda-man trailed off as some distant and unpleasant memory seemed to snag his attention back to the past, and while every villain seemed to have a sob story for why they did what they did, I just didn’t care. 
 
    “What are you getting at, Lurhmann?” I asked and forced him to focus back on the present. “Speak plainly.” 
 
    “Become the Overseer,” the captain said with an earnest look of glee on his red-and-brown face like he was the greatest genius in the multiverse. “Take his body and all of that nondescript, plain anonymity you desire, and then take my ship and my crew and sail the Ocean Mercedes. But first, give me The Bane’s old status and his wealth.” 
 
    “And how do you suppose I do such a thing?” I snorted like I knew what he was talking about but was just dismissing him like he was crazy or stupid or both. 
 
    The truth was, I had no idea how the shape-shifter actually shifted his shape 
 
    “Don’t play coy, Krev Alda,” Lurhmann said with another one of those bitter-flavored laughs. “I’ve seen you stage Duels before whenever someone would want to rewrite their lives. You and I used to make a good living with that side business, remember?” 
 
    “Indeed,” I said as my mind raced. “You propose we Duel?” 
 
    “And then right before I deliver the killing blow, you’ll transfer your spirit to the ol’ man Overseer, and then we can both ride off into Mercedes’ arms,” the pirate captain said. 
 
    “That simple, huh?” I snorted. 
 
    “Well, of course, we have to make it look good, because I’ll not have any of my new Properties or Assets try to overthrow the legitimacy of our staged Duel,” Lurhmann said. “I’ll never forget what happened to Taxton Apbury, remember? He went and paid us for our services but neglected to do his research on the Duelist’s estate he inherited. He had no idea the concubine was the mother of the ex-Duelist’s legitimate heirs, and when the Council got through with Taxton, he was worse than dead! Stupid idiot!” 
 
    “Indeed,” I said again. “Brightwood’s wives were quite loyal to him, and his second wife, Shale-Lea, is a popular socialite back on Nata. If she knew of our fraud, she could rally a mighty following behind her, including the Asher Lord Gavlain Mec himself.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard of the strong alliance between Mec and Brightwood,” the red panda-man said with another scruffy chin scratch. “But when I’ve inherited the estate, the question of her staying with me could be a matter of what I can or cannot get for her at the Trader Auctions.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said with a smirk that felt wrong on my face. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Uh… that’s the part I’m not sure about,” he said, and I tried really hard not to roll my eyes at how dumb this man was. 
 
    What was that expression? You could lead a horse to water, but you couldn’t make it drink? 
 
    Yeah, if horse was replaced with fish, that would be even more accurate with this guy. 
 
    The other way around was an insult to horses. 
 
    “We still have to do the traditional gift giving ceremony between guest and host,” I drawled and hoped he would pick up the thread. 
 
    This idea had to mostly come from the panda-man so the clever Rogue would be left in the dark as long as augurly possible. 
 
    That’s why it was a blessing when the spark of some intelligence left in the panda-man’s alcohol-soaked brain lit up his squinty eyes. 
 
    “This ceremony is an old one written and overlooked when the new laws came about,” he said as the gears churned so hard in his head I was honestly anticipating smoke to come pouring out of his ears. But instead of exploding like one of Robert’s victims from Rubber, Lurhmann’s gross plaque-coated grin only got wider. “And because the old law wasn’t changed to include the newer Duelist rules or not, if I am insulted by your gift selection, I could probably get away with challenging you even though I am a No-Rank.” 
 
    “That you could,” I huffed. Then I sat back in my chair like the possibility of Dueling him had never crossed my mind, and this very thing wasn’t what I was hoping for at all. “Tempting.” 
 
    “So, you agree my idea has merit?” he asked like he was desperate for validation. “This way, all the witnesses can say they saw you trash my honor, and it would be their word against Shale-Lea’s jilted scorn if she tried to overturn it.” 
 
    “And don’t forget, you have one of the most credible witnesses of them all,” Rogue Aiken decided to break into our conversation just then like the Know-it-All Bitch-Boy he was. “An Augur and their Mage.” 
 
    At this announcement, he placed a kiss on Anwaar’s cheek, and I saw Amaya grind her teeth at the sight. 
 
    “It’s true, Krev,” Lurhmann chuckled. “Aiken here can make anyone believe pretty much anything, especially at such a close range like this. That is why they took away his mage to begin with. He was much too powerful. Speaking of which, what shall become of The Wee One?” 
 
    Amaya cringed at the sound of that stupid nickname, but she stopped herself from reacting in any other way. 
 
    “Honestly, it’s kinder to just put her out of her misery like the runt of the litter, or a sick porack,” Rogue Aiken said in such a dismissive tone that I wanted to make him swallow his teeth. 
 
    “I’m sure you can figure it out after you Duel me, Lurhmann,” I decided to say so we could move this fucker along. The longer I kept up the persona of one of these deplorable reprobates, the more it felt as if I was wearing an itchy wool sweater. 
 
    Fine at first, but there was a threshold as to how long one could wear it before it became unbearable. 
 
    That was like this role, and when I glanced across the ballroom at Horus, I saw he was nearly at his limit, too. 
 
    As if Mercedes heard my internal prayer, the Manta Ship began to drop in altitude, and I knew we’d reached the lake where this madcap adventure had started. 
 
    Hopefully, Ozzy’s people were waiting just on the other side of the tree line because when I scanned the assembled crowd still watching my two beauties twirling and flipping from silk scarves tied to the rafters, I could see how a few people had already suspiciously wandered off. 
 
    Probably in search of toilets. 
 
    I knew it wouldn’t be long before Revenge of the Peasant Gravy reared its ugly head, so I decided to hurry this along. 
 
    “We are almost docked back at the quarries,” I informed and then downed the rest of my wine. “I suggest before we do, we make a spectacle of ourselves, hm?” 
 
    “So, you’re in?” Lurhmann clarified as he snatched the half-full glass from Rogue Aiken. “You’re going to stage a Duel with me like old times?” 
 
    “You’ve made a very convincing case,” I said with the utmost honesty. I was actually quite shocked with how easy it was to manipulate this imbecile, and if this was how most corrupt politicians felt about being puppet masters, no wonder they connived like they did. 
 
    The power of setting up each of those individual dominoes and then watching them fall exactly where they should was a high that could become very addicting. 
 
    There was a certain satisfaction to the Long Con when it started to pay off, but at what cost? 
 
    For a split second, I had a sobering moment when I realized this type of Mental Chess, politics, or whatever name this brand of twisted manipulation went by was the reason Krev Alda had been toppled from the throne of his own machinations. 
 
    Add to it the fact the man changed his face so many times, it was a wonder he had any self-identity at all, let alone any moral framework. 
 
    “Really?” my dastardly companion in fraud pressed with a pinch between his scraggly eyebrows. “You’re in, in? Because I have to be really fucking sure.” 
 
    “I’m in,” I said like the cat to the unassuming canary. “All you have to do is start the gifting ceremony, and I will do the rest. But do so quickly. It seems as if some of your… compatriots are starting to get restless.” 
 
    “Wha--?” Lurhmann looked around at the dappled faces of his gang, but before he could say anything else, I excused myself and took up residence in the middle of the ballroom. 
 
    “Esteemed guests,” I said in a loud and powerful voice, and with a quick glance down, I saw the signet ring Lord Mec gave me start to glimmer slightly. I knew the ram-lord’s own inherited Traveler gift was his gift of Voice, and some of that power was imbued in the ring itself. When it glowed, my own voice seemed enhanced somehow. “I hope your bellies are full to bursting, and all of your muscles are loose and relaxed from a belly full of potent spirits.” 
 
    Like magic, the faces looking on all seemed to pale at once, and my enhanced Voice seemed to be the catalyst to what was going on inside them. When each one of my pointed images landed, there was such a visceral reaction, I thought I might have miscalculated how effective I was being. 
 
    But with the lack of anything gravy-like, I figured it was safe to let the pirate captain take the stage next. 
 
    “And, as is custom for being our host, I give to you this set of forged knuckle cuffs so you may strike your enemies with deadly purpose,” he said and snapped his fingers. One of his lackeys, a ferret-y man looking quite green in the face, walked stiffly forward with a nice-looking leather chest. 
 
    But when the ferret-man had to kneel down on one knee to present the gift of what was essentially brass knuckles, that was a different story, and the poor guy took a while to get down there without shitting himself. 
 
    “Wonderful,” I drawled. “But I already have those. You there, throw them out the window nearest to the lake.” 
 
    I gestured for Amaya to be the one to do as I asked because I wanted her to get out of the crossfire as quickly as possible. 
 
    The oryx-woman did as I asked despite the collective gasps of shock that enveloped the ballroom at my flagrant taboo action. 
 
    “Are you rejecting this gift in my presence?” Captain Lurhmann announced in a grand Shakespearean way. He even cheated out to the crowd and rolled his R’s and everything. 
 
    A-plus for drama class. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    “Not only am I rejecting your shit-gift,” I said in a low timbre where I allowed some of the Real Alex to start to emerge. “But the gift I give to you is the priceless gift of air that has passed through my body.” 
 
    Before anyone could parse through what exactly I could mean by such a strange phrase, I marched up to the pirate captain, kneed him in the gut so he was hunched over, and then I let one rip so hard in his face that he probably got pink eye. 
 
    The reaction this set off was beautiful. I almost wished I could have recorded it. 
 
    For one, I just broke wind in the face of the pirate captain in front of a room full of his subordinates. If I was on Earth, this would probably be equivalent to doing the same thing to the boss at the company Christmas Party, and I was pretty sure most of why these pirates all drank so heavily was due to their asshole of a captain. 
 
    So, they all burst into uproarious laughter. 
 
    It was so gut busting to some of them that several more of Lurhmann’s gang had to waddle quickly away in an attempt to prevent the powerful laxatives in their systems from winning. 
 
    Even though we were both supposed to be playacting, the panda-man’s face grew almost as red as his beard when he realized he was the butt of the joke-- literally-- and even better entertainment than my sexy wives wrestling half-naked on the floor. I could see how the constant jealousy of being powerless and not taken seriously finally bubbled over, and when he finally issued the blessed challenge, I knew the conviction behind it was real. 
 
    “Alex Brightwood!” the man shouted in a rage. “I challenge you to a Duel for rejecting my gift of gratitude, and then to add further insult to the injury, you have humiliated me by mocking a sacred tradition in the most grotesque sort of mockery!”  
 
    He at least managed to remember to stay in character for those who didn’t know I was Krev, so whatever messy fallout would take place paperwork-wise would be less of a disaster, and we could hopefully skip a Council Trial debating the legitimacy of my Duel. 
 
    But there would be no trial because I was going to kill this motherfucker so hard there wouldn’t be a body left to find.  
 
    “Awesome,” I said as my eyes darted toward Horus, who had positioned himself directly behind the pirate captain. His gold-green eyes flashed, and I knew he saw me shed my Krev Persona like an old coat. “I accept your challenge under one condition…” 
 
    At this, I saw both Lurhmann and Horus perk up because this part was of my own doing, and it wasn’t something I’d run by either of them. 
 
    “C-Condition?” the panda-man stuttered, and he visibly struggled to see where I was going with this. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “A parameter to add onto our Duel before we begin.” 
 
    “What is it?” he asked and shuffled uncertainly on his feet. 
 
    “I will only Duel you if you force your manservant, Aiken, to undo his mind work on his Mage,” I stated. 
 
    Ever since I found out just how much Horus had lost, I knew I had to make it right, and getting Anwaar back not just for Horus’ sake, but for Amaya’s as well, was imperative. 
 
    “He can’t do that!” the Rogue blurted out in outrage. 
 
    “Yes, he can, because I am the one who purchased you from that pit of slavery you once were beholden to,” the pirate man snapped, and for the first time his strange jovial personality was starting to crack, and his cruelty shone through. “I could always take you back there where your only use is to have your life force drained from you so the High One can keep her beauty regimen. But… why do you care, Brightwood?” 
 
    “I think the chaos adds to the fun,” I said with a mad expression I might have borrowed from Heath Ledger’s Joker performance in The Dark Knight. 
 
    “Fair enough, you crazy bastard,” Lurhmann said with a foul-smelling laugh. “You heard the man, Aiken. Undo your trickery.” 
 
    “But she won’t love me then!” he whined like a legit child. 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” the other man thundered. “Do it, or I force your belly full of seawater next time we’re on the boat!” 
 
    Aiken pouted for another moment, and in that span of time I was able to nod at my friend and convey the only message either one of us had been waiting for. 
 
    Get ready. 
 
    Then the Rogue’s hands glowed a sickly green as he mumbled some sort of ancient words under his breath, and the ibex-woman immediately collapsed into Amaya’s waiting arms in a dead faint. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    The second Aiken finished whatever hoodoo he did to Anwaar, Horus fired an arrow at the Rogue’s feet like the badass mother he was. 
 
    “I challenge you, Rogue Aiken, to a Duel under Asher right for attempting to kidnap my wife,” Horus bellowed out over the crowd, and even I stared at him with an expression of shock. 
 
    When did they get married? I always figured after the failure of their elopement, they had never tried to wed again. 
 
    Huh. 
 
    Horus and I would definitely be adding to our Interesting Chat I knew was a long time coming and criminally overdue. 
 
    For now, the strange turn of events had me and my best friend facing off in a double Duel neither party could back out of now. 
 
    “How interesting,” Lurhmann said as he stroked his chin. “Weapon of choice?” 
 
    “Bare hands,” I said immediately. 
 
    “What about you?” Horus demanded of the Rogue. “What’s your weapon?” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” he nearly squeaked. “I’m not a Duelist! You can’t fight me.” 
 
    “I can because you have committed one of the gravest offenses against an Asher by threatening his future family,” the falcon-man said as his voice continued to build in power and authority like some invisible force was charging him up on the inside. “And what would the Order think about a Rogue like you? They would thank me even if I didn’t have grounds to challenge you.” 
 
    “He’s right, you know,” Amaya chimed in as she stroked her sister’s face with the back of her knuckles. “What you’ve done is the equivalent to mind rape and torture. Your only chance is to fight your way through Horus because the Order will do much worse to you, as you know.” 
 
    For the first time, Aiken’s face showed a trace of fear before it hardened swiftly in determination. 
 
    “I choose a dagger because it seems as if close combat might not be in your skill set, archer,” he said. 
 
    “Let the Duel commence!” I yelled out once things had been set. 
 
    I was so fucking ready for this, especially because I still had a modicum of surprise on my side, unlike Horus. 
 
    Lurhmann still thought I was playing Krev, so my opening salvo was the key to everything. 
 
    “Didn’t think we’d end up here, old friend,” the panda-man said as we stalked around each other in a circle. 
 
    “Strange?” I questioned as I silently examined some of his natural weak spots. It seemed he favored his left hip ever so slightly. 
 
    “The only thing stranger is the fact you actually think I’m going to leave you alive long enough to let you transfer your soul to the Overseer,” the pirate captain said, and finally, all traces of his facade were wiped away, and I saw him for who he really was. 
 
    “I agree, but I would say the only other thing stranger is the fact you still think I’m Krev Alda,” I stated, and then I grinned when I watched his expression fall flat off his face. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    It felt so good now that the proverbial cat was out of the bag, and I made sure to lock eyes with both of my wives in the crowd after I made the pronouncement to the room at large. 
 
    “Wha-- What?” The red panda-man ogled me with the most idiotic look on his fat fucking face, and I could only grin a serrated smile at him as the rust on his brain gears tried to grind out this sudden turn of events. 
 
    He’d really be doing me a favor if he would just drop dead from an aneurysm from trying to think too hard, but I doubted I would be so lucky. 
 
    “Don’t think too much there, Lurhmann,” Horus remarked as he took his place by my side. “You might catch the top of your head on fire, and then where would you be?” 
 
    “What happened to Krev?” the panda-man growled. 
 
    “Does it matter?” I said and then shook my arms out as I bounced lightly on the balls of my feet. “All you need to know is that I killed him just like I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    “Raaahhh!” the imbecile roared and actually stamped his feet. “You tricked me! The Duel is off! Men, get them!” 
 
    Horus and I simply shared a good laugh between the two of us as we watched both the Rogue and the pirate captain glance around at the nearly empty ballroom. Most everyone who’d ingested the Special Gravy had absconded to try and find a suitable tree to shit their brains out behind. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Lurhmann shouted and turned around in a complete circle before he shot a glare at the Rogue. “How is this something you missed?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know, I was--” Aiken stammered, and based on the shock plastered on his face, it was clear he was not used to not knowing about something before it happened. 
 
    None of that mattered, however, because Horus couldn’t contain himself anymore and tackled the Rogue with a mighty yell. 
 
    From that point on, the darkhells opened up, and it was on like Donkey Kong. 
 
    “Raaahhh!” Lurhmann bellowed again, and this time, it was me who was being rushed by a furious attacker, but I danced easily out of the man’s way. 
 
    He was large and rather drunk, and even though he was throwing sloppy haymakers, I could tell there was enough power behind them to be wary of. Even a broken clock was right twice a day, and if I let my ego get to my head, there was a chance I could accidentally step in the way of one of his humdingers. 
 
    Then it would be lights out. 
 
    Probably permanently. 
 
    I leapt back when the man tried to barrel into me, and his broad back made the perfect springboard, so I took a page out of Zoie’s book and vaulted over him. 
 
    This just made the fucker more angry, and when he whirled around, I had to block one of his meaty fists from connecting with the side of my head. 
 
    When I shunted his fist aside, I wasn’t quick enough to avoid it glancing off my shoulder, and aside from feeling like Thor’s Hammer had just smashed into me, the clumsy blow also knocked me off my feet. 
 
    “Vile pissant!” the red panda-man roared and tried to curb stomp me after I fell. 
 
    I rolled rapidly away and used a twisting motion to sort of helicopter my legs into launching me upright. In the process, I also managed to whack the guy in his crappy hip, which caused him to fall to one knee and gave me the split second I needed to get back to my feet and line up a beautiful kick straight to the man’s jaw. 
 
    “Argh!” Lurhmann shouted and then fell back like a fucking oak tree, and I planted my foot in the middle of the man’s chest and took a moment to check in on how Horus’ Duel was going. 
 
    “Alright, H?” I called out as I thumped the panda-man in the chest with my heel. 
 
    “Y-eah!” the falcon-man called back from his position under the Rogue, who was trying his hardest to slit Horus’ throat. 
 
    “Diiieee!” Aiken screamed, but his arms were skinny twig-like things, and it wasn’t a surprise when Horus was able to easily kick him up and over. 
 
    “Ow!” I gasped when the pirate captain pinched me on either side of my Achilles tendon until I was forced to stumble back. 
 
    “You will regret this day, Brightwood!” the panda-man said as he pulled himself up to standing. 
 
    Then, in a maneuver I found both impressive and surprising, Lurhmann snatched a tankard up from one of the tables nearby and flung it square at my face. 
 
    Because it was a tankard made from the antler of some large creature, it honestly did some damage, and I found myself flat on my back again and covered in sticky mead. 
 
    “There will be no trace of you once I am done,” he breathed into my face, and his breath was so bad, my eyes watered, and I felt a gag forming in the back of my throat. 
 
    However, I didn’t have to worry about tossing my cookies because the panda-man had one meaty fist clamped over my throat and was slowly cutting off my oxygen. 
 
    My heart beat, and I felt the cover over the well of my power fly off as my time-trance powers surged forward. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    My current strangulation slowed, and I was able to adjust a little so the man was leaning most of his considerable weight on the leg with the bad hip… 
 
    Tick. 
 
    I forcefully bent one of his fingers all the way back and slipped out from underneath the bastard. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    I slowed my surroundings down even more so I could then appear behind the fucker and get him in a submission hold. 
 
    The guy was too big to knock out with a simple snap-kick, so I needed to take him out with an effective rear naked choke. That way, I could end this with the satisfaction of taking his life with my bare hands. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    I released the time-trance with little to no discomfort from the retraction, and I had half a second to appreciate the fact that wielding my power was now something that came with relative ease unlike how it used to be before. 
 
    “How--?” Lurhmann tried to ask when he suddenly found himself bound in my deadly hold, but I exerted the pressure across his throat so he was forced to stop talking. 
 
    “A more important question would be why,” I corrected and then tightened my hold. “And the answer is because you fucked with what is mine.” 
 
    “Graaack!” the pirate captain gurgled and then went still when I ceased to remove the pressure from his carotid, and after enough time had passed, I knew the miserable fuck was dead. 
 
    “Horus!” Shay’s frightened voice screamed out, and I instantly went on high-alert. My head snapped up, and just as Lurhmann’s body began to get heavy with his dead weight, I saw Rogue Aiken fling his dagger directly at Horus’ heart. 
 
    The aim was true, and both the falcon-man and I were too slow to do anything about it. 
 
    “No!” I yelled right as the tip of the dagger entered the falcon-man’s heart, and just like before when I was worried Jenner might explode himself, my time-trance powers rushed out of me so fast the world around me started to slow. 
 
    Time-stop. 
 
    The tableau before me in which my best friend currently had half of a dagger in his chest was frozen like a painting, and even though my limbs felt heavy and weighed down, I forced myself to move through the powerful current to Horus’ side. 
 
    When I saw what I was working with, I realized with sinking dread that a time-stop wasn’t going to make much of a difference because the falcon-man would be dead before he even hit the ground. 
 
    No, what he needed was for time to go backwards to before the Rogue even threw the dagger. 
 
    Aventoll without Horus was a place I did not want to be, so with all of the will and conviction I had, I dug down deep into my bones and wrapped my hand around the dagger’s handle. The dagger itself was what needed to rewind, so I focused my powers on the object while I left the rest of the world paused around me.  
 
    “Argh!” I screamed when the blade actually started to back out of the man’s chest, and with everything I had, I opened up all of my senses to let the incredible power flow free. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    My heartbeat thudded inside my chest like a hammer on an anvil, and I pulled harder. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The dagger came free, and the light that the blade extinguished from my friend’s gold-green eyes returned. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The dagger was now all the way out and as shiny as the day it was forged, but I did not want to stop there. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The Rogue who was responsible for this still needed to pay, so I summoned what I had left and walked that dagger back step by step until it was positioned behind the man who’d thrown it. 
 
    Finally, I was able to let the dagger go so it stayed stuck in the air where I’d put it, and I could even see it vibrating with all of the energy still behind it from when it was thrown the first time. 
 
    Ti-- 
 
    Snap. 
 
    The retraction that snapped back all around me when I released the time-rewind hit me hard, and I fell to both knees once reality resumed. It was almost like because the last couple of times were easygoing, the time-trance was trying to make up for lost time by blasting me with a double-barrel shotgun. 
 
    But seeing how the newly positioned dagger came flying at the man who ostensibly just threw the thing was priceless. 
 
    “Ahhh!” the Rogue screamed as the dagger embedded itself in the meat of his shoulder. 
 
    Horus didn’t waste a second and tackled the man right after that, and I barely had the mind to crawl out of the way when the two men wrestled in an outright brawl. 
 
    “Get him, Horus!” Shay yelled after she’d made her way over to me. 
 
    “Bastard!” the falcon-man bellowed and ripped the man’s dagger out of his shoulder, which caused the Rogue to shriek to the rafters. Then, in a move too quick to track with the naked eye, Horus spun the blade around and plunged it into the fucker’s heart. 
 
    A large implosion sounded as the Rogue’s body suddenly crumbled to dust like he’d truly been a walking skeleton, but now that there was no consciousness left to animate it, it was now just a pile of skin and bones. 
 
    “I thought for a moment…” Shay said after a beat of silence settled over the deserted ballroom. 
 
    The falcon-man finally tore his gaze away from the lifeless Rogue and then turned to his sister. 
 
    “Yeah, for a moment it felt like…” His gold-green eyes landed on mine as he rubbed his breastbone like he was remembering the sensation of the blade slicing into his own chest. 
 
    “But you’re not, and that’s all that matters,” I grunted out. 
 
    “Husband?” Zoie asked as she approached with trepidation. “Are… is the charade truly over?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded, and then I had both of my wives in my arms as they hugged me tightly. “And I am so sorry for how I had to act this whole time. You know it was all just for show, right? Shay?” 
 
    My phoenix-wife was worryingly silent as I held her, and I honestly wished I could use the time-rewind to go back before any of this and find another way that didn’t have me reminding her of her cruel first husband. 
 
    But just when my mind hit its peak of regret, Shay leaned back and gazed at me with her beautiful emerald eyes. 
 
    “You scared me, Alex,” she admitted in a small voice. 
 
    “I know,” I said, and I cupped her heart-shaped face. “And if there had been another way, I would have told you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I understand why you did what you did,” she settled on after another tense moment in which she allowed herself to come to terms with all that had happened. 
 
    I was impressed because I wasn’t even sure if I was there yet, and I had planned the whole debacle. 
 
    “I hated every moment of it,” I croaked out in a hoarse voice. “Every single second.” 
 
    Then my wives were the ones who were comforting me like I wasn’t the one who’d been treating everyone like a Bona Fide Asshole Supreme, and because of their compassion, I actually felt a tear or two of my own leaking out. 
 
    “I’m so glad you are you,” Shay whispered in my ear, and I could do nothing but shudder and squeeze her tighter. 
 
    “H-Horus?” Anwaar’s confused voice sounded, and my wives and I broke apart our group hug so we could see what was happening. 
 
    Amaya still had the insensate ibex-woman splayed out across her lap, but this time, instead of looking close to death, some color had returned to her cheeks, and she was moving around in her sleep like she was having a nightmare. When she called out the falcon-man’s name for the second time, Horus was at her side a second later. 
 
    “I’m here, Ani,” he murmured as he caressed her face, and instantly she calmed down. 
 
    “She’ll need some more sleep, but she is going to be fine,” Amaya announced as she retracted the glowing hand she had against her sister’s brow. Then she helped transfer the slumbering mage over to the falcon-man’s sure hold. 
 
    “And what about you?” I asked and then got to my feet with the help of Shay and Zoie. “Are you alright, Ames?” 
 
    The moment I asked her this, it was like the dam of her strength broke, and she rushed toward my open arms. 
 
    “Oh, Alex, I was so worried!” she sobbed, and I enveloped her into my embrace where she belonged. 
 
    “We’re all here now,” I soothed, and Zoie and Shay crowded around us to complete the circuit. 
 
    It was true that our family was expanding, but right here and now, we all could have been the only ones in the multiverse. All that mattered was the fact we were all as I said we were. 
 
    Here. 
 
    And now. 
 
    And no matter what craziness came next, I knew I could always find my home right where I was. 
 
    “Ames,” I whispered as I pulled out the decorative cuff Ozzy had made out of the wirm scale. Then, with one hand, I held the oryx-woman’s in mine and reverently slipped the cuff up her arm. “I know we still have a few things to figure out, but I wanted you to know that for all intents and purposes, you are my wife. Our wife.” 
 
    I added the last part to include Zoie and Shay, and the two of them nodded and held the oryx-woman closer. 
 
    “It’s true,” Zoie said. “We’ve been lost without our Third.” 
 
    Shay agreed with a grave nod of her own, and Amaya’s tears finally gave up the ghost and tracked down her face. 
 
    “I love you,” she said as she gazed down at her new accessory. “I love all of you so much.” 
 
    And as I embraced all three of my wives once more, nothing else mattered. Not status, nor riches, nor any amount of power. All that really existed was this feeling right here in real time, and if I focused on that, I knew the rest would all come later. 
 
    All in due time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book 8 
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading The Duelist 8! I’ll start writing The Duelist 9 once this book hits 100 reviews, so leave your review right here! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next Summoner book is out. 
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