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    Chapter 1 
 
    I pulled back from embracing Amaya, Zoie, and Shay to appraise the smoldering pile of dust that had once been Aiken, Rogue mage of the Order of Mercedes.  
 
    Horus, who was still cradling Anwaar where she sat on the floor of the ballroom in our Manta Ship, eyed the ash with similar distaste. 
 
    “He might be dead, but magic that powerful should still be treated with caution,” Anwaar told us in a faint voice. One of her hands was around Horus’ bicep, and the other rubbed at her temple, just below her elegant ibex horns. “Part of the reason for augur-mage pairings is to keep one another stable, in check. Unchecked magic… well.” 
 
    She gestured unnecessarily to the pile that had once been Aiken, and I took a step away from it and pulled my wives with me as I did. 
 
    “Speaking of an augur-mage pairing,” I said, and I squeezed Amaya’s hand fondly. “Do you two need a minute? That was all pretty intense.” 
 
    I wasn’t a mage, or an augur, or anything close, but I was sure the two sisters would benefit from a moment to consolidate their magical bond. After having so much foreign magic screwing with their heads, they no doubt needed to touch base. 
 
    “I… think that would be beneficial,” Amaya said with a nod. She sounded dazed, like the events of the past few days hadn’t quite set in yet. Maybe they hadn’t. Things had been pretty crazy. 
 
    The oryx-woman moved away from me and toward her sister, though I kept hold of Amaya’s hand until the last moment since I was reluctant to let her go so soon. After so long without seeing her and only now officially bringing her into our growing family, I wanted to savor every moment I had with her.  
 
    Shay and Zoie each reached for me like they could read my thoughts, and even without Amaya’s strange mind-sharing abilities, I could tell my wives were just as loath to let her go as I was. 
 
    Meanwhile, Anwaar reached for her sister even as her other hand kept a firm grip on Horus’ arm. The two women murmured to one another in low voices, so low I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but a few moments later Horus, who seemed just as reluctant to let go of Anwaar as I had been to let go of Amaya, moved away and gravitated toward his own sister. 
 
    I knew the bond between augur and mage was sacred, and it was made all the stronger for how the pairs were normally related to one another. Watching Amaya and Anwaar move into one another’s space was like watching two halves of one whole refamiliarizing themselves with each other. 
 
    “Your mind, sister,” Amaya murmured. “He tried so hard to…” 
 
    She trailed off, but evidently she didn’t need to finish, because Anwaar understood what she meant perfectly. 
 
    “But he failed,” Anwaar murmured back. “And your power, sister.” 
 
    “He failed there, too,” Amaya muttered. Their expressions had taken on a distant, glassy sort of look, like they weren’t really looking at one another’s physical forms, but instead at something in their minds’ eyes.  
 
    I wondered if augur-mages could physically see magic, the way some people could smell it. 
 
    Then Amaya pawed at the air slightly, like she was sensing some kind of bubble around Anwaar, some cocoon of magic. Aside from my time-trance ability, I didn’t really have any magical skill, but even I could feel the charge in the air, the anticipation of something important, impressive, and very powerful. 
 
    After all, Amaya had been assumed as the Prophetess because of her enormous skill and power as an augur. I remembered Gavlain telling me about how, when Amaya was tested for augur abilities, she’d utterly obliterated the test by prophesizing the arrival of a ‘Savior who will defeat the Darkness in the coming days.’ 
 
    Now, I could see that. Not that I’d ever doubted her, but it was a different thing to behold the reconnection of an augur-mage pairing. The more Amaya pawed at the air around Anwaar, the more I could actually kind of see the magic in the air. It rippled and glowed like a heatwave, and the faint white light that enveloped them both pulsed with a similar kind of power to when Shay used her Incarnate abilities. 
 
    Thinking of my phoenix-wife, I glanced over at her, since I was curious to see how she was reacting to this even as I myself was intrigued by the two sisters and the power they were currently displaying. Shay’s green eyes were wide with pure fascination, and she was gripping Zoie’s arm as if to say ‘Look! Look!’ 
 
    I turned back to Amaya and Anwaar, who were standing before one another now, with their hands outstretched as if they were each holding a large, invisible bowl. Wisps of pure magic wove between their splayed fingers and were still only half-visible to me, but from the gasps Shay kept making, I was sure she could see it more clearly, could see the full effect of the sheer power wrapping around the sisters. 
 
    The light surrounding Amaya and Anwaar grew brighter and brighter even though I still couldn’t see much of the actual magic. It was like their very skin radiated light, turning them into angels. I tried to keep my eyes open for as long as possible, but I didn’t have sunglasses or anything to stave off how intense the light was, and at last I was forced to close my eyes, just for an instant. 
 
    The second I opened them again, the light was fading. Like the magic had been waiting for me and the others to look away. It was still a private ritual, even though it glowed distractingly brightly. 
 
    Technically, Amaya and Anwaar didn’t look at all different, but nonetheless something had changed. The way they moved when they hugged one another, or something in Amaya’s smile as she turned to face me, or the tiniest zap of static-like energy when she brushed her fingers over my arm. Something had shifted, and undoubtedly for the better. 
 
    “You looked radiant,” I told the oryx-woman before I turned to her sister. “As did you!” 
 
    “You did,” Horus agreed as he stepped forward and nuzzled Anwaar’s neck gently. “Like a true agent of Mercedes.” 
 
    “Mage power is strong, but hers is especially potent,” Amaya said with a proud smile, and I grinned at the pink flush on Anwaar’s cheeks. “That’s why… Rogues like Aiken are so dangerous. No one to keep them balanced unlocks incredible power, but it’s also dangerous.” 
 
    “I remember,” I said a little grimly, but then I smiled. “But he’s gone now. And we’re going to figure out how to get both of you out of the Order properly.” 
 
    I still didn’t understand everything that went on in the organization, but the corruption went deep, possibly even all the way to the top. I wasn’t about to abandon my wife or my sister-in-law to a fate like that. I wasn’t even going to let Vel-Rala be abandoned to a fate like that. The cockatoo-woman was actually kind of nice, now that she was no longer married to a supreme asshole. 
 
    Also, I would be a supreme asshole in my own right if I abandoned a woman to a life where she was just a tool for some faceless organization, literally incapable of feeling love, just because she’d been a bit of a bitch. 
 
    “We can’t thank you enough, Alex,” Anwaar said, and her usually flat voice was uncharacteristically earnest. “If not for you and yours… I fear to think what would have befallen my dear sister. And me.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed in contemplation, and I had to sympathize. If Amaya had been forced to accept the role of Prophetess, that would have left Anwaar forever separated from her augur partner. Or worse.  
 
    I had the sense that obsolescence in an organization like the Order didn’t usually end well. 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me for anything,” I said firmly. “I’m just doing what’s right. And honestly, you could even argue I’m being selfish. I’m doing it to save the people I care about, my Crew.” 
 
    “You’re part of the Crew now,” Horus added with a grin, and he nuzzled Anwaar’s neck again. “You have no choice, love.” 
 
    Anwaar laughed and pushed him away, and I laughed at his overdramatic pout. It didn’t last long, though, and a moment later the smile was back on his face. After so long separated from the ibex-woman, and after worrying about her so constantly, I could tell it would take a lot to bring down Horus’ mood. 
 
    Unfortunately, I reckoned that was exactly what I was about to do. 
 
    “Not to break up this happy moment, but we do have other things we need to think about,” I said to the group at large, and I pulled Shay, Zoie, and Amaya into my arms since I was suddenly feeling protective. I was only going to speak, but words could cut almost as sharp as a knife sometimes. “We need to fix Jenner.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Zoie said as her cat ears flattened mournfully against her head. She, too, must have momentarily forgotten his sorry state in the wake of Amaya and Anwaar’s beautiful display. “He won’t last long if we don’t do something soon.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with poor Jenner?” Amaya asked, and her rain-colored eyes went wide with concern. 
 
    “It happened while you and Ani were away,” Horus explained. “But he has some… curse in his head. At first it was just innocuous, really. He’d forget things. But we soon realized… his brain is basically a time bomb, ready to self-destruct when his thoughts turn to something they shouldn’t.” 
 
    I remembered how Horus and I had tried to get a read on Jenner’s mind. I recalled the red tendrils, the cracks in his Mind Diamond, the angry orange color of it. If not for my time-trance and Horus’ alchemist abilities, Jenner probably would have already sprung that horrifying curse trap and shattered his own mind. 
 
    “We were hoping you would have some idea on how we could fix him,” Horus then said to Anwaar, and even through the concern he had for our koala friend, I could see the sheer awe and adoration in his expression as he looked at the ibex-woman. He had no doubt she would have a solution, and that conviction was so intense I found myself believing the same.  
 
    Anwaar was a talented mage by any metric, and very well-educated. I trusted her with Jenner’s life as surely as I trusted her with Horus’, or my own. 
 
    I was so lucky to have such a reliable Crew. If I hadn’t been terrified for Jenner’s sanity at that moment, I might have teared up from sheer appreciation of them. As it was, I held my wives that much closer to me. 
 
    Anwaar tapped two fingers against her lips in concentration, and I could practically see the cogs turning in her mind as she ran through her extensive knowledge in the hopes of finding a viable answer. Even though she was just thinking, something about her singular focus had me watching raptly. 
 
    Until my attention was pulled away by a small cry. 
 
    “Mate!” 
 
    Nova appeared as if from nowhere, dripping wet, with her clothing sticking to her skin. She didn’t seem to notice or care she was soaked, though, as she rushed toward me and pulled me into a hug. I barely had time to reciprocate before she’d let go and hugged Shay, then Zoie, who hissed at being hugged by someone so sopping wet but tolerated it anyway. 
 
    “You slept through all the interesting stuff, Nova!” I laughed. “Sleeping in the bathtub must have muffled your hearing!” 
 
    I knew the siren-woman missed the lake that had bordered her old home, so she’d taken to sleeping in the tub in the last few days, which thankfully kept her out of view while we handled Aiken and Luhrmann.  
 
    Nova grinned at me, but she stopped short when she saw Amaya, who was staring right back at her. The siren-woman cocked her head in a curious gesture, and Amaya looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Oh!” I suddenly remembered. “Amaya, you haven’t-- this is Nova. She’s the last of the Lakuna Children. And the latest addition to our little family.” 
 
    “Growing less and less little by the day,” Zoie remarked with a knowing smile, and when I looked at her, I saw something glitter in her blue eyes, something that had me making a mental note to spend some proper time alone with her as soon as possible. Something more than a quick fuck before a daring, desperate plan that could get me killed. 
 
    “Nova,” Amaya repeated as she looked the siren-woman up and down. For a moment, I was worried she wouldn’t like the green-skinned woman, but I brushed that aside at once, because Amaya was one of the kindest, sweetest people I knew. 
 
    And, sure enough, a moment later, she grinned. 
 
    “Aren’t you a vision?” she said, and Nova trilled happily and reached out to take Amaya’s face in both her hands. 
 
    “Maya,” she said firmly, and Amaya giggled. 
 
    “Close enough,” she said, and she reached up to wrap her fingers around Nova’s wrists and squeeze her hands fondly. 
 
    I laughed a little, but this was cut off when a weight then slammed into my side, and I turned to see Rylan with his arms wrapped tight around me. 
 
    “I heard noises!” he cried. “I saw-- you and Uncle Horus-- you-- I wasn’t sure if I should come to help, but-- but--” 
 
    “Hey, hey,” I said gently, and I turned in Rylan’s grasp so I could hug him properly. “It’s alright, everyone’s okay. Everyone’s safe. Look, see? Everyone’s here. Even Amaya and Anwaar are back!” 
 
    Rylan only then seemed to actually notice how many people were standing around us, and some of the tension in his skinny frame relaxed as he took it all in. But it was back a moment later. 
 
    “What about Mr. Jenner?” 
 
    “We were just discussing that, actually,” I admitted, and I looked over at Anwaar, who was watching Rylan and me with a fond, wistful expression. “Do you have any ideas then, O Great Mage of the Order?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about that,” Anwaar said with a laugh. “But I know enough about some magical theory that I could… approximate something.” 
 
    I spread my hands in the universal gesture for ‘please continue, you have the floor,’ and Anwaar did continue. 
 
    “Well, Jenner’s curse has been planted inside his mind,” she said. “It’s a mental… it’s a metaphysical construct. It lacks a corporeal form. It literally only exists inside his head. His mind, really. The mind and the brain are connected, but they are separate entities.” 
 
    I nodded while trying to look thoughtful, but I wasn’t super interested in a lecture on the philosophical differences of mind and matter when one of my friends was on the brink of total mental collapse, with only a temporary induced coma keeping him safe. 
 
    “Normally, the only way to fix a curse that doesn’t have an explicit completion requirement is to get the person who first planted it to undo or remove it,” the ibex-woman went on.  
 
    “Which obviously isn’t an option,” I said flatly, but then I wondered what the ibex-mage meant by ‘explicit completion requirement.’ Maybe ‘true love’s kiss’ like from those fairytales. But somehow I doubted true love’s kiss would do anything to help Jenner right now, sweet as it might be. 
 
    “It’s not,” Anwaar agreed. “So, perhaps we can… get around the problem of the curse being incorporeal. We make it corporeal, and remove it. Like surgery.” 
 
    “What?” Zoie frowned, and I could tell she was just as invested in Jenner’s state as I was. He had been one of the only people to be kind to her back when she’d been a prospective wife and slave-in-all-but-name to Dagmar, the bastard I’d killed soon after arriving in this world. 
 
    “We make it corporeal,” Anwaar repeated. “By taking Jenner into the Dark Realm.” 
 
    “What?” I echoed Zoie from a moment earlier. “But-- we can’t! He doesn’t have Traveler blood!” 
 
    “It’s the only solution I can think of right now,” Anwaar said as she shrugged her slender shoulders apologetically. “Maybe if I had several months, and access to the Order’s archives, I could find some other way to lift such a tenacious curse trap from inside someone’s mind, but we don’t have the luxury of those resources right now.” 
 
    “My love,” Horus said to her. “I trust you. With my life. Do you swear you think this will work? It’s not just…” 
 
    “I do,” Anwaar promised him, and she raised her chin to look at the rest of us. “I might not know Jenner as well as you all do, but I value him, and I value his life. I swear to you, I think this will work. Alex’s Traveler blood is strong. I believe he can will Jenner to join him in the Dark Realm.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “So, what exactly do you plan to do with the Dark Realm?” 
 
    “In the Dark Realm, you can… manifest constructs,” Anwaar explained. “It is a space of energy, of dreams, really. Nothing there is solid. But you can make them solid. You can turn pure mental energy into physical things, pull them out into the material world. So, I propose that you and Rylan travel into the Dark Realm with Jenner, and try to… to give the curse a physical form to remove it from his head.” 
 
    “Like removing a tumor?” I asked. Now I understood what she’d meant by surgery. 
 
    “What’s a tumor?” Anwaar deadpanned. 
 
    “Like a… growth,” I said. “Your cells are supposed to kill themselves automatically when they get too old, but if they forget to do that, they turn into a tumor that can kill you by taking up space and resources from healthy cells in your body.” 
 
    I wasn’t a biologist by any measure of the term, but that much I remembered. 
 
    The ibex-mage looked intrigued by the concept, but that didn’t matter right now. 
 
    “It’s not important,” I said and waved this aside impatiently. “The point is, I think that might work! It’s certainly worth a try.” 
 
    Anything was worth a try, if it would save my friend. Jenner had been one of my very first friends and allies here in Aventoll, and I wasn’t about to let him die or lose his mind without putting up one hell of a fight. 
 
    “We can’t just let him die like this,” Shay agreed with a firm nod. “He has done too much for us. He’s part of our family.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true goddess Incarnate,” I said warmly.  
 
    Shay’s endless capacity for kindness and empathy never ceased to amaze me. 
 
    “He will, of course, need healing afterwards,” Anwaar continued in a cautionary tone, and she looked at Shay. “Hopefully, your abilities as the Incarnate will be able to counteract any… adverse effects he withstands from being taken into the Dark Realm.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Shay said, and I believed her.  
 
    “If you can heal the Hearts of several Islands, you can manage one koala-man,” I encouraged her as I leaned over to kiss her temple. “Even one as blindingly clever as Jenner.” 
 
    “Your faith in me is astounding, husband,” Shay teased and kissed my cheek. 
 
    “Is it faith? When I actually know you’re basically a goddess?” I asked playfully. “Faith is the absence of that sort of knowledge, right?” 
 
    Shay shook her head at me, even as she grinned and blushed, but then she turned to look at Anwaar and her brother, and her expression grew more sober as she did. 
 
    “Jenner will be in safe hands,” she promised. “Provided you can keep Alex, Rylan, and Jenner safe in the Dark Realm.” 
 
    “As safe as anyone can be in the Dark Realm,” Horus remarked, and his arm went around Anwaar’s shoulders again. “We’ve got it, Shay. You can rely on us, remember. It’s not all on your shoulders. Or Alex’s. We’re all in this together.” 
 
    At those words, my traitorous mind started blasting High School Musical, which was a memory I’d kind of thought I’d repressed.  
 
    But cringey pop culture references aside, the falcon-man made a good point. 
 
    “We are,” I said. “I would’ve been dead here my first week if not for Zoie’s help. We’d all be dead several times over if not for how we help each other out. And if the lot of us can overpower people like Aiken, Luhrmann, and Krev, we can fix a stupid little curse in our friend’s brain.” 
 
    “Damn straight.” Horus grinned at me. 
 
    Jenner was obviously still asleep in his room, right where Horus had left him, and I settled into the armchair beside him. For a few moments, I just watched the gentle rise and fall of his chest. He didn’t look ill. He didn’t look like anything was wrong with him at all. He was just sleeping. 
 
    Somehow, that was worse than if he’d looked like he was on the brink of death. The ability to masquerade as if everything was fine felt like a lie, a cheat. My friend was suffering, in danger of dying, yet he looked like everything was fine. 
 
    “Alex,” Amaya said, and she softly rested a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “This has to work,” I muttered, and I reached up to cover her hand with one of my own without turning away from Jenner. “Rylan?” 
 
    “Dad?” he answered, and he came to stand beside me looking dutiful and determined. Even though we weren’t related by blood, I could still somehow see an echo of myself in him. The way he set his jaw, maybe. The determination that glittered in his eyes. 
 
    “You ready?” I asked. “This is going to be… different. Different than any other time we’ve done this.” I knew non-Travelers could enter the Dark Realm because of Mozz’s power, but that didn’t mean it would be easy for Jenner to exist in that space. Rylan and I would have to be particularly careful. 
 
    “I’m ready,” he said, and he nodded firmly once. “When you are.” 
 
    “It might be easier if everyone else waits outside,” Anwaar advised. 
 
    “Of course, love,” Horus said, and he began to corral Zoie, Nova, and Amaya out of the room. 
 
    “One moment,” Zoie said, and she quickly darted under Horus’ arm with cat-like speed and grace. Then she knelt before the chair I was sitting in, with her blue eyes wide with concern. “Be safe, my love. I know you’re naturally resistant to the Dark Realm, but you’ve never taken a non-Traveler in there with you before…” 
 
    “I’ll be careful, Zoie, I promise,” I said, and I raised a hand to cup her cheek before leaning down to kiss the tip of her nose, then her lips. She was soft and warm as ever. 
 
    “Come back to me,” she whispered. 
 
    “Always,” I swore. 
 
    “And keep Rylan out of trouble,” she added, with the tiniest hint of a wry smile pulling at her lips. Then she reached up with both hands to cradle my face, and her thumbs stroked over my cheekbones. 
 
    “No promises.” I grinned and was well aware that Rylan could hear every word I was saying. “Kid’s getting to be more of a handful by the day. And your training will surely be paying off. It did for me.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Rylan’s chest puff up proudly, and I flashed him a wink.  
 
    As Zoie got to her feet, she ruffled his hair, kissed his cheek, and then threw me one last meaningful glance before she let Horus lead her out of the room. 
 
    The room felt cavernous when they were gone. It was just me, Anwaar, Shay, and Rylan surrounding the still-asleep Jenner. I was sure Horus would be pacing incessantly outside, separated from his sister, his love, and his best friend as they prepared to plumb the very limits of what the Dark Realm could do, but I couldn’t think about that right now. 
 
    “Right,” I muttered. “We all ready, then?” 
 
    “Don’t try to force anything,” Anwaar advised me. “The Dark Realm is more mental than physical, I’m sure you know. Sometimes you have to take a step back and let things take shape by themselves. It’s like trying to catch smoke, otherwise.” 
 
    “Catching smoke,” I repeated with a nod. “Got it. Ry?” 
 
    “Ready,” Rylan said again. 
 
    I reached forward and took one of Jenner’s hands, and I took one of Rylan’s for good measure while he took Jenner’s other hand.  
 
    Linked in a triangle, Rylan and I then plunged in. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, we were standing in the Dark Realm. The forest of the In Between loomed over us with trees so tall I couldn’t see their tops, even as I saw a glittering moon in the sky above us. 
 
    No matter how many times I came here, I would never get used to it. It was… imprecise. Like a dream, which made sense. Only in retrospect would I ever fully realize things that didn’t make sense.  
 
    But for now, I needed to grip tight to my goal, my vision. 
 
    We needed to get the curse out of Jenner’s head. 
 
    Physically at least-- or, as physical as anything in the Dark Realm could be-- Jenner looked fine. His entire body had come with us, and he was lying on the forest floor in the same position as he’d been lying in the real world. 
 
    Rylan peered down at him, and when I looked up from Jenner to assess Rylan, I noticed his form was… different somehow. I couldn’t quite pin it down. He seemed… less here than normal. Maybe it was just a byproduct of his being able to change shape, and I just hadn’t noticed it before. 
 
    “Right,” Rylan said. “How do we…”  
 
    He trailed off and looked to me with an unsure expression. 
 
    “Do brain surgery on the psychic manifestation of our friend?” I finished, and I tried not to sound too dry. “No idea. But Anwaar said not to force it. Maybe the idea will… come to us.” 
 
    “Maybe you can just… reach inside and pull it out?” Rylan suggested. “If you picture it as like… a marble. Something that feels different to the rest of his, er, brain.” 
 
    I nodded as I considered this. If this place wasn’t physical, I didn’t have to be. One theory of multiple universes was that they occupied the same physical space, but the atoms vibrated at different frequencies, and we could only interact with and perceive a certain frequency. If I imagined Jenner as being one frequency, and the curse in his head as another, maybe I could reach inside his head and pull it out. Like a marble. 
 
    Only one way to find out. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I want to try the first attempt on Jenner’s actual mind,” I said. “Let’s try the ground first.” 
 
    “The ground?” Rylan repeated. 
 
    “Just so I know how to work it,” I said, and I knelt on the ground beside Jenner’s prone form. There were probably dream earthworms in the soil, right? I could manifest one if not. I just had to picture the worm as one frequency, one that matched me, so I could interact with it. The soil was something else entirely, as inconsequential as air. 
 
    I slowly pressed my right hand into the earth, but I only wanted my hand to go through, not all of me. I didn’t want to get stuck in whatever the center of the Dark Realm was. 
 
    Different frequency, I thought. Like reaching through sand, or air. The worm is solid, everything else is-- 
 
    My hand suddenly lurched downwards, and I nearly overbalanced. Rylan let out a gasp, and I saw my arm had sunk into the ground almost up to the elbow and was cutting through the soil like a projector image with a shadow over part of the projection. 
 
    Slowly, I rummaged around while trying to move my arm. It seemed to work, but I couldn’t feel anything solid. I couldn’t feel anything at all. 
 
    “C’mon, worm,” I muttered. “Or a bug, or a stone, or something.” 
 
    I had to do this. To save Jenner. There was no way I was just going to let him die. Or worse. His mind, I knew, was his most valued possession. He loved books, he thrived on sheer knowledge. His entire people had been plagued by that mist, which forced them to either turn mad and savage or leave their homes. I wasn’t going to fail him, I couldn’t, I-- 
 
    My hand brushed something solid. 
 
    Something round and lumpy and solid, with a sharp edge. I wrenched my hand up and out of the soil I couldn’t feel, and then I stared at the small stone in my palm. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. “Holy shit. It worked!” 
 
    Rylan stared at the pebble, then at me, then back at the stone. 
 
    “You pulled it out,” he said. “You think you can do the same with Mr. Jenner?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out, right?” I grinned up at him and tossed the stone aside. Then I turned so I was knelt facing Jenner directly, and Rylan knelt on his other side. 
 
    “If he like, wakes up or something, you’ll have to keep him calm,” I said. “I think I can avoid disrupting his thoughts or scrambling his brain, because I won’t actually be physically interacting with it, but if he panics, I might lose my focus, or he might shift his own density.”  
 
    His mind might ‘expect’ to be able to feel my hand in his head, which, in a place like this, would probably make it real. 
 
    “Got it,” Rylan said determinedly, and I saw him square his shoulders. 
 
    “Okay,” I murmured to myself. “Just like the stone in the ground. The curse is a marble. Just a marble. You’re picking up a little glass marble.” 
 
    I laid my hand on Jenner’s forehead, and I was about to reach inside when his eyes opened.  
 
    Then he lunged forward to attack me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Shit!” I yelped as Jenner collided into me and knocked me flat on my back.  
 
    He wasn’t particularly large or heavy, but he surprised me so much that I still went down. 
 
    “Jenner!” I cried out as the now-feral koala-man snarled and growled, and his teeth gnashed like he meant to rip out my throat. “Jenner, it’s me! It’s Alex!” 
 
    “Dad!” Rylan shouted, and he made to rush forward. 
 
    “Keep away, Ry!” I ordered as I struggled against Jenner. He wasn’t as strong as I was, but in this state, he was using every ounce of his strength while I didn’t want to use too much of my own in case I hurt him. 
 
    What had made him do this? Horus hadn’t mentioned anything about the curse trap in Jenner’s head turning him savage. Was it because Rylan and I had brought him into the Dark Realm? 
 
    No, I refused to believe that. The Dark Realm was scary and weird, but it wasn’t Knowledge, not like the Ocean. It had to be the curse. Even so, I’d never expected it to get so bad that Jenner wouldn’t even recognize me. If I didn’t already know this snarling koala-man I was currently wrestling against on the ground was my friend, I would have assumed he was one of the strange beasts that roamed this place. 
 
    Except I did already know he was my friend. Which made it all the more worrying. 
 
    “Jenner!” I said again, and I tried to roll so it would be my weight pinning him down. It would be easier to restrain him without hurting him like that. “It’s Alex! Your friend! You have to snap out of this!” 
 
    I could see even as I spoke that it was no use. Assuming Jenner could even understand what I was saying, he didn’t care. 
 
    I was about to give him a shove and flip him onto his back when Jenner suddenly went dead still. I froze, too, and some tiny spark of hope ignited in my chest that the erudite koala-man had returned to his senses. 
 
    “Jenner?” I asked carefully, but he wasn’t looking at me. Something off to the side, in the forest, had caught his attention, like a hunting dog that had scented a rabbit. 
 
    And, just as quickly, just as similar to a predator on the hunt-- which was especially odd considering I knew koalas weren’t a predatory species-- Jenner wrenched himself away from me and tore off into the trees of the forest of In Between. 
 
    “Mr. Jenner!” Rylan cried out, and he made to chase after him, but something forced him back. He bounced right off some invisible wall, like he was trapped in the clearing. 
 
    “Rylan?” I asked, but I knew he wouldn’t have an answer. He’d mentioned before about struggling to travel between clearings, unless he was called by someone, but he’d never said he was forced to stay in or out of one by an actual wall. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rylan said, like I’d known he would, and he raised his hands and carefully pawed at the wall. Clearly, it didn’t hurt or shock him, like an electrified fence or something. It was just a barrier. 
 
    I reached out my own hand to test it, but I didn’t come into contact with anything. It was just air. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered and waved my arm around. Then I looked at Rylan. “Did you imagine this? Conjure it with your mind, maybe?” 
 
    “I don’t think this is like you reaching into the dirt.” Rylan shook his head. “I think this is because our minds are different. Mozz… did something to your head. And you’ve always been able to move more freely through this place than I have.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because my Traveler blood is stronger,” I said, and I saw his concern for Jenner and tried to lighten his mood a little. “You’re only half-Traveler, I’m purebred.” 
 
    A tiny smile tugged at the corner of my son’s mouth, but he was still obviously preoccupied. Which was fair enough. I was worried about Jenner, too. 
 
    “You stay here,” I told him. “Once I find Jenner, I’ll try ‘broccoli,’ and you can CanterRy it up and come find us. You think you’ll be okay on your own?” 
 
    “Yeah, Dad, just go find Mr. Jenner.” Rylan nodded determinedly.  
 
    I could tell he was keen to prove himself as a capable young man, and no doubt he was just as keen to try out some of the stuff Zoie had been training him with. I couldn’t deny I was also pretty eager to see what he could do, but I wanted to save that for a situation where the sanity of one of my closest allies wasn’t hanging in the balance. 
 
    I was about to turn and head into the trees after Jenner when Rylan cried out. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    I looked back at him, and he was running for one of the trees on the other side of the clearing. He bent down, picked up a branch, and then jogged back to me. By the time he was standing in front of me and pushing the branch into my hands, it had transformed into a simple, but very effective-looking, sword. 
 
    “Just in case,” Rylan said to me. “Not for Mr. Jenner, but there could still be other dangers here.” 
 
    “What would I do without you?” I asked, and I smiled confidently and ruffled Rylan’s hair with my free hand. It wasn’t Swiftness or Decisiveness, my dual-blades imbued with demon cores, but it was a hell of a lot better than my bare hands. 
 
    Transformation in this place had always come easy to Rylan, and I wondered if he might be better suited to removing the curse from inside Jenner’s head once we found him. But that was a decision to make once we actually had Jenner with us, and he was calm enough to let us literally rummage around in his head. 
 
    “Be careful, Dad,” Rylan said, and for a moment he sounded so much younger than fourteen. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, kiddo,” I promised. “Just keep an ear out for the safeword, all right?” 
 
    He nodded again, and then I took off into the forest. 
 
    I wasn’t much of a tracker, since I’d never really been one for nature, but even I could tell where Jenner had gone. There were footprints in the softer parts of the mud, broken twigs, and disturbed branches. I wondered if perhaps he’d been fleeing from something rather than running toward something else, because this looked more like someone doing everything in their power to get away than someone trying to stalk prey of some kind. 
 
    Just as long as Jenner didn’t intend to hunt me. I didn’t want to hurt him, but if he was going to rip my throat out, I wasn’t going to take that lying down, either. 
 
    The deeper I went into the trees, the creepier the forest became, so much so that I was sure it wasn’t only in my head. Or, maybe it was, because this whole place was sort of in my head.  
 
    Was I making it creepier because I expected it to be? 
 
    Either way, I knew the beasts roaming around in here were just as dangerous as their real-world counterparts, and I kept my guard up. Off in the distance, I could hear something fighting, presumably over food or a mate, and I was deciding to steer clear of them in my hunt for Jenner when I heard a cry. 
 
    An unmistakably koala-like cry. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and swore under my breath, because it had come from the direction of the fight. Jenner must have crossed some Dark Realm creature, or maybe he’d sought it out specifically for a fight. Either way, now I would have to go and directly confront the thing before he got himself killed. Even in his savage state, he was still smaller than me, weaker than me, and older than me. If he got into a fight with anything my size or larger, he probably didn’t stand much of a chance. 
 
    And, as I burst into another clearing, I swore again, because of course he’d gotten into a fight with something my-size-or-larger. 
 
    Much larger. 
 
    A fucking grizzly. 
 
    To his credit, Jenner did seem to be more or less holding his own against the enormous bear. I suspected his being so much smaller might actually be an advantage. He was quicker, and he was a smaller target, whereas I was still large enough in comparison that I wasn’t an awkwardly small size for a grizzly to try and hit. 
 
    No matter, I was still plenty quick enough to avoid its claws. And I’d have to be, if I was going to stop my friend from getting squished, because the grizzly was definitely still the more likely victor in this fight. 
 
    “Raaaaaagghhhhh!” I yelled, which caught the bear’s attention, as I’d hoped.  
 
    I leapt into the fray, literally, and brandished the sword Rylan had conjured for me. For a moment, I felt the urge to reach for a sword that wasn’t there, but I remembered at the last second that I didn’t have my dual swords, just this one, and I would have to make do. 
 
    The grizzly looked at me, and for a second he just seemed confused. Then he seemed to decide I was a much more interesting meal than Jenner, and one enormous clawed paw swiped toward me. I jumped back and out of the way, and I raised my sword defensively so if the bear’s paw came into contact with anything, it would be the razor edge of the blade. 
 
    The bear let out a frustrated growl and lumbered toward me. It reared back up on its hind legs and swiped for me again, but I dodged, darted forward, swung my sword out, and caught the beast across one of its front legs. It let out a low, pained whine, and I might have felt bad if it wasn’t some creeper demon bear haunting a nightmare forest. In that moment when I’d been close enough to slash at it, I’d seen its eyes. No real bear had eyes like that. They were too dark, too clouded, too aware. 
 
    Actually, the more I looked at it, the less it looked like a bear at all. I had to wonder if this was my mind acting on the Dark Realm or the Dark Realm acting on my mind. How could I have mistaken this thing for a bear? It looked… I could only describe it as not a bear. It was bear-shaped, but everything about it seemed more and more wrong the longer I looked. Its limbs were out of proportion, and the way it moved was unlike any natural animal I’d ever seen. The fangs in its mouth, because of their odd size and angle, looked more like they’d been placed there by some weird taxidermist instead of like they’d grown there naturally. 
 
    It was like in one of those horror movies where the teens think they’ve seen a weird deer only to realize it’s not a deer, at least not anymore. 
 
    Fucked-up deer. The pinnacle of horror cinema. 
 
    But right now I had to contend with this fucked-up not-a-bear. 
 
    Jenner was clinging to the not-bear’s back like a baby spider monkey to its mother, only he was also trying to rip into its thick fur. The not-bear didn’t even seem to notice this, even as great matted chunks of black fur fell off, like it was rotting away in front of my very eyes. 
 
    It let out another snarl, though, when Jenner evidently found flesh and clawed at it.  
 
    The beast shook itself in a clear attempt to shake Jenner off, and whatever Jenner was holding on to came away from the not-bear, because he fell to the ground with one hand clutching a bloody chunk of flesh. I swallowed hard at the sight of that, and I tried to visualize myself not having a stomach in this place. Or a gag reflex. Internal organs? Who needs them in a place like this? I certainly had no intention of sticking around long enough that I got hungry. 
 
    The not-bear twisted to claw at Jenner, but he was still too quick for it and still an awkwardly small target, so he jumped to his feet to dart out of the way while still snarling madly. However, he seemed to have enough sense in his head to recognize ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend,’ so when he edged around toward me, he kept his gaze on the not-bear. 
 
    Maybe if we killed it together, his animal mind would see me as an ally, and he would remember I was his friend. 
 
    Either way, we needed to kill this not-bear before it killed us, because I could see the glitter in its eyes and knew that even if we turned tail and ran, it would follow us. This was no natural animal, and it wanted our blood. 
 
    Jenner pounced suddenly, and he leapt with greater speed or height than I would have expected from someone like him, but I went with it. As he landed on the not-bear’s head and began clawing for its eyes and muzzle, I went in low while it was distracted. I slashed the sword again and again, and I tried to cut through its thick fur and thicker flesh until I saw the gory red glimmer of blood. 
 
    The not-bear howled, sounding more enraged than pained, but I kept going. Then it let out a high-pitched shriek as Jenner managed to claw one of its eyes and began batting at the koala-man frantically, but the beast was so distracted by pain and frustration that it couldn’t get a proper grip, couldn’t throw him off. 
 
    I surged forward again and plunged my sword deep into its gut. There was the sensation of something popping, resistance, like a bubble, and then the sudden jolt forward as the surface yielded and let itself be pierced. The not-bear screamed, a horrible, jagged sound that burrowed inside my head and echoed in my skull. Maybe part of me was hearing it inside my head, because this was the Dark Realm and that was Just How It Worked. 
 
    The not-bear writhed and tipped backward before landing hard on its back, and I was sure I heard the crack of bones and joints popping and breaking. Jenner was still clawing at its face, and great red scratches had bloomed across the beast’s eyes and nose, which clouded its senses of sight and smell with its own blood. As I looked, I noticed it was a little too dark to be real blood. There were trails of something black and inky, and before I could think the better of it, I lunged forward, grabbed Jenner by the back of the collar, and pulled him away. I was sure if he swallowed some of that blood, he would go completely mad, or be trapped here forever, and I wasn’t going to let that happen if I could help it. 
 
    Jenner did not appreciate being manhandled, which I understood, and I held him at arm’s length before I set him down, returned my attention to the not-bear, and hoped the koala-man would understand. It seemed he did, because though he kept his hackles raised and his teeth bared, he did not go to attack me again and just watched as I approached the not-bear and sank my sword into its throat, down to the hilt. 
 
    The not-bear let out a pathetic, almost pitiful, whining noise. There was a soft gurgle, and then it was still. 
 
    “This place is so fucked up,” I muttered as I pulled the sword out of its corpse and saw more of those inky black streaks on the metal. I then turned my attention back to Jenner, who looked caught between attacking me and fleeing again. 
 
    It seemed the main concern in his head was that, if he attacked me, he knew he wouldn’t win. If he fled, he might get into another fight. So maybe I was a valuable ally. 
 
    “Jenner,” I said calmly. “Don’t you remember me? I’m Alex. We’re friends. I want to help you.” 
 
    I took a small step forward, and Jenner hissed at me, almost like Zoie, only I knew this wasn’t remotely playful. He was still not sure about whether to trust me, then. 
 
    Very slowly, very carefully, I raised the sword Rylan had conjured for me, and I saw Jenner’s eyes track it, my arm, me, with all the precision of a laser. Every line in his body was tense, like he was preparing to flee or fight. Then I tossed the sword aside, far out of my arm’s reach, and held up both my hands as if in surrender. 
 
    “I just want to help you, Jenner,” I said in a slow, even voice. “I’m your friend. I have no intention of hurting you.” 
 
    He wanted to run away, I could see it. The fight with the not-bear had wounded him, and he radiated the frantic, wild energy of an animal that felt vulnerable and just wanted a quiet place to go and lick his wounds. He would lash out if he felt threatened, so I had to come across as nonthreatening. 
 
    I remembered how I’d tipped my head back to bear my throat to Nova, to signify I wasn’t a danger, so I tried it now, while keeping my head raised and my hands up. 
 
    “Jenner, I’m your friend,” I said again.  
 
    Jenner began to slowly back away from me. His eyes seemed clouded, more animal and less sentient than normal, but I could still see the trepidation in his expression. He was wary, but not completely mistrustful. I dared to take a tiny step forward, and he didn’t turn tail and bolt away.  
 
    Slow and steady was the way to go. 
 
    “You were one of the first people I met in Aventoll, do you remember?” I asked him, and I kept speaking in that steady, calming voice. “I killed Dagmar, and Zoie became my wife, and she brought me to you. You called me a scrawny whelp.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile fondly at the memory. 
 
    Jenner blinked at me, but there was still no recognition in his eyes.  
 
    “You explained most of what this world was to me, too, do you remember that? I’d have been lost without you to help me. And Zoie.” Since she was Varthan, her knowledge of the intricacies of Asher politics, especially on Nata Isle, had been sparse before the koala-man had come along. 
 
    “You’ve dedicated your life to serving Ashers and bettering your knowledge,” I continued. “You’re a scholar, Jenner. You’ve got a mind unlike any other.” 
 
    Jenner was watching me intently now, and I could almost see the cogs beginning to turn in his brain again, like an old computer starting up for the first time in a while. 
 
    “I want to take you home, Jenner,” I told him. “I know you want to go back, too. To see Zoie, Shay, Rylan, and all the others. You’re part of our Crew, our family. We want you with us, Jenner.” 
 
    The koala-man looked at me for a long time. Throughout my little speech, he’d continued to take little steps away from me, and I’d continued to take little steps forward. I didn’t hurry to close the distance, since I was aware I could scare him off if I got too close, but he seemed more at ease with me now. 
 
    And then… 
 
    “Jen… ner…” He said it slowly, like he was tasting the word in his mouth, or like he wasn’t sure it was the right one. 
 
    “Yes! Jenner!” I nodded encouragingly. “You’re Cornelius Jenner. You come from Eng. Remember?” 
 
    “Eng…” he muttered. “My… home. The… Island of Eng…” 
 
    “Yes!” I said again, and I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. “But you live with us now, we call our home Ithaca. Remember that?” 
 
    “Ith… Ithaca…” Jenner said as his brow furrowed. “Yes, I… Alex?” 
 
    He sounded clear for the first time since he’d spoken in this place, and I wanted to jump forward and hug him, but he still looked pretty disorientated and continued to eye me with caution. 
 
    “Alex, yes!” I said eagerly. “You can remember, Jenner. You’re like the smartest guy I know. Come with me, and we can fix you and take you back home. Zoie and the others are waiting for you.” 
 
    “Zoie?” 
 
    “The cat-woman, remember? My first wife. You were one of the first people on Nata who was kind to her, she adores you. She wants to see you home safe as much as I do.” 
 
    “Zoie and… and Shay?” Jenner said carefully. “Your… wives? You… you’re an Asher.” 
 
    “I am! And you’re one of my most trusted allies. Come with me, Jenner. We can fix you up and take you home.” 
 
    I could tell he was tempted by this offer, that even if his memories were confused, his feelings weren’t, and he felt trust when he looked at me. I’d heard about something similar with Alzheimer’s patients, where they’d forget a person’s name but not how they felt about the person, because the disease affected their memory, but not their emotions. 
 
    “We can take the…” I hesitated, because this place was basically pure mental energy, and the curse was still very much in Jenner’s mind. “We can take you home. We can get you the help you need, I promise. You just need to trust me, okay?” 
 
    Jenner eyed me for a very long moment, but I held his gaze, sure and steady. I tried to exude as trustworthy an energy as possible, with an open expression and non-defensive body language. 
 
    And at last, he nodded. It was quick and furtive, but it was a nod.  
 
    I smiled warmly and felt a kernel of relief unfurl in my chest. 
 
    “You can trust me, Jenner,” I said gently, and I took a step back as I motioned for him to follow me, which he did. 
 
    He kept a distance from me, about the same as had been before us while I’d been following him, but eventually we made it back to the first clearing, where Rylan was still pacing.  
 
    At the sight of me, and Jenner behind me, his expression lit up. 
 
    “Mr. Jenner!” he cried out and made to rush toward the koala-man, but I intercepted him and half-tackled, half-hugged him. Rylan opened his mouth to protest, but then he clapped it shut when he saw Jenner looking at him with a nervous, wary expression. “Oh, right. Sorry, Mr. Jenner. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    “It’s… alright…” Jenner said slowly. “…Rylan?” 
 
    “Rylan, yeah,” I confirmed. “He’s a bit of a pain, but we love him.” 
 
    “Hey!” Rylan pouted at me, and I grinned and ruffled his hair. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “It makes things more interesting.” 
 
    Rylan grinned back at me then, and I let him go. He took a step back so I was standing closer to Jenner than he was, but there was no missing the sheer fascination on his face as he looked at our friend, who was caught part way between animal instinct and evolved reason. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Jenner?” I asked carefully. “Do you think Rylan and I could get a look inside your head?” 
 
    Jenner stared at us both, and his eyes widened with panic. 
 
    “In my head?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s totally safe, I promise,” I said, and I raised my hands again in a mollifying gesture. “There’s a… someone put something in your head. We brought you here so we could get it out. Because we care about you and… and it was hurting you.” 
 
    I reckoned that would be safe enough to tell him. 
 
    Cautiously, Jenner nodded. 
 
    “I… I don’t remember everything,” he muttered, but his speech was becoming more and more clear with every word. “But I know I can trust you both. You’re like family to me. I… I trust you.” 
 
    I grinned at him and then turned to Rylan. 
 
    “Ry, I need you to do your transfiguration thing,” I said. “You’re better at it than I am. I need you to imagine the curse in his head is a marble. Just a tiny marble. Then I’m gonna pull it out. Like I did with the pebble, okay?” 
 
    “If I do that… won’t it hurt him?” My son looked slightly uneasy. “Having a marble in his head?” 
 
    “Just make it a little one,” I said. “I’m gonna pull it right out, okay? The brain itself doesn’t actually have pain receptors. And this place is, well, it’s mental energy. It’s not Jenner’s real, actual brain, it’s a representation of it. So, if we tell him it won’t hurt… it shouldn’t.” 
 
    Rylan still looked a little unsure, but I knew he trusted me, so he nodded. 
 
    Then we slowly waved Jenner over, and he sat down between the two of us. 
 
    “You’re our friend, and we want to help you,” I said again. “But this next bit might be a bit uncomfortable. It won’t hurt, and if you stay still, it’ll be over quickly, I promise.” 
 
    Jenner nodded, but it was a tight, nervous gesture. 
 
    “I trust you, Alex, Rylan,” he promised. “My… mind… it’s clouded, but I remember that much.” 
 
    I wondered for a moment if the Dark Realm was in any way related to the cursed mist on Eng. Maybe this place had ‘sprung a leak,’ and the minds of people without Traveler Blood, those unsuited to the Dark Realm, had cracked under the pressure. 
 
    But there would be time enough for those questions when there wasn’t a time bomb in my friend’s head. 
 
    “Just a little marble, Rylan, remember?” I said as I laid a hand on the crown of Jenner’s fluffy head, right between his enormous koala ears. I felt him tense at the contact, but he didn’t flinch away. 
 
    “Marble, right,” Rylan muttered. He was looking at Jenner very intensely, with his face screwed up with concentration. There was silence for several seconds, and then he took a deep breath. “Okay, I think… I think I’ve got it.” 
 
    Jenner gasped when I sank my hand into his head. Luckily, he was facing away from me, so he didn’t actually see it, but it was no doubt a really weird sensation. 
 
    I understood why, too. Now that he was awake, and conscious, my being physically in his mind, rooting around in there, it was like I was stirring up sand from the bottom of a pool, only the sand was memories. I caught flashes in my mind’s eye of people I’d never met, places I’d never been, feelings I’d never felt. It was a tide that threatened to sweep me away. 
 
    Find the marble, I told myself. Find the curse. 
 
    Somehow, I just knew if I stayed in Jenner’s head too long, this could turn bad. I doubted this connection went both ways, since it was my hand in his head, but he was likely being forced to relive memories at random. I only hoped they were nice memories, because I had to push them aside and steady my focus as I searched. 
 
    Each flex of my fingers sent a new wave of recollection washing over me and the koala-man, until I finally felt my ring finger brush over something cool and solid. I closed my hand around it and slowly, slowly pulled it and my hand out of Jenner’s head. 
 
    He shuddered and gasped when I retracted my hand, and then he slumped forward. Luckily, Rylan was there to catch him, and I unfurled my fingers to look at the marble-version of the curse. 
 
    Lying in my palm was an angry orange marble, the same inflamed color as Jenner’s mind diamond had been, threaded through with little cracks that oozed scarlet light. 
 
    “Is that it?” Rylan asked me. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. I could feel its influence just by touching it, and I knew holding it for too long wouldn’t result in anything good, so I dug out a small patch of earth and buried the marble in a shallow grave, where hopefully no one would ever find it. 
 
    Or at the very least, none of my Crew would ever find it. 
 
    I then turned my attention to Jenner, who wasn’t unconscious, but was definitely still dazed and disoriented. 
 
    “He’s going to need help getting back,” I said to Rylan. “Can you carry him out of here, do you reckon?” 
 
    Rylan nodded and pushed Jenner onto me so he could stand up. A moment later, he was CanterRy, and I carefully slung Jenner across his back like a bedroll. 
 
    “I’ll meet you guys back in the real world,” I said. “Jenner, make sure you keep a strong hold of Rylan, okay. I don’t know what’ll happen to your mind if you fall off.” 
 
    Jenner nodded, but he didn’t seem quite capable of speech in that moment. It was fair enough. This place would be a strain on anyone’s mind even if they hadn’t just had a curse removed from their head. 
 
    CanterRy whinnied and then spread his wings and soared upwards, so high and so fast it was almost like he vanished between one blink and the next. I gazed up at the too-tall trees and the fathomless sky for a moment before I sat down, crossed my legs, and prepared to meditate myself back to the ship, my three wives, my lover, and my friends. 
 
    I was just beginning to feel that tug, the coil that would pull me back, when I heard someone call my name.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I fully expected to see one or more of my wives nervously leaning over me, with my name on their lips. After all, who would have cause to call me with such intensity that I heard them in the Dark Realm? 
 
    Instead, I just saw Shay sitting in one of the other chairs and looking slightly surprised as she stared at me. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” I asked her. 
 
    “No, not at all,” she said. “You just… weren’t gone for very long. I thought it would take longer.” 
 
    I frowned a little. It had seemed like a fair chunk of time in the Dark Realm, between chasing down Jenner, fighting that not-bear, and getting the curse marble out of the koala-man’s head. Time obviously worked a little differently there, like in dreams.  
 
    But then again, I already knew the Dark Realm was connected to dreams in some manner. 
 
    “Did someone call my name?” I asked as I glanced between my wife and Anwaar. “Zoie or Amaya, out in the hallway?” 
 
    Shay shook her head. “We were just sitting here in silence. I didn’t hear anything from the hallway.” 
 
    “Why?” Anwaar then asked. “What did you hear, Alex?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter right now,” I muttered and waved a hand. “Let’s focus on Jenner.” 
 
    “Jenner… Did it work?” Shay asked as she hesitantly glanced at the still sleeping koala-man.  
 
    I could see her hands twitch in her lap, like she had the urge to raise them and let her healing magic flow through her fingers, even though she didn’t know where or even if it was needed yet.  
 
    “I think it did.” I smiled at her. “We got the curse out. Now, all we have to worry about is his mind getting out of the Dark Realm.” 
 
    “You didn’t bring him with you?” my phoenix-wife asked me. 
 
    “I left him in safe hands,” I promised her. “Well, hooves. Rylan took him.” 
 
    I looked over at the still-sleeping forms of my son and my friend. Rylan’s head was tipped forwards, with his chin resting on his chest like a kid who’d fallen asleep in the back of the car, but a moment later, he stirred and raised his head to meet my gaze. 
 
    “Dad…?” he said groggily.  
 
    “Hey, there, Ry.” I smiled. “You alright? Everyone get out okay?” 
 
    Before Rylan could answer, Jenner stirred, too, and a moment later his eyes opened before he sat up on his bed. 
 
    “Mercedes!” he yelped suddenly enough to make Shay, Rylan, and even the normally composed Anwaar startle.  
 
    Jenner looked around at the room with a confused and disoriented expression, but then he saw Rylan and me, and he grinned. 
 
    “Alex!” he said delightedly. “Rylan!” 
 
    “You’re awake!” Rylan cried out, and he leaned forward to scoop Jenner into a tight hug.  
 
    I joined a moment later, with one of my arms around Rylan’s skinny shoulders and the other resting on top of Jenner’s furry head. 
 
    “It’s good to have you back, Cornelius,” I said. “How does your head feel?” 
 
    “Quite alright, as a matter of fact,” Jenner answered as we parted, and he habitually began to polish the monocle he pulled out of his pocket on the hem of his shirt. “My head feels clearer than it has in weeks. Rylan managed to get my mind out of the Dark Realm with no problems!” 
 
    “So, you don’t require healing?” Shay asked him. 
 
    Jenner looked over at her and Anwaar like he was only now realizing they were in the room, and he smiled at her genially. 
 
    “I don’t think so, my dear, but your concern is appreciated,” he said, and he reached out to pat Shay’s arm. “I hope I didn’t cause too much trouble for you all.” 
 
    “You really didn’t, Jenner,” I said. “You’re part of our family. Of course we’re gonna be concerned for you. And aside from showing your more dangerous side in the Dark Realm, it was fine. We were just worried about you.” 
 
    “Well, it feels like you don’t have anything to be worried about anymore,” he said and rubbed at his temples. “My mind feels clear, and my head doesn’t hurt. How is Miss Vel-Rala?” 
 
    “She’s here,” I said. “I haven’t seen her in a while, though. We’ve been busy.” 
 
    I realized then that half the Crew actually didn’t know what was-- or rather, what had been-- going on. The last I’d seen Vela, I’d been in peak Asshole Asher mode, and as far as I knew, she might be thinking the power had finally gone to my head. 
 
    “Bring the others in, I’m sure they’re dying of curiosity out in the hallway,” I said to Anwaar.  
 
    The ibex-woman moved over to the doors, threw them open, and allowed my wives and friends to spill into the room. Horus immediately pulled Anwaar into a hug, and I heard him asking her if she was alright while Zoie rushed toward me and Jenner. 
 
    “Jenner!” she cried out, and she pulled the koala-man into a tight embrace as she began to purr happily. “You’re awake! You look healthy!” 
 
    Jenner returned her hug eagerly, and then he patted her arm when she pulled away. 
 
    “Thanks to Alex and Rylan, I am,” he told her. “I’m so sorry to have worried you. But I feel fine now.” 
 
    “Good,” I said as Zoie moved to hug me, and she was joined by Amaya and Shay a moment later.  
 
    Having all three of them in my arms always felt like a relief, like coming home, even if the last time I’d done it was scarcely an hour ago. I’d never really believed that old yarn about loving someone so much you thought your heart would burst, but here, with them, I understood it. 
 
    “Sister,” Anwaar then said, and Amaya turned away from our hug to look over at the ibex-mage, who wore an expression of longing. I guess Anwaar, too, wanted to share in the joy of this occasion with her sister, plus she was probably still reluctant to be separated from her augur-partner for too long. 
 
    Horus was looking at Shay with a similar expression, and both Shay and Amaya grinned happily as they went to hug their respective siblings, which left me alone with Zoie. 
 
    “We have to tell the others what’s been going on,” I said as I tapped the tip of her nose with my finger, and I grinned when she scrunched it up and wiggled it. “Vela and that lot. They’ll be confused.” 
 
    “They will be,” Zoie agreed. “And they’re part of our Crew, so they deserve to know. However, I was hoping to steal you away for myself for a moment, first.” 
 
    My interest was piqued. 
 
    “Oh?” I asked as a sly grin spread across my face. “And why does my ravishing wife want to do that?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, it does pertain to ravishing,” she said with a wry, cat-like smile. Then my wife led me by the hand toward the doors, and everyone else was so busy fawning over Jenner and congratulating Rylan on navigating out of the Dark Realm successfully that none of them noticed Zoie and me slip out of the room. 
 
    In our own room, the first thing I thought when I saw the bed was we might have to get a bigger one, now that Amaya had officially joined our little family. But right now it was just me and Zoie, and my cat-wife deserved every ounce of my attention, so I gave it to her and made a mental note to fuss over the bed later. 
 
    As soon as the doors were closed behind me, Zoie melted into my arms and kissed me like she needed me to breathe. I kissed her back eagerly, and my hands ran up the curve of her hips and back as I pulled her close. She always fit so perfectly against me, all lean limbs and corded muscle, but she was still soft and utterly huggable.  
 
    She went willingly when I walked her back toward the bed, and we both tumbled onto it, with her pinned beneath me. I heard her purring faintly in the back of her throat as I kissed her again, and I trailed my lips over the bridge of her nose, along her jaw, and down the column of her neck. The soft little moans she made were addictive, and they sent little bolts of excitement and arousal straight to my crotch. 
 
    “Alex…” she murmured, and I had to grin against her skin because I loved the way she said my name. “Not that I-- oh, Mercedes, yes… Not that I don’t like this… but I did actually have something to tell you.” 
 
    “You can tell me now,” I muttered, even as my lips began questing down her collarbone and toward her breasts. “I’m listening.” 
 
    My cat-wife let out a huffy little laugh that made me laugh, too, and I felt her hands rake lightly down my back in a plea to continue. Her body was working against her mind, it would seem. 
 
    “This is important, husband,” she told me. 
 
    “I’m listening closely, then,” I chuckled. “Tell me, love. Is something bothering you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she swore. “In fact, it’s good news. Very good news.” 
 
    I tipped my chin up and rested it on her sternum so I could look in her magnificently blue eyes. “Oh, yeah? What is it, then?” 
 
    In answer, Zoie took one of my hands and laced out fingers together, and I felt her squeeze my hand affectionately before she moved it to rest on her stomach and then let go. 
 
    I blinked in confusion and held her gaze, hoping for more information, but she just smiled at me patiently. 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered, and I felt my eyes go wide. “I… fuck. Holy shit. Mercedes be. What the-- what the fuck?” 
 
    Zoie laughed. A great peal of laughter that rang through the air, clear as a bell. 
 
    “Not quite the reaction I’d expected!” she gasped out between giggles, but I stopped her laughter by taking her face in both my hands and pulling her lips to mine. 
 
    “You… you’re really…” I muttered between frantic kisses. “You’re sure? You know?” 
 
    “I do,” she said, and she cupped my face in her own hands and kissed me back just as eagerly. “I’m pregnant. With your kits.” 
 
    “Holy shit…” I breathed as my heart swelled in my chest and threatened to break through my ribcage. “I… I love you so much, Zoie.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” she purred and kissed me again. Then she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me down on top of her again, and every curve of her body fit so perfectly against mine. 
 
    A few months ago, I would’ve been terrified of something like this, of having a pregnant wife and seeing fatherhood looming on the horizon. But with Zoie, I knew everything would turn out just fine. 
 
    Not to mention, with Rylan, I’d already had a decent amount of practice with the whole parenthood thing. And we were one big family. We had this. 
 
    “You’re incredible,” I kept telling my cat-wife between kisses. “You’re so incredible. I love you so much.” 
 
    Our touches had turned more urgent, but no less reverent. My hands skated over her skin while squeezing and pinching at her soft flesh, and she was moaning openly into my mouth now. 
 
    Just as things were beginning to get interesting, however, there was a knock at the door, and a moment later, Shay and Amaya walked in. 
 
    They both smiled when they saw Zoie and I, and we both stared up at them, surprised to have been interrupted, but I had to smile at the blushes that painted themselves across Shay and Amaya’s pale cheeks. 
 
    “Don’t stop on my account,” Shay teased. “However, Horus was hoping we could inform the others of what has been going on. Bring everyone up to speed.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I admitted, if a little reluctantly, and I gave Zoie one last kiss before I climbed off her and went to kiss Shay, then Amaya. Then, while still looking at my other wives, I addressed Zoie. “Do you want to tell them, or shall I?” 
 
    “Tell us what?” Amaya asked, and her pale eyebrows rose in curiosity. 
 
    Zoie sat in the center of the bed, with her legs folded beneath her, and she looked like one of those ravished maidens on the covers of romance novels. The fact she was still flushed from all our kissing only added to her allure, as well as the fact that she was blushing delightedly when she broke the news. 
 
    “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    Shay’s jaw dropped, and Amaya clapped her hands over her mouth. For a moment, they both just stared at Zoie, but then their brains seemed to kick back in, and they both let out a loud, high-pitched squeal. 
 
    “Oh, Mercedes!” Amaya smiled as Shay practically jumped onto the bed to pull Zoie into a hug. Amaya followed a moment later, and they formed a Zoie-sandwich. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so happy for you, my love!” the phoenix-woman wailed, and already happy tears were trailing down her cheeks. “My darling! You’re going to be a wonderful mother!” 
 
    “As are you!” Zoie replied and hugged the redhead back tightly. “You’re part of our family, both of you. Never forget that.”  
 
    Shay finally pulled back from Zoie, and then she and Amaya beckoned me over to the bed so they could hug me, too. We sat there, the four of us, and for a moment nothing in the outside world mattered.  
 
    “I truly don’t think I’ve ever been happier,” I murmured as I kissed each of them on the forehead in turn.  
 
    “This is a happy occasion,” Amaya said. “I… I never really got the chance to entertain being a mother. Until recently, it had always been so clearly not a path I would be able to take. I’m so excited for you, Zoie.” 
 
    “I’m excited, too,” Zoie purred, and she was still grinning with that sheer, nervous excitement. “When I was young, I… I worried about this sort of thing. That I would be tied into a loveless marriage, used to… to simply be bred to provide heirs to a sire who didn’t care about me. But this? A family? A husband and two wives whom I adore? I never dared dream of such a thing.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Shay admitted, and she raised a hand to stroke Zoie’s cheek fondly. “I cannot wait to meet our children. Our little kits.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” I frowned as a thought occurred to me. “I… meant to ask. I don’t really know a lot about Aventoll’s, uh… pregnancies. Are you definitely having more than one?” 
 
    “Why, are you afraid you won’t be able to keep up?” Shay teased.  
 
    “If I have the three of you to count on, I’m very sure.” I smirked. “I’m just curious. Where I’m from, a litter of kits can be, like, ten.” 
 
    “Ten?” Zoie gasped, and her cat ears pinned back against her head. “Mercedes, no! Varthan births tend to be twins or triplets. Very occasionally there will be a single birth, or one of more than triplets, but that’s highly unusual.” 
 
    “So, do you have a twin sibling?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “A sister.” Zoie smiled, though it carried a hint of sadness. “Though I haven’t seen her in a very long time. I should try to write to her, though. She will be excited to hear of my news. And that I’m married to a wonderful, kind Asher, the Incarnate, and a powerful augur.” 
 
    “And eventually a Lakuna,” Shay said as she shot me a teasing smile. “Though it might take a while to explain the concept of an Asher marriage to Nova.” 
 
    “You really lucked out on the spouse front,” I agreed. “As did I!” 
 
    Amaya giggled and nuzzled my shoulder, but she was careful not to let her oryx horns poke me.  
 
    “Not to break up this happy moment,” she said, “but I think my dear sister and Horus will be getting nervous. They want to see this handled.” 
 
    “As they should, this does need handling,” I admitted. I wasn’t about to leave any of our Crew in the dark. We were a unit, a family, and needed to be open and honest with one another. How else would we be able to trust and survive in this world? “Do you want to tell them about our news, Zoie?” 
 
    “I don’t mind leaving it for now.” Zoie smiled. “We can tell them when we have a quiet moment. I don’t want to worry them.” 
 
    “Or maybe you’re just worried Jenner will make you stop doing your Varthan warrior training exercises,” Shay said dryly.  
 
    Zoie’s ears flattened against her skull, and she hissed half-heartedly at the phoenix-woman, which of course meant Shay was spot-on. 
 
    Downstairs, we found Horus had gathered the others and was just finishing telling them about how Jenner and I were perfectly back to normal and that none of them had anything to worry about. As soon as we entered the room, Vela half-ran, half-bounced over to Zoie and swept her into a hug. 
 
    “Congratulations!” she said, and before Zoie had even had time to react and hug Vela back, the cockatoo-woman pulled away, with her hands resting on Zoie’s shoulders. “A thousand happy blessings upon you!” 
 
    “What?” Horus asked blankly, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “So much for keeping it quiet,” I laughed. I supposed I should have accounted for that when we had a Prophetess living with us. “Zoie?” 
 
    My cat-wife took my hand in one of her own and pressed the other over her stomach. It was still flat and toned for now, obviously, but I still somehow managed to convince myself that there was the tiniest bulge to it, the faintest hint of the life-- lives-- growing within. 
 
    “I’m pregnant,” she told the others. 
 
    There was the expected uproar. Horus pulled me into a hearty hug with lots of back-pattering, then Zoie into a considerably gentler one. Rylan excitedly asked if that meant he was going to be a big brother, if he could hold the babies, and if Zoie knew if they would be boys or girls. Jenner played the part of the elderly grandpa as he patted Zoie’s hands and congratulated her over and over, and he inquired about her health as well as how excited she was.  
 
    “This is a happy occasion,” Zoie finally said. “And I’m so delighted to be able to share this with all of you. But we must turn our attention to other matters.” 
 
    Goddamn, she was sounding more and more like an Asher’s first wife by the day. A fierce warrior, a loving wife, an excited mother, and now a regal diplomat? Was there anything she couldn’t do? 
 
    “You’re right, love,” I said, and I leaned down to kiss her cheek before I continued. “We still need to deal with the Soaring Light, and-- hang on. Where’s Nemis?”  
 
    The last time I’d seen him, he’d been tied up with a hood over his head while being led to a dungeon. 
 
    “Mercedes! We forgot about Nemis!” Shay gasped and pressed her hands to her mouth. “He must still be locked up in the dungeons.” 
 
    “Shit!” I winced.  
 
    I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten about a poor man being thrown into the brig of his own ship. The pirates, led by Luhrmann, had hijacked Councilman Sha-Kane’s ship, the Gilded Dawn, thrown the Councilman overboard, and then slaughtered his men. Using the Dawn’s reputation, they’d then intercepted the Soaring Light, where they’d taken Amaya and Anwaar prisoner, along with the rest of the crew, and thrown Captain Nemis in his own cells. 
 
    Captain Nemis had not been especially warm, but he’d been fair and very respectable. There was no way I was going to leave him to languish in the brig of the Soaring Light any longer than I needed to. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, “We need to get the man out of there.” 
 
    My three wives, Horus, Anwaar, and myself all headed over to the Soaring Light and below decks to find there were actually two people in the cells, not just one. The first was obviously Nemis, who seemed barely conscious and more than a little delirious, but the second was a lemur-man who seemed to be unsuccessfully trying to coax Nemis into drinking water. 
 
    The lemur-man recoiled from the bars when I approached. I couldn’t remember seeing him before, but maybe he’d heard about how Krev Alda had taken the form of a high-ranked Asher, so I tried for my most encouraging smile. 
 
    “We mean you no harm,” I told him. “We’re friends of Nemis’, we’re here to get him out.” 
 
    “What about the pirates?” the lemur-man asked, and his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “They’re gone,” I answered. “I killed Luhrmann myself. And Horus killed the Rogue mage, Aiken.” 
 
    I had helped, though, because I’d also somehow managed to reverse time, thereby saving Horus from a dagger to the heart. But we hadn’t had a chance to properly discuss that yet. Not the new limitations of my time powers, nor the consequences such a thing might have for someone who’d technically died and come back. 
 
    “Good riddance,” the lemur-man remarked, and I nodded firmly. 
 
    “We’re gonna get you out of there,” I said and turned to the others. “Anyone have a key?” 
 
    The general consensus from my Crew was ‘no,’ and I frowned. I didn’t really want to go hunting around this enormous ship for a set of keys, assuming the keys were even still on the ship. They were probably in some random pirate’s back pocket. Those crazy bastards may well have even thrown the keys overboard. 
 
    I groaned and let my head tip forward to pinch the bridge of my nose.  
 
    “Perhaps I can help.” 
 
    I looked up to see Horus standing before the cell door with his hands in his pockets and a placid expression on his face. 
 
    “No offense, but those bars look a lot sturdier than you,” I told him, but he shook his head. 
 
    “Not every solution requires force, Chief,” he said, and he crouched before the lock on the cell door. “Sometimes, it’s just about finesse.” 
 
    He pulled his hands out of his pockets, and I saw he held a strange metal object in each hand, like a wire, or a knitting needle, but the ends were oddly-shaped. A moment later, as Horus inserted them into the lock, I understood. 
 
    “You have lockpicks?” I asked. “You can pick locks?” 
 
    “I studied a lot of things as a kid,” the falcon-man told me with a shrug. “Not just alchemy. Not to mention, with a father as crazy as mine, it helped to have a few tricks up your sleeve.” 
 
    Shay hummed in grim agreement. Zoie made a sympathetic purring noise and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and the phoenix-woman leaned into her touch gratefully. 
 
    “You have to teach me!” I grinned at Horus. “That’s so cool!”  
 
    He was like a rogue from a D&D campaign.  
 
    “Sure thing, Chief,” Horus laughed just as the cell door gave a ‘click’ and swung open on creaking hinges. 
 
    Shay immediately rushed in, with her hands already aglow with her Incarnate healing power, and she began checking over the now fully-unconscious Captain Nemis. The lemur-man, meanwhile, peered up at us all, and I outstretched a hand both for a handshake and to help him to his feet.  
 
    He looked at it for a few moments but then took it. 
 
    “I’m Alex Brightwood,” I said as I helped him to his feet. “Who’re you?” 
 
    “Kohen,” the lemur-man answered. “I was the Overseer that Councilman Sha-Kane was supposed to be situating when the Gilded Dawn was taken over by those wretched pirates. I’m a Duelist, like yourself, but they confiscated my stone when they threw me in here.”  
 
    He eyed the glowing stone around my neck, and I frowned in sympathy.  
 
    Why was I not surprised? 
 
    “Oh,” Horus then said, and he reached into his pocket again. “This must be yours, then. I got it off Aiken’s… ash pile.” 
 
    “You Ashed a mage?” Kohen asked as he stared at the falcon-man and then me. “You Ashed something besides a demon?” 
 
    “Well, possibly, I guess,” I said with a shrug, and I rubbed the back of my neck a little self-consciously as I looked at Horus, who also shrugged. “But he was a Rogue mage. I think he was just holding himself together with fucked-up magic. There wasn’t enough personhood left in him to die normally.” 
 
    “Which is one of the many reasons a mage requires an augur partner,” Anwaar said primly.  
 
    I was a little impressed that, even despite the ordeal she’d been through, her main issue seemed to be that the man who’d taken her and her sister prisoner just had no respect for the practices they’d dedicated their lives to. 
 
    “Good riddance,” Kohen said again, and I nodded firmly. 
 
    “How’s the captain looking there, Shay?” I then asked, and I leaned slightly sideways to get a look at my phoenix-wife as she ran her magic over the raccoon-man’s limp form. She had a frown on her face that made me uneasy. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Something is,” she said. “But I’m not quite sure what. It feels… similar to what Jenner had in his mind.” 
 
    Oh, fuck. That wasn’t good.  
 
    Still, at least we knew how to fix it. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Amaya asked, and she took a step toward the cell and Shay while pulling Anwaar behind her by the arm. “Sister, you read more about these curses than I did…” 
 
    “I did,” Anwaar confirmed. “Do you think…?” 
 
    “I do,” Amaya agreed, and the two of them let a soft glow of not-quite-visible magic waft through the air, like probing fingers. They wrapped around Shay’s hands as if they were a friend giving a comforting squeeze, then around Nemis.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kohen’s already-large lemur eyes grow even larger with shock. 
 
    A moment later, the magic faded, and the three women’s faces were grim with understanding.  
 
    “What?” I asked. “Is it like Jenner after all? Is it worse?” 
 
    “Not worse,” Shay told me. “Just… different. Certain Leen-folk are bound to the house of their Lord, a sort of… insurance for their loyalty, a requirement of vassalage. The enchantment alters their mind in a specific way, and it varies from Lord to Lord, from servant to servant. But it doesn’t seem to be as strong or as destructive as the Eng-enchantment in dear Jenner’s head.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a relief,” I said. “So, can you fix it? Or do Rylan and I need to do our thing again?” 
 
    “I can’t, but Anwaar should be able to,” Shay answered, and she waved the ibex-mage forward with a smile.  
 
    Anwaar looked calm and confident, and she nodded graciously as she knelt beside Shay in front of Nemis. 
 
    “The enchantment on Eng is ancient and set in its ways,” she said. “This is comparably new. I should be able to break this with no negative repercussions to the captain.” 
 
    She reached for Amaya, who was already there, and took one of my oryx-wife’s hands as she rested the other on Nemis’ forehead. Now I understood that the need for Amaya wasn’t to draw on her strength, even if she did have considerable power, but to keep Anwaar grounded so she didn’t slide down the slippery slope that resulted in someone like Aiken. 
 
    A few moments later, Nemis began to stir, and inside of a minute he was sitting up in the cell, dazed but otherwise alright. Then Shay helped to heal the last of his more superficial wounds, presumably sustained from a beatdown by Luhrmann and his crew. 
 
    “Asher Brightwood,” he said when he got his bearings. “What… what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Good to see you, Captain,” I told him. “Your ship was taken over by Luhrmann and his Virus crew. How much do you remember?” 
 
    “Hm… not a great deal,” Nemis admitted as he rubbed his head, but already I could see urgency on the edges of his expression. “But I imagine the important parts will come back to me in time. I have a more important matter to attend to for now.” 
 
    “Oh, you do?” I asked. “What is it? Maybe we can help.” 
 
    Nemis looked up at me, and his eyes were clear and stern. 
 
    “Where is Prince Bodin of House Hana?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    I was sure I’d misheard. 
 
    “Prince who of where?” Shay squawked, and her emerald eyes went wide with disbelief. “Surely you don’t mean our Bodin?” 
 
    “Is there another?” Nemis asked dryly, but there was still unmistakable irritation on his face. “I’ve been looking for him for months. I know he’s nearby. I know he’s bound himself into your service, Brightwood. Where is he?” 
 
    I wasn’t about to give up my friend to this guy without knowing exactly what I was getting Bodin into, so I eyed Nemis with a firm expression. 
 
    “What do you want with him?” I asked in an authoritative voice. I even mustered just a hint of that ‘Asshole Asher’ persona I’d had to don while I’d been masquerading as Krev, just to show I meant business. 
 
    Nemis scowled at me, but not like I’d wounded his pride or something, not like with Luhrmann and Aiken. This was something simpler. Almost… childish. 
 
    “I want to kick his ass for faking his death all those years ago,” Nemis said flatly. “And paying off one of the archivists to erase him from the Hana Family Histories.” 
 
    Wait-- what? 
 
    “Bodin… faked his death?” Zoie blinked in disbelief. 
 
    “And erased himself from his family history?” Shay asked, and she actually looked like she might faint.  
 
    That I could understand, she was well-versed in the political machinations of family relations, and something like scrubbing yourself from the records was probably very shocking if not downright insane. 
 
    “That’s… a lot,” I said, because it was, and I didn’t really know how to respond. I couldn’t fathom the idea of erasing yourself from your family history-- mainly because I’d never had a family of my own, not until I’d come to Aventoll, at which point I’d built my own family. Founded it. I’d been desperate for a place to belong for as long as I could remember. But for someone with a lineage that went back Mercedes-knew-how-long, maybe the chance to build your own legacy would be freeing, and the weight of all those ancestors would be a crushing burden. 
 
    “Tell me where my cousin is,” Nemis said as he continued to glower at me. “I want him to pay for the pain he caused our family.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s maybe take a breath there,” I said, and I raised my hands as if to physically push Nemis back, though he was still sitting on the floor of the cell beside Shay and Anwaar. “Bodin’s our friend. I’m not gonna sic some long-lost angry cousin on him out of nowhere.” 
 
    “I’m only a long-lost cousin because he ran away!” Nemis snapped. “He abandoned us! He faked his death! We mourned him!” 
 
    I’d never learned a relative or friend had faked their death, so I had no experience for the combination of rage and relief Nemis was currently feeling, but I did know that apparently-Prince Bodin was much more likely to explain his situation to us if he wasn’t being beaten to a pulp by his cousin. 
 
    With this in mind, I waved Shay, Amaya, and Anwaar out of the cell, and before Nemis could scramble his feet, I shut the cell door and locked him in there again. 
 
    “Let me out!” he demanded as he slapped his hands against the bars. “This is my damned ship! You let me out right now! Brightwood!” 
 
    “This is just temporary, Captain,” I promised him, and I forced my voice to stay even and calming, like I had with savage-Jenner in the Dark Realm. “We’ll let you out once you’ve calmed down and we’ve had a chance to get Bodin’s side of the story. We’ll come back in a couple hours, alright?” 
 
    “Y-You can’t be serious!” Nemis spluttered. “This is my ship! Let me out!” 
 
    “Once you can be trusted not to maim or murder your cousin, we will,” Zoie told him firmly, and that was all there was to be said on the matter, because a second later we heard trumpeting from outside. 
 
    At that moment, I suddenly remembered the Okoba had their woods infested by the remaining members of Luhrmann’s pirate crew, since they’d all fled after I’d killed their captain and Rogue mage. 
 
    Which meant it was one hundred percent my fault if those thieving scumbags hurt any of the Okoba or damaged the forest. 
 
    “We should help out,” I said to the others, and I was already headed for the stairs back up to the top deck.  
 
    Zoie and Horus were hot on my heels, and both of them had already drawn their respective weapons by the time we emerged into the daylight again. 
 
    “Are you sure we can leave Captain Nemis down there?” Kohen the lemur-man asked me as we walked across the desk toward the gangplank and the lakeshore. “It’s a humiliation to keep a captain imprisoned in his own ship.” 
 
    “I know,” I admitted. “But Bodin’s my friend, and a good guy. Plus, he’s been such a huge help with… with our friend. She’s had a rough time of it recently. I don’t want him getting the shit kicked out of him by his own cousin. And I want to hear his side of things, first.” 
 
    Kohen bobbed his head like he agreed with me, even though he was still concerned about Nemis. I had to admire that. He was willing to let his mind be changed, but he was still loyal to his friends. 
 
    “I concede that it would be easier to speak to the prince without the captain trying to tackle him,” the lemur-man told me, and I chuckled a little at that. 
 
    Once we got to the shore of the lake where the Soaring Light was moored, it became apparent we weren’t the only witnesses to the Okoba’s apparently very successful efforts to flush the pirates out of their forests. 
 
    Several former members of the pirate ship’s ‘Virus’ crew were sprinting out of the forest, and none of them looked remotely like they had anything under control. They were just bullies, really, who’d all ganged up together in a facade of strength and intimidation. But after someone had taken out their leader, they were just cowards rushing to save their own miserable lives. 
 
    On the lakeshore across from us, several more pirates, either unconscious or dead, were being dragged out of the forest, too. Once they were clear of the trees, they were thrown onto a pile like they were just bits of firewood. 
 
    And then there stood the Okoba’s other spectators, and I gaped at the enormous creatures that were a wholly separate race from the Omites. 
 
    “Tatabo Plains people,” Horus said in a soft, awed voice. “I’ve never seen them with my own eyes before. They’re enormous.” 
 
    “Mercedes,” I muttered in agreement.  
 
    These creatures really should have been called the Tatabo Giants or something, because even the smallest of them, clearly a juvenile from how it was moving and behaving, was over twelve feet tall and could probably crush me with one lumbering step. 
 
    Their expressions were utterly unreadable as they watched the Okoba sloth-people take the proverbial trash out of their forest. Honestly, if Horus hadn’t said anything about them being people, I might’ve just assumed they were unusually humanoid-looking trees. 
 
    “Any sign of why they blew the trumpet?” I asked as I cast my gaze around, because I couldn’t see anyone holding a horn or what might have caused someone to sound a horn in the first place.  
 
    Everything seemed very under control. Comically so, really. 
 
    “Not that I can see,” Horus replied, and as a falcon, I knew he had the best eyesight of our group. But, a moment later, he swore under his breath and pointed off to the side. “Mercedes! Shay, is that who I think it is?” 
 
    Shay’s head whipped around to look in the direction her brother was pointing, and she gaped.  
 
    “It is!” she gasped. “I-- how is he here? How is he alive?” 
 
    “What? Who?” I asked as I tried to see with my paltry human eyes what their bird-like eyes noticed with ease. “Who’s here? Who’s alive?” 
 
    “Councilman Sha-Kane!” Kohen cried out, and he surged forward just as my eyes found the osprey-man, who until bare seconds earlier I’d believed to be dead.  
 
    In her dream-trance-thing, Amaya told me Luhrmann’s crew had thrown the Councilman overboard the Gilded Dawn to his death. 
 
    Apparently, he’d survived. 
 
    “Kohen, old friend!” Sha-Kane said as he met the lemur-man halfway, and they embraced one another heartily. “You’re still alive, then?” 
 
    “Thanks in no small part to Asher Brightwood and his friends,” Kohen said equally and gestured to me. 
 
    Now that I could get a good look at him, I could see that whatever Sha-Kane had survived had been nothing short of an ordeal. He was missing a chunk of feathers from the crest on his head, his arms were covered in small scratches, and there were dark circles under his eyes from exhaustion. 
 
    Still, he was alive, and I was happy to see him. 
 
    “I thought Luhrmann’s lot killed you,” I said as I stepped forward and hugged him firmly. “Amaya contacted me, she said they--” 
 
    “She said they threw me overboard the Gilded Dawn,” Sha-Kane finished as we parted. “I heard about that.” 
 
    He gave Amaya a warm, almost fatherly smile and patted her on the shoulder gently. 
 
    “I’m sorry to have caused you such distress, my dear,” he told her. “But they didn’t actually throw me to the Ocean. Thank Mercedes, too.” 
 
    That, I understood. For non-Travelers, for Aventoll natives, drinking the Ocean was a good way to go mad with Knowledge. Their very minds would crack under the strain of it all, and their souls would burn up. Even the best swimmer in this world would probably not survive a dunking in the Ocean. 
 
    “They just made that story up to scare the prisoners into submission,” the Councilman went on. “But they did slaughter the entire crew of the Dawn.”  
 
    His face turned gray with sadness. Having the deaths of an entire ship’s crew on your conscience couldn’t be easy. 
 
    “I killed Luhrmann,” I told the osprey-man. “And Horus killed Aiken. They’re dead. And, as you can see, their crew are being rounded up so they can face justice, too. The deaths of the Gilded Dawn’s crew won’t be in vain.” 
 
    “That they won’t,” Sha-Kane agreed firmly. “And you have my thanks for that, in particular, Alex. Luhrmann had Aiken, the Rogue mage, place me under some peculiar enchantment that toyed with my mind, warped my perceptions.” 
 
    “What?” Shay asked with a horrified look on her face. 
 
    “It… was unpleasant,” the Councilman said. “I did not know what was real and what was inside my head. I experienced terrible hallucinations, great creatures of nightmares. Meanwhile, my actual body behaved as if I was simply dazed, or sometimes asleep. I don’t know exactly why Luhrmann wanted to keep me alive, maybe he intended to ransom me, but he evidently decided I would be of more use alive.” 
 
    “Leverage, maybe,” I said. “If he killed the rest of your crew.”  
 
    I knew Amaya and Anwaar would never have sacrificed an innocent life, any life, even if it was to keep important information secret. They were both simply too kind in nature. So, if they’d been more troublesome, perhaps Aiken had intended to use the Councilman against them, by threatening to torture or kill Sha-Kane if Amaya and Anwaar didn’t give Luhrmann what he wanted. 
 
    “Maybe.” Sha-Kane nodded. “But at any rate, that is all over with now. I am myself again, thanks to you, Alex and Horus. When you killed Aiken and Luhrmann, the enchantment he held over my mind was broken. It… took me a while to get my head on straight and figure out where I was, but once I did, I rowed one of the Gilded Dawn’s rowboats here to shore. I was just intending to speak to the Okoba people, but it’s a real stroke of luck I happened upon you lot!” 
 
    “Mercedes is a merciful goddess,” Amaya said with a smile. “She led you here to us.” 
 
    “Perhaps she did, child.” Sha-Kane smiled back. Then he looked back at me and Horus and clapped a hand on each of our shoulders as if he were a proud father. “Suffice it to say, I am indebted to you both, Ashers. I owe you my life, and more than that, my very sanity.”  
 
    He nodded to the glowing Duelist Stone around Horus’ neck, and I saw the falcon-man’s cheeks turn slightly red, a little surprised that someone as important as Sha-Kane had noticed. 
 
    “It was nothing, Councilman,” Horus said with a slightly uncomfortable expression, like he still wasn’t used to being addressed as an Asher. “We defeated Aiken and Luhrmann in Duels. You don’t owe us anything.” 
 
    “I say I do,” Sha-Kane replied in that stern, no-nonsense manner of his. “You are both exemplary young men, holding up the true spirit of what it means to be a Duelist. If all Ashers were like you, I think Aventoll would be a much kinder place than it normally is.” 
 
    “There’d be fewer pirates, for sure,” I remarked, and did my eyes deceive me, or did I see the austere Councilman Sha-Kane actually crack the barest hint of a smile? 
 
    “What a world that would be,” he said. “I hope one day to see it come to pass.” 
 
    “Don’t we all,” Horus laughed, and he slung his arm around Anwaar’s shoulders again.  
 
    I suspected, after the ordeal of the Soaring Light, he wanted to be in contact with her as much as possible, just to remind himself she was there beside him, and she was safe. 
 
    I understood that. After what Amaya had been through, I kind of didn’t want to let the oryx-woman out of my sight. She was my wife, alongside Zoie and Shay. The four of us were bound, and I was going to do everything in my power to keep them safe and happy. 
 
    “Would you mind if we moved this conversation elsewhere, Councilman?” Shay then asked in her most polite, friendly, vaguely-aristocratic voice. “We just discovered some rather interesting information about a friend of ours, and we need to speak to him about it.” 
 
    “You did?” Sha-Kane asked, and his eyebrows raised. “Might I inquire what that information is?” 
 
    I didn’t see any harm in telling the man. He was an upstanding member of the Council and had helped greatly in Horus’ trial. I trusted him, so I shrugged. 
 
    “Apparently, our friend Bodin is a lost prince,” I said. 
 
    “Prince of the House Hana,” Amaya added. “Who was reported to have died several years ago.” 
 
    “A Prince of Hana?” Sha-Kane repeated and owlishly blinked his eyes. “I remember that. It was a tragedy, he was so young.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps it wasn’t a tragedy so much as a desperate bid for a freer life from a young man,” Anwaar said, and something knowing glittered in her eyes as she looked over at her younger sister.  
 
    There were no words for how relieved we all were that Amaya was not the Prophetess, that she wasn’t going to be forced to sign away her entire life for some grand, lonely destiny. 
 
    “We must all contend with responsibility at one time or another in our lives,” the osprey-man said gravely. “Whether we wish we had more or less of it. Mercedes is a merciful goddess, but she is rarely so kind as to directly hand us the life we want. We fight for it. Grow into it. Mold it for ourselves.” 
 
    “Does that not make it all the more special in the end?” Shay asked with a smile. “Knowing it’s truly earned? 
 
    “Of course!” Sha-Kane replied, and he gave another tiny smile, almost fatherly, so I wondered if he felt some affinity for Shay and Horus because they were also bird-people. “Anything truly worth having is worth fighting for, is worth the effort it takes to get it.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I said. I’d had to fight-- often quite literally-- for my friends and family and life here on Aventoll. But I looked out at what I’d amassed, the people I’d helped to save, the love I’d grown, and I knew the battles had all been completely worth it. “But I still think there are better ways to go about getting what you want than faking your death and paying off an archivist to remove you from your family histories.” 
 
    “That does seem extreme,” Amaya agreed, and it was only because I looked at her and saw the twitch of humor in her expression that I knew she was fighting back a giggle. 
 
    As the eight of us headed back to the Manta to find Bodin and, once again, fill in the others on what had happened when they hadn’t been there, Sha-Kane clapped a large hand on my and Horus’ shoulders in a brisk, down-to-business sort of way. 
 
    “I maintain that I owe you both a debt,” he said. “Even if you killed Luhrmann and Aiken in fair Duels, you have rid the world of two very dangerous, deeply unlikeable men, and for that you ought to be given a reward of some kind.” 
 
    “Sir,” Horus said. “You really don’t have to--” 
 
    “I’m honoring you, boy, you’ll damn well take what I offer you,” Sha-Kane half-growled, and I might have laughed if I wasn’t a little afraid he’d turn his stern gaze on me if I made so much as a peep. There was definitely a sort of fatherliness between the osprey-man and my friend when they interacted, and I swore that, when they looked at one another, it was like some peculiar understanding passed between them. 
 
    Not a look, not like when I made contact with Horus so we could have a mutual, silent ‘get a load of this guy’ moment. It was something much more subtle. In how they moved near one another maybe. Like I was watching two old friends reconcile for the first time in a very, very long while. 
 
    But there was so much else going on right now that I decided to file this bit away for later analysis. Presently, I was more concerned and intrigued by the idea that Bodin was some secret, thought-dead prince. 
 
    If Anwaar was wrong, and Bodin hadn’t faked his own death and abandoned his power because he felt overwhelmed or trapped by the position, then why would he have done it? I didn’t know a great deal about the Leen-folk. I’d never been to their Island. Maybe its Heart still needed healing by my goddess of a phoenix-wife. Maybe Bodin had left to find the Incarnate, or the Prophetess. Maybe he had turned toward religion and cast aside his power the way monks were supposed to give up worldly possessions. 
 
    Maybe it made me petty and childish, but I quite liked my worldly possessions. I didn’t see how sleeping on a cold, stone floor under a scrubby blanket would get anyone any closer to God than sleeping on a good mattress under a thick, fluffy duvet. It would certainly get them closer to a chiropractor. 
 
    Suddenly, Sha-Kane had said something, and I turned to him blankly. 
 
    “Sorry, Councilman, what did you say? My mind… wandered.” 
 
    The Councilman raised an eyebrow, but for whatever reason, he didn’t chastise me, which just made me all the more sure there was something going on with him and Horus that I didn’t yet know about. I trusted Horus with my life, of course, so I was confident it wasn’t anything bad, but I couldn’t deny I was curious, and I knew I’d have to ask him once we had a moment to ourselves. 
 
    “I was saying you and Horus-- and the rest of your family, of course, should come to my estate for Black Day,” Sha-Kane said. “It would be an honor to host such accomplished Duelists as yourselves, and my home is plenty big enough for your friends to accompany you.” 
 
    “Oh, you flatter us, Councilman,” I said. “But after what Amaya and Anwaar have been through, I don’t want to leave them so alone again-- and I’m sure Horus would agree with me. They--” 
 
    “Acolytes take their Oaths on Black Day, yes,” Sha-Kane said solemnly. “I am well aware, Alex. In fact, my own older sister became an Acolyte, many, many seasons ago. It was for her sake that my father insisted upon building a Sun Temple on the Island of Leen, and it is still in perfect spiritual Order. The Mec sisters would be more than welcome to use that Temple to take their Oaths, should you come to stay with me. You need not be parted with them. I understand their ordeal was quite taxing, and I admire two men who place such high importance on family bonds.” 
 
    Well, damn. With a Sun Temple and a compliment to our opinion on family, how could we refuse? I looked at Horus, who seemed far less nervous and actually pretty intrigued now, and we locked eyes.  
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “That is a very generous offer, Councilman,” I said. “Horus and I would be honored to take you up on it.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Sha-Kane said and briskly patted us both on the shoulders again. “Once you have gone over your spoils, you are welcome at my estate whenever you have time to make the journey.” 
 
    “Spoils?” I echoed with a frown. 
 
    “From your Duel?” the osprey-man reminded me, and he seemed faintly amused at my apparent denseness. “You are the one who Dueled and killed Luhrmann, are you not? He might not have been a true Duelist, but he was wearing a Stone when you defeated him, so his pirate ship, and all the plunder on it, is now yours. I understand it’s quite a considerable haul, too. Luhrmann was quite notorious.” 
 
    Holy shit. He was right. That was the first and most basic rule of Duels. In everything else that had happened, I’d actually completely forgotten about it. 
 
    First Jenner was better, then Zoie revealed she was pregnant, and now I owned an actual pirate ship full of gold? 
 
    Today was turning out awesome. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “You own a pirate ship now?” Horus asked as he turned to me with a grin. “That’s so cool.” 
 
    “It is!” I grinned and looked to the rest of our group, which included my three wives and Horus’ sweetheart.  
 
    I desperately wanted to go take inventory of my new assets, and see just how much gold Luhrmann had plundered before so kindly dying at my hands in a Duel. 
 
    But I also knew we needed answers from Bodin, and not to mention there were about a million other things that required my attention. But being a Rank-Six Duelist came with a certain amount of responsibility, and I wasn’t about to shirk it to be an asshole, self-centered hedonist like most of the Duelists in Aventoll. Horus and I, in Sha-Kane’s own words, were the hallmark of a new era, of Ashers who recognized the importance of their gifts and sought to do good with them. 
 
    Shay was the first to recognize my dilemma. 
 
    “We’ll be just fine without you for a while, husband,” she said kindly and stepped forward to kiss my cheek.  
 
    I noticed she still had her hands wrapped around one of Zoie’s arms, and it made something warm and soft blossom in my chest at the sight of how much my wives loved one another. I knew Zoie would be safe with Shay, Amaya, and Nova, not to mention my cat-wife was still a deadly Varthan warrior in her own right. 
 
    “You should go examine the ship,” Zoie agreed with a smile. “We’ll go back to the Manta and gather the others to fill them in.” 
 
    “Sounds good, thank you.” I nodded. “But don’t mention the Bodin thing just yet. I want to be there when Bodin gives us his side of the story, and I don’t want him stewing in panic while you wait for Horus and me to get back.” 
 
    “We’ll try not to be too long,” Horus added, and then he smirked. “Unless there’s a really obscene amount of gold.” 
 
    “Luhrmann and his Virus crew were a formidable scourge,” Anwaar told him as she squeezed the falcon-man’s hand with one of her own. “So there probably will be.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re so invested in,” I said to Horus teasingly. “It’s my gold, I’m the one who killed Luhrmann.” 
 
    “I don’t get some kind of prize or commission for being your loyal best friend and brother-in-law?” Horus gasped, and his face turned shocked and mock-offended. 
 
    “Was becoming an Asher not enough for you?” I shot back with a smirk.  
 
    Horus rolled his eyes at me, but I could tell that was just because he didn’t have a good retort at the ready. 
 
    I turned back to the others. 
 
    “You sure you’ll be alright?” I asked them, and once again, my wives nodded. 
 
    “We will be just fine, love,” Amaya said, and she looped her elbow through Zoie’s other arm. “And we won’t worry poor Bodin.” 
 
    I smiled and kissed each of their heads in turn, first Amaya, then Shay, then finally Zoie. I let my lips linger against the cat-woman’s forehead a moment longer, since I was still so awed by her and by what she was giving me. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” I promised them all, and then Sha-Kane led Horus and me to the shore, where a small rowboat lay patiently waiting on the beach. 
 
    Since Sha-Kane was already a little tired from having rowed to shore all by himself, and also from being mentally controlled by Aiken’s Rogue mage magic, Horus and I each took a set of oars and rowed the little boat back out into the harbor, where the pirate ship was waiting. As we got closer, I managed to make out the carved wooden figurehead on the prow. It was a Lakuna child, like Nova, which I supposed made sense. The Lakuna were kind of like the mermaids of this world. 
 
    “Pretty,” I remarked. “What’s she called?” 
 
    “If you’re referring to the ship, she’s the Night Reaper,” Sha-Kane told me. “As for the figurehead, I have no idea if she has a name.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side and thought for a few seconds. Ship names here in Aventoll all seemed to refer to the sky in some manner. 
 
    “I’m going to call her ‘Midnight,’” I decided after a moment. Had the figurehead been painted, she probably would have had midnight-indigo hair like Nova did, anyway. 
 
    There was still a rope ladder hanging off the side of the Midnight, so Sha-Kane had Horus and I steer the rowboat toward it, and then the three of us climbed up onto the ship’s deck. We left the rowboat in the water, though, because the ship was too large to bring any closer to the shore without risk of grounding it. 
 
    And by ‘too large,’ I meant ‘really fucking big.’ 
 
    The Midnight was easily larger than the Soaring Light, and presumably also the Gilded Dawn, though I’d never seen that one. 
 
    “Impressive,” Horus noted as we walked around the deck. “I didn’t realize how big this thing was.” 
 
    “She’s a large ship,” Sha-Kane agreed. “Plenty large enough to have overpowered the Gilded Dawn. Would you like to see the vault, Asher Brightwood?” 
 
    “I definitely want to see the Vault,” Horus piped up, and I nodded. 
 
    “Me, too,” I said.  
 
    I wanted to see all the gold I’d just won. 
 
    Sha-Kane looked at Horus in a manner that wasn’t entirely dissimilar to a slightly exasperated parent, which confused me a little, but he said nothing as he then led the falcon-man and myself below deck, to the belly of the ship, where Luhrmann’s Vault was. 
 
    “Gold, as I’m sure you’re both well aware, is very heavy,” Sha-Kane explained as we walked. “So, in order to make sure their riches don’t threaten to throw the entire ship off balance, the Vault was built to be shallow, but to span the entirety of the ship’s lower level. It’s only six feet high, but it spreads across the whole bottom of the ship, so the weight is evenly distributed.” 
 
    Honestly, I hadn’t expected pirates to pay so much attention to physics, but I was grateful because it meant that was a problem I would never have to deal with as a result. 
 
    “I hope we can find a way to hook this thing up to the Manta,” I said as Sha-Kane led us ever deeper into the ship. “This is too nice a ship to leave sitting in the harbor.” 
 
    “Maybe we could tow it behind us,” Horus joked.  
 
    I had to admit the image of the Manta tugging a pirate ship behind it like a kid dragging a non-helium balloon on a string was pretty funny. 
 
    However… 
 
    “It would limit our ability to travel too much,” I told the falcon-man. “The main advantage of an airship is that we can go over land instead of around it. Having the Midnight would force us to stay over water, and not to get very high up.” 
 
    Horus shrugged. “Would’ve been funny, though.” 
 
    “The Night Reaper, or Midnight now, is a fast vessel, despite her size,” Sha-Kane then told us. “If you could spare a few of your self-titled ‘Crew,’ perhaps they could follow you in the ship, since you still appear to be doing your, ah, Island Tour. How is that going, by the way?” 
 
    “Well!” I grinned. “Really well. Shay is incredible.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” the osprey-man said warmly. “I really am looking forward to having you all come to stay for Black Day.” 
 
    I was a little surprised by Sha-Kane’s willingness to give us a tour of the Midnight and engage in what was essentially small talk. He’d always seemed like the type of guy to want to get right down to business, but I supposed that after going through what he’d just gone through, I would also be eager for some low-stakes conversation, if not a week-long nap, so I couldn’t really begrudge him this. 
 
    Plus, I was still really interested to see what this ship had to offer. 
 
    Sha-Kane showed Horus and I the Vault, which was just as impressive as I’d pictured. It was about two-thirds full of gold and jewels, with most of it in coins, but also ingots and, in some cases, wrought jewelry. 
 
    “You can tell from the metalwork where the pieces are originally from,” the Councilman explained as he picked up a golden bangle. “See here, the delicate edge, fine but not sharp, is very Varthan. They know how to make excellent knives and swords, which also means they know how to keep metal blunt, if they want it to be.” 
 
    He handed me the bangle, and I examined it before slipping it into my pocket. It would make a nice ‘congratulations’ gift for Zoie. She deserved to be showered in gifts right now. 
 
    Horus then picked up what appeared like a tiara, but it definitely looked like something straight out of Lovecraft’s ‘A Shadow Over Innsmouth,’ because the style of the metal was something I could only describe as ‘fishy’. 
 
    “This is a Lakuna piece, I’m assuming?” the falcon-man asked, and he tipped the tiara back and forth before he picked up a solid silver tray-platter-thing and used it as a mirror to place the tiara on his own head.  
 
    He looked ridiculous, of course. 
 
    “Aw, you’ll be the prettiest girl at the ball,” I snickered, and he shot me a pout as he took the tiara off. 
 
    “Lakuna jewelry is quite rare,” Sha-Kane told us. “Even as notorious as Luhrmann was, I’m surprised he had any of it in his hold.” 
 
    “Hold onto that, then,” I said to Horus. “Nova might like it.” 
 
    She was already so separated from her culture, so unsure about much of the world, that I wanted to do everything in my power to make her feel safe and like she belonged. 
 
    Horus nodded and kept a firm grip on the tiara, and we continued looking around the Vault. It wasn’t very well-lit, and since it was wide rather than tall, our own lights didn’t stretch very far. 
 
    “I’m starting to feel a little cramped in here, Councilman,” I admitted after a few minutes of searching. The top of my head just barely brushed the wooden ceiling, just enough to remind me that I had absolutely no spare room, and the dimness made the Vault seem much smaller than it actually was. “Can we see the rest of the ship?” 
 
    “Oh, I’d like to see the rest, too,” Horus agreed, and Sha-Kane nodded and then gestured for us to go back the way we’d come, back into the lower decks and its normal-heighted ceilings. 
 
    The captain’s study was the next stop on our little tour, which Sha-Kane explained was not as impressive as it could have been. 
 
    “Normally, the captain’s study is filled with numerous rare books, particularly valuable pieces of loot, that sort of thing,” the osprey-man explained. “But it seems rather lacking in this instance.” 
 
    He picked up a book that had so much dust on it, the title was entirely obscured. Then he sighed and set it back down. 
 
    As useful as the few books in here probably were, I was more interested in the gold in the Vault, and the possibility of especially rare or valuable pieces being hidden somewhere in this room. As I rummaged through the captain’s desk, I pulled out a dainty gold ring set with a little emerald the exact same color as Shay’s eyes, and I slipped it into my pocket next to the bangle for Zoie. Now, I just needed something for Amaya. Maybe a ring for her, too, so then it would be even more like we were properly married. 
 
    I’d just unearthed a pendant necklace that I was sure would do the trick when Sha-Kane spoke up. 
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking, Alex,” he said, “I wanted to ask for details on how the Duels between Luhrmann and Aiken and yourselves went.” 
 
    I tucked the pendant into my pocket with the other gifts as I turned to Sha-Kane, but my eyes went to Horus. He met my gaze with a slightly uneasy expression, and I knew why. 
 
    I had helped him in his Duel against Aiken. I’d saved his life by somehow using my time-trance power to not just slow time, not just stop it, but reverse it. Horus had technically died and then come right back, and I had interfered in a Duel. 
 
    I liked Sha-Kane, and I trusted him. He was an honorable man, I was sure, but could I give him this big of a secret? I didn’t want to get my friend in trouble. I also didn’t want another Trial. Even though Sha-Kane had helped in Horus’ Trial, if it happened again, would he be so generous a second time? 
 
    Horus was the one who spoke first. 
 
    “Alex saved my life, Councilman,” he said, and as I stared at him, Sha-Kane turned to face the falcon-man with a grave face. “His Traveler gifts allowed him to save me from what would have been a fatal blow. Aiken would have killed me and won the Duel. But Alex interfered.” 
 
    “We’re not going to get locked up or something, are we?” I asked. “My wives, they wouldn’t get punished for something I did, would they?” 
 
    Sha-Kane turned back to me, and despite how indulgent he’d been earlier about showing Horus and me around the Midnight, now he really was all-business. 
 
    “I’ll die before I let Anwaar suffer for my transgressions,” Horus said fiercely. “Or Shay. If I must be punished, you have to leave them out of it!” 
 
    The osprey-man raised his hands in a slow, calm gesture. 
 
    “You’re both young and tenacious,” he said after a moment. “I admire that. But you both have nothing to worry about. There will be no Trial for Alex interfering with a Duel. He fought his own, did he not? Even if someone did want to bring a case against the pair of you, there is little point. No one wants to argue that a dead pirate captain and a Rogue mage were wrongfully killed. It will not bring them back, and they were a scourge and a plague on the Ocean of Aventoll. And even if someone did, you could very convincingly make the argument that it was a double-Duel of sorts. The pair of you against Luhrmann and Aiken, whom everyone knew were working together anyway.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized there’d been a tight knot of concern balled up in my chest until Sha-Kane said that, and the knot suddenly loosened. I was surprised by how much easier it was to breathe, all of a sudden. 
 
    “So, we’re okay?” Horus asked. “We’re not going to be stripped of our ranks, our loved ones sent to the Traders or something?” 
 
    “Mercedes, no!” Sha-Kane laughed. “Absolutely not. You two are heroes. You have stopped one of the most fearsome pirate captains in Aventoll, and a dangerously arrogant, dangerously powerful Rogue mage. You’ll be commended sooner than you’ll be punished.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind being commended,” I said with a shaky, relieved smile. 
 
    “You both have done Om, and Aventoll by extension, a great service by ridding them of this plague,” the osprey-man assured us. “I would know.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    Sha-Kane shrugged, and his feathers ruffled slightly as he did.  
 
    “I specialize in Crossings,” he explained. “I spend a great deal of my time on the open seas, which is part of the reason I don’t like to leave Leen very much. I spend so much time away from my home, I have little interest in visiting other lands. So, I am also quite familiar with pirates, and Luhrmann was among the worst. Valuable cargo or important individuals, like Kohen the Overseer, require escorts for their own safety.” 
 
    I remembered the little lemur-man we’d found with Nemis in the hold of the Soaring Light, and I had to admit I wouldn’t imagine him to be especially good in a fight. 
 
    “Usually, I have no problem fending off pirate ships, even ones as formidable as the Night Reaper and Luhrmann’s Virus crew,” the Councilman went on. “But I hadn’t accounted for his having a Rogue mage as part of his crew. Aiken’s… mind trickery clouded my judgment and weakened my resolve. I was unable to protect my friends, my crewmen, the way I should have been.” 
 
    Something sober had overtaken his proud, austere features, and I stepped forward to lay a consoling hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “There was nothing you could have done against Aiken’s magic,” I said firmly. “He was terrifyingly strong, and you didn’t know about his power ahead of time. I’m sure your crew would just be happy that you and Kohen survived. Your mission will still be successful.” 
 
    “They’re in Mercedes’ arms now,” Horus added in a gentle tone. “She has blessed them with her favor, for dying in the name of duty.” 
 
    Sha-Kane nodded silently and then looked up at Horus and me. 
 
    “What a world it would be, if all Duelists were like you young men,” he said, and he clapped me on the shoulder once before we both dropped our hands. 
 
    Sha-Kane showed us around the ship a little more, and it was unquestionably huge and impressive, but after the glee of seeing the Vault filled with all that rare and valuable treasure, it was a little bit underwhelming. My mind was racing with how I could sell off some of the treasure for a little extra money. Not that Ithaca was doing poorly by any measure of the word, but the idea of keeping a huge pile of treasure in my house seemed, at minimum, kind of tacky. 
 
    I definitely wanted to have a good root around and pick out the best pieces to keep for myself, or give as gifts to the others, but a lot of the treasure would be most useful as money. Even a fraction of the gold inside the Vault would leave me stinking rich for the rest of my life, so I was almost grateful to Luhrmann for having stolen so much. 
 
    “What’s the situation actually like, on the open sea?” I asked Sha-Kane as the three of us emerged into the sunlight on the top deck. There was a small cabin, similar to the captain’s study, on this deck, too, tucked beneath the raised platform where the steering wheel sat and was bracketed by two little staircases that led up to said platform. 
 
    “There is little in the way of fixed law on the Ocean,” Sha-Kane said as he headed toward this cabin. “It is much harder to govern water than to govern land. Some argue the water around an Island is part of the Island’s territory. Others argue that the Ocean is itself an entirely separate territory and should be governed by separate laws-- or none at all.” 
 
    I thought about this for a moment as the Councilman rummaged around inside the little cabin. He emerged a few minutes later holding three glasses and what looked to be a very old, very expensive bottle of brandy. 
 
    I’d never had enough money back in my old life to afford anything fancy, and I grinned at all the amazing opportunities this new life presented me with. 
 
    “Aiken used this lack of regulated law enforcement to his advantage,” Sha-Kane continued as he passed one glass to me, then one to Horus, and kept the third for himself. “He sank my Gilded Dawn and slaughtered my men. The fact they were killed means Aiken could have been properly punished-- unprovoked murder, the sort that did not occur during self-defense, is illegal all over Aventoll, but Aiken is now too dead to face justice.” 
 
    “His crew isn’t, though,” I said as the osprey-man uncorked the brandy bottle with a satisfying ‘pop’ noise. “The Okoba people were practically dragging them out of the forest earlier. You could take them to face proper trial for the crimes they committed.” 
 
    “That would be a comfort to the families of my crew,” Sha-Kane sighed. “But without my ship, without the Dawn, I have no way of moving them. I also have no crew to man such a vessel.” 
 
    “Use this one,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    Sha-Kane stared at me.  
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I have the Manta ship,” I said and shrugged again. “I don’t need a pirate ship right now, and Horus and I were already facing problems on how to bring it with us. Just empty the Vault, shove all the gold into the Manta ship, and use this vessel to take Luhrmann’s crew where they need to go to face trial.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find many volunteers who would happily help you,” Horus added. “Many people suffered at Luhrmann and Aiken’s hands, or even just heard about the perversion of magic they were using.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed and pointed at Horus. “We can help you round up some volunteers. Once you shift the gold out of the Vault, this thing will probably zoom to Alem for a trial.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alex.” Sha-Kane smiled at us both. “Truly, you are an honorable young man. I’ll be sure to return the Midnight to you as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Oh, no rush,” I said with a laugh. “As cool as this thing is, I still prefer the Manta ship. Take all the time you need.” 
 
    Sha-Kane let out a sort of rueful chuckle, somewhat fatherly, and poured brandy into our three glasses. Then he raised his glass. 
 
    “A toast!” he said. “To your new ship and riches, and to justice being served for the crew of the Gilded Dawn.” 
 
    “To the Gilded Dawn,” Horus and I agreed, and the three of us all took deep drinks from our glasses.  
 
    The brandy was warm and rich as it went down my throat. Exquisite. 
 
    “Mercedes,” Horus said appreciatively, and he knocked back the rest of his glass a moment later. “That tastes incredible. Can I have another?” 
 
    He held out his glass to Sha-Kane, but a moment later there was the tinkle of crystal shattering against the wooden deck as Horus dropped his glass and collapsed to the floor, unconscious. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    I stared down at Horus’ unmoving form, and I was so shocked that for a second, I didn’t move. I couldn’t move. 
 
    Then I very slowly turned to look at my mostly-empty glass of brandy. 
 
    Had we been poisoned? Had Sha-Kane poisoned us? Or had the brandy been poisoned long before as some kind of sick trap set by Luhrmann, should anyone ever wrest control of the Midnight from him? 
 
    “Oh, god,” I muttered. The glass slipped from my hand, and there was another musical shattering of crystal on the floor. “Shit, fuck, shit, oh, god--” 
 
    “Alex,” Sha-Kane said carefully. “Calm down. Everything is quite alright, I--” 
 
    “Did you do this?” I demanded and took a step back from the osprey-man. My hand went to my belt automatically, but I realized I was unarmed. 
 
    No matter. I’d killed with my bare hands before. Earlier today, as a matter of fact. I’d choked the life out of Luhrmann, and I’d do the same to Sha-Kane if I needed to. 
 
    “Did you poison my friend?” 
 
    “It’s not poison,” Sha-Kane said quickly. “I swear to you, Horus is perfectly fine. The sedative is quick-acting, but not especially potent. He will wake within the hour.” 
 
    “You drugged him?” I scowled. “Why? What the hell is going on?”  
 
    Had he intended to drug and kill the both of us, then claim victory as if we’d Dueled? Had he intended to knock both of us out, but my being a Traveler, my human biology, meant a drug that worked on an Aventoll native had no effect on me? 
 
    “I simply wanted to talk to you alone,” the osprey-man explained.  
 
    This was different enough to my racing suspicions that it caught me a little off guard, and I paused to listen. 
 
    “Horus refused to leave,” Sha-Kane went on. “And this is something I could not afford to wait for. I swear, he’s merely sleeping, and he will wake unharmed.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the Councilman, still not entirely convinced he meant no ill will, but his body language was open, and he didn’t appear to be armed. 
 
    “Alright…” I said slowly. “I believe you, I guess. You just drugged Horus because you want to speak in private. Fine. I still think this was a pretty extreme way to go about it.” 
 
    Because it was. I mean, seriously, why hadn’t Sha-Kane simply asked Horus to leave us alone for a few minutes? Or suggested Horus go back to the Manta while he helped me, the actual owner of the Midnight, decide how to move the gold out so Sha-Kane could use the ship to transport Luhrmann’s surviving crewmembers to Alem for a trial? 
 
    Sha-Kane let out a sheepish laugh that surprised me. I hadn’t expected the stern-faced Councilman to really be capable of sheepishness. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he admitted. “But I didn’t want to risk piquing Horus’ interest, or him accidentally overhearing what I had to say to you. Both of my children are headstrong creatures, and this is not something I would feel comfortable letting them into just yet. They’ve always been the type to hunt relentlessly for the truth, which I respect, but it would only cause them pain for now.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “They’re both pretty-- wait. What?” 
 
    My head whipped up as I looked away from Horus, who was now drooling onto the deck slightly, and I stared wide-eyed at Councilman Sha-Kane. I must have misheard him, right? Or misconstrued what he said? 
 
    “Did you just call Horus-- did you just call Horus and Shay-- your children?” I asked. 
 
    Sha-Kane heaved a sigh and then nodded. 
 
    “I am their biological father, yes,” he confessed, and the words came out of his mouth like they were some great weight that threatened to crush them.  
 
    In a way, I guessed they were. 
 
    “But… Archus Doler,” I said blankly. “I… I met that bastard. Horus and Shay, they hated him, with good reason. They wouldn’t have called him their father if they didn’t have to.” 
 
    “I know the man Archus became,” Sha-Kane admitted, and he sounded bitter. “I also know the man he once was, in our youth.” 
 
    “You knew him when you guys were kids?” 
 
    “We were good friends,” the osprey-man said with a nod. His expression was morose, but he didn’t bow his head. I had to respect that, at least. He never let himself be cowed. “The very best of friends, really. We were inseparable, we told each other everything. Archus’ father did not especially approve of me. I lacked the rank and status Archus was born into, that his father had fought to give him. But this just made Archus all the more determined to stick by me. He was once a man of honor.” 
 
    I tried to reconcile this with what I’d seen of Horus and Shay’s father. A vindictive, cruel man who wouldn’t know honor if it walked up in front of him and punched him in the face. I couldn’t imagine it, but I didn’t think Sha-Kane was a liar. 
 
    “So… what happened to him?” I asked. 
 
    The osprey-man sighed and looked over regretfully at where Horus was still snoozing on the deck, and I moved my foot to try and sweep away the worst of the broken glass from where Horus was lying since I didn’t want him to slice open his hand. 
 
    “He fell in love,” Sha-Kane said simply. “We both did. With the same woman.” 
 
    I winced. That was just typical. Like something out of a fairytale. Two men in love with the same girl, their friendship torn to shreds because of it. 
 
    “Alana,” the osprey-man murmured. “She was… wonderful. Beautiful, intelligent, quick as a whip. No one could dance like she could, she moved through the air like she could walk on it. Like gravity did not apply to her. Even now, I can’t fault Archus for falling in love with her, because I was, too. She was worthy of that love.” 
 
    “But Archus wasn’t worthy of her, I’m guessing?” I asked. “If Shay and Horus are your kids, she must’ve picked you, right?” 
 
    I wasn’t willing to consider the alternative. 
 
    Sha-Kane nodded, and there was the tiniest ease of relief in my chest. Then I watched as he, too, tried to sweep away the glass from where Horus, where his son, lay sleeping. 
 
    “I lacked the status someone like Alana deserved,” he said. “She was from a noble family, as was Archus. I was a nobody. No family name, no title, no gold or power to inherit. I think, when Archus married her, he assumed that would be the end of it. The hierarchy of Aventoll had worked in his favor, she was ‘his by right.’ I had no room to put forth my contest. It didn’t matter that I loved her, or she loved me.” 
 
    “His by right?” I echoed. Sometimes I forgot how seriously fucked up this world could be. Zoie, Shay, and Amaya were ‘my’ wives, but I didn’t feel like I fucking owned them. I was theirs as much as they were mine. We were all each other’s, and not because of some fucked-up ownership deal. It was because we loved each other. 
 
    But I knew this wasn’t the norm in Aventoll. 
 
    “It’s an attitude that becomes less and less popular on Aventoll with each passing year,” Sha-Kane conceded. “Nonetheless, it is what happened. I am not proud to admit I betrayed my friend and encouraged Alana to betray the bounds of her marriage vows, but we did. We carried on an affair for several years. Horus was born, but mercifully he took after Alana, and I do not think Archus suspected anything then.” 
 
    “Suspected anything ‘then,’” I repeated grimly. “So, when Shay came along…?” 
 
    “Yes.” He sighed heavily. “Shale-Lea… she was special from the moment she was born, we all knew it. Not that Horus isn’t special, too, of course. He’s a fine young man, but… well, you’ve seen it. Shale-Lea is the Incarnate. She is destined for great things. I saw it, Alana saw it. Archus saw it, too. And he began to grow suspicious of how close I was with his wife. He knew I still loved her, even though he’d been the one to marry her.” 
 
    He rubbed a hand down his face and sighed once again. I could tell as much as he found it was a relief to say these words aloud to someone, it was still a pain to say them. Like a confessional, the truth had a sour, sharp taste sometimes, but you would feel lighter afterwards. 
 
    “Archus finally confronted me one night, a few weeks after Shale-Lea was born,” Sha-Kane continued. “He told me of his suspicions, and for the sake of Alana and the children, I lied. I swore nothing had happened. I would not hurt the woman I loved, nor my children, by destroying their reputation, and that of the man whose status protected them. I confessed I loved Alana, because I knew Archus would never believe me if I said I did not, but I insisted she’d rebuked me out of love for him. I don’t think Archus believed me, but it stroked his pride. He demanded I cut all ties with his family, which I did.” 
 
    “So, you left them?” I asked as my lips twisted into a frown. “You left the woman you loved and your children with that bastard?” 
 
    “I swear, I had no idea the capacity for Archus’ cruelty,” the Councilman insisted. “His suspicions must have burrowed into his mind, twisted, and festered. When I left, I truly believed it was for the best. My children would grow up affluent, with status, able to choose any life they wished. But when it became apparent Horus had not taken after his supposed father… I suspect that is when Archus truly realized the depths of my and Alana’s betrayal. That, I think, was the final straw.” 
 
    “He was awful to them,” I muttered. “It wouldn’t have mattered that you didn’t have status. You would have loved them, which would have been enough.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, Alex.” Sha-Kane shook his head. “I have power now, yes, because I fought for it. I fought so I could be someone worthy of Alana’s love. That I might rebuild my family, be someone worthy of such a family. I had nothing before then.” 
 
    “I had nothing when I came to this world,” I told him. “Literally nothing but the clothes on my back. I stumbled ass-backwards into my first Duel because I didn’t realize how things worked here. I had to fight for everything I got, too. But I wouldn’t have left someone I cared about with someone like Archus.” 
 
    In fact, I literally hadn’t. I’d fought and killed Dagmar because of what he’d been doing to Zoie, because I refused to let some asshole push around a woman just because he felt emasculated by her badassery. 
 
    Even so, I could sympathize with Sha-Kane. He’d wanted to give the woman he loved and his children the best possible start in life. He’d sacrificed his own desire to be with them in order to do that. 
 
    “I believe you didn’t realize just how awful Archus Doler could be,” I went on. “If you’d been friends with him as kids… that would cloud your judgment. I still think Horus and Shay would’ve been better off with you, though. Even if you’d stayed a nobody.” 
 
    Sha-Kane smiled a rueful, tired smile. “Thank you, Alex.” 
 
    “So, what changed your mind?” I then asked. “What made you decide you wanted to be involved in their lives now?” 
 
    “Many things,” the osprey-man admitted. “Everything came together at once, I suppose. My beloved Alana passed away scarcely a season after Shay was born. Archus could not prove the children were not his without her testimony, not that she would have given such testimony, anyway. And to reveal his wife had two children with a statusless man such as myself would have smeared Archus’ own reputation far worse than mine.” 
 
    “Status can be a double-edged sword, sometimes,” I mused. “So you just… kept your distance?” 
 
    “I did.” Sha-Kane nodded. “I did not see either of my children for several years. It wasn’t until Horus’ Trial that I even knew what they’d grown up to look like. And I realized that, despite the hardships they’d been through, some of which were my own fault, they had both flourished into incredible young adults. And I could not have been more proud of them. And it broke my heart that I hadn’t been able to be with them for it.” 
 
    I remembered meeting Sha-Kane at the Trial and how helpful and generous he’d been toward Horus, how insistent he’d been on wanting to help Horus prove his innocence. Now that made sense, as did all the strange looks I’d caught Sha-Kane giving the falcon-man earlier today, like Horus was an old friend.  
 
    In a way, he was. 
 
    “When I learned Archus was dead, killed by Horus-- and by you,” Sha-Kane added, “I wanted to reveal myself. But I knew the Trial would not be the most opportune moment. My children already had so much else to contend with. I did not want to overwhelm them, and I still don’t.” 
 
    “So you want me to keep this quiet?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “If you could,” the osprey-man requested with an imploring expression. “Just for now. Just until they are in a position where they can properly deal with this revelation.” 
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t very confident in my ability to keep a secret from my best friend and one of my wives. But it also wasn’t my secret to share. I was part of Shay and Horus’ family, but this was not my place. 
 
    “I’ll keep my mouth shut,” I said. “Provided you don’t randomly drug anyone anymore.” 
 
    “You have my word,” Sha-Kane chuckled again. “I have no desire to hurt either of my children. And I do intend to reveal my true identity to them. I just… I need some time to get everything in order.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I asked him. “Your life seems pretty set, from what I can see. You have power, status, money. You’re respected, too.”  
 
    Horus and I had even eliminated the possibility of Sha-Kane having to have any awkward conversations with Archus Doler, since Doler was now dead. 
 
    “I do, and I am,” Sha-Kane agreed. “But it’s more than that. There are shameful things in my past I do not wish to tie to my children. When I enter their lives, I want it to be as a man they can respect and rely upon. Not someone who brings his own problems down upon them.” 
 
    “What did you do?” I couldn’t help but wince a little. 
 
    “I… I owe a debt,” the osprey-man confessed as he dropped his head. “A blood debt. Which means if I die before it is repaid, it passes to my heir. I refuse to put such a burden on Horus-- or Shale-Lea. So, I must contend with it before I tell them who I am.” 
 
    Part of me understood that. Sha-Kane was a man of honor, and he wanted to be someone his children could look up to. But at the same time, I knew how unpredictable life could be. At any moment, it could all be snatched away, and that would be that, and he would never be able to tell his children who their real father was, or that he loved them. 
 
    But, once again, it wasn’t my secret to tell, so I would just have to keep my mouth shut and do everything in my power to make sure it all worked out for the best. Which meant Sha-Kane was now on my list of People I Will Defend With My Life If It Comes To It. For the sake of Shay, and of Horus. I knew how much it would mean to them not just to have a parent, but to have a parent who genuinely loved them. 
 
    Horus probably only had spotty memories of his mother, Alana. Shay would have none at all. I knew some of what they’d been through, having grown up with no family of my own. There was no way I wasn’t going to do everything I could to give them that security and love, to help Sha-Kane give them that security and love. 
 
    “You’re a very honorable man, Councilman,” I said. “It’s impressive, really.” 
 
    “That means a lot, coming from you, Alex,” Sha-Kane replied. “You’re close with both of my children-- in fact, you are my son-in-law, aren’t you?” 
 
    Oh, shit. I actually hadn’t thought of it that way, but I guess I was. 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose so,” I said with a smile. “I like you a lot better than my last father-in-law.” 
 
    “I imagine you would,” the osprey-man said with just a hint of wryness. Just a glimmer of humor he had buried deep down, under all his decorum and restraint. “But if I might redirect the conversation, Horus did not drink a great deal of the sedative. I imagine he’ll be waking up soon, and I didn’t knock out my poor son just to tell you an extended family history.” 
 
    This was a good point, and now that he reminded me of it, I was incredibly curious to know what the original point of knocking Horus out had been. 
 
    “What did you need to speak to me about then, Councilman?” I asked. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, it pertains to Gavlain Mec’s book,” Sha-Kane answered. 
 
    Now my interest was really piqued. 
 
    “You mean the half-book thing?” I asked. “The one written in old runes?” 
 
    “The very same.” The Councilman nodded. “I was the one who gave it to him. Because I believe there is something hidden in those pages that could be used against the Council, and possibly even the Order of Mercedes itself. I trusted Gavlain to keep it safe, and to make sure whoever’s hands it fell into would know how-- or how not-- to use the information in its pages.” 
 
    I could sense Sha-Kane was trying to tell me something very deep and important, but I didn’t quite know what he was getting at, and I was prevented from asking for more detail by Horus beginning to stir awake. 
 
    “Alex…” he said groggily. He awkwardly began to try and get up, but his body didn’t look like it wanted to move just yet, so I moved to help him. “What… what in Mercedes just happened? I feel like I got clubbed around the head.” 
 
    “Well, you sort of did,” I said as I pulled him to his feet. He was a bit shaky and had to lean some of his weight on me. “You fell and hit your head on the deck. I guess you could argue the deck hit you.” 
 
    “You’re funny,” Horus drawled, and I couldn’t quite tell if that was an attempt at sarcasm that missed the actual tone of sarcasm, or if he was so dazed he genuinely thought I’d said something funny. 
 
    “Funnier than you,” I shot back. “Come on, big guy, let’s get you back to the Manta. I think we could all use a little rest.”  
 
    And I needed to talk to the others about how to shift the massive trove of gold and jewels off the ship, as well as help Sha-Kane find a crew to help him transport the remaining Virus crewmen to Alem for trial. 
 
    “Seriously,” Horus half-moaned, and the hand he didn’t have slung over my shoulders went to his temple. He winced when his fingers touched his forehead. “What happened? I only had one glass.” 
 
    “That stuff was strong,” I said. I didn’t like how fluently the lie came out of my mouth when I was telling it to my best friend, but I was a man of my word, just like Sha-Kane was a man of his, and I wasn’t going to suddenly spring on Horus the true identity of his father. “It made me a little woozy, and I only had one sip. Those pirates drink potent shit.” 
 
    “Apparently,” Horus snorted. “It knocked me clean out. How are they not all poisoned?” 
 
    “Maybe they are, a little,” I said. “It would explain why they were all working for a piece of shit like Luhrmann.” 
 
    “He was,” Horus said firmly. “He was a piece of shit. Fuck him. I’m glad we got rid of him. The pirate gold is just a perk.” 
 
    “You say that like you’re entitled to any of it,” I teased.  
 
    We slowly began to walk toward the edge of the deck, and belatedly I wondered if Horus was well enough to climb down the rope ladder. I started to push some of his own weight back onto his feet. If he could stand upright, he would probably be fine. 
 
    “Some of it, surely,” Horus said, and he swayed a little but didn’t fall over. “We did, like, a double-Duel thing. Split the winnings fifty-fifty, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Talk to me when you’re not still half-drunk and concussed,” I snickered. “Now, get in the goddamn boat, Asher Horus.” 
 
    “Mercedes, that looks a lot further down than I remember,” Horus muttered when he peered over the edge of the Midnight and at the little rowboat still dutifully bobbing in the waves. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” I encouraged him, and Sha-Kane and I watched carefully as Horus maneuvered himself onto the rope ladder and began to climb down. 
 
    “Thank you again, Alex,” Sha-Kane murmured, so quiet I barely heard him, so Horus, who was halfway down the rope ladder, definitely didn’t. “I owe you a debt.” 
 
    “Just concentrate on that other debt you have,” I whispered, and the brisk breeze of the sea meant the words were stolen away before anyone other than the osprey-man could hear them. The Ocean was an excellent secret-keeper, with all its Knowledge that could only be discovered by a select few minds, chosen by Mercedes herself. “Pay it, so you can be part of their lives properly. I want that for my friends.” 
 
    “I want that, too,” the Councilman replied, and then he began to climb onto the rope ladder next.  
 
    As he shuffled down, Horus shouted up to the pair of us. 
 
    “I think we should have a party!”  
 
    “A party?” I echoed. “Why? Are you still drunk?” 
 
    “No!” Horus shot back, though he sounded extremely defensive. “I just think we should have some kind of celebration! We’re out of the woods with the whole pirate deal-- you have the damned ship, now! Jenner’s well, Amaya and Ani are back safe, and you technically just got married again. We should party!” 
 
    Actually, I couldn’t really argue with that. We did have a decent reason to kick back for a while and enjoy ourselves. Even the thing with Bodin didn’t appear to be massively urgent, and I was sure he, too, would appreciate a chance to have some fun before his old life all caught up with him in a big, messy tangle. I could give him that, at least. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” I called down to the rowboat, just as Sha-Kane reached the bottom of the rope ladder. “You actually had a good idea for once!” 
 
    “Ass!” Horus shouted back, though he laughed as he said it. 
 
    I began to climb down the rope ladder, too, but not before I triple-checked that I still had the bangle, ring, and pendant in my pocket to give to my wives. Horus still carried the tiara for Nova, from what I could see, and hopefully he’d snagged something for Anwaar, too.  
 
    I’d joked about the haul being mine, but as my brother-in-law, he was more than welcome to a couple pieces for the woman he loved-- who was also my sister-in-law. 
 
    And Sha-Kane was my father-in-law. 
 
    I suppose having a lot of in-laws was to be expected when I had multiple spouses. 
 
    “I’m still technically here on Ambassadorial business or whatever,” I said as I landed back in the rowboat. Regent Sskern had practically forced me to take up the basically-made-up title, but I intended to fulfill the responsibilities he’d entrusted me with. “We can open up the Manta to the Omites and have a big party-- and welcome Kohen, since he’s the new Overseer.” 
 
    Not to mention, my Crew was still a little shaken from my having to play Asshole Asher. We could all use a bit of levity to reground ourselves and put that ordeal behind us. I’d had to terrify and basically gaslight my closest friends, and something like that wasn’t just going to go away in an instant. 
 
    “Sounds like an excellent idea, Alex,” Sha-Kane said with all the approving tones of a father figure. Even if he’d never actually parented anyone, I knew he would slip into the role of Shay and Horus’ father with ease, once he found the way to tell them the truth. 
 
    “I’m glad you think so, Councilman,” I said with a grin, and I picked up one of the oars. “So, let’s get back to shore and get to work!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Since Horus was still a little shaky from having been drugged by his secret long-lost father, Sha-Kane and I were the ones who rowed back the little boat to the shore of Lake Lakuna. As the Midnight went from the hulking vessel that towered so high above us as to block out the sun to looking like a toy far out in the bay, my mind raced with the possibilities for our upcoming celebrations. 
 
    We all deserved a break, and we definitely deserved a party. Right now, we had a lot worth celebrating. Not to mention, once the drinks started flowing, I imagined Bodin would be a little more forgiving of the details of whatever caused him to fake his death, expunge himself from his family histories, and cause Captain Nemis to go on a rage-filled manhunt after him. 
 
    And once the party was over and everyone was relaxed, Nemis would probably have calmed down enough for us to be able to speak to him without trying to kill Bodin, But For Real This Time. 
 
    “We should probably bring Captain Nemis off the Soaring Light later,” I said to Horus as I rowed. “There’s no one on the ship who can bring him food or water.” 
 
    “I don’t imagine his pride is doing too well, either, having been left on his own ship as a prisoner to be forgotten about,” Horus added, and he rubbed at his feathery crest on the spot where he’d hit his head on the deck. 
 
    If I was being honest, I didn’t really care about Nemis’ pride, and he could stand to have it taken down a peg or two. As someone who hadn’t had any family growing up, his frustration kind of confused me. I got that he was mad his cousin, Bodin, lied about being killed, but surely Nemis should have primarily been relieved? He’d gained back a family member who’d been believed lost forever. 
 
    But none of my relatives had ever come back from the dead before, so maybe I was wrong. I didn’t really know how I would react in such a situation until it happened to me. 
 
    Then I remembered, it kind of had. 
 
    Somehow, I’d managed to push the bounds of my time-trance ability, beyond slowing time, beyond stopping time, but to the point where I could reverse it. That was seriously cool, and it had saved Horus’ life, which was definitely a major win, but it also made me feel a little uneasy. 
 
    Maybe I’d watched too much sci-fi, but all I could think was how some things, like the natural and linear progression of time, and the cycle of life and death, weren’t supposed to be messed with. I was a high-ranking Duelist, an Ambassador, the head of a growing family of loyal friends and wonderful wives, but I was still just a mortal and a human, and something like life-and-death, or turning back time, seemed a touch too close to godhood. 
 
    Absolute power corrupted absolutely, and I had no desire to fall into the same traps that made Ashers like Archus Doler and Rogue mages like Aiken turn mad and power-hungry.  
 
    I couldn’t do that to my friends and family. I wouldn’t. 
 
    When the three of us got back to the shore, the last of the Okoba sloth-people were just finishing their flush out of the remnants of the pirate crew from the trees. The pile of maybe-dead-but-probably-just-unconscious men from Luhrmann’s old crew was quite considerable, and I could see the lemur-faced figure of Overseer Kohen speaking to one of the Okoba, who was probably a mid-level official. Kohen gestured to the pile a few times, then waved his arms, but the discussion seemed more lively than heated. 
 
    “Kohen!” Sha-Kane called out, and as the rowboat got into shallow enough water and grounded itself against the sand of the shore, the osprey-man stood up and jumped over the edge. He jogged over to his friend and immediately inserted himself into the discussion, probably to tell Kohen and the Okoba official that I was prepared to give them the Midnight to transport the surviving crewmembers to Alem for trial. 
 
    As soon as the treasure was moved off it, at least. 
 
    Zoie, Shay, and the others were nowhere to be seen in Tatabo Harbor, which presumably meant they’d all returned to the Manta. I wanted to go find them as soon as possible to tell them about my and Horus’ plan and get their help in putting together a party worthy of what we were celebrating, like Amaya and Anwaar’s safe return, Jenner being healed, and of course the news that Zoie was pregnant. 
 
    I still couldn’t really believe it. Adopting Rylan had been one thing, and I loved him as fiercely as I would a biological child, but the idea of getting to be there from the start of a child’s life? Getting to see them take their first steps and say their first words? It boggled my mind. I felt elated, almost like I was drunk or light-headed. 
 
    “You okay there, Chief?” Horus’ voice drew me back to the present, and I turned to see he had climbed out of the rowboat, but I was still sitting with the oars in my hands.  
 
    I gave a small laugh as I set them down and climbed out to stand beside the falcon-man on the beach. 
 
    “Just thinking about how we can throw the best party the Okoba have ever seen,” I told him and punched his arm for good measure. “I suppose I should speak with Elder Elmer to double-check I don’t include any cultural no-nos.” 
 
    “You’ll want Madam Morta there, too, then,” Horus advised me. “Or you’ll be there so long you’ll miss all the planning and the party itself.” 
 
    I chuckled, because he was probably right. I’d always thought Arvid was a little slow-- not in a mean way, just not fast-- but he was Michael Schumacher compared to most of the people on this island. I was still getting the hang of their very languorous way of speech, but the syllables were stretched out so far I couldn’t quite make out the actual words. 
 
    Thankfully, Madam Morta had offered to be a translator between me and Elder Elmer, and I made a mental note to try and find the bat-woman as soon as possible. 
 
    I could see the Manta ship hovering over what had once been the place where Rickety House sat, but now it was no more than a pile of sea-weathered splinters. The prospect of planning a fun little party with the family inside, my family, sent something warm and comforting through my chest. 
 
    “Alex Brightwood!” 
 
    The thoughts of cheerful event planning were abruptly shoved to one side as I turned to see Madam Morta rushing over to me. Behind her, Ozrid and Elder Elmer followed, considerably more slowly. 
 
    I wondered for a moment how Morta had come to be in Elmer’s service, given she wasn’t Omish herself. She’d explained Okoba marriage practices to me when we’d met, when I’d been in my underwear in a healing hut and she’d been tending to my wounds, and I knew the Omish tended to be in arranged marriages from birth, so it was unlikely that she was married to one. 
 
    Maybe she just really liked the people and the culture on the Island of Om, the way some people back on Earth would move to another state or country. Expats couldn’t be a uniquely human thing. 
 
    Wait. Was I an expat? I supposed I was. I hadn’t been born in Aventoll, but it was my home now, where I lived and worked. 
 
    I’d considered moving abroad, back in my old life. It had been precisely because I hadn’t had much in the way of family or friends to tie me to my home, but I’d always been too intimidated. By the money it would cost, by the complex bureaucracy of applying for visas or even just moving to a different state, by the fact I only spoke English, which would limit where I could go massively. 
 
    But none of that mattered now, and I turned to the bat-woman with a pleasant smile. 
 
    “Madam Morta,” I said warmly. “Elder Elmer, Ozrid. How can I help you?” 
 
    Elmer stepped forward and began to make a series of complex hand gestures, and Morta immediately leapt in to translate for me. 
 
    “We heard about the situation regarding your friends, the Order Acolytes,” she translated, and I listened, of course, but I found myself slightly distracted by the way the Elder’s hands moved. “And how the pirate crew our people are removing from our sacred forests were involved. I hope-- we hope-- you and yours are all unharmed?” 
 
    “We’re all perfectly fine, Elder,” I answered with a smile, and I decided not to mention how Horus, who was standing at my side, had almost died-- had actually died-- in his Duel against Aiken. “Your concern is touching.” 
 
    Madam Morta smiled at me in a way that reminded me of an elderly auntie who was always too cheeky and loved to embarrass the parents of her great-nieces and nephews. 
 
    “Actually,” I went on. “My family and I are having a little party this evening, and we would be honored if you would attend. A sort of… do-over, to make up for the last celebration we shared in. Now that the Order Acolytes are safely with us again, and the scourge of the pirates has been cleared from our oceans and your forests, we feel we have more reason to celebrate than before.” 
 
    Elmer smiled a very slow smile and gestured at Morta again.  
 
    “We would be most honored to attend your celebration, Ambassador Brightwood,” the bat-woman translated. “Provided you can assure us there won’t be a repeat of that… mishap with the escaping pirates?” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if the pause in Morta’s words was because Elmer had somehow signed in a way that meant she needed to leave a pause, or if he’d signed a much cruder word, and she’d tweaked the translation at the last second. Either way, I made sure to put on my most winning diplomatic smile. 
 
    “I can promise there will be no such mishaps,” I said firmly, and then I remembered how I’d kneed Luhrmann in the gut and let one rip directly into his face. 
 
    Not the most sophisticated battle tactic in the world, but it had been pretty funny. The bastard deserved that and worse. 
 
    Elder Elmer made a wheezing sound I only recognized as laughter because I’d heard him laugh before. Otherwise, I might have thought he was being suffocated by some unseen force.  
 
    Madam Morta let a small, wry smile pull at her lips as she continued to translate the sloth-man’s hand movements. 
 
    “It is auspicious your strange house-ship should be here on the shore of the lake,” she translated. “Long ago, the tribes of Okoba would meet on this very spot to eat and celebrate together, and it has been many seasons since this tradition was observed.” 
 
    “It has?” I asked in surprise. The Omish hadn’t given me the impression they cared about petty territory disputes. They were perpetually calm, if not always super warm and friendly. “How come?” 
 
    “The Overseers,” Manta explained. “The last several Overseers would not allow the celebrations to take place. They would always claim there was more work to be done, that the best way to honor nature was to keep working to dutifully make the best use of what it has to offer our people.” 
 
    “That was Krev Alda,” I told her and the Elder with a scowl. “He was a Traveler with the ability to change his face. He’d been masquerading as several mid-level officials for decades in Aventoll. Just enough status to make things interesting, but not so much that he draws attention. It would have been in his own petty, self-serving interests to keep your people working too hard in the quarries. He only cared about himself.” 
 
    “Then it’s fortunate you killed him in a Duel,” Horus said firmly. “And Councilman Sha-Kane seems fond of Kohen, so I’m confident we can vouch for the new Overseer’s integrity.” 
 
    Hearing Horus call him ‘Councilman Sha-Kane’ felt very weird, considering what I’d just learned, but I knew better than to tell the falcon-man why. I’d given Sha-Kane my word, and I knew that sort of news would completely upend Horus’ world. I couldn’t just spring it on him out of nowhere. 
 
    How would I even go about doing it? 
 
    ‘Oh, hey, Horus. Did you know Archus Doler, the guy who was a horrible, abusive father to you basically your entire life, isn’t actually your dad?’ 
 
    Yeah, definitely not. 
 
    “If the new Overseer has the approval of you, Ambassador, then I’m sure my people and I can rest easy,” Madam Morta translated, and Elder Elmer bobbed his head in a slow, confirmatory nod. 
 
    “Your confidence flatters me, Elder,” I said politely. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to start preparing for our celebrations this evening.” 
 
    “Take Ozrid with you to help,” Elmer said via Morta. “He’s strong, and I imagine he would be pleased to see his brother, too.” 
 
    Ozrid made a groaning, grunting noise that might have been a begrudging affirmation, or an exasperated ‘do I really have to?,’ but he lumbered over toward us, so he was clearly going to come regardless of what he thought about seeing his brother. 
 
    “We look forward to the celebrations this evening, Ambassador,” Madam Morta relayed to Horus and me. Then Elmer stopped signing, but she continued. “And once again, thank you for all you have done in service of Om.” 
 
    I realized this was from Morta herself, not Elmer, and I smiled. 
 
    “It’s really nothing, Madam,” I told her. “It’s my duty as an Asher to protect the people of Aventoll. Classically, that might have meant demons, but the worst monsters are often the ones that don’t look like monsters.” 
 
    In some cases, like Krev Alda, this could be taken very literally. 
 
    “Then thank Mercedes we have Ashers like yourselves to keep us safe.” Morta smiled at Horus and me and gave a short bow to us both. “I look forward to the celebrations this evening.” 
 
    Elmer nodded in agreement, and the two of them then set off back toward the forest, while Horus, Ozrid, and myself all made toward the Manta. Ozzy, being Omish, lagged a little behind, and normally I would have slowed my pace to compensate, but I needed to talk to Horus about something in private first, before we got back to the Manta and got swept up in preparations. 
 
    “When I first came to Om, and first met Morta, Elder Elmer had her play translator for me.” 
 
    “Like she did just then?” Horus asked, and he was clearly a little confused as to why I was mentioning something so obvious. 
 
    “She said Elmer wanted her to do it because… time worked differently,” I explained, and I couldn’t help but frown a little. Something was hovering on the edge of my thinking, some realization I was just on the cusp of. “She said… our time works against us sometimes.” 
 
    “‘Our’ time?” Horus repeated. “Not time in general?” 
 
    “Are the Omish especially long-lived compared to other species in Aventoll?” I asked the falcon-man, and he shrugged. 
 
    “Their lifespans are on the upper end, I think, but nothing drastically different,” he answered. “Why? What’s rattling around in that Traveler brain of yours?” 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure how to phrase it, but I had a feeling my time-trance ability was somehow related to this. I’d begun to experiment with making a ‘bubble’ of time and pulling someone into the time-slows and time-stops with me, so they were unaffected, like I was. And I’d sort-of managed it with Nova when she’d been listening for Eng’s Heart. 
 
    Maybe I could shrink the second bubble, the one that affected things, and use it so I could converse with Elder Elmer at a better speed. To him, it would seem like I would slow down, but to me, he would speed up. 
 
    “Just an idea on how to improve diplomatic relations,” I muttered a little distractedly. “I don’t want to have to work through a translator if I can help it. Word choices can have big effects because of the connotations of individual words, or subtle mistakes in translating immediately.” 
 
    Everyone on Aventoll, for the most part anyway, spoke the same language, whatever that language was. It sounded English to me, but I could still remember those strange sounds and words I’d heard from those two children when I first arrived here and swallowed some of the Ocean and its Knowledge. 
 
    “You’re taking this Ambassadorship very seriously,” Horus said, and his expression was caught halfway between amused and impressed. “Considering it’s kind of a made-up position.” 
 
    “I’ve been given a job to do, and it’s actually a good job that’ll help people, so I’m gonna do it to the best of my ability,” I said. “I’m not gonna be one of those Ashers who coasts on status and just cares about his own amusement. I have the power to do some real good in the world.” 
 
    Horus snickered, but his expression was definitely impressed now. 
 
    “We do have that power,” he agreed, and he reached up to clutch the Duelist Stone hanging around his neck. “I want to use it productively. I don’t want to be the kind of Asher my father was.” 
 
    My tongue almost physically burned with the desire to tell the falcon-man he didn’t have to be so haunted by Archus Doler. Even if Doler had been Horus’ and Shay’s real father, they didn’t have to define themselves by him, in opposition to him. They could exist as their own people and cast Doler aside entirely. 
 
    But also, Archus Doler wasn’t their real father. Yet he still held so much power over Horus, and I could see how worried Horus was that he might one day turn into a brutish, callous asshole. 
 
    “You won’t be,” I said finally. “I know you won’t.” 
 
    Horus looked at me, and he seemed a little wary. Some dark thoughts had crept into his mind and threatened to take root, some devious little ‘what if?’ 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” he asked me. 
 
    “Because I’m not friends with assholes.” I grinned. “And you’re my best friend, remember?” 
 
    The falcon-man rubbed the spot on his chest where a knife should have-- had-- pierced his heart. Then he gave me a slightly shaky smile. 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “Ass,” I laughed and punched his shoulder. 
 
    When we arrived back at the Manta, and Ozrid had caught up with us, we immediately went to find Arvid, who was in the kitchens. 
 
    The sloth-man made a surprised noise when he turned and noticed his brother, but I had no desire to sit with my thumbs up my ass for an hour while the two Omites greeted one another and chatted about what they’d been up to since they’d last seen one another, so I jumped in quick. 
 
    “Arvi, we’re having a party this evening, something to celebrate Jenner, Amaya, and Zoie-- and Anwaar,” I added before Horus could give me a pouty, offended look. 
 
    Arvid nodded. “Paaaaarrrteeee.”  
 
    “Elder Elmer and a couple other Om officials will be coming, too,” I continued. “This is gonna be a sort of… do-over, since the last one… well, we had bigger things to worry about, so the banquet itself got kind of sidelined.” 
 
    I knew ‘sidelined’ was probably a mild description for ‘ended in a double-Duel and the deaths of two extremely dangerous criminals,’ but I had a lot to do and not much time to do it in. 
 
    “Can I count on you to handle the food while we get decorations and other stuff sorted? Ozzy can be your sous-chef-- your, uh, assistant cook,” I corrected at the last moment.  
 
    They definitely didn’t have French here. In fact, I wondered what it even sounded like to them when I spoke a language that, to me, wasn’t English. Did it translate like the English did, or did it just come out as nonsense-syllables, the way the native Aventoll language once sounded to me? 
 
    Arvid and Ozrid both nodded and turned to get down to business, so Horus and I left them to it and headed to the family room of the Manta, where I was sure everyone would be waiting. 
 
    No doubt Jenner, encouraged by Shay and Amaya, was responsible for the fact that a veritable nest of pillows had been erected in the center of the room. Zoie was curled up like an actual kitty cat in the middle of a cat bed, surrounded and half-smothered by cushions and blankets. I was surprised she wasn’t sweltering under all that warm plush, but she seemed quite happy, or at least resigned to the fact everyone would be fussing over her until she had the kids, and probably for a good while after, too. 
 
    “Husband!” she purred happily when I walked in, but she made no move to escape her nest, and I wasn’t sure if that was because she didn’t want to or because she was swaddled so tight she actually couldn’t get out without shredding everything.  
 
    To save her the trouble, I walked over and crouched down to kiss her on the lips, and then I tried to seat myself next to her in the blankets. 
 
    “Am I allowed to sit here?” I asked her. “Or is this a sort of ‘mother only’ space?” 
 
    “You’re the father, you’re more than allowed,” she promised me, and she nuzzled her nose into the crook of my neck with a content sigh. “You and Shay and Amaya. The kits will be as much yours and theirs as they will be mine.” 
 
    “One giant, happy family,” I said with a grin, and she nodded. 
 
    “Alex!” Shay and Amaya’s voices said in unison, and they both came into the room from one of the other entrances, with Nova and Anwaar right behind them. My three lovers all positioned themselves in the nest around Zoie and myself, but they were all being careful not to crowd Zoie and make her uncomfortable either physically or emotionally.  
 
    Even with the size of the cushion mountain, it was a snug fit, but I didn’t mind. 
 
    “How was the pirate ship?” Amaya asked me, and her rain-colored eyes sparkled with curiosity. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, we have gifts!” I laughed, and I pulled the ring, the bangle, and the pendant out of my pocket. 
 
    Anwaar had practically launched herself at Horus when she’d come into the room, and only now did she let go of him so he could pull trinkets from his own pocket. First the tiara, which he passed to me, then a ring, which he shyly gave to Anwaar. 
 
    “I thought you might like it,” he said as his cheeks went very red. “But if you don’t, it’s no worry. You don’t have to--” 
 
    “I love it,” Anwaar said firmly, and she slipped it onto the middle finger of her left hand.  
 
    I wondered if there was the ‘correct’ finger for a wedding band in Aventoll, because I didn’t see many people wearing rings. I was married three times over, and I still didn’t have any. 
 
    “I have a ring for you, too, Shay,” I then told the phoenix-woman and handed her the emerald. She cooed when she saw it. 
 
    “It’s the same color as your eyes!” Zoie purred, and Shay slipped the ring onto the same finger as Anwaar had. 
 
    “No, this is far more beautiful,” Shay laughed, though her cheeks had flushed even redder than Horus’. 
 
    “I thought you might like this, Amaya,” I said to the oryx-woman. “And this looked like it would suit you, Nova.” 
 
    I passed them the pendant and the tiara respectively, and Amaya giggled when Nova put the tiara on her head and gave a delighted squeal. 
 
    “Princess!” she said. “Princess of the Lake!” 
 
    “More like a queen, really,” Zoie said with a laugh. “Alex is… similar to a king, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Only because the four of you are queens.” I grinned and kissed them each in turn. “And I got this for you, Zoie. It’s Varthan-made, I think.” 
 
    I showed her the bangle, and her blue eyes widened. 
 
    “Oh, it’s beautiful!” she gasped and slipped it onto her wrist. “Oh, Alex, thank you!” 
 
    “Don’t thank me,” I said with a smile. “You’re giving me the most incredible gift. This is just some tiny, tiny payment.” 
 
    “There’s no payment needed, husband. We all love you. We’re a family.” My cat-wife smiled up at me, and she was radiant as Shay when the phoenix-woman used her Incarnate powers. 
 
    “We are,” I agreed, and I kissed the tip of her nose, which made her giggle. “I’m glad everyone liked their little presents. I imagine there will be a lot more once we shift all the treasure off the Midnight-- the pirate ship. Councilman Sha-Kane is going to use the ship to take the pirates to Alem for trial.” 
 
    Something firm crossed over my phoenix-wife’s face. 
 
    “Good,” she said sternly, and I nodded.  
 
    Luhrmann and Aiken had died quickly, but they’d had to die fast so they wouldn’t cause more harm. They deserved a lot worse, but we would have to settle for seeing the pirate crew that had aided them brought to proper justice. 
 
    “Sha-Kane is an honorable man, Shay,” Horus said in an encouraging voice. “He’ll see justice is done.” 
 
    Shay’s green eyes snapped over to her brother when he spoke, and something sad flickered in her expression. 
 
    “Alex, my love. Horus, brother… I have something I would like to ask you. And I think here, with the seven of us, is the best place to ask.” 
 
    “What is it?” Anwaar asked as concern began to cloud her own normally-serene expression. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I feel fine,” Shay told her. “Physically, anyway. But… when Horus and Alex were on the Soaring Light… brother… I felt you die.” 
 
    “I felt it, too.” Amaya swallowed uncomfortably, and she looked over at her older sister. I wasn’t sure if the apology in Amaya’s expression was because Anwaar was Horus’ sweetheart, or because Amaya, an augur, could sense what Anwaar, as a mage, could not. “There was a third death. Not just Luhrmann and Aiken. Something in the order of the world shifted.” 
 
    Horus and myself exchanged a glance that none of the five women missed. Nova made a concerned, curious trilling noise, but it was Shay who asked the question. 
 
    “What happened on the Soaring Light?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    I sighed and dragged one hand down my face as my other arm cradled around Shay’s shoulders. I could see now that she’d been dying to ask this question since she’d come onto the deck of the Soaring Light, but just hadn’t found the right time. 
 
    “Do you want to explain?” I asked as I looked over at Horus, and the falcon-man shrugged. 
 
    “Honestly, I’m not sure how I could go about explaining,” he answered. “I think you had a… clearer view.” 
 
    I had. I’d had a very clear view of the dagger that buried itself in my best friend’s heart. 
 
    “Horus and I challenged Luhrmann and Aiken to a… double-Duel,” I told the others.  
 
    I saw Zoie tense, and her ears flattened back against her head. Shay clasped her hands to her chest, and if she’d been wearing pearls, I was sure she would have been clutching them. 
 
    “But Aiken wasn’t a Duelist,” Amaya said. “He was a mage-- a Rogue mage.” 
 
    “I know,” Horus said. “But we needed him gone as much as Luhrmann. So, I claimed he insulted me and challenged him on those grounds.” 
 
    “You Dueled a Rogue mage?” Shay cried out, and her green eyes went wide with horror. “What did he do to you? What did I feel?” 
 
    “Technically, he didn’t do anything to Horus,” I said carefully. “But… technically… he did.” 
 
    “Please, my love.” Shay looked at me with a pleading expression. “Don’t speak in riddles. Not about my brother. Not about the only blood family I have left.” 
 
    I tried my best to suppress my wince. She didn’t know, either. About Archus Doler. About Councilman Sha-Kane. My heart ached with the desire to tell my phoenix-wife and my best friend the truth, but again, I had sworn to keep Sha-Kane’s secret. And I was a man of my word. 
 
    Shay misread my wince. 
 
    “Oh, no!” she said quickly. “No, Alex. I don’t mean-- you are my family, too. You and Zoie are the truest loves of my heart. I just meant… I didn’t grow up with you two--” 
 
    “It’s alright, Shay,” I said gently, and I managed a smile for her, because the last thing I wanted to do was worry her more. “I know what you meant. I just… I hadn’t considered it like that. Just how much you would lose if something happened to Horus.” 
 
    “I admit to being a little confused,” Zoie interjected as she looked between me, Shay, and Horus. “Did something happen or not?” 
 
    Nova nodded firmly and had a similarly baffled expression on her face. I was becoming more and more aware she was just as sharp as the others, despite her occasionally childish impulses, and it was simply her lack of experience with verbal language that made things confusing. I could see the intelligence in her eyes, similar to the quiet shrewdness in Amaya and Anwaar’s expressions. Nova was just less able to communicate it, less able to turn it into words, because for the longest time, she hadn’t had to. 
 
    “In my Duel against Luhrmann, I killed him,” I told the others. “I strangled him. And when I turned to see how Horus was doing against Aiken… I… I saw Aiken throw a dagger at Horus. And it hit. It hit him in the heart.” 
 
    Shay made a muffled sort of wailing noise, and Zoie reached up to hug her tight. Shay looked on the verge of bursting into tears, even though her brother was standing before her, alive and unharmed. 
 
    “Then… how?” Amaya asked me with a confused frown. “I understand that, I felt Horus die. But how is he here? Now? Alive?” 
 
    I swallowed. I knew I’d tapped into something huge and dangerous. Part of me wanted to keep it a secret, so the others would be safe, so they wouldn’t be involved in whatever shit something like this stirred up.  
 
    But a bigger part of me knew that secrets only ever hurt the people you were trying to protect. 
 
    “I used my time-trance ability,” I said. “I slowed and then stopped time just as the… just as the dagger pierced Horus’ heart. And… I don’t know how I managed it exactly, I think I just willed it, but I somehow managed to… to reverse time by a few seconds. The dagger came out of his chest, clean, and I redirected it to Aiken, so it hit and killed him instead.” 
 
    Horus rubbed at the center of his chest, like he could feel the phantom echo of a knife sinking into him. Maybe he could. 
 
    Anwaar and Amaya were both staring at me with dropped jaws and wide eyes. I’d never seen either of them display such raw emotion before. 
 
    “You… reversed time?” Anwaar whispered as she looked from me to Horus and back again. “You… undid a death?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” I said. “Well, I did. I didn’t want my friend to die. But I had no intention of… screwing up some kind of balance. I know life and death aren’t to be messed with.” 
 
    “Mercedes is either very fond of you, or she has turned her gaze away from you,” Anwaar said sagely. “Power like this… even the Prophetess of the Order is beholden to the whims of Mercedes.” 
 
    “Perhaps Alex is yet more so,” Amaya suggested, and she gave me a small, hesitant smile. “It’s obvious you have been blessed, Alex. You consumed the Knowledge of the Ocean. You are an Asher. You are the husband of the Incarnate. Mercedes has always had her eyes on you, and she likely has a large role for you in her grand design.” 
 
    I’d never been very religious, but something about that little speech comforted me. Maybe it was the quiet affirmation that I hadn’t done anything horrifying and wrong in wanting to save my friend. I knew those sorts of stories, people who would break the world for the ones they loved. 
 
    I loved my family fiercely, and I knew I would do anything in my power to keep them safe. The fact this loyalty didn’t corrupt me in Amaya’s eyes, and thereby in Mercedes’ eyes, was a relief. 
 
    “Even if she doesn’t, she’s the one who gave me this power,” I said. “I didn’t have it before I Traveled to Aventoll. Maybe she knew I would need it to save Horus.” 
 
    I looked over at the falcon-man, who had gone from having one arm around Anwaar’s shoulders to having one of her hands clutched tightly in his. 
 
    “Mercedes made you an Asher,” I said to him. “Your sister is the Incarnate. She must have a role for you, too, in all this.” 
 
    “I’ve never put much stock in grand destinies,” Horus admitted. “But if Mercedes wills it, I am her servant.”  
 
    His free hand reached up to brush over the Duelist stone around his neck. The chain it hung on was the perfect length that it rested directly over his heart, directly over the spot Aiken’s dagger had pierced. It was only because Horus had been moving, fighting, that the dagger had reached his flesh and hadn’t bounced off the stone itself. 
 
    Shay still looked very shaken but a little less horrified, and she extracted herself from Zoie to go and hug her brother. 
 
    “Thank Mercedes,” she murmured. “I was too far away-- I wouldn’t have been able to heal you--” 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s okay,” Horus promised her, and he hugged her back just as tightly. “I’m here, I’m alive. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “You better not,” Shay sniffed. 
 
    Zoie looked over at Amaya. 
 
    “How were you able to sense that Horus… should have died?” the cat-woman asked in a tone that made it clear she wanted to be delicate, but wasn’t really sure how to actually go about it. 
 
    “Being an augur, I have a heightened sense of the world, and the energies within it,” the oryx-woman replied. “And Shay, of course, is the Incarnate. And Horus is her brother. I imagine she feels a similar connection to our lives, as we are also part of her family.” 
 
    At that, I briefly wondered if Shay would feel a connection to Sha-Kane, too, but a second later, I rationalized she probably wouldn’t, because Zoie, Amaya, and myself weren’t her blood relatives. Emotions were clearly what mattered here.  
 
    As they said back on Earth, the blood of the covenant was thicker than the water of the womb. 
 
    When Shay parted from Horus, she came over to me, and her hug was desperate and terrified. She was shaking like a leaf, and I held her close and rested my head on her shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered to me. “For keeping him safe. For keeping him alive.” 
 
    “Of course,” I murmured. “He’s my best friend. And you’re my wife.” 
 
    “I think a spot of tea is in order,” Amaya suddenly announced, and she rose from the pile of pillows to take Shay by the hand. “Come on. Let’s find someplace quiet for you to sit down.” 
 
    She led Shay toward the door, with Horus and Anwaar following closely behind them. I half-wanted to join, but I knew right now, no one could be better for my phoenix-wife than the augur-mage pair who had also sensed Horus’ death, and Horus himself, so for now I was alright to leave them to it. The last thing I wanted to do was make Shay feel crowded, and I knew if she wanted something from me, she would come and ask for it. 
 
    That left me in the family room with Zoie and Nova. 
 
    For a few seconds, anyway. Because less than a minute after Shay and the others had left, the doors burst open, and Rylan rushed in. 
 
    “Dad!” he said. “You’re back!” 
 
    “That I am!” I smiled, and Rylan sped over to half-tackle me in a hug. If I hadn’t planted myself, he might have knocked me over onto the pillow nest. “Is Jenner still doing okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s back to his usual self,” my son promised me with a grin as he stepped back. “How was the pirate ship?” 
 
    “Oh, it was very cool,” I told him. “Full of weird pirate stuff, and loads of treasure. You’ll see it once we get it all out of the hold.” 
 
    “Can I steer the ship once you do?” Rylan asked me, and his eyes were wide with hope and excitement. 
 
    “Not right now,” I said with a laugh. “Councilman Sha-Kane is going to borrow the ship to take the pirate crew to Alem, so they can be tried. Plus, I’m pretty sure there’s a rule that says under-sixteens can’t drive.” 
 
    Of course, that referred to cars and not boats, but since this world didn’t really have cars, I had to extrapolate. Besides, as much as I loved my son, he was still a little too reckless and excitable to be trusted with something as enormous as the Midnight. 
 
    Rylan pouted, but a moment later he straightened and stepped back from me. He looked me dead in the eye, and I got the sense this was going to be something Very Important to him, and he wanted me to treat it as such. 
 
    “Dad,” he said formally, and I bit down on the urge to say ‘Rylan’ back to him in the same tone. “I want to apologize.” 
 
    “Oh?” My eyebrows raised. 
 
    “I was… stupid. Reckless. I caused a lot of problems for you and… and everyone else. And I want to say I’m sorry. I’ll do better in the future.” 
 
    I had to wonder if Jenner had put Rylan up to this, or if this was a sign of my son beginning to come into his own as a young man. Either way, I was impressed by his ability to admit his faults and commit to improving. 
 
    “That was very grown-up of you, Rylan,” I told him, and I saw the small, relieved smile that tugged at his mouth, even as he tried to remain serious. “I accept your apology. It’s an important trait, being able to admit when you’ve made a mistake, or when you were in the wrong about something.” 
 
    Rylan nodded firmly. 
 
    “Mr. Jenner said… he said it’s not a moral failing to screw up,” he told me. “But it is a moral failing to refuse to admit when you do.” 
 
    “Very true,” I agreed. It seemed the koala-man was fully back to his ‘font of wisdom’ self, which was a relief. “I’m proud of you, buddy.” 
 
    “So everything’s okay?” Rylan grinned at me. 
 
    “Everything’s okay,” I promised. “And since you’re willing to discuss things like a grown-up, now, I want to talk to you about you maybe going to the Academy on Leen. So you can study animal husbandry and stuff. I think it would be really good for you to get a proper education.” 
 
    “The Academy?” Rylan’s eyes became enormously round. “But-- but it’s so expensive!” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about money.” I waved him off. “We can afford it. And I want the best for you, alright?”  
 
    That was the whole point, wasn’t it? Leaving the world better than you found it? Giving the next generation the best possible start? 
 
    “It’s so far away, though…” Rylan sighed and seemed to deflate a bit. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be going forever, and we could always come visit in the Manta,” I pointed out. “Anyway. This needs a proper discussion, and we don’t have the time for that right now. But I want you to think about it, and really consider it. So, let’s put a pin in it for now, alright?” 
 
    “Alright,” Rylan confirmed with a nod. 
 
    “Nova and I can leave you two be, if you want privacy for this,” Zoie pointed out as she reached over to ruffle Rylan’s hair fondly. 
 
    “It’s not that, love,” I said to her with a smile. “We’re having a party tonight!” 
 
    Rylan, Nova, and Zoie all stared at me with identical expressions of delight. 
 
    “A party?” Rylan asked, and I nodded. 
 
    “Something to celebrate,” I said. “Jenner’s better, Zoie’s pregnant, and our diplomacy is actually going really well. We deserve a bit of fun.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah!” Rylan cried out and punched his fist in the air.  
 
    Just like that, he was back to being an excitable kid. 
 
    “Why don’t you go find the others and tell them,” I suggested. “Arvid’s already making a start on the food, but I bet Shay would like help with decorations.” 
 
    I hadn’t been sure exactly how to steer the conversation from ‘your brother nearly-- and technically did-- die’ to ‘let’s have a party,’ but if anyone could cheer my phoenix-wife up and help distract her from her concern, it would be Rylan. 
 
    And, sure enough, he snapped to attention, saluted me with a grin, and sped off to go find Shay and the others, which once again left me with Nova and Zoie. 
 
    “If we’re having a celebration this evening, you might want to clean up a little, my love,” Zoie advised me with a cheeky smile. 
 
    “Messy,” Nova agreed with a nod. 
 
    “I’m not that bad!” I said, but my defensive tone was only half-real. “I’m rugged! I look like I actually do work!” 
 
    “And you do,” Zoie said. “But working men also bathe and shave. Especially if they have a big event in the evening. Isn’t this party half a diplomatic endeavor, too? To make up for what happened with Luhrmann?” 
 
    “Yeah, farting in a guy’s face isn’t the most refined way to encourage diplomacy,” I snorted. “But it was pretty damn funny.” 
 
    “Stinky,” Nova remarked, and her green nose wrinkled.  
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure if she was referring to the farting or me as I was right now. Probably both. 
 
    “I thought you liked my natural musk,” I said haughtily as I crawled back over to the pillow nest and rubbed my face into the crook of Zoie’s shoulder. 
 
    “I do!” she said with a laugh. “But there’s such a concept of ‘too much of a good thing!’ You need to bathe!” 
 
    I sighed like that was the most monumental task I’d ever been set, as if my cat-wife had asked me to climb the tallest mountain in Aventoll and pluck a star from the sky for her. 
 
    “The things I do for love,” I groaned. “But if I need a bath, you do, too. Can’t risk you getting ill, now, can we?” 
 
    Zoie huffed a little, and her ears twitched in mild irritation. 
 
    “I’m perfectly fine,” she told me. “Varthan women often work and fight right up until they give birth. It’s good for the kits, and keeps the mothers in good health!” 
 
    “All the more reason why we can’t risk you getting sick,” I said. “We want to keep you in good health.” 
 
    “You and the babies!” Nova trilled.  
 
    As I got to my feet and took one of Zoie’s hands, Nova took the other, and we pulled her upright. 
 
    “I’m still perfectly able to stand up by myself,” my cat-wife grumbled. 
 
    “I know you are, love,” I said, and I kissed her forehead. “I just don’t want you to push yourself too far because you’re afraid we don’t think you’re capable. It’s not that we think you’re weak, we just want to help you because we’re all stronger together.” 
 
    “Stronger together,” Nova agreed and nuzzled Zoie’s shoulders. 
 
    The siren-woman and I led Zoie to the spa room, because if she was going to insist on my cleaning up, she might as well be pampered a little, too. When we entered, I saw one of the tubs was already mostly-filled with water, but no bubbles indicating any soap had been used.  
 
    That, I realized after a second, was where Nova had been sleeping. 
 
    “Do you find it comforting to sleep under the water?” I asked her. “Do you ever sleep on land?” 
 
    “Not often,” Nova admitted, and she spoke quite slowly. Not to the extent of the Omish, and not in the same way, with drawn-out syllables, but it gave the impression that each word was chosen very carefully. “Water is… quiet. Comfortable.” 
 
    “It does look peaceful,” Zoie agreed as she began to fill up a larger tub with water and pour soap into it. Soon, thick white bubbles were floating across the surface, and I watched appreciatively as my cat-wife undressed and slid into the warm water with an appreciative purr. 
 
    She crouched down so only the top half of her head was visible above the surface, and her black hair floated out around her like tendrils. 
 
    “It’s lovely, you should both come in,” she teased. 
 
    Nova looked initially a little apprehensive at going into soapy water, but she made a happy trilling noise when she sank in and bobbed over to Zoie to nuzzle her. 
 
    “Alex!” the siren-woman then said. “Come in! Is nice!” 
 
    Well, with two gorgeous women asking me to come join them in the bath, who was I to refuse? 
 
    I only realized as I was taking off my pants and saw they were kind of stiff in that gross, sweat-soaked way just how much I really did need a bath. I half-expected the water to turn brown when I sank into the tub, but luckily it seemed alright. 
 
    “Come here, husband,” Zoie cooed. “I’ll shave you.” 
 
    “Zoie--” I began. 
 
    “Please,” she said, and she bobbed over to me, with Nova following closely behind her. “Everyone will be fussing over me for the next several months. And you just won a difficult Duel. You saved Horus and Jenner. Let us take care of you for a moment. You’ll need your strength for tonight to go smoothly.” 
 
    “Tonight’s a party,” I mumbled, but I had to admit she was at least half-right. Tonight was a party with an explicit diplomatic intent. 
 
    So, I floated in the water between Nova and Zoie, and Zoie showed Nova what shampoo was. It seemed Lakuna people had no need for soap, and their hair and skin stayed clean and healthy so long as they kept hydrated enough. Then, while the siren-woman washed my hair, which was a much nicer sensation than I’d ever considered it would be, Zoie straddled my lap and shaved me. 
 
    “Love is more than the physical act of sex,” she said as she worked, and I wasn’t sure if she was speaking to me, to Nova, or to herself. “It’s about caring for your partner in all things. Little acts of service like this can say more than an entire day spent in a bed.” 
 
    “Devotion,” Nova supplied as she rinsed out my hair. 
 
    “Exactly,” Zoie said in an approving tone. “More than physical attraction. Being committed to the person inside.” 
 
    “I am very committed,” I murmured. “You better let me pamper you a little after this.”  
 
    I wanted to give her the entire world. 
 
    “Maybe, if you behave,” Zoie said cheekily. 
 
    It was comments like this one that had my mind shift to other things. Somewhere along the line, around the point where the beginnings of my beard had been trimmed back to a tidier, more grown-up looking scruff, the fact that Zoie was straddling me began to take up more and more of my attention. 
 
    My hands slid up over her hips to cradle against her back, and I leaned forward to kiss her. Nova cooed beside me, and Zoie pulled away from me with a grin to kiss her, too. Nova made a surprised noise but then melted into the kiss, and Zoie stroked a hand through her midnight-blue hair. 
 
    “Amaya was right,” she murmured. “You are a vision.” 
 
    “You both are,” I said and dropped a kiss onto Nova’s green shoulder.  
 
    Zoie then leaned forward slightly and ground against me, which made me groan. 
 
    “Zoie,” I said breathlessly. “Are you-- I don’t want to--” 
 
    “You won’t hurt me,” she promised. “It is perfectly safe. Please, husband, it’s been too long.” 
 
    It really had. I’d been neglecting her, my first wife and oldest ally in Aventoll, and that just wouldn’t do, so I lifted Zoie’s hips up, and she sank down onto me with a grateful cry. The fingers of one of her hands clawed at my shoulder as she adjusted to me, and she leaned forward to kiss me, quick and desperate. Then her other hand tangled in Nova’s hair again, and she kissed the siren-woman, too. 
 
    “Mercedes,” I muttered, because the sight of them together was almost too much. I hadn’t realized how wound up I’d been until this precise moment, and I knew it wasn’t going to last long, but luckily Zoie didn’t seem to be very interested in dragging this out.  
 
    She wanted me, now, and I wanted her. 
 
    “So pretty,” Nova said breathlessly when Zoie pulled away from her, and then the green-skinned woman turned to kiss me, too. “So pretty.” 
 
    “I’m not pretty, I’m handsome,” I teased. “And you two aren’t pretty, you’re gorgeous.” 
 
    “Flatterer.” Zoie grinned as she moved against me, and we both gasped. She rested her forehead against mine, and I gripped her hips harder as she continued to move, with both of us hurtling toward release. 
 
    “Nova,” I said and turned to her to kiss her again. “Tell Zoie how beautiful she is.” 
 
    “So beautiful,” Nova said at once. “So strong. So brave. Like Alex. Fierce. Gor-jus.”  
 
    She mispronounced the slightly complex word, still unused to many of the words in Aventoll’s spoken language, but I thought it was adorable. 
 
    “I am so lucky that Alex found you,” Zoie said, and her breaths were coming in short pants as she cupped Nova’s cheek in her hand. “And luckier still that I found Alex.” 
 
    “I think I’m the lucky one,” I told her. “I-- oh, god, Mercedes. Zoie, I--”  
 
    Release was suddenly much, much closer than I’d realized, and I felt the urge to chase how sheerly good it felt until I fell off the edge. 
 
    “Me, too,” Zoie murmured, and Nova began to stroke a hand through the cat-woman’s jet-black hair while cooing encouragingly and planting little kisses on her shoulders. “Mercedes, me, too. Alex, love, I-- oh!” 
 
    With a sharp, almost surprised cry, Zoie tensed in my arms, and I sprayed inside her with a low groan shortly after. The only thing I was aware of, besides Zoie as she panted in my arms, was the sound of Nova giggling and the gentle sloshing of the water in the tub. 
 
    Zoie mouthed slow, lazy kisses over my collar as both of us came back down. 
 
    “I think we both might need another bath after that,” she said with a wry smile. 
 
    “I think you might be right,” I chuckled, and I kissed her before I pulled Nova over to kiss her, too. “And I think I might have been neglecting you, too, Nova.” 
 
    “Now that just won’t do,” Zoie purred. “We ought to rectify this error, husband.” 
 
    This time, when the siren-woman trilled, I could hear the intrigued, slightly aroused note underneath the cheerfulness of it. 
 
    However, my and Zoie’s plans were dashed when, a second later, someone began hammering on the bathroom door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    The calm, sated atmosphere of the room was abruptly shattered by the insistent knocking on the door. I didn’t even get the chance to permit or deny entry before the door burst open, and Shay and Amaya rushed into the room. 
 
    My phoenix-wife looked like she was on a warpath, and she came to stand before the tub that me, Zoie, and Nova were still sitting in and then pointed at me dramatically. 
 
    “Alex!” she declared, in her best ‘Incarnate goddess’ voice. I wondered vaguely if she’d been practicing. “You need to leave!” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I blinked up at her. 
 
    “You need to leave!” she said again, more insistently. “We have to do it right this time, my love! It’s only fair to you! You deserve that!” 
 
    This did not actually answer any of my questions, and I stood up to face Shay properly. Gooseflesh prickled over my skin as my body left the warm water, but I didn’t even notice as I gazed into her green eyes. 
 
    “Shay, what are you talking about?” 
 
    I couldn’t fathom what she was referring to-- what did I deserve that I didn’t already have? Wives who loved me? A place to call my home? Loyal friends and a large family? I even had a metric shit-ton of pirate gold to my name, now. I was pretty set. 
 
    The redhead spread her hands and gave me a meaningful look as she gestured to Zoie and then herself. 
 
    “You married Zoie and me according to the traditions of Aventoll,” she said. “And it was all either of us desired-- you are all either of us could ever have hoped for in a husband. You are kind and gentle, and you value our lives and our opinions.” 
 
    “You are,” Zoie agreed in a purr. She was still submerged in the bath up to her shoulders, but she gave me a coy, satisfied smile. “Though I have to agree with our husband, Shay. What’s the problem with that?” 
 
    “The problem is Alex is not from Aventoll!” Shay cried out, as if this was the obvious issue, but this only made me even more confused. 
 
    “Is… that a problem in Aventoll?” I asked. “Is there some law about Travelers not being allowed to marry like regular Duelists?” 
 
    “Oh, Mercedes, no!” Shay gasped, and for a moment she looked like she was worried she had offended me. “Of course not! You’re as much a citizen of Aventoll as any of us! As much a Duelist as-- as Gavlain Mec!” 
 
    “So, what’s the issue?” I asked. I didn’t want to belittle what was obviously something that distressed the phoenix-woman, but I still didn’t know what she was talking about. 
 
    Shay waved her arms as if she was announcing something that already should have been obvious. 
 
    “You are not from Aventoll, but you live as if you are!” she said. “We have shown no respect for your traditions, but you have been nothing but faithful to ours. That’s not a fair exchange!” 
 
    I blinked. “Shay, you and Zoie-- you didn’t force me into any of that.” 
 
    “Technically, you were somewhat forced into your marriage with me,” Zoie pointed out with a slight chuckle. “You clearly had no idea what was going on, and you looked so surprised when Gavlain announced our union and that you had obtained Dagmar’s old rank.” 
 
    “I can’t exactly say I’m disappointed by the outcome.” I grinned at my cat-wife. “Even if I was maybe a little unclear on the precise details at the time. Maybe.” 
 
    As I turned back to Shay, I reached out and took her hands in both of my own, and some part of me tried to physically will her to feel less upset as I continued to explain. 
 
    “You didn’t force me,” I said again. “I chose to marry you. I chose to honor the terms of my marriage to Zoie. You deserve someone who would recognize the traditions you’ve spent your whole life observing. This isn’t my world, here, it’s yours.” 
 
    Shay sniffed. I suspected between Zoie’s announcement, and whatever had stressed her out, and now my little speech-- which I guess had been pretty poetic, not to put too fine of a point on things-- she’d been on a veritable rollercoaster of emotions today. 
 
    So, I pulled her close, which meant she ended up standing in the knee-deep water of the tub. Not that she seemed to mind, or even really notice. She went willingly into my embrace and held me tight. 
 
    “I love how you want to respect the world I came from. I love that you’re so caring and want to be mindful of those who are different to you. But I don’t care about the world I came from. My life there was boring, I had no one I held anywhere near as dear as I do you, and Horus, and everyone else. I don’t need those traditions, because I have you. Whatever traditions you want to observe, we’ll observe them.” 
 
    “But I want to observe yours,” she protested. “I want to do it right, this time. Your marriage to Amaya, it’s a chance to… to make sure it’s every bit as significant to you as it is to us.” 
 
    “Shay.” I couldn’t help but say her name with a sort-of chuckle, and I pulled back from the hug only far enough to look at her and smile. “It’s already just as significant to me as it is to you. You’re my wives. I love you. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    I’d never put much stock in the traditions of marriage back on Earth. The diamond ring, the white dress, the big party with the cake and a hundred guests. I mean, I liked a party, but I didn’t see how any of that made a marriage any more or less real than two people going down to city hall, getting a certificate, and signing their names in the registry. It was fun, of course, but it didn’t automatically hold significance. 
 
    So, if Zoie and Shay believed I was married because I’d killed their former… eurgh, their former masters, then I was married. I loved them, and whatever traditions they felt were important, I would be mindful to respect them also. 
 
    “You promise?” Shay sniffed again. “You won’t feel… more married to Amaya? Or… or less married to Zoie and I?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I swore, and Zoie murmured agreement from where she was still crouched in the water, but now she stood up and reached out to hug Shay, too. Despite the fact the cat-woman was streaming rivulets of water, Shay didn’t seem to care in the slightest, and instead she sighed into Zoie’s embrace. 
 
    Zoie petted Shay’s hair and made a sympathetic noise before she pulled away, and then I fixed my phoenix-wife with a wry look. 
 
    “How did you find out that my world’s traditions are different from Aventoll’s, anyway?” I asked. 
 
    A light pink blush dusted itself across Shay’s cheeks, and her gaze darted over to Amaya, who had watched this exchange with a slightly nervous expression and now stepped forward to touch Shay’s arm sympathetically. 
 
    “I… may have shown Shay some of the… mental breadcrumbs you left in my mind,” the oryx-woman told me. “Including what information you have about marriage customs in your world.” 
 
    “The ceremony is entirely different to here in Aventoll!” Shay frowned fretfully. “The things Amaya showed me, marriages like that are reserved for nobles, and even then it’s considered… perhaps ostentatious to make such a fuss over something that is expected to occur several times in a Duelist’s lifetime.” 
 
    “Well, to be honest, I thought they could be a bit over-the-top, too,” I said. “Like, a little party is one thing, but some people go like, ludicrously all out.”  
 
    I’d seen adverts for that sort of trashy daytime TV, where people who were impossibly out-of-touch spent more money on a wedding than most could ever hope to spend in several years of marriage. That had never appealed to me, it just spoke of obscene waste. 
 
    “So, you would be happy with something more restrained?” Shay asked, and I could tell the idea of something totally outrageous sat uneasy with her and Amaya, since the oryx-woman shuffled a little nervously. 
 
    “Don’t feel the need to reel yourself in,” I said teasingly, and I took Shay’s hand in one of my own and Amaya’s in the other. “I want it to be what you want.” 
 
    “I would like a party,” Zoie interjected. 
 
    “Party!” Nova agreed with a nod.  
 
    I got the sense Shay and I had been talking too quickly for her to follow much of the conversation, especially since we’d been talking about abstract concepts the Lakuna Children maybe didn’t have too much use for. I couldn’t imagine their culture putting much stock in a wedding ceremony. 
 
    “I want it to be a celebration.” Shay nodded firmly and took Amaya’s free hand in her own. “You’ve just been released from the stricter doctrines of the Order, we need to make a fuss over you now that you’re free to marry.” 
 
    “I… wasn’t exactly obeying those doctrines very closely.” Amaya flushed a little and ducked her head, and then she cast a shy glance at me. “Not toward the end, anyway.” 
 
    I grinned shamelessly as I recalled exactly how we broke those doctrines before I refocused on the task at hand. 
 
    “We should still make a fuss,” I said. “You deserve it.” 
 
    “You do,” Zoie agreed. “So few augur-mages get the chance to fall in love and marry as you-- and presumably Anwaar-- have.”  
 
    She looked over at Shay with a knowing expression, and Shay chuckled. 
 
    Nova, however, squeaked. 
 
    “Augur?” she asked and looked at Amaya with wide, horrified eyes. “Maya? Augur?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, Nova,” I said gently. “Didn’t we tell you? Amaya’s a member of the Order of Mercedes. She and Anwaar form an augur-mage pair.” 
 
    Nova jumped out of the tub with such speed it was almost like she’d teleported out of the water. One moment she was sitting submerged, the next she was standing by the bathroom door, with her arms raised like she was preparing to flee. 
 
    Which, I realized a moment later, she was. 
 
    There was no other word for her expression than ‘terrified.’ She stared at Amaya like she expected the oryx-woman to suddenly dart forward and try to rip Nova’s throat out with her teeth-- something Nova herself had tried to do to me, once. 
 
    “Nova, honey,” I said. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Nova didn’t take her attention off Amaya, and she shook her head quickly, with her eyes still wide. She was shaking, I then realized. It wasn’t from the cold of not being in the water anymore, she was genuinely petrified. 
 
    “Nova,” Zoie said and gently reached for her, but Nova flinched away as if Zoie tried to burn her. 
 
    “No!” the siren-woman cried out. “No!” 
 
    “What’s wrong, darling?” Shay asked. “You’ve met Amaya already.” 
 
    She had. It had been only hours ago, and Nova seemed perfectly happy. She’d giggled and called the oryx-woman ‘Maya,’ and Amaya had seemed similarly enamored.  
 
    What changed? 
 
    “Bad!” Nova shook her head again. “Bad luck! Bad-- omen!” 
 
    I glanced over at Amaya, like maybe she would have some answers as to why Nova was suddenly behaving like this, but she looked as confused as the rest of us. And slightly hurt.  
 
    That I could understand. 
 
    “Amaya’s lovely, Nova, you have nothing to fear from her,” I tried in a gentle tone. 
 
    “I mean you no harm,” Amaya murmured, but when she took a tiny step forward, Nova flattened herself against the bathroom door and gave another shrill cry. 
 
    “No! Bad!” she wailed. “Witch! Witch!” 
 
    I didn’t miss Amaya’s flinch, or the dismay that painted itself across Zoie and Shay’s features. I could tell that ‘witch’ was hardly a compliment, but something in Shay’s expression was especially knowing. There was the grimness of some uncomfortable confirmation in her emerald eyes. 
 
    “She’s not a witch, Nova,” I said. “She’s an augur. And she’s only ever used her abilities to help people. You have nothing to fear from her.” 
 
    “Witch!” Nova insisted, and this time she screwed her eyes shut tight, like she couldn’t even bear to look at Amaya.  
 
    A moment later, she turned tail and rushed out of the bathroom altogether. 
 
    “Nova!” Zoie called out. 
 
    “Oh, Mercedes,” Shay sighed, and she looked like she was about to actually start crying, not that I could blame her.  
 
    Today really was turning into an emotional rollercoaster. 
 
    “I’ll get her,” I said firmly. “Amaya, please-- don’t take it personally. Nova… she’s really sweet, you saw that. She’s just… confused, I guess.” 
 
    “I understand,” Amaya said, though she sounded understandably downcast. “There are… some in Aventoll who are wary of gifts like mine, and the Lakuna Children would understandably be one such group. Their relationship to the land and the sea and the very Heart of this world has always been quite unique. They are not of the Order the way the other peoples of Aventoll are.” 
 
    “Still…” I stepped forward and hugged her tight. “Don’t think anything of it. We all know you’re sweet and gentle and wonderful. Nova’s smart, she’ll see that once we calm her down.” 
 
    I supposed it made a backwards sort of sense. The Lakuna Children, as evidenced by their mermaid-like biology, felt so at home in the water, despite the threat of the Ocean’s Knowledge. They probably saw the Ocean, and by extension, its Knowledge, as something cursed and dangerous. So, someone who dabbled in that Knowledge, when it was generally assumed that consuming the water would turn anyone mad, would naturally be someone the siren-people were wary of. 
 
    I kissed Amaya’s forehead, between her glossy horns, and she leaned into the touch. 
 
    “I’ll go talk to her,” I said. “You stay here and let Shay pamper you, like you deserve.” 
 
    “Like the bride deserves,” Shay confirmed with a nod. 
 
    “I’ll come with you, Alex,” Zoie said, and she reached for her clothes to pull them back on. She was the one who knew Nova best, aside from me, and while I didn’t want to make the siren-woman feel ganged-up on, I also didn’t want her to feel like I was lying to her. Having two people tell her the same thing, that Amaya was harmless, was more likely to convince her than just one. 
 
    “Sounds good.” I smiled at my cat-wife, and I gave Amaya one last squeeze before I let go. “We’ll handle this. Don’t you worry about it.” 
 
    “I trust you,” the oryx-woman said. “And I trust Zoie. I just… it’s been a while since I’ve encountered those… prejudices. And Nova seemed so sweet and kind.” 
 
    “She is,” I said. “She’s not used to how a lot of Aventoll works, I think. She was so sheltered.”  
 
    I knew why she’d been so sheltered, and honestly I didn’t want to think about it anymore than I had to, but now I realized maybe I should have. Of course, someone who’d grown up in a culture that was already so small and isolated, even before you factored in her pervert of a father, who would obviously have a vested interest in keeping her uninformed and docile, would not know a great deal about the outside world. 
 
    “I don’t hold it against her,” Amaya sighed. “Please don’t let her think I would. If she’s to be part of your-- our-- family, I want her to feel comfortable with me.” 
 
    “You’re too sweet,” Shay told her with a smile. “You absolutely deserve a proper marriage, you delightful thing.” 
 
    Amaya blushed deeply, and it comforted me to see her looking happy, despite what had happened.  
 
    Now, I just needed Nova to feel the same.  
 
    I grabbed some pants, and then Zoie and I left our phoenix-wife to pamper Amaya, and we set about finding where Nova had run off to. 
 
    She was in the hallway near the entrance, as it happened, and she looked more than a little lost. I could see the conflict in her maroonish eyes, because of course the Manta had come to represent a place of safety and comfort to her, but now that was juxtaposed by the danger she perceived in Amaya. 
 
    “Nova,” I said gently, and she whirled around to face me. “Are you alright?” 
 
    The siren-woman’s expression was desperate and distressed, and she backed away from Zoie and me, but slowly, like she was unsure of the decision even as she moved. The doors along the side of the hallway, that let out onto a long, wide balcony, were open, and her partially-dry indigo-colored hair blew across her face as she moved into the range of the breeze. 
 
    “Please, Nova,” Zoie said, in a similarly gentle tone to me. “We want to help you. Why are you so scared of Amaya?” 
 
    “She won’t hurt you, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I said. “She would never hurt you. She’s part of our family, just like you are. Family keep each other safe, right? We care for each other.” 
 
    “Safe…” Nova murmured, and I felt something hopeful blossom in my chest, because it seemed like she was coming around, but then she shook her head again. “No! Bad omen! Witch! Witch Maya!” 
 
    “She’s an augur, not a witch,” Zoie corrected. “Her abilities allow her to be closer with people, in their minds. She touched Alex’s mind, and mine, and Shay’s. If she was a threat, we would know. We would have seen it in her mind.” 
 
    Nova only looked more upset by this. 
 
    “Tricks!” she said. “Witch twists minds!” 
 
    “She hasn’t done that, Nova,” I promised. “Believe me, I know what it’s like to have my mind fucked with, I really do.”  
 
    That was why, when Mozz, a lizard-girl and Nova’s own half-sister, had tried to shove me into the Dark Realm, she’d fallen through the cracks in my mind and been dragged along with me. I was fine now, thank Mercedes, but it had been an unpleasant time to have to meditate just to keep my mind from splintering apart. 
 
    Nova seemed a little less suspicious when I said that, so I continued. 
 
    “I’ve had my mind invaded,” I said. “I’ve had it… cracked. Damaged. But Amaya doesn’t do that, she would never do that. You have nothing to fear from her.” 
 
    For a moment, I was really convinced I’d managed it, managed to convince the siren-woman that she had nothing to fear from the augur. But then, a second later, I realized I must have mentally jinxed it or some shit because she screwed her eyes shut and shook her head again. 
 
    “Witch Maya!” she wailed. “Bad! Danger!” 
 
    And before Zoie or I could try to convince her otherwise, she turned away from us and ran out onto the balcony.  
 
    We chased after her, but only so far, because Nova didn’t check her speed in the slightest as she approached the balcony’s railing. Instead, she jumped up and over the barrier, and as she arced gracefully through the air, her green legs transformed into a shimmering, scaled tail. 
 
    By the time Zoie and I reached the edge of the balcony, Nova was already too far beyond our reaches. My hands closed around the metal rail, and it was cool and solid against my palms where only minutes before I had been caressing Nova and Zoie’s warm, smooth skin. I leaned over the side just in time to see Nova vanish into the water, tail and all, with a flawless dive worthy of the Olympics. 
 
    “I could follow her,” I said, and I was already mentally visualizing how I could climb up onto the rail of the balcony and jump into the water. “This isn’t the Ocean, and even if it was, we already know the Knowledge doesn’t harm me like it would you.” 
 
    Zoie worried her bottom lip, and her cat ears flattened against her head with concern. 
 
    “Alex, you’re not Lakuna,” she said. “Nova can swim much faster and deeper than you. Even if this isn’t Ocean water, there’s no way you could hold your breath for long enough.” 
 
    I winced, because she was surely right, I’d already almost drowned in this lake once, but then something sparked in my mind. 
 
    “Maybe not,” I said. “Maybe-- my time-trance ability. I could use it on myself, but like… partially.”  
 
    I could bring people into my bubble with me, like I’d done with Nova, so maybe I could leave myself partially out of it. 
 
    “What?” Zoie asked, and one ear perked up, which turned her expression from worried to confused. 
 
    “I can slow down time so it looks to others like I move quickly,” I said. “Quicker than trained warriors-- so quicker than Nova could swim, for sure. Maybe if I do that, but leave my lungs outside the bubble, my oxygen will last for real time, but I can still move fast enough to catch her.” 
 
    Zoie looked unsure. I knew it wasn’t because she doubted my skill with this strange ability, but the limits of the ability itself. Bringing someone else into my time-trance was one thing. Leaving my own body partially out of it was another. 
 
    “I could certainly move quick enough that I could take another breath,” I said, in an attempt to assuage her concern. “But we can’t just leave Nova out there. She’s terrified, and she doesn’t even have anyone besides us.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Zoie agreed. “But… oh, Mercedes, be careful, my love.” 
 
    I smiled gently and reached out to touch her cheek. 
 
    “Always,” I swore, and my cat-wife leaned into my touch with a soft purr as her blue eyes gazed into mine. “There’s no way I’m risking dying when we just found out you’re pregnant. I wouldn’t miss our kids for the world.” 
 
    “Okay.” Zoie flushed, even despite the worry that lingered on her face. “I trust you.” 
 
    I leaned forward to kiss her lips before I finally pulled away. She was still nervous, but she knew I was competent. She was the one who’d trained me, after all. 
 
    Then I climbed up onto the railing, and I was just about to dive into the water when the crystal-blue of the sky above turned blood red. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Panic shot through me even as I remembered there was no real danger. It was a learned response, from all those times that a Red Sky Event had preceded swarms of demons rising up from the earth, bent on destroying everything in their path. 
 
    But Shay, as the Incarnate, had healed the Heart of Om, so despite how I tensed at the scarlet sky, no demons arose from the beach below us. 
 
    “Alex,” Zoie said gently, and she reached out to touch my arm. She could not doubt see how on edge I was, and I reached up to cover her hand with my own. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her with a smile. “I’m okay.” 
 
    I might have been okay, but the native residents of the Island, like the Tatabo and the Okoba, weren’t. The moment the words left my mouth, a chorus of panicked cries arose from the shore below, and Zoie and I looked down to see the beginnings of what would surely become a terrified, frenzied mob. 
 
    “They don’t know,” I realized. “Shay’s healed the Heart, they’re safe.” 
 
    “Shay’s busy with Amaya,” Zoie said. “You’re her husband, and the Ambassador. You should be the one to explain it, I think.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed, but that didn’t mean I wanted to start shouting ‘attention people of Om’ from the balcony of the Manta like I was some kind of self-important would-be king.  
 
    I needed to find Elder Elmer and explain it to him. He would know how to go from there. 
 
    There was no time for a controlled, dignified descent that someone with a title like ‘Ambassador’ would probably be expected to execute, so I patted Zoie’s hand one more time before I climbed up onto the railing and dove off. I landed in the lake and then swam to the shore. It only took me a couple of minutes to reach the beach around the lake, but in that short time, the amount of people had increased massively. 
 
    This needed to be nipped in the bud, sooner rather than later. The Tatabo were enormous, and if they got spooked enough to start lashing out and throwing things, this really would become a dangerous situation. 
 
    “It’s all okay!” I told random Tatabo and Okoba as I squeezed past them. “It’s all going to be fine. ‘Scuse me, coming through. It’s all fine! Do you know where Elder Elmer is?” 
 
    “Alex Brightwood!” 
 
    I was relieved to hear the familiar voice of Madam Morta, and I squinted through the crowd to see the familiar sight of her huge, leathery bat wings. 
 
    “Madam!” I called back as I pushed myself between two particularly large sloth-people. “Are you alright? I’m looking for Elder Elmer! I need to tell him there’s no danger here, no demons are coming.” 
 
    “We are safe?” Morta asked me, and her eyes went wide with equal parts surprise and relief. “There are no demons?” 
 
    “There aren’t,” I confirmed. “You and the Omish are all perfectly fine!” 
 
    I could feel the worry rolling off everyone in thick waves, so I decided to try and handle it now and apologize to Elmer for perhaps speaking out of place later. 
 
    “Okoba!” I called loudly. “Tatabo! You have no reason to be afraid!” 
 
    A few of them heard and turned to me, mostly just the ones standing right beside me, so I spoke up again, louder this time. 
 
    “Omish! You’re safe! There are no demons!” 
 
    This attracted more attention, and I could see Okoba and Tatabo nudging one another and pulling more and more attention toward me and what I’d just said. 
 
    “Nooooo… daaaangeerrr?” one Okoba asked in a slow, lumbering voice. “Buuut… Reeeeed Skyyyyyy.” 
 
    That, I understood. Demons weren’t smart. In fact, they were pretty goddamned dumb. They were barely-alive constructs of sheer destruction and malice without a cunning bone in their bodies. With this in mind, it was kind of no surprise the Omish were all on edge, because the sky was still an angry red, but not a single demon had made itself known. They weren’t supposed to be smart enough to hang back, to plan, to ambush. But to people who didn’t know about Shay and the Incarnate, how else could the conspicuous lack of demons be explained? 
 
    “I know,” I said. “But it’s okay. You haven’t seen any demons yet, have you? I’m an Asher. It’s my job to destroy them if they show themselves. But there aren’t any here. I swear to you by Mercedes herself, you’re all perfectly--” 
 
    I broke off when the sky abruptly went from scarlet back to its typical azure blue, but I recovered quickly. 
 
    “There!” I grinned broadly. “See? All back to normal! No demons! You’re all safe!” 
 
    The Okoba mumbled something or growled or grunted and shuffled away, but the general tone of the sound had seemed pleased, so I considered it a victory and turned back to Madam Morta. 
 
    “We should probably find Elder Elmer,” I said. “He should address his people properly and explain everything to…” 
 
    I trailed off for the second time in as many minutes when something out of the corner of my eye caught my attention, and I turned to look at it properly. 
 
    Rickety House-- or, what remained of it, anyway-- looked different somehow. It took me a few moments to realize the mistiness that surrounded the wreckage of what had once been Nova’s home was not, in fact, fog from the lake, but a strange black mist that rose from the ruins themselves. It was some kind of… aura. Some dark aura. 
 
    Immediately, my mind began to race into overdrive. Was this some kind of new demon about to arise from Rickety House? Was there magic there so poisoned that even Shay’s healing of the Heart of Om hadn’t been able to cleanse it? 
 
    Before I could really get a chance to consider all this, my attention was once again redirected as Madam Morta put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Asher Brightwood,” she said, “I need you to come with me.” 
 
    I turned back to face her and saw the worry in her expression, so I followed without protest as she wound through the crowd. I could tell that with every passing moment, the Okoba and the Tatabo were getting more and more agitated, and something needed to be done to calm them down before things got outright violent. 
 
    And sure enough, they did. 
 
    Morta and I had just passed a small ‘clearing’ in the crowds when we heard a low, long bellow, and we both turned to see a brawl had broken out between two Okoba. Nearby Okoba appeared to be egging the two on, but Tatabo, despite being much larger and surely much stronger, were backing away from the fight and trying-- unsuccessfully-- to hide behind trees and boulders that were absolutely too small to conceal their massive forms. 
 
    The fight between the two Okoba wasn’t especially fast-paced, but the blows were heavy and well-aimed, and we needed to put a stop to it. 
 
    “What do we do?” I asked Morta. “How would Elder Elmer deal with this?”  
 
    We didn’t have enough time to actually find him ourselves, because every second this fight went on was another second where the tension and confusion would threaten to send everyone here into a panic. 
 
    Before Morta could answer me, however, I heard another cry of my name. 
 
    “Alex! There you are!” 
 
    I squinted through the crowd of sloth-people and plains giants to see Horus, Anwaar, and Zoie all rushing out onto the beach. Evidently, they’d taken the long way down from the Manta, but were no less eager to help. 
 
    Just as well, really. I was soaking wet, and I knew if Zoie had followed me into the water, while she would have probably been fine, on account of being a total badass, I would have worried about her health. 
 
    “What in Mercedes is going on?” Horus demanded when we got close enough to properly talk, and his gold-green eyes were fixed on the fight. 
 
    “I think they’re scared,” I said. “A Red Sky happened, but no demons have popped up. Go find Elmer, I’ll try to contain this.” 
 
    Horus, Anwaar, and Zoie dashed off to go and find the Elder, which left me and Morta to try and deal with the fight. I realized then the grunting noises coming from the two Okoba weren’t entirely sounds of exertion, and that they were speaking to one another as they brawled. 
 
    “Morta,” I said, and I turned to the bat-woman. “What are they saying?” 
 
    “They are arguing about you,” she told me. “They are unsure whether to trust you because you made the Red Sky disappear.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t make anything disappear, but… isn’t that a good thing?” I asked her with a frown. “Red Sky usually means demons, but it doesn’t now. They’re safe.” 
 
    Just as I thought I was getting the hang of Aventoll and its ways, it had to throw another curveball at me. Who would have expected me to consider the idea that some people might be pissed off that there weren’t demons coming out of the ground to kill them? 
 
    “It is the way of Om,” Madam Morta told me, and she spread her hands in a gesture that was both explanatory and slightly apologetic. “The Okoba believe it is a grave offense to interfere with the natural course of nature. For Mercedes made this world, and she made it as she intended. To interfere with her great design is to question her Knowledge and to suppose oneself as her equal.” 
 
    “I… guess I can understand that,” I admitted. “But I didn’t do that. I didn’t make the Red Sky go away. I’m just an Asher.” 
 
    “As far as the Okoba are concerned, you made it go away,” Morta said with a shrug. “Many of them believe their rightful place is within and among the trees of the forest, where the foliage is so dense the sky cannot be seen and the howling of the Red Sun cannot be heard.” 
 
    “Howling?” I asked. “When… since when does the sun howl?” 
 
    I’d heard the howling of demons, back before Shay had healed the Hearts of the Islands, and there had been demons to howl. But now I only heard the general, slightly nervous chattering of a large group of people. 
 
    Morta looked at me with surprise, and I found my gaze settling on her large bat-like ears. No doubt she could hear things I couldn’t. And apparently, the Okoba and Tatabo could hear those things, too. 
 
    “The sun weeps when it bleeds,” the bat-woman told me. “And the weeping does not stop as soon as the bleeding does. The pain lingers.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I realized. “So, the Okoba aren’t sure whether to trust me because they can still hear the sun… weeping. It’s still in pain, even if the Red Sky itself is gone.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Morta agreed somberly, and her gaze drifted back to the fight, which was still raging between the two Okoba. 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure how to jump in and stop it, but I knew I had to do that somehow, because I wasn’t just going to stand by and watch two sloth-people beat each other bloody. Maybe if I used my time-trance ability, I could jump in, push them apart from one another, and jump back out before any of those long, razored claws could catch me. 
 
    Just as I was about to shove myself between the two Okoba, there was a noise from behind me, and I looked over to see the crowd parting as Elder Elmer, flanked by Horus, Anwaar, and Zoie, approached. 
 
    He raised one hand, and the two Okoba leapt apart from one another with a sort of speed I had never before seen from one of the sloth-people, let alone two. They both bowed their heads and groaned something that sounded apologetic and deferential. 
 
    Elmer’s eyes then came to rest on me, and I bowed, too. 
 
    “Elder Elmer,” I said politely. 
 
    “Asher Brightwood,” Elmer said through Morta, who once again slipped easily into her role of translator as Elmer’s fingers began to move in precise gestures. “I am pleased to see you are alright, but I hadn’t expected to see you before this evening.” 
 
    “Nor I you, Elder,” I answered. “But as an Asher, it is my sacred duty to aid the peoples of Aventoll, especially in response to a Red Sky. I wanted to find you to explain your people are safe.” 
 
    “The sun still weeps,” Elmer remarked. “We can all hear the cries.” 
 
    “I admit, I can’t hear the sun,” I told him. “But I can promise you there will be no demons. The Heart of Om was cleansed so that nature may resume its natural, Mercedes-intended course, absent of the threat of the scourge.” 
 
    Pointing out the demons were an unnatural addition to this world seemed like a good way to go if I wanted the Okoba to believe I meant well and wasn’t dismissing their traditions. Demons really were a scourge and a poison, and even if I couldn’t claim responsibility for having freed Om from that danger, I certainly didn’t want the Omish thinking Shay or I or anyone else in my Crew meant them harm. 
 
    But it seemed my words, though they were obviously enough for Elmer, who nodded sagely, weren’t enough for the nearby Tatabo Plains people. 
 
    No doubt because they could still hear the howling of the ‘bleeding sun,’ they weren’t getting any calmer, no matter what Elmer or anyone else tried to tell them, and some of them even began running toward the edge of the lake. 
 
    Sound, I knew, was less intense underwater. Nova had slept through most of the chaos on the Soaring Light because she’d been asleep in the bathtub. But I was also pretty sure, just from looking at the panicking Tatabo Giants, that they probably couldn’t swim and definitely couldn’t float. 
 
    “We have to stop them!” Zoie gasped. “They’ll drown themselves!” 
 
    “It’s a fool who thinks he can control the People of the Plains.” Morta translated Elmer’s signs with a worried look on her face. “But we must do something. Asher Brightwood, do you have any ideas?” 
 
    “Not any that wouldn’t hurt them,” I admitted. Maybe I could use my time-trance power to slow them down and move them away from the water, but what then? Assuming I could even move the huge things, they’d just keep heading for the water’s edge anyway. “Are there any… any calming magic spells?” 
 
    “None that I know,” Horus admitted, but as much as I loved the guy, I wasn’t surprised. He specialized in alchemical magic, so I looked over to Anwaar. 
 
    “I might be a mage, but this… emotional manipulation, calming or angering a sentient creature… it’s complex,” she said. “I couldn’t cast a spell over all of them at once.” 
 
    “Well, we have to do something,” I said firmly. “Elder Elmer, do you think you could ask your tribe to help? The Tatabo are your fellow Omish, maybe they would listen to you.” 
 
    “I can try,” he answered through Morta’s translation. “But they are more closely connected to nature than any other people of Aventoll. Moving them away from their natural instincts is no easy feat.” 
 
    “Just until the sun stops weeping,” I said and looked to the assembled members of my Crew. “Can any of you hear it?” 
 
    “I can, a little, if I really focus,” Zoie said, and her cat ears twitched like she was trying to figure out which direction a sound was coming from.  
 
    Horus and Anwaar, meanwhile, shook their heads, but I wasn’t surprised. Falcons were known for their good eyesight, and ibexes were speedy.  
 
    “I understand why the Tatabo would want to get away from it,” Zoie added. “It really does sound heartbreaking.” 
 
    Maybe I was still a little bowled over by her announcement earlier, but I was met with a very sudden wave of affection for her, my fierce warrior wife who was still so compassionate that tears sprang to her eyes at the faintest sound of the weeping sun. I reached out and put an arm around her shoulders to comfort her, because tiny glints of tears had appeared in her blue eyes. 
 
    “Come on,” I said as I gave Zoie a squeeze before letting go. “They’re slow, but the lake isn’t that far. Maybe if we beat them to the water, we can encourage them to back up.” 
 
    “Actually, that might not be a problem,” Horus then said, and he raised an arm.  
 
    I turned to look where he was pointing and saw a small wave was beginning to build up far out in the lake. 
 
    As it grew closer to the shore, it grew bigger, until it began to crest, and I could make out the vaguest shape of a shadowy figure in the water. 
 
    “What in the Darkhells is that?” I heard Horus mutter, but I didn’t look at him, because I was too busy trying to make out what was in the water.  
 
    Was it some kind of dangerous sea monster? A demon from too far out that Shay’s Incarnate cleansing hadn’t been able to destroy it? 
 
    “Zoie, Anwaar, keep back,” I said. “Horus, you and me.” 
 
    Horus and I pushed through the crowds of Okoba and Tatabo, who were now mostly standing perfectly still as they stared, baffled, at the rising wave in the lake. As the falcon-man and I drew closer to the water’s edge, I realized it wasn’t the sight of the wave that had stopped them, but the sound that had come with it. 
 
    Music. Strange, ethereal, beautiful music. A singing voice, exactly what I’d imagined mythological sirens and angels to sound like, when I’d read of heavenly choirs, or beautiful sea creatures who lured unsuspecting sailors to their deaths. 
 
    And as soon as I heard that, I knew who was hiding behind the water.  
 
    I dropped my defensive stance and began jogging into the lake shallows, just as the wave started to fall and revealed Nova riding along the water like the goddess Aphrodite when she’d been born from sea foam. 
 
    “Nova!” I cried out, and I sloshed knee-deep into the water to take the green-skinned siren-woman into my arms. She was still in her True Form, and her scaly tail swayed back and forth happily as I scooped her up into a bridal carry. 
 
    “Alex!” she said contentedly, and she nuzzled me as she wrapped her arms around my neck. Despite having just been totally submerged in water, she didn’t feel cold or clammy. She didn’t even feel very wet. 
 
    “I was worried about you,” I admonished her lightly as I walked back toward the shore, and she bit her bottom lip in regret. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, and her wine-colored eyes gazed up at me apologetically. “Got… scared. Confused. Maya… Maya is okay?” 
 
    “She was worried about you, but I think she’ll be just fine,” I promised her. Both Amaya and Nova were so kind and sweet, I couldn’t imagine either of them holding a grudge against the other, and I was confident this would blow over quickly. 
 
    “Nova!” Zoie cried out as I came back onto dry land, and she ran forward to hug Nova and I. “Oh, we were so worried about you!” 
 
    She didn’t even give Nova a chance to reply before she took the green-skinned woman’s face in her hands and kissed her deeply.  
 
    Nova made a pleased noise as she and Zoie parted. 
 
    “Was that your singing?” my cat-wife asked her, and when she nodded, Zoie grinned. “It was beautiful. You managed to calm the Tatabo Plains people, stop them from hurting themselves.” 
 
    She gestured with one hand to the giants while her other hand wrapped around my arm and squeezed affectionately.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked her, and I bent down slightly to nuzzle her temple. “You looked a bit… rattled.” 
 
    “I was, a little,” Zoie admitted. “But I’m better now that the sun isn’t weeping, and Nova is back with us.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Nova said again. “Didn’t… didn’t mean to worry.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said gently. “Just… next time, if you get scared, know you can talk to us, okay? You don’t have to run and deal with things on your own.” 
 
    Nova nodded and burrowed her head into my collar again.  
 
    “Sun was sad,” she said into my neck. “Sun was crying. Didn’t… didn’t know what to do.” 
 
    “You can hear the sun weeping, too?” Zoie asked, and Nova nodded again. 
 
    “Mother sang when sad,” she explained. “Sun was sad. Tried to… cheer it up.”  
 
    “I think that might actually have worked,” I mused as I looked around at the Tatabo and Okoba and how all of them seemed a lot calmer now. I could tell just by looking that none of them could hear the weeping sun anymore. “You little genius.” 
 
    Nova giggled, but this was probably more because I poked her in the side than because I called her a genius. She returned to her more humanoid form so I could set her down on the sand, and I took her and Zoie’s hands in each of my own as we walked back toward Elder Elmer and the others. 
 
    “Elder,” I said and bowed deeply. “Is everything alright now?” 
 
    “Thanks to your Lakuna friend,” Elmer replied via Morta. “The sun no longer weeps, and it seems my people are now more willing to believe the Red Sky no longer means the scourge is coming from the sea, and that you, Alex Brightwood, are truly an ally to the People of Om.” 
 
    “I am your servant, Elder,” I said graciously and bowed again. “As an Asher, and as an Ambassador.” 
 
    Elmer smiled at me and made a few more quick gestures with his claws. 
 
    “I look forward to seeing you for the festivities this evening,” Morta translated. “But for now, I must leave you to speak with my people.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and Elmer shuffled off with Morta in tow. 
 
    “Was that your singing, Nova?” Anwaar asked kindly when Elmer was gone. “It was beautiful.” 
 
    “It was,” Horus agreed. “I’d only heard stories of the Lakunas’ singing voices, but that was… that was unlike anything I’d ever heard.” 
 
    “I’d love to hear you and Shay do a duet,” Zoie sighed wistfully. “It would be something truly magical.” 
 
    Nova’s eyes lit up at that, and she nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “Hey, maybe you two could do a song or something tonight,” I suggested. “Horus, why don’t you take Nova back so she can get cleaned up and mention it to Shay-- if she has a spare minute in between prepping Amaya.” 
 
    At the mention of Amaya’s name, Nova stiffened, and none of us missed it. 
 
    “Oh, darling.” Zoie smiled softly. “You don’t have anything to worry about with Amaya. She’s the kindest soul there is.” 
 
    “I… know…” Nova said slowly, and she looked equal parts guilty and nervous. “Just… sun was weeping… didn’t help… got confused. Poor Maya. Not a witch.” 
 
    “She isn’t,” Zoie confirmed. “And I know she won’t hold it against you once she sees how apologetic you are. Why don’t you go back with Horus and Anwaar and speak to her, alright?” 
 
    Nova looked first at Zoie, then at me. Then something in her jaw set determinedly, and she nodded. 
 
    “Alright,” she said, and she leaned forward to kiss Zoie on the cheek, then me on the lips. She lingered a few seconds, but she grinned before she allowed Horus and Anwaar to lead her away. 
 
    The moment they vanished, obscured by the remaining Omish still on the lakeshore, Councilman Sha-Kane appeared, almost as if from nowhere. 
 
    “Alex,” he said urgently. “Are you alright? Is Horus alright?” 
 
    “We’re both fine, Councilman,” I promised. “Everyone’s fine. There were no demons.” 
 
    “No demons?” the osprey-man echoed, and his eyes went wide. “How? The sky was red!” 
 
    “It was,” Zoie said. “But that no longer has to mean demons.” 
 
    Sha-Kane eyed her and pulled a letter from out of his pocket. 
 
    “I suppose this might have something to do with a letter I just received from Lord Gavlain Mec, on Nata?” he asked us. “He mentioned how there was a Red Sky event not too long ago, but there was also a fantastical beam of bright light. After that, the sky returned to normal, and there have been no sightings of demons since.” 
 
    “It might have something to do with that, yeah,” I told him. I wasn’t entirely sure how much I wanted to tell him about Shay’s Incarnate abilities. It was one thing to be told your daughter had fabled powers, but it was another to specify just what those powers were, and that they included the ability to heal the Hearts of Aventoll themselves. 
 
    Zoie, however, didn’t know anything about Sha-Kane’s connection to Shay and Horus. 
 
    “Lord Mec has nothing to worry about,” she said. “Shay has always been careful with these sorts of things. She wants only to help people.” 
 
    Sha-Kane stared at Zoie, then at me. 
 
    “What in the Darkhells does Shale-Lea have to do with this?” he demanded. “Is she in danger? What kind of power could she possibly be connected to that she can affect the Red Skies and the scourge?” 
 
    Zoie blinked, but of course she had no context for any of this. Still, I saw her ears flatten against her head in wariness, and she looked at me for a signal on how to react. 
 
    I stood my ground. 
 
    “Shay is perfectly safe, Councilman,” I said. “She knows better than any of us how this works. It’s her power, after all.” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn about that.” Sha-Kane frowned. “I’m her father, Mercedes damn it! I want to know she’s not risking burning up her very soul!” 
 
    “Her… father?” 
 
    Sha-Kane flinched like Zoie had struck him rather than simply said two words. 
 
    “Ms. Zoie,” he began. “Y-You have to understand, I… Well… Shale-Lea and Horus, they…” 
 
    “Horus, too?” she asked as her ears stood straight up on her head. “You’re their father? Not that awful Archus Doler man?” 
 
    “No,” Sha-Kane sighed. “Or… yes. I am. Archus isn’t. Wasn’t.” 
 
    He dragged an exasperated hand down his face, and I could see why. He’d gone to such great pains to keep this secret, and now it was crashing down around his ears because of one slip up in a moment of paternal concern. 
 
    Zoie’s face hardened as she looked at the Councilman, and I was once again reminded of just how deadly my cat-wife could be. 
 
    “They don’t know, do they?” she said. It was phrased like a question, but her tone of voice made it clear that she wasn’t asking. “Shay and Horus have no idea you’re their real father.” 
 
    “No,” Sha-Kane agreed. “And at least for the time being, they will continue to have no idea.” 
 
    “Will they?” Zoie asked, and her words were cold and hard as stone. “Because I think that’s something they’re entitled to know. And unless you plan to try and beat me in a fight, there’s nothing you can do to stop me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Zoie and Sha-Kane stood opposite one another, with their shoulders squared and their jaws set in a standoff. 
 
    “How long have you known?” Zoie demanded of the osprey-man, and his feathers literally ruffled with irritation and maybe a hint of shame. 
 
    “Since Horus was born,” he answered. “Their mother, Alana, she and I…” 
 
    “Why haven’t you told them?” Zoie snapped, and her cat ears pressed back flat against her head. I was again taken aback by her ferocity, but of course she had never been the type to lie down and accept an injustice, especially against those she considered her family. “Doler was cruel to them. Why did you condemn them to his parenting?” 
 
    “I thought it was for the best, at the time,” Sha-Kane explained, and there was no missing the edge of indignation to how he spoke. Part of him was angered at how Zoie was speaking to him, even though he knew she had every right to be suspicious and hurt on behalf of Shay and Horus. 
 
    “And now?” Zoie asked. “Archus Doler is dead. He has been for some time. What possible reason could you have to continue hiding this from them? Do you not wish for them to know their true father?” 
 
    “There is nothing I wish more fervently,” the Councilman answered in a cold tone. “They are my blood, my children, and I could not be prouder of their accomplishments. But I have my reasons. I do not wish to besmirch their honor with my past mistakes. There are things I must yet contend with, so I will thank you to let family affairs stay within the family.” 
 
    “Shay and Horus are my family,” Zoie said, and her blue eyes glittered with determination. “Shay is my wife just as she is Alex’s. Horus is my brother by law. I would protect them with my life.” 
 
    “And for that, you have my thanks,” Sha-Kane said. “Truly. But you must understand, I have no wish to hurt them. I simply want to be a worthy man when I tell them the truth. I don’t want Horus to have to inherit the burden of my past mistakes.” 
 
    Zoie leaned back slightly as she realized just what the osprey-man meant, and her eyes went wide.  
 
    “You owe a blood debt,” she said softly, and I saw her posture change from defensive to stunned. “Don’t you?” 
 
    Sha-Kane bowed his head in what was both a nod and an admission of shame. “I do. And I will do whatever it takes to see Horus and Shale-Lea never have to pay for more of the mistakes I made in my youth. So, please, I beg you, don’t tell them just yet. I swear I will, just as I swore to Alex.” 
 
    “You knew?” Zoie turned to face me, and her expression was shocked.  
 
    “Only since we went to check out the pirate loot,” I said quickly. “And he said the same to me, that he had affairs to sort out, that he wanted to make sure he was worthy before dumping a major reveal on them like that. You have to know I love Shay as much as you do, Zoie. I don’t want to freak her out any more than absolutely necessary.” 
 
    One of my cat-wife’s ears pressed flat against her head as the other remained straight up, which made her look a little quizzical as she mulled this over. 
 
    At last, she seemed to come to a decision.  
 
    “Alright. I won’t tell Shay and Horus… I won’t tell them. That is your secret to reveal, theirs to learn.” 
 
    The osprey-man visibly relaxed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me, I’m not doing it for you,” Zoie said firmly. “They are my family. They are who I’m doing this for.” 
 
    I’d pretty much said the same on the pirate ship, so I was relieved to see Zoie take the same stance, because it meant my instinct had been right. If Zoie, an Aventoll native, took the same stance as me, then it was almost certainly the correct thing to do. 
 
    I reached out and put an arm around Zoie’s shoulders to pull her into a hug, and I pressed a soft kiss to the crown of her head, between her ears. 
 
    “We’ll be there for them when they find out,” I told her. “That will be enough. No matter what, they won’t doubt for a second they have a family who loves them.” 
 
    Sha-Kane watched Zoie and I for a few seconds, and his expression was almost wistful. 
 
    “I am grateful to you both,” he said. “And to the Mec Sisters, and everyone else in your, ah, ‘Crew,’ that my children have found themselves such a family. Archus and I both failed them, albeit for different reasons and in different ways. But it’s a relief to see my son and daughter are still loved.” 
 
    “Just try to sort out whatever it is quickly,” I said to the Councilman. “The longer we have to keep this in the dark, the longer you wait after Archus’ death, the more painful it’s going to be for them.” 
 
    Sha-Kane bowed his head again. “Believe me, I know.” 
 
    He dragged a hand down his face slowly, and it was almost like I was watching him wipe away the conversation itself, because when his hand fell back to his side again, he was smiling. 
 
    “Now,” he said. “On a more cheerful note, I thought it might interest you to know I have some information on the Lakuna Children.” 
 
    Zoie and I both visibly perked up. 
 
    “You do?” I asked, and Sha-Kane nodded. 
 
    “I have traveled far and met many interesting people with many interesting books,” the osprey-man explained. “And I know you have a… friendship with what is widely believed to be the last living Lakuna Child in Aventoll. If you like, I could speak with Mr. Jenner and help him expand on his archive records of the Lakuna.” 
 
    I stared at the Councilman for a long moment. 
 
    “That’s… really decent of you, Councilman,” I finally managed. My arm was still tight around Zoie, and her fingers dug into my arm with a sort of frantic anticipation. Both of us-- in fact, the entire Crew-- were eager to learn more about where Nova had come from, what had happened to her people, and the strange language only she was able to read. 
 
    I pushed those particular thoughts aside, though. At least for now, I didn’t want to think about the mysterious book that might have been Nova’s mother’s diary, the fact her mother may have been the last Prophetess, and the lengths Krev Alda had gone to in order to try and locate the next Prophetess. 
 
    “I’d really appreciate it,” I continued to Sha-Kane, and I gave a small bow. “As would Nova, I’m sure. She seems… pretty in the dark about her own culture.” 
 
    Not that it was surprising, given her bastard of a father. 
 
    “Well, then, I would be happy to discuss this with Mr. Jenner.” Sha-Kane smiled at me, and I swore I could see a hint of relief in his eyes. “Though perhaps it would be more suitable to wait until after tonight’s festivities.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said with a grin, and Zoie nodded firmly. “Tonight’s about having fun and relaxing a little.” 
 
    The three of us then began to head back up to the Manta ship, but we had only just walked into the main hallway when Jenner came careening around a corner with such speed he nearly bowled Sha-Kane over. 
 
    “Oh! Councilman! My apologies, I didn’t see you there, I--”  
 
    Jenner very abruptly stopped talking when he noticed Zoie and me standing next to the osprey-man, and his jaw literally dropped open. 
 
    “What in Mercedes are you doing?” he cried out and flailed his arms toward us. “We’re supposed to be having a grand banquet this evening! Why do you look like you just had a brawl on the lakeshore?” 
 
    “Uh, because we kind of did,” I told him blankly. “Well, not us specifically, but there was a brawl. Wait, hang on. Did you not see the Red Sky?” 
 
    “I’ve been in the library,” Jenner deadpanned. “Researching relevant Omish etiquette and-- other things.” 
 
    I decided not to ask what these vaguely ominous ‘other things’ were right now, since I had other stuff to focus on. 
 
    “Councilman Sha-Kane reckons he can provide some information about Nova,” I told the koala-man. “He’s come across a lot of old knowledge about the Lakuna Children that he thinks could be of use in translating that book, among other things.” 
 
    “You do?” Jenner almost literally lit up at that, and his eyes went wide behind his spectacles. “How exciting! You and I must have a proper chat tomorrow, Councilman, I’d love to pick your brain over a pot of tea. The Lakuna are--” 
 
    “Are one of the most elusive cultures in all of Aventoll,” Sha-Kane agreed sagely. “I would be only too happy to oblige, Mr. Jenner. But as you said, tomorrow.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Jenner nodded. “We have big plans for tonight. Speaking of which-- Alex! You need to get ready! You can’t attend this evening looking like that!” 
 
    In my defense, with everything that had happened today, dressing up for festivities had kind of slipped my mind. With all the panic of Nova being scared of Amaya, the Red Sky, and then the Tatabo nearly drowning themselves, I hadn’t been overly focused on making sure I stayed looking nice. 
 
    But it was no matter. I’d bathed earlier, I could bathe again. 
 
    Jenner directed me upstairs, and I had another bath, which was considerably quicker and less exciting than the last one, if a lot more effective at actually getting me clean. When I emerged into my room, partially-dressed, my thoughts about what I was supposed to wear this evening were halted by the sight of Horus standing there. 
 
    It was less the fact that Horus was in the room than the fact he was wearing some very strange clothes I’d never seen before. It didn’t look at all like the armor I’d been expecting us all to wear this evening. It looked more like something out of a socialite gala. 
 
    “I thought diplomacy was all about subtle displays of strength,” I said to the falcon-man when I walked in. “Showing we’re stronger together, or whatever.” 
 
    “Oh, this?” Horus asked and looked down at himself. “Well, we thought we’d make it a little more special for tonight. Add a bit of extra flair.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “But why?” 
 
    Horus moved toward me and brandished some kind of undershirt that looked so white and poofy I half-suspected it had been taken right out of a Jane Austen novel. But the material was soft against my skin, and when I laced it up, it fitted me well. 
 
    “Well, you want to look nice for your new wife, don’t you?” the falcon-man asked with a teasing smile. 
 
    The realization hit me a second later, and I turned to stare at Horus, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “This is wedding clothing, isn’t it? Aventoll wedding clothing?” 
 
    “Specifically, these outfits are Natavian,” Horus told me. “And a bit of Alem, since that’s where Ani and Amaya-- and most of the Mec family aside from Gavlain-- live.” 
 
    “A wedding?” I asked. “Like… a real wedding?”  
 
    That was a lot to dump on a guy all at once. I mean, I obviously loved Amaya, and I’d already asked her to be my wife, but having a proper ceremony… that was a Big Fucking Deal. 
 
    “At least this explains why Shay was so adamant about pampering Amaya earlier,” I muttered, more to myself than to Horus. “So, it’s happening today?” 
 
    “Just before the banquet,” the falcon-man confirmed. “A little ceremony to celebrate and officially welcome Amaya and Ani into our Crew. Family. You know what I mean.” 
 
    “And Ani?” I repeated and gave him a sly look. “So you two will be tying the knot, too?” 
 
    “Knot?” Horus asked blankly. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said with a wave of my hand. “Turn of phrase. Are you marrying Ani tonight, too?” 
 
    “Well, technically this isn’t a fully official marriage, since she’s still part of the Order,” the falcon-man reminded me. “But… Ani and I are already married.” 
 
    I stared at him. “You what? Since when? How come you never told me!” 
 
    Horus let out a laugh that was part amused and part sheepish. “In my defense, Chief, we’ve both been really damn busy! I barely had the chance to marry her, let alone to tell anyone about it! Plus, with all the stuff with the Order, and me being an exile… it was safer for everyone if no one knew for the time being.” 
 
    “But you’re not an exile anymore,” I pointed out. “You’re a respected Duelist and an Asher. You’re the brother to the Incarnate and--” 
 
    I cut myself off at the last second. I’d been going to say ‘and the son of a distinguished Councilmember’ but had caught myself at the last moment. I tried not to be too obvious as I corrected myself. 
 
    “--and my best friend.” 
 
    “Aw, you flatter me,” Horus teased and batted his eyes at me.  
 
    I huffed and shoved him away, even as I smiled. 
 
    “Come on, help me get this stuff on. I wanna look nice for my new wife.” 
 
    “Maybe you should wear a mask then,” the falcon-man suggested, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Mercedes help Anwaar that she wants to marry a bad comedian like you,” I lamented. “Maybe if she devotes herself enough, Mercedes will grant you a proper sense of humor.” 
 
    “Maybe if Amaya devotes herself enough, Mercedes will grant you a better face.” 
 
    I snorted as Horus helped me into the Actually Way More Complicated Than It First Looked outfit, with all its buttons and Tiny Details Of Great Significance. Wearing a certain badge on the left side of the chest meant something totally different than wearing it on the right. Because of my Duelist rank, I had to bear in mind the precise placement of my stone, and the military-esque sash that went over my shoulder and under an epaulet. The colors of everything were apparently the official colors of the House of Mec and the House of Brightwood, since they were the houses to be joined in this ceremony. 
 
    “Wait, since when do I have house colors?” I asked Horus as he explained this all to me. 
 
    “Shay came up with it,” he answered. “You originally married her because you knew she’d be able to manage the finer points of running an estate, right?” 
 
    I had, though it sounded a little callous now, when I considered how completely Zoie and I had fallen in love with her. 
 
    “So, she gave me colors?” 
 
    “She did. She also has a few designs with your house seal, if you’re interested in one of those, too.” Horus flashed me a wink. “My personal vote is for the tree with three stars above it.” 
 
    “Brightwood,” I realized with a nod. “That sounds nice. Will I be expected to get banners and pennants embroidered? Tattoo it on all my vassals? Get a massive version made of solid gold and hang it above the entrance to the Manta?” 
 
    Horus laughed. “You can if you want, but it would be a little tacky. Only the oldest, stuffiest houses really care about that sort of thing these days. You might be expected to hang a banner during big events, like a banquet or a marriage, but most people just have signet rings or pendants. Maybe an embroidered tunic.” 
 
    “And your house?” I asked him. “Do you have colors and a seal? If not, Zoie can make you one. She did an awesome job on ours.” 
 
    A shadow crossed over the falcon-man’s features, but only for a moment, then he was smiling at me again. 
 
    “I rather think my house is due a… redesign, don’t you think?” he said. “Something that highlights we’ve moved on since my father. And maybe something about Shay being the Incarnate.” 
 
    I could picture it, a crest like a phoenix, a house literally rising from the ashes of one man’s cruelty and paranoia, which had threatened to crush it. Hopefully, Horus wouldn’t come to a final decision on that until after Sha-Kane had managed to speak to him, because I was sure both of them-- and Shay-- would relish the opportunity to found a new house together, reunited as a family. 
 
    But I couldn’t say any of that to him right this second. Not without breaking my word to the osprey-man. 
 
    I decided to change the subject. 
 
    “When did you and Anwaar even get married?” I asked Horus. “Like you said, we haven’t exactly had a lot of free time recently.” 
 
    “We haven’t,” Horus agreed. “It was just after Ani almost got kidnapped on Terr, actually. Remember the Illusionist gang?” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” I muttered, and I couldn’t quite keep the scowl off my face at the memory. “So, you guys decided a sort of… ‘life is short’ thing?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Horus said with a nod. “Between that, and then my whole… situation, with the Wolf-people. We knew waiting around for it to be a ‘good time’ might not end up being possible, so we asked Gavlain to officiate, since he was able to provide a blessing to the union as the head of Ani’s family.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Does that mean I need to get Gavlain here? So he can provide his blessing for Amaya and me?” 
 
    “No, you should be fine, everyone knows he likes you,” the falcon-man assured me. “And since you’re the head of your own family, like I am of mine, you don’t need anyone to sanction it from your side.” 
 
    “Well, I need Amaya to agree to it,” I said with a grin. I wasn’t one of those power-hungry assholes who married women just for status, who didn’t care about what the women thought of it. 
 
    “I think she’s on board,” Horus drawled and grinned back. He then stepped away from me and looked me up and down. “Okay, that all looks about right, according to the notes Jenner gave me. I think you’re good to go, Chief.” 
 
    Of course Jenner would have compiled notes on the exact placement of every piece of clothing. I had to smile fondly as I thought of it, though. I didn’t know what I would have done if Rylan and I hadn’t been able to save the koala-man from his mind curse. 
 
    “Awesome,” I said and glanced at my reflection in the mirror. I did look pretty damn cool. Very official, very put-together. I then turned to Horus. “I’m proud of you, man.” 
 
    “What, for dressing you properly?” Horus scoffed. 
 
    “No,” I said with another roll of my eyes. “For… taking that leap. With Anwaar. You two deserve that kind of happiness. I’m glad you’re making the most of it. Even if she is still beholden to the Order. For now.” 
 
    “For now,” the falcon-man agreed. “You know, I’m actually quite curious to see what Shay has planned. She mentioned she wanted to include some marriage traditions from your own culture, too.” 
 
    “She did,” I sighed, and then something hit me. “Actually, with that in mind, do you want to be my best man?” 
 
    “Your… what?” Horus asked with a perplexed expression. 
 
    “Best man,” I repeated. “It’s like… my right-hand man. You stand at the end of the aisle with me and, uh… well, typically you hold the ring I’m meant to give to my wife. The maid of honor does the same for the bride. They’re like… the main backup, if anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “So, it’s an important part, then?” Horus asked. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty important,” I said. “The best man is usually, like, the groom’s brother, or his best friend.” 
 
    “Aw, I’m your best friend?” Horus teased, and I huffed again. 
 
    “Or I could ask Jenner,” I said flatly. 
 
    “Oh, come on! Don’t do that!” he cried out through his laughter. “I’ll be your best man! I’ll be the best ‘best man’ you’ve ever seen!” 
 
    “That’s just what I wanted to hear,” I said as I grinned at him and looped an arm around his shoulders.  
 
    Plus, I reckoned it made a nice tidy circle, given that Shay had been the one who was so adamant about having Earth traditions in this ceremony and would surely have appointed herself as maid of honor to Amaya, with Zoie, Nova, and Anwaar as the rest of the bridal party. 
 
    I just wished I’d been able to have a proper bachelor party. Though, then again, rummaging around a pirate’s hoard of gold with my best friend was pretty damn fun, and we were all set to have a completely insane party tonight. That would more than make up for it. 
 
    Once Horus was finally satisfied with our ensembles, we headed downstairs to the main hall to find that, even though I couldn’t have been upstairs for more than forty minutes maximum, the entire hall had been utterly transformed. 
 
    Gauzy white fabric draped from the windows, which cast everything in a soft light. Colorful flowers were woven into a huge archway at the end of the hall, where a small platform had been erected, and Jenner waited patiently at the end with a huge book on a pedestal in front of him. Rylan, Bodin, Vel-Rala, and everyone other than my wives were clustered on both sides of a long white carpet that led down the hallway from the entrance to where Jenner waited, and each of them were holding more brightly colored flowers. 
 
    It was basic, by Earth standards. Frugal, really, because there weren’t even chairs, and while everyone was dressed nicely, it was clear they’d been working with whatever was close to hand.  
 
    But it was my family and friends, my Crew, and just the fact of that was almost enough to bring actual tears to my eyes. 
 
    This was really happening. An actual wedding. I loved Amaya and Shay and Zoie, but this felt… this felt more real. All at once I understood why people on Earth always liked to make such a fuss about weddings. It really was a shift, it really did make a difference. 
 
    I really was married, and I really was getting married again. 
 
    For a moment, I wanted to turn and run. Not away, just to whichever room Amaya was getting ready in, with Shay, Zoie, and Nova. I wanted to pull them all into my arms and kiss them. I loved them all so much it hurt to think of it, like there was a tightness in my chest, just a build-up from how much I cared for them, and I had to get it out somehow before I exploded. 
 
    I reached out and gripped Horus’ arm, and he turned to me with a concerned look. 
 
    “You mean a lot to me, you know that?” I said to him. “You’re like a brother to me.” 
 
    It was a testament to how emotional everyone was that Horus didn’t smirk or make a silly little joke. He just grinned at me and nodded. 
 
    “And you to me, Chief,” he said. “Now, come on, let’s get you married.” 
 
    We both walked down the aisle, and I took my place next to Jenner while Horus took his place next to me. Jenner shot me a kind, almost fatherly smile and then raised a hand, and the doors at the end of the hall opened to reveal the bridal party. 
 
    Nova was the first to emerge, in a deep red dress that perfectly matched the scarlet petals she spread across the white aisle as she walked. Shay must have informed her of the purpose of a flower girl and, in lieu of an actual girl, they’d chosen Nova. I liked how she was involved, because it made clear the siren-woman had gotten over her nervousness around Amaya, and that she really did want Amaya to be part of our family. 
 
    Behind her came, of course, Shay. As maid of honor, she lit the way for Amaya just as she lit the way for Aventoll as the Incarnate. Her dress was also deep red, which contrasted the white bouquet of flowers she held in her hands. Where she’d gotten all these flowers from, I had no idea, but they were-- like her-- beautiful. 
 
    Behind her came Zoie and Anwaar, also in red, also with white bouquets, with their arms linked and their grins radiant. And last of all, with a bouquet of red flowers and a long dress of shimmering white, came Amaya. 
 
    For a second, I swore my heart actually stopped beating. 
 
    I barely even registered she was moving because I was so rapt. One moment, she was standing at the entrance, and the next, she was taking her place beside me in front of Jenner. 
 
    “You look… wonderful,” I said softly, and I knew I was gazing at her with the most sappy, moon-eyed expression ever, but I didn’t even care. 
 
    “You look pretty handsome yourself,” the oryx-woman replied with a slightly nervous giggle. “How did Shay do?” 
 
    “Oh, she did fantastically,” I promised, and I made a mental note to make sure I properly thanked her for all her efforts. Preferably with Amaya’s help. 
 
    “Ladies, gentleman,” Jenner then said, and everyone’s attention turned to him. “We are gathered here to celebrate the union of Alex Brightwood and Amaya Mec. Before we begin, does anyone object to their union, or have reason why these two should not be joined?” 
 
    Wow, Shay really had managed to get a lot of the details right. That ‘objection’ clause was mainly seen as a joke these days. A kind of holdover that was kept because it was funny, rather than because people actually acted on it. Still, I had to commend my phoenix-wife’s meticulous attention to detail. 
 
    But a moment later, when the doors to the hall burst open, I realized I may have spoken-- or thought-- too soon. 
 
    Captain Nemis stood in the doorway looking furious. His hands were both braced on the doors from slamming them open, but he pulled one away to point directly at us. 
 
    “I object!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    I, and everyone else assembled in the hall, stared at Captain Nemis as he glared at us all. His teeth were gritted, his shoulders heaved with panting breaths, and he looked more than a little bit mad. 
 
    “You… object to this union?” Jenner asked in a very careful tone, and he glanced between Nemis, Amaya, and myself. “On what grounds?” 
 
    Nemis blinked back at the koala-man, and his anger turned to puzzlement. 
 
    “Union? What union? I object to him!” 
 
    He pointed again, this time more clearly, and I wasn’t at all surprised to see he was pointing squarely at Bodin, who looked like he was trying to sink behind the bouquet of brightly-colored flowers he was holding and become invisible. Next to him, Vel-Rala was awkwardly patting his shoulder. 
 
    “I object to him standing in this house!” Nemis went on. “I object to him benefiting from what he put our family through! I object that he should be given any respect or mercy for his selfishness!” 
 
    As Sha-Kane, Horus, and I had been rowing back from the newly re-christened Midnight, I remembered I’d suggested we should bring Nemis off the Soaring Light, since it would have been unfair to leave him imprisoned, alone, aboard his own ship. But now, as I saw how the captain was practically foaming at the mouth with rage, I suspected we maybe should have just left him on the Soaring Light to cool off. 
 
    And, sure enough, when I glanced at Councilman Sha-Kane, because he was obviously the person who’d arranged Nemis’ relocation, the osprey-man looked more than a little dismayed. And faintly embarrassed. Even the flowers clutched in his hands appeared to droop a bit. 
 
    Regardless, whoever Sha-Kane had enlisted to transport Nemis off the Manta had done a pretty shoddy job of it if he’d managed to get free and run around through the house.  
 
    At least he’d come across Bodin in a room full of witnesses. 
 
    “Captain,” Amaya began in a gentle, soothing tone. “Can’t we all sit down and discuss this calmly? Bodin is your family.” 
 
    “That traitor lost the opportunity to have a calm discussion when he ran away!” Nemis snarled as he reached behind himself and pulled out what looked like a metal rod from the back of his pants, and I realized then that whoever Sha-Kane had sent to take Nemis off the Soaring Light was probably tied up in the ship’s hold. Nemis must have managed to loosen one of the bars on his cell enough to remove it, and when Sha-Kane’s helpers arrived to take Nemis to shore, the captain must have sprung some kind of surprise attack on them. No doubt there was a small rowboat abandoned on the shore of Lake Lakuna right now. 
 
    Nemis waved the cell bar around like it was a sword, before brandishing it toward Bodin. 
 
    “You lost the chance to plead your case in a civilized court when you abandoned our family!” Nemis continued in an enraged howl, but for the first time, I saw a glimmer of genuine pain in his expression as he spoke, a hint that what Bodin had done to Nemis, and to their entire family, had really hurt. 
 
    “I don’t know what you want me to do, cousin,” Bodin said from behind his flowers. “I did what I believed was best for everyone, and I cannot change the past. Even if I could, I don’t regret my actions. Even if they lead to me dying by your hand today.” 
 
    “Hey, whoa, no one’s dying,” I said firmly and raised my hands. I was pretty sure someone being killed in the middle of the ceremony was seen as a Bad Omen in Aventollian wedding traditions.  
 
    As well as being just a total mood killer. 
 
    “You are no master of mine, Asher Brightwood!” Nemis told me. “I am Nemis of House Hana, and by the ancient laws and traditions of Aventoll, by the doctrines founded in the light of Mercedes, I challenge that son-of-a-bitch to a Duel to the death!” 
 
    Nemis wasn’t an Asher, so I wasn’t entirely sure if he could actually challenge Bodin-- or anyone-- to an actual Duel, but since he and Bodin were both No-Ranks and therefore on equal ground, I didn’t expect anyone to jump in and stop the captain. 
 
    Nemis pointed his prison bar directly at Bodin, but Bodin did not move. 
 
    “Fight me, coward!” Nemis cried out. “Step forward and meet your fate!” 
 
    “I will not fight you, cousin!” Bodin stood up a little straighter now and passed his flowers to Vel-Rala. “I left to protect our family. I will not put your blood on my hands when I went to such lengths to preserve it.” 
 
    “Preservation? Is that what you call abandoning your royal duties? Purging yourself from our family histories? Making your mother believe you’d been kidnapped, or murdered, or even that you’d never existed at all and she had gone mad?” 
 
    Bodin actually flinched at the last barb, and I had to agree, it sounded especially harsh. But if Bodin had gone to the trouble of removing every mention of himself from the family records, it made sense how some people might question what they thought they remembered. 
 
    “I never intended to hurt anyone, Nemis!” Bodin insisted, and he stepped forward just a little, with his hands spread in a pleading posture. “I know leaving was… extreme. But I swear to you, I only had our family’s best interests at heart!” 
 
    “Your words mean nothing to me,” Nemis snarled. “Don’t swear on things you do not hold dear! Yours are the words of a liar and a coward. Fight me! Take back your honor in the only way left to you, or have the common decency to die in disgrace for what you’ve done!” 
 
    “Enough!” a voice cried out, and I turned to see Shay marching down the carpet, back up the aisle, toward Nemis. “Enough of this, right now! This was supposed to be a happy occasion for Alex and Amaya, and you’re ruining it with your childish, self-important grudges!” 
 
    “He lied to me!” Nemis scowled at my phoenix-wife. “To all of us! Have you any idea what it’s like, to believe something for years about your family, only to discover it was all a lie?” 
 
    Thank Mercedes neither Shay nor Horus were looking at me at that moment, because I couldn’t hide how I winced. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Amaya glance at me with concern, and Zoie stared at me knowingly. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter that he lied,” Horus said as he walked forward to defend his sister. “What matters is he’s here, alive. You can never get time back, when you lose someone. Be thankful Mercedes saw fit to return your lost cousin to you. Few people are presented with such a gift.” 
 
    Nemis snorted and waved his prison bar again. 
 
    “That man is no family of mine,” he said as he pointed to Bodin. “The cousin I loved died. I mourned him. I wept for him. He is an insult to the boy I loved, an insult to the very family he claims to have been protecting. I will not stand for it!” 
 
    “Nemis,” Bodin said in an even tone of voice. “Can we not wait? This is meant to be a happy day. And there’s a dinner later this evening--” 
 
    “I don’t care about dinners and weddings,” Nemis snapped. “And I know better than to give you time to slip away so you can run off and hide and continue to bring shame to the House of Hana. Duel me, right here, right now!” 
 
    “Alex, we have to do something,” Amaya said, and she tugged on my sleeve nervously.  
 
    I chewed the inside of my cheek as I thought, but I came up empty. 
 
    “I really think the best course of action would be to let them fight it out,” I admitted. “I don’t think Nemis is at the point where he could be talked down by anyone.” 
 
    “But he could hurt Bodin,” the oryx-woman insisted. “He could kill him. We have to help.” 
 
    I knew the rules for interfering in Duels, and as annoying as Nemis was, I didn’t want to help kill him. Especially not at my wedding. 
 
    I stepped forward. 
 
    “Prince Bodin of House Hana,” I said in my most important-sounding voice. “Captain Nemis of the Soaring Light. You have come here on the day of my wedding and insist upon a Duel. If this is to be the case, I demand the right to preside over that Duel, as a Rank-Six Asher and master of this House.” 
 
    It sounded a little bit Godfather-ish, but hopefully it would do the trick and avoid anyone being actually killed. 
 
    Bodin immediately bowed to me, since he no doubt had an idea of where I was going. Nemis, a few seconds later, reluctantly did the same, and when they both straightened, I continued. 
 
    “I think it would be in poor taste for the occasion of my marriage to be marked by a death,” I told them. “So, this Duel will not be to the death. You will also fight without weapons. Hand-to-hand only. The victor shall be whomever first persuades the other to concede defeat.” 
 
    I could see Nemis wanted to protest some of this, wanted to argue he should have the right to run Bodin through with the bar he was still holding, but since both the captain and Bodin were No-Ranks, they didn’t have a leg to stand on, and Nemis knew it. 
 
    “If you insist on our fighting, cousin,” Bodin said to the captain. “At least let me fight with honor.” 
 
    “You have no honor,” Nemis spat, and he literally pounced onto Bodin and tackled him to the floor. 
 
    It was hand-to-hand, so I couldn’t really object, but I did have to jump back out of the way as the two men grappled with each other on the ground. In between grunts of exertion and muffled cries of pain, I could make out the two of them arguing with one another. 
 
    “--did what I had to do--” 
 
    “--believe I ever loved a coward like you--” 
 
    “--no one believed a word I said--” 
 
    “--spouting your lies, just like when we were children--” 
 
    “--had to leave for the sake of the family--” 
 
    “--don’t expect me to believe you now--” 
 
    After several minutes, Bodin appeared to have the upper hand as he pinned Nemis to the floor with his weight, and his hands fisted in the captain’s shirt and prevented him from standing up. 
 
    “I never meant to hurt any of you!” he cried out desperately. “None of you! You didn’t believe me, so I had to go!” 
 
    “Didn’t believe you?” Nemis scoffed. “About what? All you spouted were lies and nonsense!” 
 
    “Exactly!” Bodin told him, and he shook Nemis as if for emphasis. “No one ever believed a word I said!” 
 
    I noticed a shift in Nemis’ expression then. Anger and hurt became a slow, careful realization. Bodin let go of Nemis’ shirt, and the captain fell back flat onto the floor with Bodin standing over him. Then Bodin outstretched a hand, and to the surprise of everyone watching, including myself, Nemis took it and allowed Bodin to pull him upright. 
 
    “There are… feuds, between the families of Leen,” Bodin explained, and it seemed like he was speaking more to me and the others than to his cousin. “For generations, these feuds have been acted upon with everything from harmless pranks to dangerous murder attempts, depending on the severity of the feud and the ranks of the families involved. I was the victim of one such… attack. When I was a young boy.” 
 
    “What?” Nemis murmured. “But… you never said.” 
 
    “I did,” Bodin told him desperately. “Often, and repeatedly. I said again and again that they had done something, but none of you believed me. Because that was it. They… they cast some kind of spell. On the family. So none of them, none of you, would believe a word I said.” 
 
    Nemis stared at Bodin owlishly and was stunned completely silent. 
 
    “I told you I wanted to leave, to keep everyone safe, to avoid having the family at risk,” Bodin said. “If I was gone, it would be as if there had been no curse, no… spell. Everything would go back to normal. The only one who was immune to it was Mel, and I think that’s because he wasn’t a member of the family proper.” 
 
    “Mel,” the captain muttered. “You mean the gardener?” 
 
    “He was the only one who believed what I had to say.” Bodin nodded. “So, I left with him.” 
 
    Nemis put a hand to his face and very slowly dragged it down. He seemed to age decades in an instant. All the rage and hurt had left him, and now it was just sober realization. 
 
    “So… why do I believe you now, cousin?” he asked. “Is it because we’re too far away from Leen?” 
 
    “Actually, I think it might have something to do with the Sisters Mec,” Bodin said, and he looked over first at Amaya, then at Anwaar. 
 
    Anwaar stepped forward and bowed her head respectfully, looking every bit the mage priestess. Her red dress seemed to ripple around her, like she was caught underwater. 
 
    “I removed the block on your mind placed there by Luhrmann and Aiken,” the ibex-woman explained to Nemis. “I wasn’t looking for a specific magical signature, so I simply removed any mind blockages I came across. I must have removed whatever spell was placed on your mind that relates to Bodin, too. I… didn’t even notice it, really. It wasn’t a particularly strong spell. No subtlety to it.” 
 
    That, I could understand. No wonder Bodin had left if every time he’d tried to make a statement, he’d been met with a simple ‘no, that’s just nonsense.’ 
 
    “So… all these years… you really did just leave to protect us,” Nemis said quietly, and Bodin nodded. 
 
    “I thought if I removed myself from the family records, the blow would be… lesser,” he said. “There would be less evidence of me. I could have still been used against the family, even if I wasn’t physically present for it. So, I tried to cover it-- myself-- up as best I could.” 
 
    “Then,” the captain said in a heavy voice as he reached out to place one hand on Bodin’s shoulder, “I suppose there is only one thing left to do. I am sorry, cousin. For everything.” 
 
    Nemis reached down, and for a split second I could see him picking up the prison cell bar he’d been waving around as a weapon earlier. I called up my time-trance ability in an instant, ready to leap into action to save my friend, but then I saw what Nemis was really doing. 
 
    From a pouch at his belt, he pulled out a hip flask. 
 
    “Asher Brightwood,” he said as he turned to me. The hip flask had been flicked open and, still with his free hand on Bodin’s shoulder, Nemis tipped the flask toward me in a toast. “You have my thanks and my congratulations!” 
 
    He drank deeply and then passed the flask to Bodin, who tipped it toward Amaya and me in a slightly more sheepish toast than his cousin’s, before he, too, drank. 
 
    “So, that’s it?” I asked Nemis, and I dared to let my voice turn a little cheerful. “Bygones are bygones?” 
 
    “Leenian family spats are common and cruel,” Nemis sighed. “Honestly, it makes a lot of sense that the cousin I loved so dearly would have left under those circumstances. I have to admit, though, a false-tongue curse is particularly insidious.” 
 
    “I bet,” I murmured. I couldn’t imagine living in a world where everyone I loved was convinced every word out of my mouth was a lie. “But, fortunately, Anwaar knows how to remove them. You might be able to go home, Bodin!” 
 
    “Oh, that would be wonderful,” Bodin said wistfully as he passed the flask back to Nemis. “But not right this moment. We’ve completely interrupted your wedding, Alex.” 
 
    “We have!” Nemis gasped. “You have my deepest apologies, Asher! I… well. I wasn’t in my right mind.” 
 
    “We’d noticed,” Amaya said with a giggle. “But all is forgiven, Captain. Please, take up some flowers. Join the festivities.” 
 
    “There aren’t any festivities just yet,” Jenner interjected pointedly. “I haven’t even begun this actual ceremony Shay gave me.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Shay cried out and threw her hands up in exasperation. “Now that we’re all satisfied Bodin isn’t going to be killed, can we get back to making a fuss over my darling husband and his new wife?” 
 
    “Agreed,” Zoie spoke up, and she looped her arm through Shay’s to pull the phoenix-woman off to the side, which left the aisle clear again. 
 
    Amaya and I retook our places in front of Jenner and faced one another. The oryx-woman’s smile was even more blinding than before, and behind her, Bodin took his flowers back from Vel-Rala and passed some of them to Nemis to hold. Now that everything had been ironed out, the captain was smiling cheerfully and seemed as if he didn’t have a care in the world.  
 
    I might have been a little freaked out by how completely his demeanor had changed if I hadn’t also been relieved. 
 
    Jenner then cleared his throat and began to read, and it was immediately clear Shay had tried to recreate traditional Earth wedding vows based off the snippets she’d seen in Amaya’s mind. 
 
    “We are gathered here today, before friends, family, and Mercedes, to witness the union of Alex Brightwood and Amaya Mec,” the koala-man read. “Alex, do you take Amaya as your wife, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer, ‘til death you should part?” 
 
    “I do.” I nodded firmly and grinned when Amaya flushed. 
 
    Jenner smiled at us both indulgently. 
 
    “And Amaya,” he continued. “Do you take Alex as your husband, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer, ‘til death you should part?” 
 
    “I do,” Amaya parroted my earlier response with an enthusiastic nod. 
 
    “Then by the power imbued in me, by the laws of Aventoll and the grace of Mercedes, it is my pleasure to pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss.” 
 
    Amaya lurched forward and wrapped her arms around my neck to pull me down into a deep kiss. I was only too happy to reciprocate, and I hugged her around the waist tight enough that when I leaned back, she lifted clear off the ground. Around us, I could hear everyone else clapping and whooping, and when I finally managed to tear myself away from Amaya, my new wife, I was immediately set upon by Zoie and Shay, who began showering the oryx-woman and I with kisses. 
 
    “Congratulations!” Shay cheered, and it was clear she was trying very hard to keep back tears. “Oh, Maya, darling, you’re officially part of our family, now!” 
 
    “She’s right,” Zoie said with a wide smile, and she kissed Amaya on each cheek, then the lips. “You’re stuck with us now-- ‘til death you part!” 
 
    “That reminds me, did I get it right?” Shay then asked me, and her emerald eyes were wide and eager. “I couldn’t remember everything in Amaya’s mind, and she was remembering what she saw from your mind, so I was worried I might have missed something important!” 
 
    “You didn’t, Shay,” I promised her and leaned down to kiss her forehead. “It was beautiful. It was perfect.” 
 
    “Well, the second go was perfect, anyway,” Zoie teased, and she kissed Shay’s cheek when the phoenix-woman pouted. 
 
    “I just wanted it to be special,” she said to Amaya and me with an earnest expression. “I love you both so much. You deserve to be spoiled!” 
 
    “Well, mission accomplished,” I said. “Now, I imagine Elder Elmer and the rest of the Omish are just about to arrive outside. We should get ready for our party.” 
 
    “A party after a wedding is an important part of marriages in your culture, isn’t it?” Amaya asked me, and I nodded. 
 
    “It’s not a strict requirement, but it’s certainly a lot of fun,” I said. “And that’s what a wedding should be above all else-- fun!” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if Bodin and Nemis brawling was ‘fun’ necessarily, but it was certainly memorable,” Zoie said as she leaned up to kiss my cheek. “But I am definitely looking forward to a proper diplomatic dinner.” 
 
    She and Shay then took Amaya by the hand, along with Nova and Anwaar, so they could all get changed into dresses that weren’t quite so Obviously From A Wedding Celebration. By the time the five women returned, they were all wearing different colored dresses, and while they were still all totally gorgeous, they looked like they were dressed for a gala rather than a wedding. 
 
    “How do I look, husband?” Amaya asked with a grin as she sidled up to me in a dress of shimmering silver.  
 
    I was just about to open the doors to the Manta to let our guests in, but I paused a moment to drag my eyes over her lithe, glittering form. 
 
    “Radiant,” I promised her before I threw open the doors, and the Omish delegation filed in. 
 
    “Alex Brightwood,” Madam Morta said cheerfully, and she walked alongside Elder Elmer, who made a few signs that, by this point, I had come to recognize meant ‘hello’ or something similar. 
 
    Kohen followed shortly behind them, and the lemur-man gave me a fond smile as he stepped forward to shake one of my hands with both his own. 
 
    “A pleasure to see you again, Asher Brightwood,” he said. “Thank you for opening your home up to us for this celebration.” 
 
    “No thanks needed, Overseer,” I said warmly, and I used my free hand to pat his shoulder. “I think we all needed a chance to let a bit loose, and we have a lot to be thankful for right now.”  
 
    Myself most of all, I thought, as I looked over at Amaya, who was chattering happily with Madam Morta. 
 
    “I could not agree more,” Kohen said with a laugh. “It’s a relief to know I won’t be killed and my face stolen by that awful Krev man.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “In fact, I wanted to specifically thank you for that. With an honorable man such as yourself overseeing the quarries now, I feel confident my family and I can head out to Eng in a few days’ time to continue our Ambassadorial duties.” 
 
    “You most certainly can,” Kohen promised me. “I have every intention of seeing the Omish treated kindly and fairly, for once. Elder Elmer and I have a great deal in common, as well as similar plans for how to improve Om further yet.” 
 
    “I look forward to seeing the results of those plans,” I said, and I meant it.  
 
    For all Aventoll’s magic and intrigue, it was technologically pretty underdeveloped. I didn’t have an intuitive knowledge of how lightbulbs or laptops or internal combustion engines worked, but I was still eager to help this world improve and evolve in any way I could. 
 
    And, who could say, maybe one of the Omish at this party would turn out to be Aventoll’s Einstein, or Wright Brothers, or Alexander Graham Bell. 
 
    Kohen drifted off into the rest of the celebration, presumably to find Sha-Kane and have a proper conversation with his old friend. Elder Elmer had found Arvid, and they were speaking to each other in that slow, Omish way of theirs. Horus and Anwaar were having what was clearly a very private conversation off in one corner, and Amaya had just finished her chat with Morta and was turning toward me. 
 
    “Have you seen Shay and Zoie?” she asked. “I haven’t seen them since they came down.” 
 
    “Neither have I,” I realized. I could see Nova, though, because her green skin and midnight-blue dress were eye-catching even from across a room. She was chatting happily with Ozrid. “I mean, I’m sure they’re both fi--”  
 
    Suddenly, two hands wrapped around my elbows from behind and dragged me backwards at the same second as two more hands did the same to Amaya. I twisted my head around and caught a flash of bright red hair, and I couldn’t hold back a grin. 
 
    “Are you kidnapping us?” I asked Shay and Zoie, who had grabbed Amaya. 
 
    “We are!” the cat-woman answered with a sly grin, and she and Shay half-led, half-dragged Amaya and I down the hallway. 
 
    Such was the size of the manor that, even despite the fact it was mine, I didn’t actually know every part of it. I knew my bedroom, the library, the family room and the hallways, but I didn’t spend much-- or really, any-- time in the other parts of the building, so I was unfamiliar with them. 
 
    Zoie and Shay were evidently leading Amaya and me to one such part of the house, though, because I didn’t recognize the hallway, and I definitely didn’t recognize the small, low-ceilinged chamber they directed us toward, which was lit with candles and hung with diaphanous red and pink silks that cast a hazy atmosphere over the place. 
 
    There wasn’t furniture as such, rather it was an enormous pile of pillows, even larger than the nest Zoie had made for herself in the family room. In fact, I suspected some of these pillows had come from that very nest. 
 
    “What’s this for?” Amaya asked Shay and Zoie. “It’s very cozy. Do you intend to have your kittens in here, Zoie?” 
 
    “Oh, Mercedes, no,” Zoie answered with a grin. “This is just for you and Alex.” 
 
    “I remembered the wedding night is an important part of your culture’s marriage rituals,” Shay said importantly, and she raised one finger in the air. “The consummation of marriage is what officially seals it in the eyes of the law and your gods. You are not yet husband and wife until then.” 
 
    “But we’ve already consummated our love,” Amaya pointed out with a little smirk at me. 
 
    “Not since you’ve been ceremonially married, you haven’t,” Shay told us. “Now, come on, get to it!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I teased, and I saluted as if Shay were a superior officer.  
 
    She huffed, a little embarrassed, but I didn’t miss the pinkish tinge that rose to her cheeks when I called her ma’am. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “I’m sure both of you will be perfectly capable and willing to do that sort of thing without being quick-marched to it,” Zoie said with a wry smile, and she put her hands on Shay’s shoulders to steer the phoenix-woman back toward the door. “You two have fun, now!” 
 
    “We’d have more fun if you were both staying,” I said, and I reached out to catch Shay’s hand to kiss it as I threw a cheeky wink at Zoie. 
 
    “Next time, my love,” my cat-wife promised me, and she threw an equally cheeky wink to Amaya before she and Shay finally departed, which left Amaya and me alone. 
 
    Amaya turned to me with such a wily-looking smile, I was sure she must have learned it from Zoie. 
 
    “Is that true?” she asked me. “In your world, marriages aren’t completely official until they’ve been consummated?” 
 
    “I think it might vary from culture to culture,” I answered, and I couldn’t keep the mischievous grin from my face. “But where I was from specifically, yes.” 
 
    “Well, then,” the oryx-woman remarked as she sidled closer to me, and her rain-colored eyes broke my gaze to look at my lips. “I would hate for you to feel like I wasn’t properly respecting your culture.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I murmured. “But if you want to make absolutely sure… I wouldn’t say no.” 
 
    Amaya leaned forward to close the gap between us, and this time when our lips met, it was with all the passion and heat we hadn’t been able to show at the actual ceremony, surrounded by all our friends and Amaya’s own big sister. I found myself pulling at the straps of her silvery dress, and it slid off her shoulders to pool at her ankles like a puddle of mercury. Her hands made quick, light work of the various buttons and sashes that comprised my own wedding attire, which felt more like a formal military uniform than a suit, even if it lacked actual armor. 
 
    By the time we tumbled back into the mountain of pillows, we were both naked, and I was already kissing my way down Amaya’s body to between her legs. I grinned into her skin when she fisted both of her hands tight in my hair and threw back her head with a high-pitched cry, and I didn’t let up until I felt her shuddering and tensing beneath me. 
 
    Even though she’d barely touched me by that point, I was hard. Just at the sight of her like that, completely bared, without even the uncertainty of what would happen in the future between us now. She was my wife, and I was her husband, and we were never going to let each other go. 
 
    “Alex,” she breathed, and she reached down to grasp and stroke me in her hand.  
 
    I managed to mostly swallow a choked-off groan, but I put my hand on her wrist to stop her. 
 
    “No,” I said and leaned down to kiss her. “I won’t-- I want the first time to be proper. With you. I want to feel you.” 
 
    “I want to feel you, too,” she admitted and took my face in both her hands to kiss me. Her lips parted in a moan as I pushed inside her slowly, and she was less kissing me than simply pressing her lips against mine as she hiccupped gasping little breaths each time I moved inside her. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” I moaned into her mouth as my cock rubbed and thrust deep inside of her velvety tunnel. “Incredible. Fantastic woman. My wife.”  
 
    Shay was the Incarnate, Nova a Lakuna, and Zoie was a Varthan warrior of unmatched ferocity, but Amaya was just as amazing. Not just for her augur abilities, but for how kind and gentle she was, how sweet-natured.  
 
    “Husband,” the oryx-woman agreed breathlessly. “Oh, please. Alex, I want to-- please, I want to.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I replied, and I nuzzled her neck as I fought to hold on. “Mercedes, I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” she gasped as her head tipped back, and she bit her lip as she got ever closer to that edge. My rhythm was starting to falter as I, too, got tantalizingly close. I could practically taste it, as surely as I could still taste her. “Please, please, please, Alex, fill me up-- oh!” 
 
    Every muscle in her body tensed as she came with a cry, and I followed after her not even a whole second later. Something deeply satisfying rolled through me as I poured what felt like a gallon of my cum into her, and I groaned her name into her collar until I was spent and laid atop her. 
 
    “Beautiful,” I murmured to her again. 
 
    “So are you,” she told me, and she stroked the hair back from my face with a soft smile. “My husband.” 
 
    “My wife,” I said and leaned up to kiss her. 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure how much time we spent there, how many rounds we went. At some point in all of it, my new wife and I drifted off, exhausted and sated. We were only roused to waking by the unmistakable caw of Rufus on the other side of the door to the little chamber. 
 
    “What is it, Rufus?” I asked around a yawn, and he hopped forward to present the note tied to his leg. 
 
    It was a message from Jenner. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Jenner’s message had clearly been written in an excited hurry, judging from the uncharacteristic scruffiness of his penmanship. I struggled a little to read the hastily-scrawled words, which I eventually realized were explaining that he, with the help of Sha-Kane, had uncovered something potentially very useful about Lake Lakuna. 
 
    “What is it, my love?” Amaya asked. She hummed contentedly as she stretched out across the pillows, and sunlight from a small window above us dappled across her pale skin. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “The opposite, I think,” I said, and I shifted to lie back down so I could drop a kiss onto her bare shoulder. “Jenner thinks he’s found something that could help us. Well, help the Omish.” 
 
    “Oh?” Amaya perked up and rolled onto her side to look at me, with one of her arms folded under her head. “What is it?” 
 
    “Just that it involves Lake Lakuna,” I said as I kissed her lips. “He wants me to go meet him in his study. Nova might be there. Do you want to come with?” 
 
    “Of course.” She smiled. “Nova was so sweet at the ceremony, I don’t want to give her the impression I don’t like or trust her. And I want to help the Omites, too.” 
 
    I leaned over to kiss her forehead this time and then grinned at her. “I’m glad there’s no ill will between you and Nova. The pair of you are quite similar, I think.” 
 
    Both of them had murky ties to a grand destiny, destinies that would understandably have made them reluctant to trust people. But instead, they were unrelentingly kind and gentle.  
 
    I loved them both so much I almost wondered if my heart would burst. 
 
    I scrambled around for where Amaya had flung my pants last night and pulled them on without bothering to reassemble the complex layers of shirts and sashes that had been the rest of my wedding attire. Amaya slipped back into her dress, and after we made a quick stop at my bedroom to change into clean, practical clothes, we headed to the study to find Jenner. 
 
    He was standing before one of the desks in his study, and he was looking over several sheets of paper, as well as several books. Councilman Sha-Kane was also there sitting in one of the leather armchairs that creaked every time he moved, though Nova was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “She’s sleeping in the bathroom, still,” Jenner said when he noticed me looking around the study. “I didn’t want to involve her in this just yet, since I don’t know how she… how she feels about the Lake, given how it’s the home of her people. And a symbol of a… a rather difficult past.” 
 
    ‘Difficult past’ was a pretty kind way to say ‘abusive, perverted father,’ but I decided not to comment on that out loud. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “So, what did you find out about Lake Lakuna?” 
 
    “Well, it’s really Councilman Sha-Kane who sparked this,” Jenner said in a suddenly much more enthusiastic tone. “Thanks to him, I was able to contextualize a lot of information about the lake and the Lakuna Children I already had, I just didn’t know how it all fit together.” 
 
    “It was a pleasure to finally have a useful outlet for my accumulated knowledge, Mr. Jenner.” The osprey-man raised his teacup in a gesture that was half a sort-of toast and half an acceptance of thanks. “I enjoyed putting my experience to good use.” 
 
    “Then you have my thanks, too, Councilman,” I said with a smile. “How can it help us, then, Jenner?” 
 
    Jenner grinned at me with nothing short of glee, and I could just imagine him as a younger man, like some bright-eyed college freshman thirsty for knowledge. 
 
    “Lake Lakuna is actually Om’s largest and oldest tithe pool,” he said. 
 
    My eyes went wide. “It’s what?” 
 
    “We have good reason to believe it is one of the few natural tithe pools left not just on Om, but in all of Aventoll,” the koala-man went on. “Which could potentially make it integral to helping the Omites replenish their water supplies.” 
 
    I remembered with some embarrassment how I’d literally crashed through the canopy of trees when I’d first arrived on the island. This had, among other things, meant a significant amount of damage had been done to the Omites’ water-purifying system, and thereby meant their supply of drinking water had been put at risk. I was especially eager to help rectify that mistake, and the fact it now appeared like it would be my last act on Om before we moved on to the next island, there was a nice symmetry to it. 
 
    “Then we have to find out everything we can about the lake,” I said eagerly. “It’s only right we do everything in our power to help the Omish, after everything they’ve been through.”  
 
    Not just at the hands of Krev Alda, but as a result of the demons that had sprung up when the island’s Heart became sick. 
 
    “Jenner suspects Lake Lakuna’s capabilities as a tithe pool were interfered with when the Heart of Om first became ill,” Sha-Kane said. “Now that Shay has healed the Heart, it stands to reason its tithe pool abilities have been restored. It just needs to be… sparked back into action.” 
 
    “Like jump-starting a car,” I said, but then I realized neither man had the faintest idea what a car or a jump-start was, so I waved my hand. “Never mind. The point is, you need someone to give it a little boost? A head start?” 
 
    Now that I was once again using words he’d heard before, Jenner nodded enthusiastically.  
 
    “Precisely. And I think we know just the candidates.”  
 
    He gestured first to Sha-Kane, then to Amaya. 
 
    “Me?” my oryx-wife squeaked, and her eyes went wide. “Why me? I’m not a mage.” 
 
    “No, but you are an augur, as well as an acolyte of Mercedes and the Order,” Jenner said in that kind, almost fatherly way of his. “The Omish believe fervently in the natural progression of all things. If you could… bless the ceremony, I imagine that would do a lot to assuage their concerns.” 
 
    “Tithe pools are all about purifying and providing sacrifice,” I agreed with a nod. Belief was a powerful thing. As best I could tell, there was no reason why the Heart of an Island becoming ill would cause demons to spring up from the ground like some weird white blood cell immune response. It was ‘magic,’ but what powered magic, if not belief? 
 
    “Alright,” Amaya said with a nod. “I’ll bless the ceremony. So, I suppose that means Councilman Sha-Kane will preside over it?” 
 
    The osprey-man nodded and gave a slightly-proud ruffle of his feathers. “I have a fair amount of experience in tithe-purification. Over the course of my travels, I have seen many tithe ceremonies performed. On some Islands, its seen as fortuitous to have foreigners and visitors perform the ceremonies, as it is believed to strengthen the Islands’ interconnections and thereby their connection with Mercedes.” 
 
    “We are all of one family and one Heart,” Amaya said, with the air of quoting something.  
 
    I hadn’t read much of the religious scriptures of the Order-- and honestly, I had little interest in changing that-- but her words sounded like something that would have come from those books. 
 
    “Exactly,” Sha-Kane said with a warm smile, and I could see in his expression he was pleased Amaya was now officially part of our family. She was the sort of person who would look out for Shay and Horus. For his children. 
 
    “Then, shall we get to it?” Jenner asked, and I could see he was practically bouncing with anticipation. This was probably the sort of culturally, and historically, significant event he usually only got to read about, rather than witness with his own eyes. 
 
    “The sooner the better,” I agreed. “Councilman, can you get Overseer Kohen and Elder Elmer to come to the lakeshore?” 
 
    “Of course,” the osprey-man said, and he got to his feet, quickly thanked Jenner for the tea, and headed out. 
 
    “Having Anwaar there might be useful, since she is a mage,” Amaya said. “And as my mage-partner, my own abilities will be stronger if she is nearby.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said. “Plus, we need Horus there, anyway. The lake is pretty big, I don’t know if one Asher’s blood will be enough. Not without bleeding me dry, anyway.” 
 
    I knew, logically, the amount of blood sacrificed did not have to be proportional to the amount of water being purified, since that wasn’t how magic or blessing worked. However, I still wasn’t too keen on being the only one slitting their arm and letting their blood drip into the crystal-blue waters.  
 
    Lake Lakuna was, after all, fucking massive. 
 
    We all went off to our respective duties, and within the hour, a small congregation had assembled at the edge of the lake, ready to witness the tithe ceremony. 
 
    Sha-Kane stood facing out across the water, raised his arms, and called out a prayer to Mercedes while Horus and myself stood on either side of him with ceremonial daggers to sacrifice our blood. 
 
    “By your grace and generosity, we ask of you this boon,” the osprey-man announced in what was genuinely a very commanding-sounding voice, and I wondered if he used it at Council meetings when he wanted to be especially listened to. “And in return, we offer the blood of your most blessed warriors, those with the power to reduce the Scourge to ashes.” 
 
    Horus and I both raised our daggers, but just before we could actually slice our hands, there was a cry from the crowd. 
 
    “Wait a second!” 
 
    Horus, Sha-Kane, and I all turned away from the lake to see Madam Morta looking at Elder Elmer, who had one hand raised in a command to stop as the other made gestures for the bat-woman to translate. 
 
    “One of your friends has said he wishes to be involved in the ceremony,” Morta said, and a moment later, Bodin forced himself out from between the crowd. 
 
    “I do!” he said. “I want to help.” 
 
    “Help?” Horus asked. “Do you know how to perform a tithe pool blessing?” 
 
    “What? No,” Bodin said blankly. “But the ceremony requires the blood of Ashers.” 
 
    “Yeah, Alex and me,” the falcon-man said. 
 
    “And Bodin,” Elder Elmer said through Morta. 
 
    “Bodin?” I repeated loudly and then winced. “Uh, no offense, man. I just… since when?” 
 
    “My father is… was an Asher,” Bodin explained. “So, by Passing Rite, I am, too.” 
 
    That explained why Nemis had been able to challenge him to a proper Duel, then. I had just assumed the captain was being overly dramatic. 
 
    “Well, congratulations, I guess,” I said. “The more the merrier.” 
 
    Bodin gave me a shaky smile and came to stand at my side on the shore of the lake. Someone passed him another ceremonial dagger, and in unison, he, myself, and Horus all raised our hands and then slashed open our palms. Scarlet drops of blood splattered into the crystal water of the lake, and we watched as a soft white glow spread out from the point of contact, until the entire lake was shimmering faintly. 
 
    Amaya then stepped forward and crouched so she could place one hand in the water. She murmured something in a voice too low for me to make out the actual words before she turned and placed two fingertips first to Bodin’s forehead, then to mine, then to Horus’. 
 
    “So as you have offered and sacrificed, so you shall be given and rewarded,” she said to the three of us. 
 
    One of the Omish stepped forward to pluck a single purifying pebble from the water. He dropped it into a cup, and when the water began to foam and froth, the assembled spectators let out a small cheer. 
 
    I couldn’t help but cheer along with them. It had worked. Something like relief swept through me as I realized I really would be leaving Om better off than I found it. 
 
    “Thank you, Asher Brightwood,” Elder Elmer said through Morta. “Having Lake Lakuna returned to its status as a tithe pool will greatly help the Omish.” 
 
    “You have no need to thank me, Elder,” I said graciously. “I caused damage to your water systems when I first arrived. It’s only right I should see that damage repaired before I leave. I’m an Ambassador, after all. I’m meant to encourage diplomacy.” 
 
    “Well, you have certainly achieved that here,” the Elder said. “I wish you good fortunes for the rest of your journey.” 
 
    “And I wish the same for your people,” I replied and bowed to him deeply.  
 
    Elmer made a wheezing sound I took as a chuckle, and Morta reached out one hand to squeeze my arm affectionately, like a proud aunt. 
 
    “You have done a lot for the Omish, Alex Brightwood,” she told me. “You may say you do not need our thanks, but you have them all the same.” 
 
    “Well, I’m honored.” I smiled. “And I look forward to coming back one day to see how Om will flourish, now that it has a decent Overseer and a proper tithe pool.” 
 
    “We would be happy to host you,” Morta assured me. 
 
    The others and I then headed back up to the Manta and disembarked. It took me a moment to get used to the sensation of the enormous airship moving again, after it had been stationary for several days, but the subtle sensation of movement was relaxing. 
 
    Of course, however, the time to relax was over. We’d all had a fabulous party last night-- among other things-- and now we needed to get down to business. 
 
    Namely, how we were going to tackle the Prophetess problem. 
 
    The Order still wanted a Prophetess, and it still wanted Amaya to be that Prophetess, even though we were all pretty sure by this point that the oryx-woman wasn’t actually the Prophetess and was simply an especially talented augur. 
 
    I gathered everyone in the family room, and Zoie immediately made a beeline for her pillow nest. Once she was snuggled in and everyone else was sitting down, I began to explain. 
 
    “So, now that we’re out of Om, I figured now would be a good time to put more focus on one of our other problems-- the Order of Mercedes.” 
 
    It was maybe a little harsh to paint the entire Order as a problem, but I knew when issues were this rife in an organization, at some point you had to look at the roots. A healthy tree didn’t produce rotten apples. And those rotten apples had been trying to kidnap Amaya in all but name and turn her into their figurehead, set to be tormented with visions and prophecies, unable to feel love. 
 
    Like hell I was going to let that happen. 
 
    “It kind of got sidelined with… everything,” I went on, and I thought of Jenner’s illness, and Amaya and Anwaar being captured, and everything else that had happened in the past two days alone. “But we have decent reason to suspect Amaya isn’t the true Prophetess. In which case, we need to get her away from the people in the Order who don’t care, and safeguard the real Prophetess against those who would seek to harm her.” 
 
    “You sound very confident Amaya is not the Prophetess,” Jenner remarked, and I wasn’t especially surprised he seemed in the dark about this, given the curse that had been planted in his mind, but I was a little dismayed he hadn’t recovered those memories yet. “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because you and I were discussing the strange book Gavlain gave me,” I said. “The one Nova can translate.” 
 
    Nova, at the sound of her name, made a small squeaking noise. 
 
    “Me?” she asked. “I don’t… don’t read. Too… tricksy.” 
 
    “I know, honey,” I said gently. “But we were hoping that, with some help from Jenner, and some practice, you might be able to translate it. There’s something about the Prophetess in that book. Maybe even a scheme to end the Prophetic line.” 
 
    “End the line?” Shay echoed, and her eyes went wide. “Why?” 
 
    “Because the Prophetess is a position of incredible influence,” Anwaar answered in her calm, even-toned voice. “Even as she herself does not have much autonomy-- or, that’s what many members of the Order seek to do, anyway-- her words have power. If the Prophetess line is ended, people would look increasingly to their political leaders for guidance and instruction. They would pay more attention to how they are governed, and place less importance on spiritual leaders.” 
 
    “Separation of church and state,” I murmured. “Which would obviously weaken many of the Order members’ influence by extension, and weaken many politicians’ religiously-based arguments.” 
 
    “The Order is corrupt in places, no one is denying that,” the ibex-woman agreed with a grave expression. “But to cut it all out, root and stem, would be a grave loss to Aventoll, and an insult to Mercedes. As grave an insult as letting those carry out self-serving acts whilst pretending to be her servants. The termination of the Prophetic line might be a… happy middle.” 
 
    “Does that mean we have to… to kill the next Prophetess?” Shay asked in a small voice, and she cast a nervous glance over at Amaya. 
 
    “We’re not killing anybody,” I said firmly. “Besides, it doesn’t seem to be directly inherited, otherwise finding the next Prophetess would be much easier. Your mother wasn’t the previous Prophetess, was she?” 
 
    I directed this question to Amaya and Anwaar, and they both shook their horned heads. 
 
    “In fact,” I continued, “Jenner and I reckoned your mother was the previous Prophetess, Nova.” 
 
    The siren-woman’s jaw dropped. “Mother? Prophetess?” 
 
    “It’s just a theory, but it would explain why Krev Alda was so interested in her,” I said. “Why he had this ‘witch’ person who tried to get you and your mother to tell Krev about that secret language.” 
 
    “Trust you,” Nova said, and she reached over to squeeze Zoie’s hand. “Trust you all. But the witch… cruel woman. Bad woman.”  
 
    She shuddered at the mere thought. 
 
    “You’re quite safe from her now,” Shay said encouragingly and patted Nova’s green shoulder. “But it seems the best course of action would be finding the next Prophetess so we can explain everything to her, and put her somewhere safe-- where the Order can’t get to her.” 
 
    “Well, I think I have part of that problem figured out,” I said, and I finally let my eyes slide over to Vel-Rala. 
 
    The cockatoo-woman was perched on a seat next to Bodin, and when she realized my gaze had fallen onto her, she stiffened a little. 
 
    “What?” she asked me. 
 
    “You and Amaya,” I said. “You share a birthday, right? You were both born on the day of the Renewing Cycle.” 
 
    “I… yes…” Vel-Rala said slowly. She was still eyeing me with concern. “I… I never told you that, though. I didn’t tell any of you my birthday.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to,” I said. “Because you started giving us prophecies. Vague but very accurate prophecies. Like the blossom in Zoie’s hair, and my silver bell.” 
 
    “But I… I was just… trying to help.” Vela frowned. “It just seemed sensible to me. Didn’t it to you?” 
 
    “To us, it seemed a little eccentric,” Zoie said delicately. “But we’re in no place to criticize. You saved us with those eccentricities.” 
 
    “Do you have any more details about your past that we could use to make sure?” I asked the cockatoo-woman. “We’re headed to Eng next, and Jenner reckons he can find something in the Archives that would help us confirm things. But details would help.” 
 
    Vel-Rala worried her bottom lip, and Bodin reached over to take one of her hands between both his own. 
 
    “I… don’t actually remember,” she confessed in a small voice. “A lot of my past, it’s… it’s strange. I don’t actually have many memories. Not since before I was married. Everything before then is… murky.” 
 
    “Is it an enchantment?” Zoie asked and looked over at Jenner. “Like the one on your mind?” 
 
    “An enchantment, possibly, but not one like mine,” the koala-man answered. “I’m less studied in the minutiae of prophecies. They tend to be, well, vague. Imprecise.” 
 
    “They do,” Amaya agreed. “But the prophecies I was told included how the next Prophetess would be from the Ocean. Which was why I was assumed to be the next Prophetess.” 
 
    I winced as I remembered how Amaya’s mother had walked into the sea while pregnant.  
 
    “From… from the Ocean?” Vel-Rala asked. Her voice sounded misty, distant. Like she was caught up in some dream or memory. “The Tears of Mercedes?” 
 
    “Unless Aventoll has a second Ocean I don’t know about,” I said. “Why? Does that mean something to you?” 
 
    “I… I’m not sure.” The cockatoo-woman swallowed. “It just... snagged, I suppose. Never mind. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” Amaya said fervently, and she stepped forward to kneel before Vela and place her hands on the cockatoo-woman’s shoulders. “Perhaps Ani and I can help you recover some of your lost memories. I was decently skilled at that sort of thing before the Order began to push my studies more in the direction of what they would want from a Prophetess.” 
 
    “You would do that for me?” Vel-Rala asked in a soft, slightly awed voice. 
 
    “Of course,” Anwaar said as she, too, came to stand by the cockatoo-woman. “We are devoted servants of Mercedes, regardless of whether there is an Order, or whether we are actively part of it. We serve her, not the Order itself. If you are the Prophetess, you have been chosen to help guide Aventoll through the darkness. Amaya knows better than most what a terrible burden that can be if you are not prepared. We would never want you to feel like you have to carry such a burden alone.” 
 
    Vela looked like she was on the verge of tears, and she pulled her hand from between Bodin’s to fan at her face in an attempt to stave off her crying. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said to the augur-mage sisters. “Thank you so much. I thought… Alex said I might be the next one… I saw how you suffered, poor Amaya. I-- Mercedes, I don’t know why I’m so emotional, but… oh, I’m a terrible coward, I thought-- I thought I didn’t want to go through the same.” 
 
    “You’re not a coward, Vela,” Amaya said gently. “I wouldn’t want to go through that, either. I didn’t. So, Ani and I will do everything we can to help you, and to make sure the Order cannot entrap you.” 
 
    “Incidentally,” I said. “Do we have any idea how to do that? On a long-term basis, I mean?” 
 
    It would eventually get out that Vel-Rala was the true Prophetess. It was obvious once you spent enough time with her. She had a vague disposition at times, plus her intense warnings to do something that seemed innocuous. Not to mention, I could hardly deprive her of her divine destiny. None of us wanted that, we just wanted to make sure it didn’t enslave her and doom her to be a puppet of the corruption within the Order. 
 
    “I’d have to check the Archives in order to confirm, or to get an exhaustive list of stipulations,” Jenner told us all. “But there are a few rules that would exempt a woman from having to take up the full duties of Prophetess.” 
 
    “Such as?” I prompted. 
 
    “Well, the first one would be if she was pregnant.” Jenner shrugged. “Nova’s mother was likely the previous Prophetess, but she was never approached by or taken into the Order of Mercedes. It’s unlikely the Order were not looking for her and could not find her. I’d suspect it had more to do with the fact she had had a child. A ‘true’ Prophetess is supposed to be a virgin.” 
 
    “A virgin?” I echoed.  
 
    Amaya hadn’t been a virgin in quite a while. 
 
    “Not quite in that context,” the koala-man said, as if he could physically see my thoughts and track them like game through the woods. “A… familial virgin, shall we say. A woman who has never had a child. Sexual activity doesn’t really factor in ritual senses.” 
 
    “Right…” I said slowly. 
 
    “More specifically,” Jenner went on, and he began to speak in that excited way again, like a professor eager to impart his knowledge onto the students. “Krev Alda was an Asher, which made the whole situation even more complex. Asher children, due to Passing Rite, would be considered even more important, and there would be no way the Order would be able to separate the Prophetess from her partner or child in order for her to truly fulfill what they would consider her ‘duties’ as Prophetess.” 
 
    I frowned. We couldn’t exactly marry Vela off to another Asher. She seemed to like Bodin well enough, I supposed, but her last marriage hadn’t exactly gone well, and I didn’t want to force her into another one if it was going to dredge up a lot of bad memories for her. 
 
    Then again, if that was our only option, I wasn’t about to let her get carted off to the Order, either. 
 
    “Actually,” Bodin said. “That might work.” 
 
    I-- and everyone else in the room-- all stared at Bodin. Was he about to propose to Vel-Rala? Literally a day after my own wedding? I didn’t know whether to laugh or just gape in surprise. 
 
    But, as it turned out a moment later, I wasn’t quite correct. 
 
    “An Asher’s heir, you said, Mr. Jenner?” Bodin asked, and the koala-man nodded. “I think we might have our solution, then.” 
 
    And he reached out to place his hand over Vela’s belly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “You’re pregnant?” Shay squealed, and she jumped up from her seat and launched herself across the room to pull Vel-Rala into a tight hug. “Oh, bless Mercedes! Congratulations!” 
 
    Vela gave a little laugh that seemed to be as much from nerves as from genuine delight. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said to Shay. “I… I never expected anything like this. But it seems Mercedes really has blessed me.” 
 
    “This is practically proof she disagrees with how the Order is treating the Prophetess these days,” Anwaar said with a thoughtful expression. “Both Amaya and Vela have found themselves in love with Ashers. Vela, as the true Prophetess, is now comfortably exempt from the most grueling duties of such a role.” 
 
    “We don’t actually know if Vel-Rala is the true Prophetess just yet,” Jenner said pointedly. “We still need to check the Archives in Eng, to make absolutely sure. I would hate for some poor, unsuspecting woman to be dragged into this with no context for what’s happening just because we assumed Vel-Rala is the one.” 
 
    Honestly, I had already fully assumed Vel-Rala was the true Prophetess, and I couldn’t imagine there was another woman out there having peculiar visions, it just seemed like too big a coincidence. However, I did understand Jenner’s desire to make sure, because regardless of who the next Prophetess was, she would need safeguarding from the Order, and we were going to get into a hell of a lot of trouble if we kept her away from the Order. 
 
    “This is so exciting! It will be so good for the children to have other babies to play with!” Zoie smiled enthusiastically, and she took one of Vela’s hands between both of her own. 
 
    “That sounds lovely.” The cockatoo-woman smiled back at her, but her smile was watery. “Oh, I still don’t know why I’m crying so much!” 
 
    She raised her free hand to wipe at her eyes, but the tears had finally spilled over and were trailing down her cheeks. 
 
    “It’s just hormones, my dear,” Amaya said with a laugh as she, too, embraced the cockatoo-woman in a tight hug. “Between those and your Prophetess ability, it’s no wonder you’ve been a bit scatter-brained recently.” 
 
    “I have, haven’t I?” Vela said with a small laugh. “I must thank you all for being so patient with me.” 
 
    “No thanks needed, and don’t you dare apologize,” Shay told her firmly. “You’re about to be a mother, and you’re taking on one of the most significant roles in Aventoll as the Prophetess. You can be afforded a little scatter-brained-ness.” 
 
    “I suppose we should be offering you congratulations, too,” Horus then said, and he cast a wry grin over at Bodin. “An Asher, a noble family, a bride, and a child, all in one day? You’re just full of surprises.” 
 
    “Well, none of them were surprises to me,” Bodin said with a sheepish smile. “I just… wasn’t sure how to go about telling everyone else.” 
 
    “Still, I’m happy for you,” I said, and I moved over to pat him heartily on the back. “It’s obvious you two adore each other, and since she’s pregnant, she’ll be safe from the Order and allowed to live peacefully with you.” 
 
    “For now,” Jenner warned, and we all turned to look at him. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, Vel-Rala isn’t going to be pregnant forever,” the koala-man said. “And once the child is a few seasons old, the Order will expect her to resume full duties of the Prophetess. We’ve bought ourselves time, of course, but this is not a permanent solution.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said, because I was the leader of this Crew, and if I panicked, everyone else would panic, too. “Like you said, we have time. Time to figure out a proper plan to deal with the corruption in the Order.” 
 
    Bodin looked a little more nervous now, but I gave him a warm smile. 
 
    “She’ll be safe, I promise,” I said to him. “None of us want to see her hurt or enslaved. Amaya especially, she understands what’s at stake. And she can be pretty fierce when she wants to be.” 
 
    “You seem to like that in a woman,” Bodin said dryly, with a glance over at my other two wives and Nova, who were all still cooing over Vel-Rala.  
 
    “What can I say?” I grinned sheepishly. “It’s an attractive quality.” 
 
    It was getting pretty late by this point, so now that we had a clearer idea of how to deal with the Order problem, we all decided to head to bed, so we could be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for our arrival in Eng the next day. Nova retired to her tub in the bathroom, as per usual, and I snuggled up in bed with my wives, with all of us curled around Shay, since it was more than a little obvious she’d been shaken by Vel-Rala’s announcement. 
 
    “I am happy for her, truly,” she said as she burrowed into my chest. “I just…” 
 
    I had my arms around her as Amaya spooned me from behind, with her chin resting on my shoulder. Zoie had assumed the same position behind Shay, and she was stroking the phoenix-woman’s hair gently. 
 
    “It’s difficult, seeing someone get something you wanted for yourself,” Zoie said in a kind tone. “Something that should have been yours.” 
 
    “We love you no matter what, Shay,” I said. “It doesn’t matter to me. I didn’t marry you to have kids, I married you because I love you. We all do.” 
 
    “We do,” Zoie echoed and pressed a kiss to Shay’s shoulder. “I’m sorry if we… didn’t make that clear.” 
 
    “No, you did,” the phoenix-woman sniffed. “You really did. I just… it was something I wanted. My own mother… I don’t remember much of her, but she was so kind. I miss her so much, my heart aches. And I thought… I thought I would be able to give that love to a child. I would feel closer to my own mother in becoming a mother myself. Oh, I don’t know. I’m not making sense.” 
 
    “I think that made perfect sense,” Amaya murmured. “You’re a loving person, Shay. You have so much of it to give that, well, you’re practically the mother of Aventoll, as the Incarnate. I know it’s not quite the same, but… maybe you can feel closer to your own mother like that. I’m sure she would be very proud of you.” 
 
    “She would,” I said firmly, and I thought of what Sha-Kane had told me, for the millionth time. It was as though the knowledge of that secret had glued my jaw shut, because the next words I almost had to force out of my mouth. “She would be incredibly proud.” 
 
    I locked eyes with Zoie over Shay’s shoulder, but mercifully, my cat-wife didn’t say a thing. There wasn’t the slightest flicker in her expression that might clue someone in to the fact she knew something. 
 
    “That’s… one way to think about it, I suppose,” Shay admitted, but I could tell it wasn’t quite what she wanted. “Mercedes, I must sound so horribly selfish. Here I am, with a family who love me, a kind husband and sweet wives, one of the most powerful people in Aventoll, living in a handsome manor and traveling the world… and the one thing I want is the one thing I cannot have. One thing many women cannot have. It doesn’t make them lesser, it doesn’t mean they can’t lead fulfilling lives, so… why do I feel this way?” 
 
    “You can’t help how you feel,” Amaya said gently. “Emotions cannot be controlled. Only how you act on them. It’s sad you cannot have children. You are allowed to feel sad about it. Having good things in life doesn’t make the bad things not matter. But also… bad things happening doesn’t make the good things meaningless.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Shay sighed, and she wiped at her eyes again. Then she looked up at me and gave a tentative smile. “And I have a lot of good things.” 
 
    “You do,” I agreed and ducked my head to kiss her. 
 
    When I pulled away from Shay, she nuzzled into my neck, and I couldn’t help but think of the strange vision I’d seen of her, pregnant. I’d considered the possibility that, in the way prophecies were vague, it was just something highly metaphorical, but now… something else tugged at my mind. 
 
    I rolled onto my back so Shay was curled into my left side, with Zoie still behind her, and Amaya curled against my right. I stared up at the ceiling with my brow furrowed in thought, as if the pattern on the ceiling would reveal some great secret to me. 
 
    Nova had spoken about healing the Hearts of the Islands. That was basically the secondary objective of our diplomacy tour at this point, having Shay heal the Hearts and thereby protecting Aventoll from demons, one Island at a time. 
 
    But on Nata, it hadn’t been until Shay went into the crypt and fully healed the Heart that the Island itself had been fully healed, and the demons locked away. There had been such a fantastic burst of light, and it felt stronger than the other times she’d healed Islands. 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder… had she healed more than just the Heart? She’d healed me before, and Horus, and several others. 
 
    Had she healed herself? 
 
    I barely had time to consider this possibility, because there was a massive crack of lightning across the sky, followed a second later by a growl of thunder, and it jolted me from my thoughts. 
 
    “What?” Zoie said as she groggily pushed herself up into a half-seated position. 
 
    “There’s a storm, love,” I said as I tried to pull my arms out from under Shay and Amaya without waking them. Somehow, they’d slept right through the clap of thunder. But seeing as Zoie had feline hearing, I wasn’t surprised she’d been roused, and I was a pretty light sleeper when I wasn’t injured or straight-up exhausted. 
 
    “Wait, where are you going?” Zoie asked when she noticed I was getting up and pulling my clothes on. 
 
    “The sails aren’t fully secured,” I answered as I tugged a shirt over my head. “They could get ripped off and fly away or something in a storm like this. I don’t want the Manta ship to get damaged, so I’m going to check on them. Don’t worry about me, you just stay here with the others. I’ll get Horus and Bodin to help.” 
 
    I crawled back onto the bed so I could reach her for a quick kiss on the lips. Zoie was clearly a little reluctant to let me go, but she settled back down in the space I’d left between Shay and Amaya, and the two sleeping women curled into her unconsciously. 
 
    Just the sight of them all snuggled together made me want to say ‘fuck it’ and rejoin, but I knew the scene wouldn’t be anywhere near this peaceful if the Manta’s sails were torn to shreds, so I had to go to work. 
 
    Down in the wheelhouse was considerably colder, louder, and wetter than my bedroom had been, and Horus was already huddled there with his arms folded and wearing an expression of extreme discomfort. 
 
    “Silly me for thinking we’d actually get a night of peace and quiet for once!” he shouted above the howl of the wind. “What do you need us to do, Chief?” 
 
    “Make sure the sails are secure!” I called back. I wished I’d taken a moment to pull on a coat, but it was too late now, so I gritted my teeth and bore with it. I could take a nice warm bath once this was dealt with. 
 
    A warm bath with Nova, perhaps. 
 
    Bodin and Nemis were also there, but I was relieved to see that neither Jenner nor Rylan were present. Jenner was a bit old and small for work like this, and I needed him in top form for our excursion to Eng. And Rylan, while no one could deny he was enthusiastic, was a bit, well… reckless. He’d be more likely to accidentally fall overboard, again, than help secure the sails. 
 
    “On it!” The four men saluted me and split off. Horus and Nemis all went for the mainsail, while Bodin and I each took one of the smaller sails. I went for the frontmost one and began untying the already-loose ropes from around the mast, and I tried to keep them pulled taut as I fought against the wind to readjust the sail’s position. 
 
    “Tie them down!” I yelled to the others, just as there was another flash of lightning, so bright it hurt my eyes, and the silver-white tongue of electricity skittered across the sky like it was hunting for prey.  
 
    I had to turn my head and squeeze my eyes shut against the light. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if they’re not fully loose!” I bellowed above the gale. “In this wind, we’ll make it to Eng by morning, anyway.”  
 
    It would be of no use if we arrived in the middle of the night, so a slight blow to our pace would not be an issue. Keeping the ship intact was our top priority, else we would be stranded halfway across Aventoll. 
 
    “You got it!” I just barely heard Horus’ voice above another huge snarl of thunder. There had only been a couple of seconds between the lightning and the thunder, barely no time at all. That meant we were close to the heart of the storm. If we were lucky, we might be able to get to the eye and get to Eng that way.  
 
    If we were less lucky, the next strike of lightning might hit one of the very-flammable sails. 
 
    I’d just finished securing the smaller sail when I turned to see how the others were doing. Nemis was wrestling with the base of the mainsail, but the mainsail was winning. I saw his mouth drop open in a surprised cry, but the rush of the storm meant I didn’t hear it, and there was the strange sensation of watching something occur but having none of the expected sounds to go with it. I didn’t hear the ‘thud’ of the boom hitting the mast, I didn’t hear Nemis’ shout of pain when it knocked into him, and I didn’t hear Horus and Bodin yell Nemis’ name as he was shoved backwards and fell off the edge of the ship, into the stormy skies below. 
 
    “No!” I cried out and rushed forward, but it was already too late. My fingers closed around empty air 
 
    Desperate for some kind of purchase, my hands gripped the rail on the edge of the deck, and I gritted my teeth in frustration. 
 
    “Nem!” Bodin wailed as he ran up to stand beside me at the rail. “No! Nem!” 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Horus called above the wind. “Bodin, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “No!” Bodin yelled back, and he shoved Horus away when the falcon-man tried to put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “It can’t-- he can’t-- I just got him back! He can’t be gone!” 
 
    He’s not. Not if I had anything to do with it. I wasn’t going to let this happen. I wasn’t going to let this be what happened. 
 
    I dug deep inside myself, pulling on every reserve of my strength. I’d done this before, with Horus, so I could do it again. 
 
    Further than slowing time, further than stopping time, I would push it back. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    I watched as slowly, achingly slowly, Bodin walked back from the edge of the rail. The sails seemed to flap backwards, as if the wind was coming from exactly the opposite direction now. Then, as if he had leapt up from some unseen platform like a character in a Mario game, Nemis jumped back up onto the deck. I watched from my hidden bubble as the boom of the sail swung back around, past the point where it collided with the captain. Then I let the bubble go. 
 
    “Nemis!” I yelled and rushed forward. I collided with the captain and tackled him to the ground a split second before something collided into me and toppled me over the edge of the ship. 
 
    I’d been so focused on maintaining my time-reversal, on saving Nemis, that I’d forgotten the boom was still going to swing around toward the mast and hit whoever was standing in the way. The first time, that had been the captain. This time, it was me. 
 
    Shit, shit, shit. I had to focus. I needed to do a time-reversal outside a bubble. If I hit the ground, I was toast. And if I landed in water, it was still too cold and too dark and too stormy for me to be able to swim safely to shore without getting dashed on some rocks. 
 
    “Alex!” I heard someone shout. The faintest echo of Horus’ voice in the ship high above me. I tried to twist in the air, to get one last look at the ship, at my home, at my best friend-- 
 
    It was a lot closer than I was expecting it to be. 
 
    I realized then that I hadn’t been fully thrown off the ship. I was dangling, sure, but my leg had snagged in some of the rigging and rather than plummeting to the ground, I was instead being pulled along like a balloon as the ship continued plowing through the stormy sky. 
 
    “Alex!” Horus yelled again, and I waved my arms to catch his attention. 
 
    “Horus!” I cried above the thunder and wind. “Over here! I’m here!” 
 
    “Oh, thank Mercedes!” the falcon-man shouted when he noticed me. “Nemis, come help me pull him up!” 
 
    They each grabbed at the tangled rigging and pulled me back up over the edge of the ship, careful not to dislodge me from the ropes until I was safely back on the deck. I didn’t realize until Horus flung his arms around me and hugged me tight that I’d been shaking, either from cold or from nearly dying. 
 
    “Thank Mercedes!” Horus said again. “I don’t know what we’d do if we lost you, Chief!” 
 
    “Well, luckily today isn’t the day you have to find out,” I said and gave a shaky laugh. “We should look into more formal safety ropes, I think. We can’t rely on rigging every time.” 
 
    We hadn’t been able to rely on rigging the first time. 
 
    I looked over at Nemis, who was watching me with a curious, slightly wary expression. I could tell at a glance, even in the poor, shifting lighting of the storm, that the captain had the same expression as Horus had worn after his Duel against Aiken. That edge-of-your-mind knowledge that you had died, but somehow come back. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked him. 
 
    “I… think so…” he answered slowly, and he dropped my gaze. “Thank you. I’m sorry I endangered you, Asher Brightwood. I guess I must be out of practice.” 
 
    “It’s a storm, and this is no ordinary ship,” I said. “I’m just glad no one got hurt.” 
 
    “Safety ropes are definitely getting added once we dock in Eng,” Horus said flatly. “Shay would kill me if anything happened to you.” 
 
    I managed a laugh. “To be fair, I think she’d kill me if anything happened to you.” 
 
    “Well, I’m just that incredible,” the falcon-man replied airily. “Now, come on, let’s get back inside before someone else gets tossed overboard.” 
 
    The lot of us gratefully went back inside, and the wheelhouse suddenly felt a lot warmer and drier than it had before we’d gone out onto the bare deck. 
 
    Horus immediately went over to Nemis and put a hand on his shoulder. Though neither man said anything, I could tell an understanding passed between them, and mostly I just felt relieved Nemis would be able to talk to someone about what had just happened. Horus had been through the same and would be able to empathize. 
 
    I, however, was desperate to get back to bed and actually get some sleep, but my hopes were dashed when Bodin peered out of the window and let out a pleased noise. 
 
    “Oh!” he said. “Look! The sun’s rising! And I think I see land on the horizon!” 
 
    We all clustered around the wheelhouse window, and sure enough, the horizon was the rough, uneven line of land rather than a flat line of more open sea. 
 
    “Well, I guess we’d better prepare to make landfall, then,” I said and dragged a hand down my face to stave off the fatigue. A few cups of strong kolee, and I’d be fine. “You guys go get ready and wake the others. I’ll find Jenner.” 
 
    Jenner was, unsurprisingly, already awake. Either the storm had roused him, or he’d just sensed he was close to his home island, because when I knocked on the door of his room and entered, he was already fully dressed and pulling books into a satchel. 
 
    “Alex!” he said cheerfully when I walked in. “How are you? I could not be more excited, personally, it’s been years since I’ve last been home!” 
 
    “I’m glad, Jenner,” I said, and I tried my hardest not to look sleep-deprived. “I just wanted to check you were all set before we dock. But you seem to be-- agh!” 
 
    The cry I gave was more surprised than actually pained, and I looked down at my right ankle. It didn’t appear damaged, but suddenly, when I put weight on it, it hurt. A lot. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Jenner asked, and his face was suddenly a mask of fatherly concern. 
 
    “I, uh… tripped on some rigging,” I half-lied. “I think I must’ve sprained my ankle.” 
 
    “Oh, then wait here, I’ll find Shay,” Jenner said, and he practically shoved me into one of his overstuffed armchairs before he rushed out of the room. A few minutes later, he returned with a yawning, still-half-asleep Shay. 
 
    “Husband,” she murmured as she rubbed at her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I awoke, and you were gone. Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Perfectly fine,” I told her with a warm smile. “There was a small storm in the night, so the guys and I just needed to secure the sails, and I got tangled in some rigging and hurt my ankle.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re injured?” That seemed to wake my phoenix-wife up. “Let me see.” 
 
    She knelt on the floor in front of my chair and pulled my right leg into her lap. I couldn’t stop myself from wincing as she pulled off my boot, and her fingers carefully probed the skin of my ankle. It didn’t look injured-- it hadn’t even had enough time to bruise or swell yet-- but it still really hurt. 
 
    However, after a few seconds of Shay shining her healing light, it felt good as new. I practically jumped to my feet and pulled her into a hug with a laugh. 
 
    “You are incredible,” I told her. “Absolute goddess, you.” 
 
    Shay blushed deeply, which only made me grin, and I kissed her once more before finally setting her down. 
 
    “Come on, then,” I said to her and Jenner. “I bet everyone’s excited to see what Eng is like. I know I am.” 
 
    “Jenner, are you sure you’ll be alright?” Shay then asked, and she touched his shoulder carefully. “There was that curse on Eng, wasn’t there? That… affected the minds of the Engish?” 
 
    “I should be quite alright, my dear,” Jenner assured her kindly and patted her hand. “Between your efforts to heal the Heart of Eng, and everything Alex and Rylan did for me in the Dark Realm, I’m quite confident I’m immune to any curses that might rob me of my mind, these days.” 
 
    “Excellent, your mind is your best quality,” I said with a laugh, and Jenner gave a rueful smile as the three of us headed into the hall to meet up with the others. 
 
    “Dad!” Rylan cried out as he bounced up to my side. “Can I come with? I wanna see Eng! I wanna see the Archives Mr. Jenner was talking about!” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I said as I ruffled my son’s hair fondly. “But you have to promise to be sensible, alright? We’re not here for a holiday. This is a diplomatic mission, and we need to find some important information to help out Vela. So no reckless behavior, alright?” 
 
    “I’ll be good,” Rylan swore and nodded firmly. 
 
    “In that case, I would greatly appreciate an assistant,” Jenner told Rylan, and my son grinned excitedly. 
 
    As the Manta ship finally landed and we stepped out onto Eng, I was immediately grateful to Jenner for getting Shay, because it was clear this terrain required peak physical condition. 
 
    It was dry and barren, a total desert. There wasn’t even sand. Instead, the ground must have once been mud or clay that had baked, dried, and then cracked in the unrelenting sun. It was a white-hot ball that glowered down at us from a cloudless sky, and I raised an arm to shield my eyes as I squinted off into the distance and saw only more of the cracked land.  
 
    I couldn’t make out settlements, mountains, anything. 
 
    “Uh, Jenner?” I asked. “Are you sure we’re at the right spot? Should we maybe try docking further down the coast?” 
 
    “Oh, no, this will be just fine,” the koala-man assured me in a cheerful tone. “We’re actually very close. Follow me!” 
 
    And he marched off without looking to see if the rest of us were following. 
 
    We did follow, and it soon became apparent that by some optical illusion-- maybe it was a trick of the light, or maybe it was simple perception-- the cracks in the ground were actually much larger than I’d realized. 
 
    As we’d stood on the shore, they’d all looked small and shallow, like the ones at our feet. But as we walked further, it became clear that while they started off as little shallow cracks, they soon grew into huge canyons and chasms, inside which were row upon row of houses and buildings, all of which looked entirely abandoned. 
 
    “You lived in the cracks?” Zoie asked, and I could tell from how her ears had flattened back against her head that she didn’t like the idea of being so trapped. 
 
    “It shielded us from the worst of the sun,” Jenner explained. “There is a very sophisticated cave system underground. No one is entirely sure how deep they go. It’s a lot cooler than out on the surface.” 
 
    “Cooler sounds nice,” I said as I tried to wipe the sweat off my brow without looking too obvious. We’d only been walking about twenty minutes, but I was boiling. “So, how do we actually get into the canyons?” 
 
    The settlements did not go right to the top of the cracks. There were at least forty feet between us and the topmost layer of Engish homes, but I couldn’t see any kind of entry point. 
 
    “There are gates placed at intervals along the most major fissures,” Jenner explained. “Harnesses that will take us down to the bottom layer. That’s the preferred position, as it’s furthest away from the sun. The higher up you are, generally the less money and status you have.” 
 
    “I’d rather be higher up,” Zoie muttered, and as Shay looped an arm through the cat-woman’s elbow, it was clear the phoenix-woman was in agreement. 
 
    “To each their own,” Jenner said with a shrug, and he led us further along the fissures until we came to what looked like a stone bridge over the top of the canyon. It wasn’t very wide, but it was clearly very strong, because a complex series of ropes and pulleys had been tied to it. 
 
    “Once we’re down in the canyon, I’ll have a better sense of where we are and where we need to go,” the koala-man told us, and he began to usher us onto the wooden platform suspended from the ropes. We were all a little wary, but I’d never known Jenner to be reckless or a liar, so I was pretty confident as I moved to step on. 
 
    However, I stopped dead in my tracks when I looked up and suddenly noticed a cloaked figure standing on the other side of the bridge, watching us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    I looked straight at the figure who was watching us and made no attempt to hide the fact I’d noticed them, but they didn’t react. It seemed like they’d wanted us to notice them. 
 
    “Jenner,” I said and nodded toward the figure across the bridge. “I thought the Eng-folk all left the Island.” 
 
    “To escape the effects of the High Priestess’ curse, yes,” the koala-man replied. “We were all forced to choose between our homeland or our minds. Most chose the latter. An Island is simply land, but Eng is her people.” 
 
    “Very true,” I agreed. “But then, who’s that guy?” 
 
    Jenner turned and finally seemed to notice the cloaked figure. In fact, only when I explicitly gestured to them did any of the rest of my Crew even seem to notice the figure was there at all.  
 
    “Who’s that?” Shay asked with a frown. 
 
    “Does it matter? We expected to be alone, here,” Zoie said with a snarl, and she’d already drawn her knives.  
 
    “Easy, Zoie,” I said gently and raised a hand, but I didn’t tear my gaze away from the figure. I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman at this distance, and size didn’t really account for much with all the different species in Aventoll. “You guys wait here. I’ll talk to them.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Horus said, and his gold-green eyes widened. “He might collapse the bridge if you try to cross it. That’s a long fall.” 
 
    “I’ll keep my guard up,” I said. “If he tries anything funny, I’ll time-trance my way to a safe spot. You guys just stay back from the edge of the canyon, alright?” 
 
    “Something about them is wrong,” Anwaar said, like I hadn’t even spoken. I glanced at her, and she turned her eyes on me, but her gaze was faraway, like she was looking through me, or at something in front of me that I couldn’t see. “I can sense a strange magic on them.” 
 
    “More than strange,” Amaya murmured. “Wrong. There’s a perversion here, of true magic.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said in a grim tone, and I looked back at the figure, who hadn’t moved. “If something goes wrong, head back to the Manta ship. I’ll meet you guys there.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Horus said flatly. “We’re not leaving you.” 
 
    “I’m telling you otherwise,” I replied, equally flatly. “I can handle myself-- I have my time-trance ability. And this guy seems… weird. I don’t think he wants to hurt me. But I don’t know what he’d do if you guys tried to interfere.” 
 
    “If it comes to a Duel, we won’t be able to interfere,” Zoie said in a dejected tone.  
 
    “I’ll be just fine, love,” I promised her as I reached out to cup her cheek in one hand and offered an encouraging smile. “Just wait here, alright? I know you’ll give them hell if you need to.” 
 
    My cat-wife smiled up at me proudly, and her blue eyes glittered. Then she nodded, and I dropped my hand and headed toward the stone bridge. 
 
    The canyon did seem a lot deeper when I was walking across it, and I had a brief sensation of vertigo before I forced myself to look back up at the figure on the other side of the enormous fissure. The fact there was a long drop and no hand barrier made no difference. It was just the same as walking down the street. My ability to walk was in no way impaired by the height, not if I didn’t let it be. 
 
    Once I was on the other side of the canyon, the figure gave a short bow to me. 
 
    “Asher,” they said, and I realized then this was a man. “A relief to see you once again. Or, for the first time, I suppose.” 
 
    I blinked and then schooled my face into an almost bored-looking mask. This guy clearly knew me, or thought he knew me. I had no idea who he was, and the hooded cloak wasn’t helping, but I knew it would be wiser to play along and see what information I could get out of him first. 
 
    “I guess you could say that,” I drawled. “How did you know to wait for me out here?” 
 
    The hooded man cocked his head, and though I couldn’t see his face, I could tell his expression was probably something like ‘amused.’  
 
    “It’s no secret the ship arrived on the Island of Om,” he said. “Lake Lakuna was restored to its status as a natural tithe pool. Such fortuitous news travels fast, especially between sister Islands.” 
 
    I guess it made sense Om and Eng would be more closely linked. They did, after all, share one Heart. But I couldn’t see any evidence of the Eng-folk around here. 
 
    “And I suppose the clouds told you this news?” I asked. “You don’t seem to have many informants at your side.” 
 
    “You need not be concerned, Asher Alda.” The man chuckled. “I have no spies set after you. I merely wanted to keep track of whatever games you’re playing with your new face.” 
 
    Alda? As in, Krev Alda?  
 
    This guy obviously couldn’t be that well-informed if he thought I was Krev Alda. If he thought Krev Alda was still alive. But I supposed letting the rumor that Krev Alda had killed Alex Brightwood and taken his face was overall a useful ruse. If this guy thought I was on his side, he’d be much more likely to tell me all his secrets.  
 
    And all Krev Alda’s secrets, too. 
 
    “They’re rather fun games, I have to admit,” I said and flashed a sharp grin. “Alex Brightwood has a considerable estate. And he curries favor with Gavlain Mec.” 
 
    “Was that before or after he started fucking Mec’s youngest sister?” the man asked with some amusement, and he tipped his head in a way that made it clear he was looking over at Amaya. “Not that I can blame him. She’s a pretty little thing.” 
 
    I had absolutely no desire to discuss Amaya’s beauty-- or anything else about Amaya-- with this guy, because I doubted I would be able to maintain my ‘bored Krev Alda’ persona if I had to listen to some random guy creep over my wife, so I managed a nod that hopefully came across as impatient rather than irritated. 
 
    “I didn’t come all this way to chatter about women,” I said. “Why did you come all the way out here to meet me? I assume you have news?” 
 
    “I do!” the man said excitedly. “Believe me, I do! Very encouraging news, as a matter of fact! You were right to come to a cleric, Asher Alda. Once you freed me of the Order’s reductionist, pro-ignorance doctrines, my capacity to amass knowledge… well, it rivals that of the Eng-folk themselves!”  
 
    He gave a strange little laugh, something halfway between proud and just a little bit totally-batshit-crazy. So, he was a cleric? I tried to remember what Amaya and Anwaar had told me about the hierarchy within the Order of Mercedes. Clerics were right at the bottom. Acolytes were next, then augurs and mages like Amaya and Anwaar, then Deaconesses like Gavlain’s primary wife, Dawn. High Priestesses were right at the top, and the Prophetess was regarded as separate from this hierarchy. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear my time and effort have not been wasted, then,” I answered in a bored voice. “Now, are you going to show me these results, or do I just have to take your word for it?” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” the man said, and he nodded enthusiastically. “Please, come along. Do you wish for your entourage to accompany you?” 
 
    I cast a glance back at the others that hopefully came off as cursory and disinterested and not concerned. 
 
    “One or two might be of use,” I admitted, and I pointed casually at Zoie and Horus before I raised my voice to reach across the chasm. “You two, with me. The rest of you back to the ship. I have no need of you for now.” 
 
    “Of course, husband,” Shay said. She’d caught on quicker than the others and snapped to attention with her hands clasped demurely in front of her and her head bowed. “We await your return.” 
 
    “Hmph.” I barely gave her a glance as she and the others began to head back to the Manta ship, while Zoie and Horus crossed the stone bridge. Zoie, unsurprisingly, walked across it confidently, with not the slightest hint of vertigo. But then, she was part cat, and I suspected even if she had fallen off, she would have landed on her feet without a scratch.  
 
    Horus was a little more hesitant as he walked over the gaping chasm, but he managed to hide it well, and he came to stand beside me while looking every bit like the loyal lackey he knew he had to play. 
 
    “Excellent, excellent,” the cleric muttered. “Please, come with me, back to my, ah, humble abode.” 
 
    He gave a high-pitched, warbling giggle as he said it, and I struggled not to grit my teeth because there was a certain note to his voice that just set me on edge. Luckily, though, he’d turned away from me by this point and seemed none the wiser to how I really felt. 
 
    The old cleric led us a little way down the edge of the canyon to another platform, complete with the ropes and pulleys and stone bridge that allowed people to cross from one side of the canyon to the other. What was more noticeable about this pulley, though, was that in the wall of the chasm, about ten feet down, and still high above even the highest row of Engish homes, was an enormous hole. 
 
    “That’s your humble abode, I take it?” Horus asked and gestured to the hole in the side of the chasm. 
 
    “It pays to have a drillbeast on this Island,” the cleric answered with a nod. “Even the Eng-folk don’t know how deep their cave systems go-- not that any who stayed on Eng are in a position to chat much!” 
 
    He gave another strange, trilling laugh, and I fought the urge to grimace. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Zoie’s ears twitch, so the sound was probably worse for her, given her feline hearing. 
 
    Carefully, I stepped onto the platform, and Horus and Zoie followed shortly behind me. The cleric was the last to step on, and I watched as he untied the ropes and shifted them to different pegs in what was clearly a meticulous order. It would likely be useful for me to know how to operate one of these things, especially since Jenner wasn’t here. 
 
    “I heard about your Duel with Captain Luhrmann,” the cleric said as he worked at the ropes. “And Aiken, the Rogue mage.” 
 
    “Did you now?” I hoped my voice came off as dryly amused and not distracted as I continued to watch how the pulleys and ropes needed to be arranged in order to move the platform. There was a small lurch as it suddenly began to move slowly down, and it became clear at least part of the contraption was running on some kind of clockwork, because the cleric wasn’t holding any ropes, but we were moving. I’d suspected it would be like rappelling, but apparently not. 
 
    “A decisive victory, and a well-earned one, too,” the cleric said. “I hear you even managed to trick him into challenging you! Not that tricking that brute was ever especially difficult. And Aiken-- Mercedes, he was insufferable when we were in the Order together, and I imagine he was insufferable after Luhrmann had been whispering in his ear about power and all that. You know he planned to cross you?” 
 
    I actually hadn’t, but I wasn’t surprised to learn the captain of a pirate crew had planned to betray an ally, so I just gave a small scoff. 
 
    “Why do you think I killed him? I can’t let it get out that I let people betray me and stay breathing. If they’re not with me out of loyalty, they can bow out of fear.” 
 
    “Fear is an excellent motivator,” the cleric agreed in a thoughtful tone. “Which is why I think you will be particularly pleased about what I have to show you!” 
 
    The platform then gave another small lurch as it halted, now level with the enormous hole the cleric had apparently bored into the canyon himself.  
 
    I wondered for a moment if it was totally safe, because the Eng-folk were known for their attention to detail, the care they took in everything they did. They’d surely calculated exactly where and how far they could dig into the cave system without threatening to collapse the entire network. This man did not seem like he took the same care. 
 
    As I stepped off the platform and into the tunnel, I forced myself not to turn and look behind me too quickly, but I knew there was the slight chance that this guy also wanted to turn on Krev Alda, and trapping him in a cave with no way to get out was a pretty decent way to do it.  
 
    But I also knew the real Krev Alda was-- or, had been-- too haughty to consider one of his underlings might betray him, so I tried to look haughty now as I glanced back at the cleric, who fumbled with the ropes for a few moments before he, too, stepped off the platform and into the tunnel. 
 
    The cleric half-squeezed and half-shoved his way past Zoie and Horus, and I had to bite down on a growl as Zoie was knocked into the wall of the tunnel. I knew Krev Alda wouldn’t give a shit about a woman he saw as his property, but Zoie was my wife, and pregnant on top of that. If I’d had my way in that moment, I would’ve shoved him back toward the cat-woman and watched as she would have him on his knees and begging for forgiveness inside of a minute. 
 
    But since I was still playing ‘Krev Alda, asshole extraordinaire,’ I bit my tongue and kept that mask of indifference on my face. 
 
    The cleric led Horus, Zoie, and me down the tunnel, and I considered asking about what we were going to do when it got dark, but as we got deeper and deeper into the caverns, I realized the tunnel wasn’t actually getting dark. 
 
    There were chunks of glowing stone that stuck out of the rock, and they lit the tunnel with a gentle light. It wasn’t as bright as it had been above ground, but it was far from darkness, too. 
 
    “Before the Curse, one of Eng’s primary exports were these lightstones,” the cleric explained as he led us deeper into the tunnel. “They are somehow connected to the sun and glow brighter during the day, while becoming almost entirely dim during the night.” 
 
    I wanted to reach out and touch these lightstones, to see if they were warm or cool to the touch, and figure out if I could somehow mine some of them to take back to the Manta. It would be a lot more efficient than a candle or electric lights, for sure. But I also knew any expression of wonder of even real curiosity could risk giving me away, so I kept my hands firmly by my sides. 
 
    “I didn’t come here for storytime and history lessons,” I said in a firm voice. “I want to know about this progress you claim to have made.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, yes,” the cleric said quickly. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    “Why did you make this new tunnel?” I then asked, because I reckoned I could phrase it accusingly enough that it didn’t come off like I was actually interested. I wanted to cringe at myself playing this mental-4D-chess, like I was in high school and was trying desperately to come off as cool and detached, because it wasn’t like I actually liked that girl or whatever, I just wanted to know if she wanted to go to a movie this weekend.  
 
    The more I thought about my old life, and all I’d left behind, the more relieved I was to be in Aventoll. I still didn’t know why that woman had picked me, or why she’d chosen that specific time, or even what had happened to her, but I reckoned I owed her a thank you. 
 
    And also the chance to demand why the fuck she’d done it. Regardless of whether her interference had kind of led to this dream life I now lived, I still didn’t appreciate being dropped in the Ocean like a new goldfish into a tank. 
 
    “It was easier to access where I needed to go,” the cleric replied. 
 
    “The Eng-folk are a meticulous people, they would know where to make caves without collapsing the entire tunnel,” I said. “You’d better know what you’re doing. I have no desire to die crushed under tons of rock. Especially not wearing this idiot’s face.” 
 
    “This is the only tunnel I’ve made in this section,” the cleric told me. “Those damned lightstones might be pretty and valuable, but they’re a lot tougher than regular rock. My drillbeast is a useless fucking thing, now. Too old.” 
 
    Oh, great. So, on top of working for a crazed murderer, this guy was a dick to animals. 
 
    The likelihood of him getting out of this situation alive was dropping rapidly. The only thing that stopped me from drawing a weapon then and there was the fact I needed more information as to where Krev Alda’s grand plan had been going, and why this guy had been holed up on Eng in order to bring that plan to fruition. 
 
    “This part of the cave system is unlikely to contain the Archived records,” the cleric went on as we walked further, and we came to a sort of T-junction. It was obvious this was an Eng-made tunnel, because the walls were perfectly smooth. Instead of a cylinder shape, the tunnel was like an archway, with a curving roof and a flat floor, and whatever lightstones that had grown in the rock walls had been gouged out and replaced into the ceiling of the tunnel in a neat line. 
 
    I made a mental note to congratulate Jenner for his people’s relentless attention to detail. This was seriously impressive. 
 
    “So I didn’t bother making many new tunnels,” the cleric continued. He lowered his hood now and revealed small, stubby horns protruding from a crop of thick black hair.  
 
    So, he was from Alem, like the Mecs. 
 
    “You’ve been looking for the records?” I asked him. 
 
    “I know it wasn’t precisely what you instructed,” the cleric said quickly. “But I truly believe having access to that information would expedite your plans considerably. The Council and the Order both went to great efforts to hide a lot of Eng’s accumulated knowledge from the rest of Aventoll-- and from the Eng-folk themselves! If we could find whatever knowledge the Council considered ‘too dangerous’ for public consumption, it would give you a real advantage in taking over.” 
 
    Taking over? I knew Krev Alda had been a megalomaniacal dickhead, but had he seriously wanted to take over all of Aventoll? Why? 
 
    His actions in the past were furtive, and honestly pretty sensible. He’d avoided taking faces of people who were too high-profile, and because of that, he’d managed to infiltrate some of the most important houses in Aventoll. He’d lived here for decades, and no one had been any the wiser. So much so that most of his allies still believed he was alive, just living as me, with my face, and my life. 
 
    “Knowledge is power,” I said to the cleric, and my mind reeled with ideas and explanations as to what Krev’s plan had been. “And I am curious as to what the Order and the Council would seek to hide from their people. The best lies have a grain of truth at the center. I’m sure we can use some of those truths to turn the people of Aventoll against their established governments.” 
 
    “Precisely!” the cleric said and nodded eagerly. 
 
    “But so far, your efforts have been unsuccessful?” I asked. 
 
    The cleric flinched like I’d struck him, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Zoie smirk. 
 
    “Y-Yes, but Eng is a large island!” the cleric explained quickly. “Even more so when you consider the Eng-folk made use of the underground. There are many hiding places, but I am making progress! I have found pieces of information that were potentially discarded or stolen before the Archives were buried. They talk about how Alem is responsible for the Red Skies, as a ploy to make sure Ashers of the Blood remain necessary.” 
 
    “We already knew that,” I said flatly, because even as I internally reeled from that bit of information, like hell was I going to let this guy know he’d caught me off guard. 
 
    I supposed it made a weird sort of sense. There was no pattern to the Red Skies, not as far as I’d been able to tell, and after Shay had healed the Heart of an Island, a Red Sky no longer automatically meant demons.  
 
    Still, it was a powerful bit of magic to turn the sky red, and even more powerful to be able to stir up demons from sick Hearts. How had they figured out they could draw up demons from the Hearts, out of the sickness? And what did they fear so much that they were willing to terrorize the rest of Aventoll? 
 
    As soon as we were done here, we needed to head to Alem and figure this shit out. We’d already surmised the Order and the Council were in on something, and that the Prophetess was connected, but whatever they were hiding, and whatever Krev Alda wanted from them, my Crew and I needed to deal with it before more people got hurt. 
 
    “Of course, of course, Asher Alda,” the cleric said, and he did a weird bowing and scraping motion made all the weirder since he wasn’t actually facing me as he did it. “But it is curious, isn’t it? That this information never reached past Eng?” 
 
    “Not that curious, the Eng-folk were cursed with madness,” I said flatly, and the cleric turned to me and pointed. 
 
    “Exactly!” he said, and his expression was gleeful. “They were cursed by a High Priestess after their intellect and curiosity became too great!” 
 
    “You think they discovered the conspiracy about Alem?” I asked, and I tried to keep my voice as even and disinterested as possible as I raised one eyebrow. “They were… silenced?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” the cleric said with a shrug. “But it got me thinking. If a powerful Priestess could curse an entire Island, then the means exists to curse others, too! Perhaps we can harness it! We just need to know what… what the power source for the spell was.” 
 
    I knew only the most powerful magics required ‘sources’ because normally magic drew on the life energy of the person who was casting the spell to begin with. Shay was connected to the Heart of Aventoll, which was what gave her those incredible Incarnate powers. Anwaar, as a mage in the Order, had been trained how to use her own natural energy in the most efficient way possible. It made sense, though, that a spell designed to curse an entire Island with madness had required a source. 
 
    “I’m calling it the ‘Divine Component,’” the cleric continued. “But I have the rest assembled, I think! I promise it’s worth your time, Asher Alda. I just have to-- Darkhells, what in Mercedes name are you doing here?” 
 
    The cleric’s tone had abruptly gone from excited and slightly smarmy to sharp and irritated, and I blinked a few times to adjust to the low lighting of the tunnels before I noticed a drillbeast was sitting off to one side in the little cavern we’d walked into. 
 
    The cavern itself looked like a small office or workshop, with desks clustered on one side, covered in papers and bits of disassembled metal contraptions. As for the drillbeast in the corner, I knew I didn’t know much about the creatures, but I could tell it was on the older side. Its face was wrinkled and gray in patches, and there was a sort of kink or dent to the straight line of its snout, like a drill bit that had collided with something too solid and had been broken. 
 
    Overall, it looked completely pitiful. 
 
    “Wretched creature!” the cleric snarled, and he batted at the drillbeast until it pathetically shuffled to the side and curled up into an even smaller ball at the edge of the cavern.  
 
    I felt my blood boil. I’d already known this guy was a grade-A dickbag, but seeing him mistreat this poor creature was getting on my last nerve. 
 
    I knew I would have to bear it, though, if I was going to get answers. About Krev. About Alem. About the Order and the Council and everything else. We were on the edge of uncovering a seriously big conspiracy, I could practically taste it, and I couldn’t afford to lose my focus. Countless people would be hurt or even killed if I let myself get distracted. 
 
    But in the privacy of my mind, I promised myself and the poor drillbeast that this cleric bastard would die screaming. 
 
    Behind me, I knew Zoie and Horus were also tense, and both of them wanted to leap to the poor drillbeast’s defense. But they, like me, knew we needed more information on what Krev Alda’s plans had been, and this apparent Alemic plan to manufacture the Blood Ashers’ necessity.  
 
    Even so, every line on Zoie’s body was taut, like a coiled spring, and I could see Horus was struggling not to let his feathers become visibly ruffled. 
 
    “I don’t know why I keep it around,” the cleric said with a sigh, because he was apparently fucking oblivious to all of this. “Just takes up space and food! But there aren’t many drillbeasts outside of Terr, and I need to find those Archive records if I am to properly serve you, Asher Alda.” 
 
    “It might heal faster and work better if you got it proper care,” I said dryly. “Else put the thing out of its misery and save yourself the grief.” 
 
    I didn’t want him to do that, but I could hardly make Krev Alda look like he cared about anything other than himself. 
 
    Luckily, the cleric balked. 
 
    “Kill it? A waste of effort! Drillbeasts are hardy, even if this pathetic thing is damaged and can’t drill right now. It’s those damned lightstones, like I told you! And it’s learned to recognize them, too-- practically afraid of them now. Look!” 
 
    He picked up a chunk of lightstone that had been sitting on one of the desks and waved it toward the drillbeast mockingly. The drillbeast made a mournful, scared noise and tried to curl up every smaller against the wall. I swallowed anger and bile as I fought to keep my face neutral, and the cleric looked up at me with an exasperated expression. 
 
    “See? Pathetic.”  
 
    He tossed the chunk of lightstone back toward the desk, and the drillbeast made another terrified squeaking noise.  
 
    That, it seemed, was the last straw. 
 
    “Oh, enough!” the cleric thundered. “I was throwing it away from you, idiot creature! Why do I bother keeping you around? You can’t do the one thing I need you to do! And I’m too far away from a useful specimen, so I have to put up with you anyway! By Mercedes!” 
 
    He wound back a hand and slapped the beast, hard, on its already-damaged snout. The wail the drillbeast made was so pained it made my chest ache just to hear it, but the cleric didn’t seem to care, because he slapped it a second time, and a third. 
 
    Just as he raised his hand for the fourth time, ready to deliver a fourth blow, my patience snapped. My hand shot out, and I grabbed his wrist and glared at him. 
 
    “That is enough,” I snarled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    For a moment, I panicked. 
 
    Had I just completely blown my cover? Did this crazy cleric now know that I wasn’t Krev Alda, that I was only playing some weird double-bluff? I couldn’t just idly stand by and let this freak continue to beat an innocent creature, but I needed to figure out how to maintain this charade before the gears in his head started turning. 
 
    “I didn’t come here to watch you brutalize the wildlife,” I said in as harsh and cold a voice as I could manage. It was fairly easy, honestly, because this guy was a bastard. “I want to know what progress you made toward my goals. You know I have no patience for time-wasting.” 
 
    “Of course not, of course not,” the cleric mumbled, and despite the fact I still had a vise-like grip around one of his wrists, he shifted into a deep bow, and I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at the obvious groveling.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, Zoie and Horus seemed similarly displeased, and I could see how the cat-woman was still drawn taut as a bowstring, ready to jump into action at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “You are too generous, Asher Alda,” the cleric went on. “Truly, your designs are unparalleled, and the means about which you intend to see them brought to fruition--” 
 
    That was about three hundred percent more flowery than I was willing to put up with, and I let go of his wrist irritably. 
 
    “What in the Darkhells are you talking about?” I demanded crossly, and I was honestly a little relieved for the opportunity to vent some of my frustrations with this creep. Thankfully, Krev Alda had never been known for his forgiving disposition. 
 
    At my words, the cleric flinched, as if I’d hit him rather than just snapped at him. 
 
    “Are… are you not giving me a new drillbeast?” he asked, and his tone went from groveling to slightly hesitant as he looked up at me through his crop of dark, shaggy hair. 
 
    “Why in Aventoll would I do that?” I scowled. “So you can beat that one, too? So you can destroy its snout carelessly drilling through lightstone-rich sections of the caves? You said it yourself I did not specifically ask you to try and find the buried Archive records hidden by the Council and the Order, and so far all you have shown me is that this farce has wasted your time and diverted your focus.” 
 
    “But the Archive records could hold invaluable information about Aventoll before the Curse was set upon Eng!” the cleric insisted. “I didn’t lie to you, I truly believe they could be of use--” 
 
    “Knowledge may be power, but weapons win battles,” I snapped and interrupted the cleric entirely. It was actually a little bit fun to watch him panic and squirm. The bastard deserved it. “And so far you have shown me neither, only whispers of an Alemic conspiracy we have no means to prove!” 
 
    “Proof is such a-- such an overrated thing!” the cleric said quickly. “Rumors are where men and regimes are destroyed! You cannot kill ideas once they sprout. They root into the cracks and fester.” 
 
    “Then you had better hope I don’t get the ‘idea’ to kill you where you stand and save myself the trouble of listening about how else you have failed me,” I said as I raised a hand to my temple and began to rub at it like I was developing a migraine from having to deal with this man’s stupidity. 
 
    The cleric swallowed, and I took some small, petty pleasure in watching his Adam’s apple bob nervously. 
 
    “So… you are not here to give me the drillbeast egg the Brightwood Asher was given on Terr?” he asked me. 
 
    I worked to keep my face neutral. How the hell did this guy know about that? How far did his network of spies extend? I made a mental note to ask Amaya and Anwaar if clerics had any training or skills that would allow them to learn information from halfway around the world. 
 
    Truthfully, I didn’t know what happened to the drillbeast egg. It had been a gift from the Terrans, and one I’d happily accepted after I’d worked to try and calm the tensions between the Upper and Lower Echelons of the Island, as well as lessen the enormous inequality gap between the two groups. But after we’d left Terr, so much had happened, and I’d rather lost track of it. It was probably tucked away in one of the Manta ship’s many rooms. Maybe in six months, Rylan or Jenner would discover it again. 
 
    Not that it really mattered. Even if the egg was in my pocket at that very moment, there was no way I was giving it to this guy after seeing how he’d treated the first drillbeast. 
 
    “Why would I reward you when you have done absolutely nothing meriting any kind of reward?” I asked him, and my voice was cold as winter. “I’m not going to give you another creature to torment for fun, when that seems to be the only thing you spend your time doing down here. Cowed drillbeasts will not bring me any closer to achieving my ends!” 
 
    “Of course not,” the cleric said again, and he looked like he was about to return to the smarmy groveling, so I took a step back from him and folded my arms to broadcast how thoroughly out of patience I was. 
 
    “Currently, your reward is I have not separated your head from your shoulders,” I said. “If you expect to reap anything more interesting, I expect to see something of actual use.” 
 
    The cleric stared up at me with wide, dark eyes and then gave a firm nod, like he was steadying himself. 
 
    “Right,” he said, and he raised an arm toward one of the tunnels. “This way.” 
 
    Myself, Zoie, and Horus followed behind him and left the small cavern with the poor drillbeast behind. We walked through another tunnel that had clearly been made by the scrupulous Eng-folk and not haphazardly by an Alemic cleric, and since the cleric was facing away from us while leading the little procession, I dared to turn my head and look back at Zoie and Horus. 
 
    Both of them were bathed in the faintly greenish glow of the lightstones, which cast dramatic shadows across the planes of their faces. I could see clearly they both wore grim, determined expressions, which I found encouraging. Neither of them were strangers to a fight, and while I would have preferred for Zoie not to be here, given her condition, I couldn’t deny I was glad to have backup. Hopefully, my ruse would hold, and we wouldn’t need it, but I knew it was better to prepare for the worst than simply hope for the best. 
 
    The cleric eventually came to a stop before another cavern, and for a moment I wondered just how big this complex was. I hadn’t seen anything that really resembled a door or a barrier that would denote we were entering someone’s private home, but then I hadn’t seen anything much like a home at all. No beds, no kitchens, no places to relax. It had all been one long string of workshops. 
 
    The Eng-folk, I supposed, must have been big on collaboration. Their combined intellects must have been a real force to be reckoned with, and I could understand why the other Islands of Aventoll, and in particular the Order of Mercedes, might have been intimidated by that intellect. 
 
    I still didn’t agree with it, of course. Cursing an entire people to madness and savagery because you didn’t like the knowledge they had was, at minimum, petty as fuck. 
 
    “How far does your workshop extend?” I asked in as bored a voice as I could offer. 
 
    “Almost half of this entire section of the canyon!” the cleric answered eagerly, and I could see his posture relax as he no doubt assumed my question meant I wasn’t as irritated as I’d been earlier.  
 
    I was, but I also knew it would be easier to get information out of him if he felt at ease. 
 
    It would also be easier to kill him once his guard was lowered. 
 
    “The Engish have very communal workspaces-- or, they had very communal workspaces.” The cleric gave another one of those strange, high-pitched chuckles. “Their individual homes and private quarters were kept entirely separate from their workshops and libraries. It was only following the Curse and the voluntary exile of many of the people that they began to combine their intellectual pursuits with their leisure time. The Curse on Eng meant the Engish’s intelligence became firmly rooted in their cultural identity, and also academic practice became in itself a rebellion against the cowardice and fear of the other Peoples of the Islands.” 
 
    That, I could respect. The Eng-folk had been screwed over by the Order and the other Islands for being so curious and clever, so now they doubled down on being even more curious and clever as a middle finger to the people who’d tried to scare them out of it. Hopefully, once Shay had fully healed the Hearts of Aventoll, the Curse would be lifted automatically, or we would have found a way to lift it, because even just standing in the ruined cavern that had been overtaken by a crazy cleric, I could tell how passionate the Engish had been about the pursuits of knowledge. I wanted to see what an entire Island of Jenners could do for Aventoll. 
 
    Hell, maybe they’d even figure out electricity. 
 
    “I hope you’ve managed to put these incredible resources to good use, and haven’t just been indulging your own most childish impulses,” I said in a stern tone, and the cleric shook his head quickly. 
 
    “Absolutely not!” he cried out. “Truly, I think you will be very pleased with what I have managed to achieve. Of course, I am working off the incomplete notes of many Engish, notes long-ago abandoned, but I have nonetheless managed to put something together that will be extremely useful to you, Asher Alda!” 
 
    “Then stop blathering on about it and show me,” I said and folded my arms again. 
 
    “I mentioned earlier about how there might be a way to harness the Curse on Eng and use it the way the High Priestess used it against the Engish to begin with,” the cleric explained, and I was a little sickened by the eager way he spoke, because it was so similar to how Jenner spoke about something that fascinated him.  
 
    The difference was Jenner wasn’t working on magics and machines that could curse or threaten Aventoll into submission under Krev Alda. This cleric was just batshit crazy. 
 
    We finally entered the cavern, which turned out to be another workshop, only it was much, much larger than the first cavern with the drillbeast had been. It was easily three times as tall, and in sheer size I imagined it would have rivaled the Batcave. Between that and the fact there were strange devices of all kinds spread out across workbenches, all it was missing was the supercomputer with the comically large monitor and The Bat Himself hunched over a keyboard. 
 
    “The Eng-folk were the pinnacle of Aventoll’s advancement before the curse,” the cleric said. “I am continuously awed by your stroke of genius to send me here, Asher Alda. Even in its abandoned state, the resources here are-- are unparalleled!” 
 
    “Then I hope you put them to good use,” I told him. “I’m tired of your pontificating. Show me what you’ve been working on. Now.” 
 
    “Y-Yes! Of course!” The cleric scrambled to lead the three of us to the center of the cavern, where something resembling an iron throne had been cobbled together in the center. The seat itself was dwarfed by an enormous series of pipes and cables set into the back and the arms, and I couldn’t help but think this was the sort of seat where you didn’t ‘sit down in’ it so much as ‘get plugged into’ it. 
 
    I knew at once I didn’t want to sit in it. And like hell was I going to let Zoie or Horus sit in it, either. 
 
    “I believe this will allow us-- you-- to harness the Curse energy that lies over the Island of Eng,” the cleric explained as he rubbed his hands together excitedly. “The Divine Component-- whatever the High Priestess was able to call upon as the source for such strong magic-- is obviously not present in my version, but I believe I have figured out a way to bypass that requirement entirely!” 
 
    “Have you now?” I drawled, and I did my best to look bored and deeply unimpressed. Honestly, all I could say for sure was the iron chair-thing looked ugly as hell and twice as uncomfortable. “I don’t see the point in ruling over a world populated entirely by mad, feral peoples.” 
 
    “Of course not,” the cleric admitted. “But you wouldn’t be. If the threat of the transformation is not enough to bring the various Islands to heel, then you can release the Cursed individuals onto the Islands until their governments come to you, begging for you to save them.” 
 
    I raised one eyebrow, like he’d only just barely managed to pique my interest, but inside I was trying to get my bearings. This guy had figured out how to control the savage Engish? There was a way to control the savage Engish at all? I thought the whole point was they lost their higher reasoning, so they were returned to feral creatures who acted entirely on instinct. 
 
    I had to remind myself then that just because the Eng-folk looked like koalas didn’t mean they actually were koalas. Koalas back on Earth only attacked when directly provoked, and they normally were content to ignore other species and even other members of their own species. Whatever an Earth koala’s ‘instinct’ was, it didn’t necessarily line up with an Engish’s ‘instinct’ here. 
 
    And as I understood it, that ‘instinct’ was a hell of a lot more vicious than their Earth counterparts. The only thing I wanted less than savage Aventollians being released onto unsuspecting civilian populations, was for all of Aventoll being turned savage. 
 
    “It lacks finesse, but I suppose it would be effective,” I said to the cleric, and I made my tone as begrudging as possible. Krev Alda had never seemed the type to offer easy praise. “How do you plan to harness that magic?” 
 
    “Well, it exists within the Island already,” the cleric explained. “It lingers, which is why Eng-folk who return to the Island even now will still turn savage after a few days.” 
 
    I made another mental note to make sure Jenner was in the Manta ship and off Eng territory as much as possible while we were here. The last thing we needed was our best shot at deciphering the Archived records going feral. 
 
    “This chair here is my attempt to channel that magic,” the cleric went on and gestured to the ugly throne thing. “I plan to use the same source the High Priestess used to lay the Curse over Eng.” 
 
    “Which is?” I asked in a bored drawl. 
 
    “Ashers, of course!” the cleric said in an excited tone. “They have the power of transformation in their blood, the ability to turn demons into ash!” 
 
    I heard Horus’ soft intake of breath from behind me, even as I struggled not to let the shock show on my face, because the cleric was looking at me very intently now. The falcon-man had managed to keep his expression neutral throughout all of this, and we just needed to keep up the game a little longer, then we could kill this guy, destroy his machine thing, and set about trying to find the Archived records. Once we knew for sure whether Vel-Rala was the Prophetess, and how she was related to whatever conspiracy the Order and the Council were trying to hide, and why they wanted Red Skies and demons, we could start trying to fix this colossal mess. 
 
    “Ashers,” I said aloud, in a flat, unimpressed voice. “A High Priestess of the Order of Mercedes managed to lay waste to an entire Island using… Ashers.” 
 
    “I know, I couldn’t believe it at first myself,” the cleric said with a grin. “But all the record fragments I’ve found are in agreement! Ashers have immense magical power, they are blessed by Mercedes herself. And besides, where do you think demons come from?” 
 
    For a moment, I swore the world stopped. 
 
    Not like my time-trance ability, not even like the extension of that same ability where I could stop and even reverse short amounts of time. It was like everything around me just paused for a moment, and my mind raced as I tried to make sense of what the cleric had just told me. 
 
    Demons… came from Ashers? 
 
    That couldn’t be right. Ashers destroyed demons. They were what turned demons into ash. 
 
    Some of the skepticism must have shown on my face, but luckily that was all that showed, because the crazy cleric only looked more excited. 
 
    “I have yet to understand precisely why, but all the old Engish records dating back to the first days of the Scourge agree the first demons, what we would now consider herald demons, were once Aventollians,” he said eagerly. 
 
    “Impossible,” Zoie breathed. “Sacrilege.” 
 
    “Quiet,” I snapped, because I wasn’t about to let Zoie draw attention to herself right now. This sick fuck might suggest he try and turn her into a demon, or a savage, or something equally horrifying. Then I turned back to the cleric. “What are you talking about? We’ve all heard the myths.” 
 
    “Myths, yes, not necessarily objective history,” the cleric said. “You taught me that, remember? When you took me from the Order, made me see that I’d spent my life serving sycophants and zealots. The Moon didn’t create demons from nowhere. He took the most disrespectful Aventollians and twisted them to his will. The power of transformation is the most divine, the most complex. The High Priestess used the transformation powers of Ashers to enact a lesser version of the Moon’s curse upon Eng. Instead of turning the Eng-folk to demons, she turned them savage. Just as demons spring from the earth, so do Eng-folk only turn savage if they set foot upon their home island.” 
 
    I had to admit, it made a sick sort of sense, but my mind was reeling almost too much to take it in. Demons had once been Aventollians? Or herald demons at least. The lesser demons must have just been offshoots, like bits chipped off the originals.  
 
    But I could still hardly believe it. 
 
    Had Krev Alda already known this? Had he intended to turn all of his enemies into demons, an army with which he could control and terrorize Aventoll? And what was the Council and the Order so hell-bent on hiding and preserving that they would risk Red Skies and demons and Curse an entire Island?  
 
    Something was rotten, right at the heart of this world, and somehow it had fallen to me and my Crew to fix it. 
 
    First things first, however, we needed to get every bit of information we could out of this crazy cleric. Then we needed to destroy his research so no one else could do what he was trying to do. 
 
    “And you think you can do the same with the Priestess’ magic?” I asked. “Use Ashers’ innate powers of transformation to turn other Aventollians savage?” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” the cleric said with a nod. “And I know you are the sort of person who demands visible results, Asher Alda, so I made sure I was ready to provide a demonstration before I approached you.” 
 
    I raised one eyebrow again, still refusing to let on just how rattled I was, and the cleric went over to the back of the workshop. Only when he approached it did I realize it wasn’t just an unusually smooth wall, but a gray curtain suspended from the cavernous ceiling. 
 
    “If you will indulge me a few more moments, I will gladly show you my efforts have been far from failures!” the cleric announced, and he gave a sharp yank to pull the curtain aside. 
 
    I just barely managed to stop myself from taking several steps back, because behind the curtain was a swarm, a horde of Eng-folk. They were pressed up against a thick glass window that was sunken into the stone floor and roof, with their furry little arms trying to squeeze through the circular holes that had been left either for sound or for air, and their sharp little claws glittered in the dim glow of the lightstones. 
 
    All of them had strangely dark, blank eyes. There was none of the intelligence and awareness I saw in Jenner’s face, and they snarled at us once the curtain fell away. 
 
    “By Mercedes,” Horus murmured, and I had to give him that, because this was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. It was one thing to be told an Island had gone savage. It was another thing entirely to actually see it. 
 
    “It took me quite a while to round up all these stragglers,” the cleric admitted. “But it was worth it. Having actual subjects to practice on has greatly accelerated my process. Theory and thought experiments can only take you so far!” 
 
    “I suppose I have to commend your… commitment,” I said in a careful tone. I didn’t want to pull my gaze away from the feral koala-people, but I knew I needed to. I needed to look like I wasn’t bothered, like I was totally in control. 
 
    “I told you my efforts were not in vain.” The cleric grinned. “Now, instruct your manservant to take a seat in the machine, and I will show you the true breadth of an Asher’s transformation magic!” 
 
    My manservant? With a jolt, I realized he meant Horus. There was no way I could let Horus sit in that thing. He could die. Or be turned into a savage himself. 
 
    “I’m not usually in the business of murdering loyal supporters,” I said in a bored voice. “This one’s sister is the Incarnate, too. He might prove useful if I ever have to… motivate her.” 
 
    “Ah, that I can understand,” the cleric chuckled. It was a deeper, throatier sound than before, and way creepier. “Having such a useful tool in your arsenal means little if you can’t appropriately bend it to your will. Though, if you’re wearing her husband’s face, I imagine you’re already well-accustomed to bending her whichever way you like.” 
 
    I forced myself to give a small laugh, even as I felt my blood boil, and I didn’t miss how Horus tensed with the desire to rip this bastard to pieces.  
 
    I could relate. 
 
    But we had to keep up appearances. Just a little longer. Just until we knew exactly what we were dealing with. So, I jerked my head to Horus in an impatient gesture, and without comment he marched over to the chair. 
 
    He hesitated only for the briefest moment before he turned away from the chair and locked eyes with me. There was the barest tremor in his hands as he gripped the arms of the makeshift throne, and then he sat down. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    I watched with bated breath as Horus took his seat in the peculiar contraption, and I had to bite back a relieved sigh when nothing appeared to happen. 
 
    Horus glanced around with a mild, placid expression. I could see the edge of relief in his eyes even as he tried to come off as disinterested, and we locked gazes for the briefest moment before I turned back to the cleric. 
 
    “I fail to see how this was a productive use of your-- and my-- time,” I said in a haughty tone, and the cleric pouted childishly for a moment before he began to explain. 
 
    “The precise mechanics of such old and powerful magic are largely ineffable to any besides the High Priestesses of the Order. Anyone short of the Prophetess or the Incarnate would likely struggle to wield such magic. It has taken me a long time to be able to collect the remnants of the High Priestess’ original spell that lays the Curse over Eng. But I can assure you, Asher Alda, my efforts are not in vain.” 
 
    “You plan to use an Asher to send the peoples of Aventoll insane,” I said flatly. “The only thing I’ve seen so far is a group of Engish who were all rendered savage years ago. This is hardly an encouraging proof for your so-called experiment.” 
 
    “Patience, patience!” the cleric insisted in a wail. “You’ll see, Asher Alda.” 
 
    “How do I know you won’t turn the people of Aventoll into demon-creatures?” I asked. “Or my manservant into a herald demon? I don’t want to rule over a lawless wasteland. There is no king without subjects. No luxury without servants.” 
 
    “You will not be left without servants,” the cleric assured me, and he gave another weird giggle. In this huge cavern of a laboratory, the sound bounced off the stone walls and metal pipes of the contraption, which gave the impression that there were several clerics around the room, all cackling in unison. 
 
    I didn’t think this weirdo could have chosen a creepier lair if he’d tried. This whole place just screamed ‘mad scientist lab,’ and I half-expected some lumbering, hunchbacked Igor-type to come in from a side door and pull a comically large switch that would retract the roof of the cavern so we could have the machine get struck by lightning. 
 
    But so far, no Igors had turned up, and provided the weather hadn’t drastically changed in the twentyish minutes since Horus, Zoie, and I had entered the underground tunnels, there wouldn’t be any lightning strikes, either. 
 
    I hoped the others made it back to the Manta okay, especially Jenner. Having to watch the horde of savage koala-people clawing at the bars and snarling at the lot of us was unsettling enough without being reminded that all of them had once been as intelligent and logical as my friend. The idea that all Jenner’s ingenuity and rationality could just be wiped away if he dared to try and return to his homeland made me feel ill. 
 
    I risked a glance at Zoie, and it was clear she was similarly uncomfortable at the sight of the koala-people. I wondered if there was a way to fully lift the curse over the Island. Maybe Shay, as the Incarnate, could do it, or maybe it would specifically require a High Priestess within the Order. Either way, it was something we would need to look into in detail, because if crazy bastards like this cleric and Krev Alda had been searching for ways to siphon the latent energy of the spell to turn other people savage, we needed to stop them. 
 
    There was also the fact that-- apparently-- the High Priestess had only been able to curse Eng in the first place because of the even more ancient spell that created the first demons. Maybe if the Crew and I kept Island-hopping, and kept having Shay heal all the individual Islands’ Hearts, that could be stopped, but that sounded uncomfortably, dangerously slow when the cleric was apparently close to figuring out how to harness such corruptive magic. 
 
    I still had no idea what to make of that. Demons had once been Aventollians. Herald demons in particular. And regular demons… they were just offshoots, I guess. Fractions of whatever pitiful mess had been left of the Aventollians’ souls, after they’d been turned into herald demons. 
 
    It was such twisted, harmful magic, and so vindictive. I couldn’t fathom a good reason to turn your own people into such awful creatures. Had there been some terrible war, and the Order or the Council needed weapons? I doubted it. I felt sure someone-- Zoie or Jenner or someone else who’d never had any trouble telling me about Aventoll’s less glorious aspects-- would have mentioned such a thing. 
 
    The more I thought about it, the more sure I became that these demons were the reason for the Hearts of the Islands becoming sick. My Crew, and the rest of Aventoll, must have just gotten it the wrong way around. The demons didn’t come because the Hearts were sick, instead the Hearts became sick because of the demons. 
 
    Demons had originally come from the Ocean. Maybe that was part of how they’d been turned into demons in the first place-- maybe something about the Ocean’s Knowledge was part of the spell. Either way, when Ashers like me destroyed the demons, they’d just sunk into the ground, and that must have slowly poisoned the Hearts. But Shay had healed the Hearts, so it must have almost been like an immune response killing off pathogens in the body. The demons were no longer able to feed off the energy of the Island Hearts and whatever terrible, tragic magic that had been keeping them together was cut off, and they fell apart like old puppets. 
 
    I needed to remind myself how many people had gotten hurt because of the demons, how many people had been killed. They were a tragedy, no question, because they’d once been ordinary Aventollians, but they’d still wreaked terrible havoc on this world. I couldn’t pity them. 
 
    But I could sure as hell find whoever sanctioned their creation. And why. 
 
    And I could make that son of a bitch pay. 
 
    Right now, though, I needed to stop Krev Alda’s cleric lackey from cobbling together the lingering dregs of that magic. I couldn’t save Aventoll if everyone in it turned into a mindless savage, and I had no desire to see what a ram-person like Gavlain, or a cat-person like Zoie, could do if they ended up having their higher reasoning scrubbed away by this spell.  
 
    As a Varthan warrior, Zoie was deadly enough already. 
 
    Horus was still sitting in the seat, but he looked a little less calm now. Nothing had happened, but the fact that nothing continued to happen was clearly making him a bit antsy. 
 
    “Get up,” I said briskly, and I waved a hand at him impatiently as I looked to the cleric. “I thought you said this wouldn’t be a waste of my time.” 
 
    “No, just wait and see! Please!” the cleric insisted. “Just a minute longer. The power of an Asher is a fraction compared to the power of the High Priestess who laid the Curse over Eng, which in turn was a fraction of the transformation of Aventollians into the first demons.” 
 
    Curiously, the cleric didn’t specify who’d actually turned the Aventollians into the first demons. Did he not know? Or was he trying to keep his cards close to his chest? He’d said the Moon, earlier, but that was part of the mythology, and none of the celestial bodies in this world seemed especially proactive, unless you counted turning red now and then. 
 
    But even then, we now knew the Red Skies were caused by Alem. With this in mind, the most logical answer to ‘who created the first demons?’ would also be Alem. But we still didn’t know why. Could it really just be because they wanted to stay in power? The most revered people in this world were the Ashers, and there were no more Ashers on Alem than any other Island. And it still didn’t explain the involvement of the Order, or the Council. 
 
    I remembered back when I’d first come to Aventoll and Jenner had told me about the Asher Council. They’d decreed all Tithe Pools be removed from the Island of Nata, except for the Asher Lord’s, Gavlain Mec’s. Even then, I’d understood the Council was all about control. But I couldn’t figure out why they would want to share that control with Alem or the Order of Mercedes. Or possibly both. 
 
    This went deeper. And hopefully this crazy cleric could provide some answers before I killed him. 
 
    “Very well,” I said in a bored drawl. “But be quick about it. I have other things to attend to. A Duelist of… ‘my’ status has many duties. I would hate for people to grow suspicious that I’m not… taking them seriously.” 
 
    I wondered if I was maybe laying it on a little thick, but I wanted to walk the line of letting the cleric know I really was Krev Alda playing a game, without outright saying so. For one thing, if I just bluntly said ‘I am Krev Alda,’ then no one would believe me. For another, with Zoie and Horus in the room, it would make sense for Krev Alda to be careful. He wouldn’t want too many people to know he wasn’t really Alex Brightwood, and the cleric wouldn’t be suspicious. 
 
    The cleric ducked behind one of the huge bits of metal that made up part of the chair-machine-thing and began to tinker away. I heard an ominous sort of clanging that sounded like someone had thrown a bowling ball into a metal pipe, and then the cleric reappeared from behind the machine and grinned at me madly. 
 
    “I believe that should do it!” he announced, and I half-expected him to spread his arms and declare ‘behold!’ or something equally suited to an over-the-top cliché of a mad scientist. 
 
    As it was, he did spread his arms and gesture for Zoie and I to observe Horus, who was still sitting in the chair. The nervousness in his expression was a little more obvious now, and I pulled up my time-trance ability so it sat on the edge of my consciousness, ready to be activated at a moment’s notice. 
 
    If something went seriously wrong, I’d pull the falcon-man out, and we’d kill this cleric and destroy his machine now. I wasn’t going to risk my best friend for a little bit of extra information, not when we had the madman’s lab and also the entire Island of Eng. There was surely a treasure trove of forbidden information here. We just had to find it. 
 
    Very, very slowly, I began to notice a sort of faint whirring noise, and after a moment, I realized it was the sound of this enormous contraption beginning to hum to life. 
 
    “You see?” the cleric cried out and clapped his hands excitedly. “You see? It’s working! An Asher is a sufficient substitute for the Divine Component first used by the Priestess!” 
 
    The machine’s whirring grew louder and louder, and the cool air of the cavern began to heat up a little, too. Horus shifted in the seat and was looking more and more uneasy, but he didn’t appear to be in any kind of pain, and he didn’t look like he was physically unable to stand up from the seat. 
 
    Then again, I wondered what would happen-- both to the machine and to him-- if he stood up while the thing was on. Would it explode? Fry the falcon-man like a breaker switch? Would it just switch off harmlessly like when you took the batteries out of something? 
 
    I was rooting for that last option, but we had no way of knowing without consulting the cleric, and he would know something was up if I asked. 
 
    “The dregs of the existing spell can be harnessed and channeled via an Asher, because of their transformative magic abilities!” the cleric continued, still in that gleeful tone.  
 
    I had to admit, the theory behind this idea was clever, but it was also seriously fucked up. Since Aventoll didn’t have a Geneva, it obviously didn’t have a Geneva Convention, but someone should really consider implementing one or something, because experimenting on people by siphoning their natural magical abilities, or even their life force, was, again, seriously fucked up. 
 
    “You’ve made your point, now switch the damn thing off before you kill my manservant,” I said in an imperious tone. “Or, worse, send the lot of us insane.” 
 
    “Ah, but you see, that’s the best part!” the cleric told me with a gleam in his eyes. “You, as a Traveler, are immune to the machine’s effects! You must lack whatever component the spell latches onto, whatever sends regular Aventollians mad.” 
 
    I knew what that component was, because it was obvious: I lacked animal traits. But of course, to Aventollians, I just looked like a different species, because they didn’t know what Earth’s animals looked like. Not to mention, since I wasn’t even from Aventoll, my entire internal biology was probably different. My brain chemistry. Like how only young children could hear really, really high-pitched noises, I couldn’t ‘hear’ whatever ‘signal’ would send the native populations feral. 
 
    Which was good for me, but less good for all of my friends and family. 
 
    Briefly, I wondered if Rylan and Nova, since they were half-Traveler, would be immune to the madness caused by the machine. A second later, though, I knew I didn’t want to risk finding out. I didn’t want either of them anywhere near this thing. I didn’t want any of my Crew near this thing. 
 
    “I might be immune, but they aren’t,” I said and jerked my head first toward Horus, then to Zoie. Indeed, she looked a little more on edge now. Not feral, and not savage, but maybe… restless. Like she was looking for a fight. “I would prefer it if I didn’t have to kill or lock up my wife and brother-in-law. It would be a bad look for my reputation.” 
 
    “And reputations are so very important,” the cleric conceded with a chuckle. “But I assure you, we are quite safe. The machine is functioning at its lowest capacity, just for this demonstration. The more obvious effects of its persuasions can be seen in the local Engish population, since they’re already feral from the Curse. Even on the lowest setting, the machine has a profound effect on them. Look!” 
 
    He gestured over toward the mass of koala-people trapped behind the bars, and I very nearly let my composure break as I looked at them. 
 
    I’d been so concerned with how Horus was coping while sitting in the madness machine, that I hadn’t even noticed what had happened to the Eng-folk. 
 
    Before, they’d been obviously aggressive, and I was sure if they’d been able to reach me, Zoie, Horus, or the cleric, they would have attacked. But now? They were practically shrieking with incandescent rage. They scratched and clawed at the glass window while spittle frothed at the corners of their mouths, and I could smell the faint metallic tang of blood, so I knew some of them must have injured each other-- or even themselves-- in their desperation to reach us and tear us limb from limb. 
 
    I forced myself to stand my ground, to not take a step back, because whether I was playing at being Krev Alda or being Alex Brightwood, I refused to let this intimidate me. I refused to be thrown off by anything this crazy cleric tried to pull. 
 
    “So, if you were to… increase the strength of this device?” I asked in as even a voice as I could manage. 
 
    “Regular Aventollians would become like that,” the cleric answered with a shrug, and he gestured to the mass of screaming koala-people. 
 
    “And what would happen to the Eng-folk?” I then asked. “They already seem agitated. Are they likely to turn into demons?” 
 
    “I haven’t yet reached a conclusive answer to that question,” the cleric said. “As the machine can never function above minimum capacity without an Asher. This is the first real test I’ve been able to run, but I doubt they would become demons, even with a strong enough source. The transformation magic is too ancient. I am drawing primarily from the Curse, so my hypotheses are that, if the Engish were subjected to a stronger form of the lingering Curse magic, they would tear each other apart.” 
 
    “Their own people?” I asked, and I fought to keep a grimace from my face. I hoped my expression came across as vaguely intrigued and not deeply horrified. 
 
    “Or themselves.” The cleric shrugged. “Their aggression would become so all-consuming that they wouldn’t care. They would be consumed by the need to… destroy. Maul. That, or their brains would short out from being so overwhelmed. They might possibly suffer heart attacks or cardiac arrest, but as I said, I haven’t been able to conduct those tests properly.” 
 
    Consumed by the need to destroy? I needed to stop this guy. Before he literally tore Aventoll to pieces. I wasn’t going to let him do that to the remaining Eng-folk. I wasn’t going to let him do that to anyone. 
 
    “Which brings me to a small request,” the cleric then said, and I looked at him. “I wondered if I might be able to… borrow your manservant.” 
 
    “Borrow?” I asked as I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    “To test the limits of the machine,” the cleric clarified unnecessarily. “With an Asher, I can determine how much the Aventoll populations can withstand before they become completely savage, or their bodies give out.” 
 
    There was a long list of reasons why the answer to his request was going to be Absolutely Fuck No, but top of that list was the fact there was no way I was going to leave Horus in this guy’s clutches, not when he had access to a large group of feral koala-people. 
 
    I glanced over at Horus, and he looked a little uncomfortable, but otherwise no worse for wear. I still frowned, though. 
 
    “I would prefer it if you didn’t use him in your experiments,” I said in a firm voice. “He is more useful to me at my side, than sitting in your laboratory. I’ll find another Asher for you to play with.” 
 
    The cleric was clearly disappointed by this, but something shifted across his face, too quick for me to catch. I supposed he didn’t want to let his ‘master’ know just how dismayed he was to be denied, but frankly I didn’t fucking care. I wanted my friend out of that damned machine. 
 
    “I have just one more thing to show you, Asher Alda,” the cleric said. “Before I deactivate the machine.” 
 
    “Is it how you intend to move it out of here?” I asked, because I needed to know if this thing was mobile, and if this crazy bastard had a way to harness the energy of the Curse on Eng without actually being on Eng. If he did, then things just got a whole lot more dangerous. If he didn’t, this thing was at least contained. For now. 
 
    The cleric winced, which made me feel a little relieved. 
 
    “I have not yet figured out how to make this contraption portable,” he admitted. “But with a strong enough source-- perhaps multiple Ashers-- I can project the curse magic relatively large distances. It would be easier if I was working directly from the Moon’s original transformation spell, as that was set over all of Aventoll and was strong enough to turn everyday Aventollians into demons. The High Priestess’ Curse on Eng was much lesser by comparison. Much weaker.” 
 
    “So, the only area you have dominion over is an area already beset by a savagery curse.” I scowled. “I was assured you weren’t wasting my time.” 
 
    “I’m not!” the cleric said quickly. “Because this, Asher Alda, is the most useful part!” 
 
    He raised his right arm to show off a metal cuff. It was wider than a bangle, almost like a shackle, and even though I wasn’t very attuned to magic, not like Shay or Amaya were, I could feel the magic radiating off it. 
 
    Every spell had a signature, and some were easier to identify than others. This was the first time I’d been able to sense magic at once, though, because just by looking at the cuff in the cleric’s hand, I could tell the magic on the cuff was somehow opposed to, and identical to, the magic of the machine. 
 
    “This will allow the wearer to control whatever and whoever is being affected by the machine itself!” the cleric told me eagerly. 
 
    This at least explained why he was unconcerned about being turned savage, when Horus and Zoie both looked distinctly agitated. 
 
    “Very well, but what of my manservant?” I asked, and then I looked to Horus. “Get out of that thing before it drains you. I have no use for you if you collapse from exhaustion.” 
 
    “No, wait!” the cleric cried out, but it was too late. Horus had already stood from the machine. 
 
    At once, the whirring stopped. The machine died and went entirely silent. But the cavern itself wasn’t silent-- far from it. Instead of being calmed, the Engish behind the window seemed to go even madder. They wailed and snarled and pounded on the glass. 
 
    “They become more agitated if the curse magic just cuts off,” the cleric sighed. “Unfinished spells can be dangerous things.” 
 
    “But it’s not a spell,” I said. “You’re just channeling magic from an already-completed spell.” 
 
    “Yes,” the cleric admitted. “But… but…” 
 
    Something was definitely off, and with how the Eng-folk were now beginning to throw themselves at the glass of the window, I decided it was high time Horus, Zoie, and myself got the hell out of here. 
 
    “Show me the cuff,” I said to the cleric. “How do you control them? Calm them down.” 
 
    “Right, right,” the cleric muttered and fiddled with the bangle, but nothing happened. The koala-people didn’t get any less enraged, and a moment later, the cleric swore. 
 
    “What?” I snapped, and I was slightly relieved to have an excuse to let some of my nervous energy get out, even if I had to disguise it as irritation. 
 
    “It’s not working!” the cleric said. “The cuff-- they won’t obey!” 
 
    “You said the cuff allowed you to control them,” I spat. “Have you been lying to me?” 
 
    “No, of course not!” the cleric cried out. “It’s just-- magic is a complex thing, especially magic this old and this powerful. I need more time to perfect it!” 
 
    “Then why did you bring me here for a demonstration?” I demanded. “All you have shown me is that you can make already-feral Engish even more feral. This contraption isn’t portable, you require Ashers to power it. How is this of any use to me?” 
 
    Honestly, that was already plenty dangerous enough, but I figured if I went on the offensive, the cleric would be desperate to prove he and his experiments were useful and would cough up any remaining pieces of information about what he’d been working on. 
 
    Instead, he began to plead. 
 
    “I just need more time!” he said. “Asher Alda, you can trust me! I just need more--” 
 
    A horrible cracking noise cut the cleric off, and I turned to look at the thick glass window, which was the only thing separating us from the shrieking Eng-folk. A huge crack had splintered its way across the glass, like ice on the surface of a lake.                
 
    The koala-people seemed not to notice as the cracks continued to spiderweb their way over the glass, they just continued throwing themselves at it, again and again. They were distorted as the cracks multiplied, until I could hardly make out their snarling faces. 
 
    And then the window shattered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    There was no moment of pause, there was no beat as the koala-people realized they had gotten free, they just descended on us like a tide of gnashing teeth and gray fur. 
 
    “Get back!” I yelled to Horus and Zoie, because ‘Krev Alda charade’ or not, I wasn’t going to let them get hurt or possibly even killed just to maintain a ruse. We’d probably gotten all the information we could get out of the crazy cleric, anyway.  
 
    Assuming it was even true, and he wasn’t just a lunatic. 
 
    Since we’d disembarked the Manta ship under the assumption we wouldn’t be seeing anyone alive, much less fighting anything, I was unarmed, so I swiped up a stray bit of metal to use as a makeshift weapon. It was sheared off at an angle on one end, and it was plenty sharp enough to skewer an enemy if I needed to. 
 
    Though if I was being honest, I didn’t want to. I knew it wasn’t the Eng-folk’s fault that they were like this. The ancient Curse laid over Eng by the High Priestess had started all this, and the cleric’s freaky machine had made them worse. But all of them had the potential to be as kind and gentle and calm as Jenner. 
 
    Maybe if I could get the cleric’s cuff, I could somehow control them into being less savage. I could encourage them to try and reclaim their minds. I had no idea if something like that would even work, it sounded a bit too much like a videogame cheat to work in real life, but it was preferable to killing them all. 
 
    Plus, when it was just me, Zoie, and Horus against something like a hundred feral Jenners, I didn’t really like our odds of victory. 
 
    “Get away from them!” I shouted to Horus, who leapt away from the chair and ran toward Zoie and I almost faster than I could blink. 
 
    Almost. The koala-people were faster.  
 
    Horus had almost reached Zoie and me when the frontmost koala-person latched onto his left foot and sank its teeth into his calf. 
 
    Horus cried out like he was more surprised than pained, and then he twisted back to look at his attacker. He kicked harshly with that foot, but the koala-person held fast, so I reached down to swipe up another discarded piece of metal and threw it to him. Horus caught it with barely a glance and stabbed down quickly into the Engish’s arm. 
 
    I winced at the horrible screeching noise the koala-person made, even as I found myself a little impressed at how it continued to grip Horus’ leg. There was red blood flowing down his ankle now, and he left a noticeable trail as he continued to try and run away from the rest of the horde while attempting to knock the one on his leg free. 
 
    “Over here!” I called to the falcon-man, and he scrambled toward me as the koala began to claw its way up his leg. Its little claws were now digging into his knee, his thigh, and I steeled my resolve as I raised my own makeshift sword and stabbed it down hard into the creature’s back. 
 
    With another piercing scream, it went limp and let go of Horus. The body flopped to the ground uselessly, harmlessly, and now that its face was no longer twisted with rage and hatred, it looked even more like Jenner. 
 
    “That was a kindness,” Zoie told me in a firm voice, and she reached out to lay a hand on my shoulder. “There was nothing we could have done to save him. Not without risking Horus.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and managed the barest hint of a rueful smile. “I guess I don’t want my best friend turning into Eng-chow.” 
 
    I looked out over the swarm of oncoming koala-people. They’d gotten distracted in part by themselves, because as they scrambled toward us, they bumped into one another and began attacking each other even as they continued to push themselves through the gap in the glass to get to us. 
 
    “Aw, I knew you cared.” Horus grinned, but the brief moment of reprieve was cut short as another screeching wail cut the air, and the three of us suddenly remembered that there was a swarm of savage koala-people ready to literally tear us to pieces. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” I said, as if we all didn’t already know that. 
 
    “Asher Alda!” The cleric’s voice was faint above the cacophonous screeching of the feral Eng-folk. “This way!” 
 
    Zoie glanced at me nervously, since we were too far away from the cleric for him to be able to see any of this. 
 
    “Can we trust him?” she asked me. 
 
    “He knows these tunnels better than we do,” I said. “And for now at least, he thinks I’m Krev. I say we go with him.” 
 
    “I’m with you, Chief,” Horus said, but his face was twisted with pain as he struggled to walk normally on his bloody leg. 
 
    I made Horus go in front of me, with Zoie in front of him. That way I could bring up the rear of our little group, since I was in the best condition to be fighting any of the Eng-folk who tried to follow us once they were done mauling each other. Horus kept up a decent pace despite his damaged leg, and we met up with the crazy cleric at the mouth of one of the tunnels that led out of the enormous cavern-laboratory. 
 
    “Asher Alda?” the cleric asked me. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’ll be just fine when we get out of this place!” I snapped as I waved the shard of metal at a koala-person who had gotten a little too close for comfort. It lurched back to avoid my blade and hissed at me like a resentful cat. “How do we get up to the surface?” 
 
    “The surface is no good,” the cleric said. “We need to--” 
 
    “Don’t explain, just take us there!” I ordered harshly, and I swung again at another koala-person.  
 
    Thankfully, the situation was too dangerous right this second for the cleric to question why Krev Alda was bringing up the rear of their group, a decidedly riskier and more selfless thing than he would ordinarily do. But between Horus being hurt, and Zoie being pregnant, there was no way I was going to risk either of them for the sake of our little performance. 
 
    The cleric moved swiftly through the tunnels, and we kept close behind him. The system was nothing short of labyrinthine, and I said a silent thank you to the ancient Engish who’d first made these tunnels for making them so smooth and tidy. I barely had to look forward as I ran, because there was no danger of me tripping on anything. 
 
    My mind raced with ideas of what we could do. With the horde of Engish now set on us, I doubted there was anything that would dissuade them from their targets now. They were bloodthirsty hunters, and they’d decided we were their prey, and that had been before the cleric’s fucked-up machine made them even more feral. 
 
    The only safe place I could think of was the Manta ship, but even if we could get to the surface while evading the savage koala-people, it was still a long way back to the ship. Over flat, open terrain like the deserts, we would be at a disadvantage. In the Engish’s desperation to reach us, to be the first to attack and claw us, they were slowed down in the narrow tunnels, because they were a large group all trying to shove forward. In a wide-open space, they would be much more able to pick up speed, and we would be in considerably more danger. 
 
    I glanced back as we moved, and I was relieved to see we’d put a fair amount of distance between us and the horde of Engish. Maybe if we made that distance large enough, we would stand a chance at getting back to the ship. Zoie could whistle for La, and La could fly us to safety. 
 
    My train of thought was interrupted a second later when the cleric stopped. Zoie stopped short, since she’d been watching the cleric, but since Horus wasn’t in the best control of his leg and momentum, he crashed into her. Then, because I’d been looking back over my shoulder, I crashed into him, and he groaned. 
 
    “Shit, s-- Watch it!” I corrected at the last moment. Krev Alda would never apologize for running into someone, even if it had been totally his fault. 
 
    “Apologies,” Horus muttered in an impressively cowed voice. 
 
    “Why have we stopped?” I demanded as I looked over the feathered crest of Horus’ head to glower at the cleric. 
 
    “Just a moment, Asher Alda!” the cleric said, and he began frantically patting down the wall of the tunnel, like he was a blind man searching for something. “Where is it… where is it… ah!” 
 
    With a triumphant flourish, he pressed into a small, almost-invisible indent in the tunnel wall, and a huge section of stone slid back seamlessly and then to the side. It was a hidden door, straight out of some adventure movie, set in the ruins of an ancient-but-advanced civilization, guarded by wacky traps and peculiar puzzles that only the ‘pure of heart’ would be able to solve. 
 
    “In here, in here!” the cleric insisted, and he waved us into the little alcove quickly.  
 
    Zoie and Horus entered without hesitation, and even though I felt a little uneasy about being shoved into a hidden rock space by a guy I definitely didn’t trust, I felt more uneasy about being torn to pieces by a swarm of feral koala-people, so I went in after Horus. 
 
    The cleric entered behind me, and I watched as he had to manually heft the enormous stone door back into place by shoving it along tiny metal tracks on the floor to line it back up with the hole in the wall and then shoving it forward. It looked just as invisible on this side of the wall as it had in the main tunnel, except for those little tracks. 
 
    “The Engish were all about collaboration, but there are exceptions to every rule,” the cleric explained. “Such ‘secret workshops’ like these were usually built by the one who intended to use the workshop, so as to remain as secret as possible. Every single one has a different way to find it and enter it. There’s another one in a lower tunnel that requires use of a magnet, to move metal levers hidden on the other side of the wall.” 
 
    “That’s all very interesting,” I said in a terse voice. “But I would rather know what the Darkhells happened back there. You said that cuff could control them!” 
 
    “It can!” the cleric insisted. “I swear to you, Asher Alda! It’s just-- progress and experimentation aren’t a straight line, and the Engish notes were so sophisticated, yes, but they are incomplete. It will take time for me to perfect the system.” 
 
    “For future reference, don’t waste my time with demonstrations of imperfected machines,” I growled. “Those creatures could have ripped us limb from limb. And where would all my grand designs be then?” 
 
    “Of course,” the cleric muttered as he bowed his head. “You are correct, of course. My deepest apologies, Asher Alda. I will… I will bear that in mind, in the future.” 
 
    “See that you do,” I sneered. “Now, do you plan for us to wait out the rest of our lives in this cramped little workshop, or do you have a plan to get us back to my ship without being mauled by Engish?” 
 
    A sort of excitement took over the cleric again, and he nodded. 
 
    “Yes, of course!” he said eagerly. “These secret workshops often had secret passageways to the surface, too, so completed projects and materials could be moved in and out without causing too much suspicion. But perhaps we should take a moment to catch our breaths?” 
 
    He looked over at Horus, whose leg was now gushing blood. His pale skin had gone waxen and slightly sweaty from the exertion of running with such an injury, and he looked up at me with an expression I could only describe as apologetic. 
 
    “You do need a few minutes,” I said in as forgiving a tone as I dared. “I have plans for you, yet. Plans that don’t involve you bleeding out in a tiny workshop on an abandoned Island.” 
 
    “Thank you, master,” Horus said, but his teeth were gritted against the pain of his leg.  
 
    Zoie’s careful fingers probed at the wound, and Horus winced every time she brushed against one of the actual punctures left by the koala-person’s teeth or claws. 
 
    “Until we get you back to Shay, the best we can hope to do is minimize the damage,” the cat-woman explained, and she reached up to Horus’ shoulder. I thought she was going to pat his arm in comfort, but instead she ripped the sleeve of his shirt off at the seams and began tearing it into strips. 
 
    Makeshift bandages. 
 
    “This should staunch the blood flow just until we can get you somewhere safe,” she said to the falcon-man. “It’s just as well there are secret passageways, too. Even a child could track you with the blood trail you’ve been leaving behind.” 
 
    “You always know just what to say,” Horus ground out as he struggled not to yelp at the pain of Zoie tying the fabric strips tight around his leg. 
 
    “Perhaps a drink of water will help, too,” the cleric then said. 
 
    My eyes had adjusted enough to the gloom of the dimmed lightstones by then that, as the cleric stood up, I noticed this workshop wasn’t quite as small or cramped as I’d initially suspected. It was still tiny in comparison to the cavern, but it was still large enough that I could stand without having to duck my head. 
 
    “This is the workshop I use most often when I’m not in the main laboratory,” the cleric explained as he began rummaging around though the shelves. They’d been cut into the stone of the walls, as had a much larger shelf-alcove thing with a mattress on it. “For when the Engish were too loud for me to concentrate.” 
 
    I wondered briefly how long the cleric had been keeping the Engish prisoner behind that glass, but I quickly decided I didn’t want to know or think about it. They were the primary threat right now anyway, though I couldn’t help but wonder if throwing the cleric to the horde would calm some of their savagery, if they could enact revenge on the person who’d captured and experimented on them. 
 
    But I honestly had no idea if that much of their minds even remained, or if they would attack anyone and everyone and had no memory of who’d imprisoned them. 
 
    Right now, I wasn’t eager to find out. Not until Horus was able to move again. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to him. Not to mention, Shay and Anwaar would never forgive me, either. 
 
    “Aha!” the cleric suddenly said, and he produced a clay jug from one of the shelves. “Here we go! Something to quench your third and revitalize your energy.” 
 
    He uncorked the jug and made to hand it toward Horus, but something inside me suddenly screamed Absolutely Not, and I lurched forward with my arms shooting out to literally snatch the jug from the cleric in a decidedly undignified, un-Krev-Alda-like way. 
 
    “You had better not be intending to poison my manservant,” I warned the cleric in a foreboding tone. 
 
    “Of course not, Asher Alda!” the cleric gasped. “I would never! It’s just water, I swear to you. Taste for yourself.” 
 
    He gestured toward the jug I was holding, and I appraised it for a moment. I was fairly confident this guy wouldn’t try to poison his ‘master,’ even if that master was a supreme dick. The cleric was too grovel-y, too smarmy, for something like that. 
 
    And if I was wrong, I could always turn back time.  
 
    I sniffed at the water and found nothing suspicious, so I tipped the jug back and took a sip. 
 
    The water was cool and clear and refreshing. Something about it energized me, almost, like a small thrill of electricity that ran up my whole body. It was almost sweet-tasting, and despite being water, and technically flavorless, its flavor was nonetheless distinct. 
 
    I’d tasted this sort of water before. 
 
    I lowered the jug slowly and leveled my gaze at the cleric, whose eyes had gone wide when I’d taken a gulp of the water. 
 
    “I’m curious,” I said to the cleric in an even voice. “Why do you have a jug of Ocean water in your workshop?” 
 
    The cleric scowled, and at once he transformed from a simpering, eager-to-please lackey to something rather more dangerous. 
 
    “I had my suspicions about you, Alex Brightwood,” he spat. “I heard rumors of a fight between Asher Alda and Brightwood, I heard conflicting accounts of who was the victor. I admit, I could hardly believe a newcomer whelp like you would stand a chance against my master, but it seems my worst suspicions have been confirmed.” 
 
    “It really wasn’t very wise of you to trap yourself in a small space with me and two of my friends,” I told him in a dangerous voice, and I gripped the piece of metal I was using as a sword. 
 
    The cleric just laughed. It wasn’t that weird, high-pitched giggle from before, but the lower, throatier chuckle. The real laugh. He’d dropped a charade of his own now. 
 
    I moved around so I was standing between him and Horus, who was still being tended to by Zoie. The cleric was now trapped between me and the door out into the tunnel, where we could now hear the faint scratching, scrabbling sounds of the horde of feral Engish, hungry for our blood. 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, Alex Brightwood,” the cleric said, and he flashed a sharp, dangerous grin. It held all of the grim excitement of those smiles from earlier, but now there was an edge to it. A base, primal delight in the fact that blood would soon spill. “I am not trapped in here with you and yours. In fact, I am not trapped in here at all. Rather, you are trapped in here with me and my army.” 
 
    “Your army?” I scoffed. “The cuff didn’t work. You can’t control them any more than--” 
 
    I stopped. 
 
    We hadn’t seen the cleric for several moments after the window had shattered. He’d been on the other side of the cavern, alone and far closer to the window than we’d been. But there hadn’t been a scratch on him. He’d managed to push through the horde of Engish without being at all harmed. 
 
    The cuff hadn’t malfunctioned. He’d just wanted us to believe it had so we could follow him to a place where we were trapped. 
 
    “You bastard,” I snarled at the cleric, and I lunged forward with my free hand balling up in the front of his cloak. “I’ll cut that little cuff off your arm and throw you to the Engish.” 
 
    “You could,” the cleric admitted. “But it would only mean I die with you. The cuff is attuned to me specifically. I’d been making a second cuff for Asher Alda, but it’s in the main laboratory, and it’s already been attuned to his blood. I’m the only thing stopping those savages from getting in here and ripping you to pieces right this very second.” 
 
    “And what’s stopping you?” I sneered. “If you expect me to give up any secrets of my own, you can think again.” 
 
    “I don’t need any of your secrets,” the cleric snorted. “You were kind enough to bring your ridiculous Manta ship with you when you came to Eng. Eng-folk are quite fast when they’re not concerned about propriety or higher-reasoning, you know. I imagine they’ll make quick work of whoever you have sitting up there in that ship. Once I kill them, I’ll have command of the ship, and plenty of resources to perfect the machine with. And I can see Krev Alda’s plans finally brought to fruition!” 
 
    He was even crazier than I’d realized.  
 
    I let go of the cleric quickly and was almost worried his insanity was catching. 
 
    “And all that shit about the demons?” I demanded. “Transformation magic?” “Was that just window-dressing crap?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” the cleric said. “The Alemic conspiracy and the origin of the Scourge is real, as far as I can tell from the Engish records I found. But it’s not going to make much of a difference when the three of you are dead, and when I use the remnants of the Engish Curse to bring all of Aventoll to heel.” 
 
    He stepped back toward the door of the secret workshop, and both Zoie and I lunged forward to stop him.  
 
    The cleric was too quick, though, and from somewhere within the depths of his clothes, he threw a tiny silver dagger. I just had time to see it glint in the light before it glanced off Zoie’s leg and sliced a thin red line across her thigh. She cried out and was caught off balance, and in the small crowded workshop, she didn’t have the proper space to dodge or adjust her stance. 
 
    I realized this and lurched forward to catch her before she hit her head on the ground or something. The cleric, meanwhile, had reached for another slight, almost-invisible indent in the wall. The horde would come through as soon as he opened the doorway, I knew, and they would part around him like river water around a rock, not even noticing him while they ripped Horus, Zoie, and I to shreds. 
 
    “If you have any last words, I would suggest you speak them now,” the cleric said in a mild, airy tone. 
 
    I reached forward to stop him, but with Zoie in my arms I was just a fraction of a second too slow as I called up my time-trance ability. 
 
    The cleric pressed the indent, and the wall slid open. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    There was barely half a second between when the door to the secret workshop slid open and when the horde of savage koala-people began to spill in. 
 
    But that was of no consequence. Half a second was plenty of time. My time-trance ability had hovered on the edge of my consciousness like a finger on the trigger, and now I pulled. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The world around me slowed to a crawl. I could see every individual fang and claw as the rabid Eng-folk shoved their way through the door at a tenth of their regular pace. I could see the mad grin on the crazy cleric’s face as he looked at me, Zoie, and Horus and believed he’d won, that he’d served justice to the man who’d killed Krev Alda. 
 
    I gathered my focus and tried to blot out the knowledge that if this failed, my wife and my best friend would be torn to pieces by feral koala-people. But I’d done this before, I could do it again. I imagined a bubble, inside which time ran fast, like how I experienced it. Then the bubble swelled and grew until it encompassed me, Horus, Zoie, and no one else. 
 
    Both the cat-woman and the falcon-man gasped like divers breaking the surface of water when they entered the bubble, and they gaped at me. 
 
    “Alex…?” Zoie asked hesitantly, with her brow furrowed with concern, but I couldn’t take the time to comfort her right now, not when I had to focus. 
 
    “We need to move fast,” I told them. “I won’t be able to hold the time-trance forever. Find that secret passage to the surface this bastard was talking about. We need a way out of here that doesn’t require plowing through two hundred Engish.” 
 
    “We’re just going to leave them here?” Zoie asked, and her blue eyes were wide and round with worry.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but we can’t do anything to help them right now,” I said, and I dared to take a moment to touch her cheek gently as I met her gaze. “This Curse is old, powerful magic. Maybe Shay can lift it if she gets to properly heal the Heart of Eng, but right now we need to focus on getting out of here in one piece.” 
 
    There were too many secrets we’d uncovered, too many questions we still needed to answer, and even without those facts, there was no way I was going to risk Zoie and Horus’ lives like that. I needed to get out of here alive because I was determined to right the ancient wrongs plaguing Aventoll. And my wife and best friend needed to get out of here alive because I refused to accept any other outcome. 
 
    Zoie nodded firmly and snapped up the jagged piece of metal Horus had been using as a weapon and then a crutch. She wielded it as expertly as if it were one of her daggers, and I knew she was prepared to take on any Engish that got too close, or hack at any stubborn doorways that Horus found. 
 
    “Here!” the falcon-man cried out after a few moments. He pawed at the wall and inadvertently left a bloody handprint as he did. “I think I found another indent.” 
 
    “It will take too long to open when we’re inside the time-trance,” Zoie said, and she looked over at me. “We’ll have to tunnel through it. How are you feeling?” 
 
    It was an effort to hold the time-stop and a conversation at the same time, and it felt like a jackhammer was trying to escape from the inside of my skull. But I also refused to be the first one to break. My mission was to get the three of us out of here and back to the Manta, and I would not accept failure. 
 
    “I’ll manage,” I gritted out and turned my focus onto the cleric. He would pursue us if he could. He would set the entire horde of Eng-folk on our tails. They probably still would want to kill us even without him controlling them, but the cleric was definitely making things worse than they needed to be. 
 
    His cuff, the means by which he controlled the koala-people, glinted on his wrist. He said it had been keyed to him and him only, but I didn’t need to take control of the Engish.  
 
    I just needed to make sure he couldn’t. 
 
    I reached forward and pushed the edge of my bubble without popping it. I’d never really tried this before. It was a difficult thing to visualize, interacting with an object when you were out of sync with it, but I wanted to take the cuff off his wrist without pulling him into the bubble with me. 
 
    And it seemed it was a more difficult endeavor than I’d anticipated, because as soon as my hand closed around the cleric’s wrist, his hand gripped me back with impossible speed, and he forced himself into the time-trance bubble, with his face twisted in a snarl. 
 
    “Is this the gift Mercedes blessed you with?” he demanded. “Are all Travelers given such blasphemous abilities?” 
 
    “It’s not blasphemy if Mercedes gave it to me,” I growled as I tried to wrench out of his grip, but his fingers were like steel. “She just didn’t think you were worth the same blessing.” 
 
    “You killed Asher Alda! You are worthy of nothing!” the cleric spat. “And now you mean to escape your justice? I will not allow it.” 
 
    I had to scoff at that. 
 
    “Buddy, I don’t really give a fuck what you allow or not, so tell the Engish to back off,” I ordered as I raised my sword and pointed it at him very carefully. “Tell them to stop chasing me and my friends.” 
 
    “You think you can intimidate me?” the cleric sneered. “You think you can threaten me?” 
 
    “I killed Krev Alda,” I rumbled as I leveled him with a glare. “What makes you think I won’t be able to kill you also?” 
 
    “Because the cuff is keyed to me,” the cleric said and shook his arm. We were still both holding one another by the wrist, since both of us refused to be the first one to let go. “You have no idea what will happen to the Engish if you remove it, or if you kill me. They might go completely insane and tear you all to pieces.” 
 
    “You’re making them do that already,” I said. “And if you think I have any qualms about killing someone who experiments on living people, you need to reassess your situation.” 
 
    “Do your worst,” the cleric snarled. 
 
    “Okay.” I shrugged, and then I yanked, hard, and pulled the sleek metal cuff straight off the cleric’s wrist. 
 
    Before he even had time to cry out, I shoved him back, so hard he popped right out of the time-trance bubble and back into the crowd of rabid Eng-folk. 
 
    Only this time, he had no way to stop them from turning their fangs and claws on him. 
 
    “Horus, Zoie!” I cried out as I turned away from the barely-moving image of the cleric falling into the Engish. “Is that door open?” 
 
    “Just about, Chief!” Horus called back, and Zoie raised her weapon and dug it into a crack in the wall. She pulled down on the bit of metal, which now acted as a lever, and popped a huge chunk of stone out of the side of the cavern. The fit was tight, but that was probably a good thing, since it would mean there would be a bottleneck of Eng-folk as they chased after us, which would buy us some more time. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” I ordered as I felt the time-trance begin to splinter at the edges. It was too much to keep up while focusing on so many other things, and the image of the cleric falling into the Eng-folk slowly began to speed up. 
 
    Quarter-speed.  
 
    Zoie pushed Horus into the tunnel, half-guiding and half-shoving him. 
 
    Half-speed.  
 
    Zoie crawled into the space after the falcon-man, with considerably more grace than he had. 
 
    Then there was a sort of ‘pop!’ Not a noise, but like the release of pressure. Sound suddenly returned to the world as the time-trance broke down entirely, and I clambered into the passage behind Horus and Zoie. The Eng-folk were at least temporarily occupied by the cleric, and we heard him shrieking as the three of us ran up the steep, narrow tunnel as quickly as Horus’ damaged leg would allow.  
 
    The cleric’s screams bounced off the walls, but I felt no guilt, no shred of mercy. 
 
    He’d succeeded in his experiments, in turning the people of Eng even more feral than they’d already been. Now he was witnessing those results firsthand. 
 
    After a few moments, though, I heard a scrabbling noise below me, and I knew the cleric was either already devoured, or there were too many Eng-folk on him for any more to get a bite, so they were now chasing after their original targets: us. 
 
    I still had the piece of metal I’d been using as a weapon, but the fact the tunnel had been sized for the Engish and not one of Aventoll’s larger species made it difficult for me to keep moving forward as I looked back over my shoulder. This was much smaller than the main, non-secret tunnels had been, and I knew even though it was only big enough for one koala-person to attack at a time, they would be able to move much more quickly and much more agilely than I could. 
 
    “Horus!” I shouted up to the falcon-man. “Not to rush you, but could you hurry up?” 
 
    “I’m trying!” Horus called back, and I could tell from the muffled nature of his words that he was gritting his teeth. There was no way he would be able to keep up this pace. He’d be exhausted once we made it to the surface, and then it would be a lot easier for several Engish to swarm us. Zoie and I would not be able to carry him and fight at the same time. 
 
    My head pounded as I tried to think, and just then I began to make out a sliver of daylight, real daylight, high above us. The faintest breeze of fresh air touched my face, and I was suddenly hungry to get out of these tunnels for an entirely different reason. 
 
    Zoie practically sprang out of the tunnel once Horus had clambered his way out, and the pair of them reached down to pull me out behind them before Horus gave a pained cry, fell to one knee, and clutched at his injured leg. 
 
    “Horus!” Zoie gasped and reached down to try and pull him to his feet, but he shooed her away. 
 
    “We don’t have time!” he said. “You guys leave me. You have to get back. The shit we found out--” 
 
    “Like hell I’m leaving you here to die,” I snarled, and I slung one of the falcon-man’s arms around my shoulders and braced most of his weight against me.  
 
    Zoie took his other side, and we began to run as fast as we could while Horus’ legs barely touched the ground. 
 
    It was awkward and painful and not something we could keep up for very long, but it would have to work, at least for the moment. 
 
    “Zoie,” I said as Horus’ arm knocked against my shoulder on every other step. “Call La.” 
 
    Zoie brought a hand to her mouth, and a high, shrill whistle pierced the air just as the first of the Eng-folk emerged from the mouth of the secret passage tunnel and began to chase after us across the desert plain. Underneath, I was sure I could feel the faint rumble of many more koala-people, and I knew we didn’t have much time. 
 
    The Manta ship was evidently quite close, because La arrived in record time, and Zoie and I wasted no time as we slung Horus, whose skin was now concerningly pale and sweaty, across La’s back. Then Zoie climbed up in front of Horus and outstretched a hand to me, but I shook my head. 
 
    “He needs Shay to heal him, now,” I said. “And La’s too slow with three people on her back. Come back for me.” 
 
    Zoie’s eyes were wide and terrified. “But, Alex--” 
 
    “Go!” I ordered in a shout, and then I turned to face the oncoming swarm of Eng-folk. The ground was practically vibrating underneath me now, and I gripped my makeshift sword tight in both hands. 
 
    My plan was to activate my time-trance and run to the Manta. To the Eng-folk, it would look like I moved with superspeed. The time-trance ability was less mentally taxing to call upon and use when it was just me, and when it was a time-slow rather than a time-stop, but the pain was still blinding after how I’d pushed the limits of my ability in the cavern below. I could hardly see straight as I ran across the desert, and as my vision swam, I was no longer sure which of the cracks were little and which were the huge canyons where the Eng-folk had once made their home. 
 
    The shaking of the ground underneath my feet had gotten so bad I could even sort of feel it in the time-trance, and it was the vibrations that made me realize it was breaking down again. I couldn’t hold it much longer, but I’d put enough distance between myself and the Eng-folk to feel confident that I could outrun them, at least for the remaining distance to the Manta ship. It would also be easier to fight them off if I didn’t have a pounding headache, so I let the time-trance go. 
 
    And immediately began to fall. 
 
    The vibrations, I understood a moment later, had not been the thundering of several hundred Eng-folk through the underground tunnels, but instead the underground tunnels collapsing. Between the cleric’s lack of care when making his own passageways, and the massive horde of Eng-folk shoving their way through those passageways all at once, it was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back, and now the entire cave system was crumbling right under my feet. 
 
    I needed to think, and fast. There was no point casting a time-trance bubble around myself, because there was nothing for me to grab on to. Could I reverse time? I’d never tried it on myself before, and I doubted it would work if I wasn’t there to anchor it, which I couldn’t do from inside the reversal. 
 
    There were huge chunks of dusty rock and snarling Eng-folk all around me, but none of them could get to me because they, too, were falling into the massive canyon. I could already hear some rocks hitting the ground at the bottom of the gorge, and when I turned to the side, I saw the entire front portion of the canyon just collapse and slide off the wall like a layer of snow being sloughed off a roof. 
 
    There was not going to be a pile of pillows at the bottom for me to land on. 
 
    I tried to focus my thoughts again, and I ended up pulling up another time-bubble just to give me those few extra seconds. Maybe if I slowed time enough, I could parkour my way up the falling rubble. If I was fast enough, I would be able to push up from them before my gravity pushed them down, only the pieces of rock were far too far away from each other, and my time-trance didn’t let me jump far, just move fast. 
 
    Then a high-pitched screech rang through the air, and I looked up to see a winged silhouette at the top of the canyon. 
 
    La and Zoie. 
 
    My head threatened to split at the mere idea of another time-trance, but just as I refused to put the Crew through the pain of losing Horus, I didn’t want to cause them the pain of my own death, either. I gathered all my remaining strength and focus and tossed out another time-bubble to encompass Zoie and La, even as I began to notice the edges of my vision were darkening, and I was close to passing out. 
 
    Not yet, not yet, not yet. 
 
    I just had to maintain focus a moment longer. Zoie was thirty feet above me now. Twenty feet. Her arm was outstretched as she leaned over on La. How far was the ground from me now? I didn’t want to turn and look. 
 
    Ten feet. 
 
    Five. 
 
    I dared to reach out my own hand, but still, I wasn’t sure if I would make it. Then I felt warm skin against my own, and my momentum suddenly reversed as I was jerked sharply upwards. I was being pulled onto La’s back, and my arms were wrapped tight around Zoie’s midsection. 
 
    I let the time-trance bubble pop again, and the world returned to normal time. Zoie and La effortlessly dodged the last small pieces of falling stone as we flew up, out of the canyon, and into the Manta ship, where I more slid off La than actually got off, and Shay, Amaya, and Nova immediately crowded around me and hugged me tight. 
 
    “We saw the ground fall out from underneath you!” Shay gasped, and her voice was shaking with unshed tears. 
 
    “We saw you fall, too!” Amaya added. “If Zoie hadn’t been so quick--” 
 
    “It was Alex, actually,” Zoie said as she, too, came to kneel around me and hug me tight. “He used his time-trance to buy extra time. If he hadn’t… I wouldn’t have made it.” 
 
    “But you did,” I said. My voice sounded strange in my own ears, and my head was swimming with the echoes of pain. I knew my vision wasn’t focused, but I couldn’t find it within myself to force it to focus. 
 
    Shay moved so she was crouched in front of me and placed a hand on either side of my head. A soft, involuntary sigh escaped me as I felt the familiar warmth of her healing abilities, and a second later, my head felt fine, and I could see her perfectly clearly as she smiled at me tearfully. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and leaned forward to kiss her. She returned it eagerly and desperately before she pulled away. 
 
    Now that I could see properly, I saw Horus was standing by Anwaar, and he looked good as new. He wasn’t limping, and his skin was back to a more normal shade. He grinned at me roguishly, and I grinned back. 
 
    “You just had to have that epic ‘heroic sacrifice’ moment, didn’t you?” he teased, and I got to my feet so I could punch his arm. 
 
    “Fine, next time I’ll leave you to die,” I replied, and he laughed, pulled me into a hug, and slapped me heartily on the back before he let go. 
 
    “Oh, please don’t joke,” Shay sighed as she pouted first at her brother, then at me, but then Zoie and Amaya each took one of her hands and squeezed encouragingly, and suddenly she was smiling again. 
 
    “So,” Amaya then said as she turned to me. “What did that strange man want?” 
 
    “He wanted to show me-- well, he thought I was Krev Alda at first-- this machine that can turn the rest of Aventoll savage. Like the Curse did to the Eng-folk.” 
 
    Amaya slapped her hand over her mouth and turned to Anwaar, whose face had turned very grave. 
 
    “That is… very old and powerful magic,” the ibex-mage said in a serious tone. “I didn’t think such a thing would be possible.” 
 
    “He had some contraption that could harness the remnants of the Curse’s magic and amplify it,” Horus said. “But he needed an Asher to power it, because we have transformation magic.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said grimly, and my eyes finally settled on Jenner, who had watched our happy reunion with the sort of uneasy guilt of someone who felt like he didn’t really have the right to join in. “So, it turns out, demons are former Aventollians.” 
 
    Jenner’s eyes went wide as he stared at me, and all his unease was suddenly forgotten. 
 
    “They what?” 
 
    “We don’t know why, or really how, but demons-- herald demons, specifically-- are, or were, Aventollians,” I said. “But we reckon it has something to do with the Asher Council, and the Order of Mercedes, and the fact the Island of Alem has apparently been the cause of the Red Skies.” 
 
    Amaya now slapped her other hand over her mouth and let go of Shay’s hand in the process, but the phoenix-woman immediately raised her arm to wrap around the oryx-woman’s shoulders protectively, even as she kept her emerald-green eyes fixed on me. 
 
    “Alem are causing Red Skies?” Anwaar asked in an uncharacteristic trembling voice. “Why? What do they stand to gain?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s… a lot. It’s complicated. But it was something Krev Alda was going to exploit so he could take over all of Aventoll. Before I killed him, anyway.” 
 
    “That’s one threat taken care of, then,” Shay said firmly. “But I mean… we all knew there was corruption in the Order. I just didn’t think it would be this… deep.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Amaya admitted with a wince. “There’s definitely no way we can let them get Vela, now. They probably have some terrible plan for her.” 
 
    “We won’t know unless we find out why someone decided to create demons, and then create Ashers, and why Alem is causing the Red Skies,” I said, and I looked back at Jenner. “We think that’s what caused the Curse. The Engish were so curious and clever that they discovered what Alem was doing. So, Alem got a High Priestess in the Order to Curse the Island.” 
 
    “Separating Eng-folk either from their homes and their research, or their very sanity,” the koala-man said with a grim expression, and he turned to Councilman Sha-Kane, who’d been watching this entire exchange in perfect silence. His heavy gaze had been fixed squarely on Horus, which made sense. 
 
    He was the falcon-man’s father, after all. 
 
    “Councilman,” Jenner said in a voice that was equal parts formal and grim. “You mentioned trying to uncover a scandal. That you were on the verge of a lie that has been told to Aventoll for centuries. I think we just found it.” 
 
      
 
    End of Book 9 
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