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 One 
 
    Small waves rocked the ship in the dock. Sunlight glittered off the surface waters as Jon stared out. Leaning on the rail edge, he closed his eyes just for a moment and took a deep inhale. The salty ocean scent calmed his already relaxed senses. The gentle rocking of the ship lulled him into a meditative state. Two days earlier, the harbor was a chaotic warzone. Military jets, a plucky crew, a giant shark and a monstrous sea serpent battled in these very waters. Now, it was a calm port, the events from the other day slightly fading away as life continued on for the seaside city of Southvale Harbor. 
 
    I want every day to be like today.  
 
    Behind Jon on the upper deck of the ship, four elves mulled about, inspecting the damage. A dark elf leaned against another railing, her eyes closed and her back to the sea. A tall, blue skinned elf sat with her legs crossed, soaking in the light from the beautifully clear day. A short, thin elf stood, her eyes drinking in the damage. Beside her, a crimson haired elf captain knelt on one knee, her fingers gliding along the long crack on the deck. 
 
    Lilly focused, sizing up the deep jagged line across the upper deck of her ship, the Dark Heart. The acid from the sea serpent had eaten away at the wood, but the damage was more insidious, bleeding deeper in. Fingers glided along the sharp edge and the points crumbled at her touch. A frown formed before she stood up. 
 
    “The serpent’s acid nearly cut the upper deck in half. The ship was lucky the damage wasn’t extensive,” Lilly admitted. 
 
    Jon opened his eyes and turned around. Leaning back against the railing, he took in the beauty of the moment, seeing the four elves on deck. Heart beating a little faster, he still couldn’t believe his life had reached this point in such a weird and extraordinary way. In a few short days, he had met the elves before him, they had moved in and started the wildest relationship he never thought possible. It defied logic on so many levels, but here he was, wanting to help them with every cell of his body and basking in their presence. 
 
    “We could go to one of those giant hardware stores and pick up wood and equipment. I never repaired a ship, but I’m sure we can figure it out,” Jon said with a warm smile. 
 
    Lilly looked to Jon and her own smile bloomed. “That’s a good idea, but I doubt they will carry the same lumber we use for our ships from Aquris.” 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow in slight confusion. 
 
    Syndra opened her red eyes and pushed her butt off the railing. The shadow elf stepped closer, looking to Jon and smiling. 
 
    “Ships from Aquris are made from special lumber. The forests on our world have a deeper connection to magic and mana. You just have to know how to talk to them and how to heal them.” 
 
    Jon watched with curious eyes as the shadow elf looked down along the crack. The sea witch stood with a staff in hand. Shells decorated one end while several shell necklaces hung from her neck. The dark elf wore a single piece leather bathing suit with a cloak hanging from her shoulders. Her white hair nearly glowed in the sunlight as her red eyes surveyed the damage. Her black lips began to move and arcane words fell with each breath. 
 
    The very air took on an electric charge. Jon felt the hairs along his arms and neck begin to rise as his senses tingled. Lilly, Zelda, and Cora watched the witch with subdued gazes, but Jon’s eyes grew wider with each arcane word muttered.  
 
    Invisible energy danced and like a plug pulled from a drain, it all flowed to the witch. Syndra’s red eyes glowed before she knelt to the deck and stretched out her hand. Dark violet fingers touched the deck and a distant singing filled the back of all minds present. The mystical words continued to float into the air as the witch pulled energy to her and pushed it into the deck. 
 
    Jon watched as the edges of the jagged crack writhed. A blink later, they pulled together, connecting along the entire upper deck. Like a closing wound, the crack shrank. Lilly nodded as the deck mended together and not long after, appeared whole once again. 
 
    Syndra’s arms and legs trembled before she slumped to the deck. Jon burst forward to kneel at her side, as did Lilly. 
 
    “I’m… sorry… Captain. I have used too much of my life force over the last few days,” Syndra huffed. 
 
    “You have performed wondrous work. You have earned your rest,” Lilly said as she reached out and ran the back of her fingers along the shadow elf’s cheek. 
 
    “Is it like that, all the time?” Jon asked as he tried to understand. 
 
    The shadow elf nodded. “I’m no mage, so I must rely on my life force to perform magic. Some spells require more energy than others. Healing is the most draining while water manipulation is the least.” 
 
    Zelda was up and moving closer. She stared down at the sea witch with a razor smile. 
 
    “I can carry you if you’re too weak to walk?” the sea elf grinned. 
 
    Syndra glared up with a wicked smirk. “Question my strength again and I’ll make an anchor out of your bones.” 
 
    Lilly and Jon stood up as Zelda knelt down. The tall sea elf held out her hand, palm up. Syndra didn’t look at it as she reached out and took hold. Zelda stood up, helping the sea witch to her feet and keeping her close. Syndra leaned on her fellow crewmate, her eyes betraying a small dizziness.  
 
    Jon couldn’t hide his smile. The bond between them was as strong as iron. It made them even more endearing as Zelda gently held the shadow elf up. Syndra shifted and leaned on her staff, but made no attempt to break away from her trusted friend. 
 
    Lilly eyed her crew before looking out to sea. “With the ship repaired, we will have some time to rest. Let’s go home and see if we can…” Lilly trailed off. 
 
    A gentle hum touched the air and everyone turned, following the Captain’s gaze. Jon looked on, seeing the floating mist a few miles out into the harbor. Lights flashed, cycling through reds, blues, and yellows. They blinked in succession, the pattern moving faster and faster. Jon’s eyes narrowed as he had seen these many times before in his life here in Southvale. 
 
    The mist seemed to pulse like a breathing creature. The lights blazed and flashed until the mists parted and a bow of a ship broke through. It cut through the water, sending white foam into the air. The ship was large, much larger than Lilly’s ship. Pink sails glowed as it emerged from the mists and into Urth’s sunlight. A flag flapped in the wind from the tallest mast. A pink rose against a plain red background fluttered in the winds as the ship barreled toward the docks. Strange runes were carved along the hull as it surged forward, on a direct course for them. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes hardened. “Cora, go below deck and don’t come up until I call for you.” 
 
    The thin elf with teal colored hair nodded and made her way down from the upper deck. She disappeared through the main door and a lock was heard sliding into place. 
 
    “Do you know them?” Jon asked. 
 
    Lilly simply nodded. 
 
    “Orders, Captain?” Zelda asked. 
 
    “This is the Urth world. We will not start any violence here, but be prepared to defend ourselves,” Lilly ordered. 
 
    Jon lifted his hand over his eyes, blocking out the sun. “I can get the dock police?” 
 
    Lilly shook her head. “No. The only reason I think she is here is to talk to me.” 
 
    “Is this going to be a problem?” Jon asked as he mentally prepared himself for a confrontation. 
 
    “Maybe for her,” Lilly said with a sly smirk. 
 
    The large ship crashed through the small waves with indifferent power. It didn’t slow as it approached the docks. Jon found himself getting ready for anything. The speed they were coming in was too fast and it looked like they were going to collide with the docks. 
 
    An anchor fell from the side of the bow, a thick chain following it. The pink sails billowed as the anchor splashed and the chain followed. The large ship pulled into an adjacent dock and just as it was going to crash into it, the chain caught and pulled. The entire ship shuddered to a stop, barely three feet away from the dock. The sails wilted as if the very wind left them and the ship bobbed in the water. 
 
    “Let’s meet them on the dock,” Lilly commanded before she turned to the small set of stairs and walked down to the main deck. Jon followed, as did Zelda and Syndra, the sea elf helping the shadow elf along. 
 
    The moment everyone was off the Dark Heart and onto the dock between ships, a gangplank slid out of the larger ship and slammed down. Lilly stood with her arms crossed against her stomach. Zelda growled as Syndra stood under her own power, staff in hand. 
 
    It’s been two days since the sea serpent attack and now I feel we are going to get into a brawl right here on the docks. I hope my supervisor isn’t seeing this. 
 
    Jon stood at the ready, wondering in the back of his mind if this was going to be a recurring issue at his job. 
 
    Smoke exploded at the top of the gangplank and flared out. A shadow moved through the billowing smoke until a breeze washed it away to reveal an elf in pink and red leather.  
 
    Jon stared as the elf stood at the top with a smarmy smile. She was dressed in a fitting leather outfit that left little to the imagination of her curves. A corset wrapped around her waist, cinching it and giving her an hourglass figure. She had a Rubenesque figure with thick thighs and her chest was nearly spilling out of her lacy top. A line of cleavage glowed in the sunlight as the elf looked down, her gaze locked on Lilly. Her pink, wavy hair was past her shoulders and framing her thin face. High cheekbones and long ears gave her an almost aristocratic appearance while her clothes spoke more of being a lady of the night. It was an odd contrast, giving her an over the top look. A black mole dotted her skin by the corner of her mouth. Jon almost wouldn’t have noticed it except her smile brought it to everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Captain Silk! So good to run into you!” the pink and red clad elf said with glee and she sauntered down the gangplank.  
 
    Thigh high boots covered her thick legs and square heels helped to keep her balance as she walked down the ramp like a supermodel on a runway. The clunk of each step caused the ramp to shudder until she reached the dock and sauntered closer.  
 
    Lilly kept her annoyed gaze on the elf in pink as she approached. When she was close enough, six inches of space was between each elf’s breasts. 
 
    “Captain Thorn,” Lilly said, not amused. 
 
    “Please, call me Rose here in the Urth realm,” Rose grinned before blowing a kiss to one of Lilly’s cheeks and then the other.  
 
    Lilly simply stared. 
 
    Rose turned her attention to Zelda and Syndra. “It’s good to see you, ladies!” 
 
    Syndra shook her head. Zelda growled. 
 
    Rose turned her attention to Jon and her eyes lit up. “Well, hello. We haven’t had the pleasure since Lilly is terrible at introductions. I’m Captain Rose Thorn of the Beauty’s Touch.” 
 
    Rose held out her hand and bent it at the wrist, back of her hand toward Jon’s face. 
 
    Jon’s first thought was that she wanted him to kiss it. Instead, he took hold and gave it a hearty shake. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened for a moment until Jon let go. She kept it in the air as if the introduction wasn’t finished. 
 
    “Do you want me to shake it again?” Jon asked, fighting back his own smile. 
 
    Heat touched Rose’s pale cheeks. “It’s rude to not kiss a captain’s hand, especially one as beautiful as the one before you.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “I see.” 
 
    Jon turned slightly, picked up Lilly’s hand and kissed the back of it. Lilly smiled as Jon let go and gave her a wink. 
 
    Rose stared daggers before she lifted her hand and snapped her fingers. “Ladies!” 
 
    From the top of the gangplank, a row of smiling, beautiful elves hopped down in single file. They rushed onto the dock and flanked the right and left side of their captain. Oval eyes and wide smiles filled all of their faces. Jon noted that they all looked very alike except for the color of their outfits or to a lesser degree, their uniforms. 
 
    An elf from her crew stepped to their captain as Rose held out her hand. The elf took it and kissed the back of it. Rose waved her away before holding up her other hand. An elf stepped closer, placing a pipe with a long stem in Rose’s waiting fingers. Flint and steel sparked and a puff of smoke appeared. Rose took a long drag as the elf stepped back in line. 
 
    She has to be the oddest elf I have ever met from the Aquris. 
 
    Rose’s jaw moved slightly as her eyes drank in Lilly and her crew. Blowing smoke out the corner of her mouth, her gaze lingered until the last of the smoke exited her lungs. 
 
    “You must always make it difficult. We are sisters of the seas and should act accordingly.”  
 
    “Rose, you betray everyone who doesn’t worship you. You know I will never become one of your dolls so stop trying,” Lilly smirked. 
 
    Rose waved away the smoke with a gloved hand. “You mistake my intentions, as usual. I’m not here to fawn over you or convince you to join my beautiful crew. We are well past that. I’m here for another reason.” 
 
    Rose eyed Jon. “Is it safe to speak?” 
 
    “His name is Jon and he is my Shullkar,” Lilly stated plainly. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened, her pupils turning heart shaped. “You have found another Shullkar! And from the Urth realm! This is marvelous! I’m so happy you have found true love once again despite that failed relationship with… what’s his name again?” 
 
    “You know his name,” Lilly said with a pointed brow. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, Captain Wyther and his boring, drab crew. I knew you could do better and it seems you have! Kudos!” 
 
    Jon blinked. 
 
    Lilly rubbed her temple, “I’m sure you’re not here to catch up. Out with it.” 
 
    Rose’s hand touched her overflowing chest and gasped. “You are sadly mistaken and I take offense. I came all this way to find you and you have the audacity to think ill will of me. I have half a mind to turn my ship around and go back.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Please, turn around and go back.” 
 
    Rose feigned heartache. “Your words stab me deep. How will I ever overcome this rudeness? How?” 
 
    One of Rose’s crew stepped forward with a full wine glass. The pink captain picked it up, took a long swig and handed it back. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “There, water under the bridge,” Rose smiled. 
 
    Lilly shook her head. “Rose, we have a lot to do…” 
 
    “Nonsense! You have some time for me. We used to be friends and I think fondly on our friendship from time to time.” 
 
    “The Captain says we have a lot to do,” Zelda growled with a menacing edge. 
 
    Rose kept her gaze on Lilly, her eyes taking on a dark edge. “The Empire has placed a bounty on your head and the heads of your crew.” 
 
    Lilly’s eyes narrowed. Zelda’s webbed hands flexed as Syndra held her staff tight. 
 
    Rose’s serious gaze bled away as she looked at her nails. “I’m not here for any bounty or reward. I just wanted to get your attention. Now that I have it, I’m sure we can speak further?” 
 
    Lilly was motionless, but her eyes spoke fire and brimstone. 
 
    “You’re the talk of Aquris, at least among shadows and rumors. Word is you’ve turned over a new leaf and vanished to this world to start over again. I can’t blame you. It’s splendid here. I wish I had more time but, alas, we can only stay a night before we return in the morning. So sad. So sad.” 
 
    Captain Thorn puffed on her pipe before holding it to the side and an elf from her crew took hold of it and stepped back. 
 
    “I treasured our time, fighting the empire and anyone else who got in our way. It was magical. That is why it saddens me that others will try to collect on the bounty. I wanted to visit so we could have one last embrace…since this may be the only time… we see each other,” the last part came out with an exaggerated sob and sniffle. 
 
    Jon lifted his hand and scratched the back of his head. Confusion and chaos rolled along his mind as he tried to make sense of what was truly happening before him. Clearly, Lilly’s past continued to haunt her, but when he glanced to the beautiful elf, her gaze was rock hard with edges of murder along her emerald colored eyes. 
 
    “Let me hug you, one last time before death comes for us all,” Rose held out her arms and beckoned with her hands. 
 
    Lilly sighed. “Rose, just go back…” Lilly didn’t finish. 
 
    Rose lunged at Lilly, embracing her in a deep hug and kissing her on the lips. Syndra and Zelda flexed, ready to attack. Rose’s elves remained as still as statues. 
 
    Lilly glared at Rose as their lips touched until something slipped into her pocket. It was slight, barely noticeable. Lilly’s hard gaze softened as Rose held her close. 
 
    Time ticked for a long moment before Rose let go and stepped back. Lilly kept her suspicious gaze on the captain, but remained silent. 
 
    “Well, good to see you! I wish you the best on your journey! We must be off!” Rose said in a near dismissive tone. 
 
    The pink-haired elf turned to Jon, bowed and took his hand into hers. Jon tried to pull away, but the captain was stronger than he expected. She lifted up his hand and kissed the back of it. Looking up, she gave a near shy smile before standing up and letting go. 
 
    “Lilly is very special to many. Take care of her or the next kiss will be a dagger in your back,” Rose said with a wicked smirk. 
 
    Rose turned her back to Lilly and her crew, waving her hands to her own crew. “Back onto the ship! The wine will not pour itself!” 
 
    The identical elves bowed slightly before they marched in single file back onto the Beauty’s Touch. 
 
    Rose turned to Lilly. “It was good to see you again, Bloody Silk. I hope when we see each other again, it will be under pleasant circumstances.” 
 
    The pink-haired elf gave an almost sarcastic wave to Zelda and Syndra before turning and making her way up the ramp. When she reached the top, she didn’t look back as she disappeared from view. The gangplank lifted off the dock and slid back onto the ship. 
 
    Jon blinked, rubbing the back of his head again. “What just happened?” 
 
    “Let’s not talk here,” Lilly touched the outside of her pocket, something firmly there. 
 
    Jon caught the small motion of Lilly’s hand, wondering if there was trouble on the horizon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    The sounds of gulls filled the air as one man and four elves made their way up the hill. Cars raced by as Jon and Lilly walked side by side. Cora was behind them and behind the thin elf was Zelda and Syndra. The shadow elf leaned heavily on her staff and held onto the tall sea elf’s arm. 
 
    The mood was gray despite the beautiful early afternoon light. Lilly said nothing, her gaze firmly on the sidewalk before her. Jon glanced at her a few times, his lips parting and ready to speak. When a second thought whipped the back of his mind, he closed his lips and remained silent. 
 
    She’s troubled but I won’t force it out of her. She will talk when she’s ready. 
 
    The thought gave Jon no comfort. His instinct was to help her any way he could, but from what he knew of the crimson haired elf, she would tell him in her own time. 
 
    Cora had no such compulsion. 
 
    “I managed to hear everything while I stood by a cannon portal. Are we in greater danger?” the thin elf asked with a blank gaze. 
 
    Syndra and Zelda looked up to their captain. Jon glanced at Lilly. The sun elf kept her gaze lowered for a long moment as they walked before she turned her head slightly to address Cora. 
 
    “No, we are not in greater danger. Despite the bounties on our heads, the Empire will not take a risk of invading the Urth world. We are safe as long as we are here.”’ 
 
    A tiny wrinkle touched Cora’s brow. “I’m not convinced.” 
 
    “Cora!” Zelda barked. 
 
    Lilly held up her hand to silence them. Zelda bowed her head. Cora stared at the hand for a long moment before she too bowed her head. 
 
    Lilly stopped and everyone else halted their climb up the sloping sidewalk. 
 
    The sun elf turned around with a small, confident smile. Green eyes observed Cora’s blank expression for a long moment before she spoke. 
 
    “You know my honor is as strong as the seas. You are safe here in the Urth realm and we have many allies for your protection. What transpired on the docks was a different matter entirely, one I’m not ready to discuss at this moment.” 
 
    Cora looked up to the beautiful captain. “I understand and apologize. The arrival of my father’s pet has troubled me. He has many more monsters under his control and armies of assassins at his command.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “We will not speak of it any longer in the open. We can discuss later.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. Lilly turned and began walking, the rest of the crew and Jon following.  
 
    Jon noticed they were approaching Mario’s Grocery store. “I should stop in here and buy a few things for dinner. Does everyone like pasta?” 
 
    Four sets of almond shaped eyes turned to Jon and blinked. 
 
    Jon smirked. “Oh yea, right. I’ll get the items and ingredients. We’re having pasta tonight. I hope you brought your appetites.” 
 
    “Does it have fish?” Zelda asked. 
 
    Jon sighed and tilted his head forward. “No. It will be a new dish to try. We’ll make it together. Everyone go on ahead. I’ll be home shortly.” 
 
    “Zelda, stay with him,” Lilly ordered. 
 
    Jon held up his hand. “Thanks, but I got this. I don’t need an escort. I’ll see you inside.” 
 
    When they reached the grocery store, the elves kept walking as Jon dashed inside. 
 
    The door chimed as Jon stepped in. Mario glanced up from the counter and his mouth formed a wide smile. He stepped from behind the counter and rushed to Jon. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you, my best customer!” Mario beamed. 
 
    Jon smiled. “Mario, you see me nearly every day.” 
 
    “And every day it is special. How can I help you?” 
 
    Jon rubbed the back of his head, “Just picking up some pasta and supplies.” 
 
    Mario nodded. “Making a special dinner for all of your beautiful elves I see?” 
 
    “Yes. I was thinking maybe stuffed shells.” 
 
    Mario waved his hands. “Say no more! I’ll have one of the deli employees bring you fresh ricotta cheese while you gather your pasta. Make sure you pick up some herbs and fresh vegetables to have on the side.” 
 
    Jon’s smile was so wide, his eyes were nothing more than slits. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No thanks needed. You and your lovely elves are family!” Mario said with joy in his tone. 
 
    *** 
 
    The front door opened. Lilly was first, stepping into the home with sharp senses. Pointed ears flexed before her shoulders relaxed. Before she could say anything, Cora rushed past her and sat on the couch in the living room. Her hand was a blur, grabbing the TV remote and hitting the power button almost at the same time. The flatscreen flashed to life and news filled the room as Cora settled in. 
 
    Zelda and Syndra stepped in, the sea elf closing the door behind her. Syndra let go of her friend and slowly made her way to Jon’s bedroom door. Without a word, she opened the door, slipped in and closed it behind her. 
 
    Lilly turned to Zelda, her eyes a mixture of strength and concern. “Stay here and watch over everyone. I’ll be upstairs. I don’t wish to be disturbed.” 
 
    Zelda bowed slightly at the hips. “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    Lilly turned and made her way to the stairs when she heard Zelda call out. 
 
    “Captain, I’m here if you need an ear,” the sea elf said in a small voice. 
 
    Lilly stopped before the stairs. “Thank you, Zelda,” Lilly said without turning her head. 
 
    The sea elf watched as her captain climbed the stairs and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Time slinked on until the front door opened and Jon stepped in with a few paper bags. He noticed Zelda and Cora on the couch, neither one getting up to help him. 
 
    “It’s okay. I got it,” Jon smiled to himself before he moved to the kitchen table and set the bags down. 
 
    “Before you ask, Syndra is in your room and the Captain is in her room upstairs. She doesn’t wish to be disturbed,” Zelda said out loud while never taking her gaze off the news. 
 
    “I guess it’s the three of us making dinner,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Zelda and Cora nodded. 
 
    Jon noticed the uneasiness in the air. It caused a gloom to fill the home. Despite fighting off pirates, an Empire Enforcer and a giant sea serpent, there was no joy from their victories. 
 
    Concern bled into Jon’s thoughts. He stepped away from the table and walked to his room. Stepping in, he closed the door behind him. 
 
    Syndra lay on the bed, fully clothed. Her hood was up and covering her head as she snuggled into his pillow. Jon stepped closer and sat on the opposite side of the bed. Syndra’s face was peaceful, her eyes closed. The pillow was clutched to her chest and chin. A few long seconds ticked on before dark eyelids pulled back to reveal red eyes. 
 
    Jon smiled. “Are you okay?” 
 
    The witch nodded slightly. “I will be, after some rest.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize using your magic took so much out of you. Is there anything I can do to make you more comfortable?” 
 
    Syndra snuggled into the pillow, “My lifeforce will regenerate, if I sleep next to a strong soul.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “I see.” 
 
    Syndra smiled into the pillow before a thought touched her mind. “I’ve seen that look in Lilly’s eyes before. Something has rattled her.” 
 
    “I’m going to see her next.” 
 
    Syndra shook her head. “Give her time. She does this on occasion, disappearing into her cabin for lengths of time before telling us the problem and strategies to beat it. She will come to us when she’s ready.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “I’ll bring you dinner when we’re finished cooking.” 
 
    Syndra nodded and hugged the pillow tighter, her eyes closing shut. 
 
    Jon was up and stepping toward the door. He gave the shadow elf one long glance before quietly stepping out and closing the door behind him. 
 
    Standing by the wall-mounted flatscreen, Jon eyed the two elves on the couch, the pair ignoring him. Lifting his hands, he made one strong clap. Cora and Zelda turned their attention to him with a sliver of annoyance. 
 
    “Let’s start on dinner,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Zelda and Cora turned their attention back to the TV. 
 
    “We trust you to cook,” Zelda said plainly. 
 
    Jon shook his head before he reached down and unplugged the TV. The flatscreen went dark and the two elves were to their feet, mouths open and ready to protest. 
 
    Jon lifted a hand and they stopped before they could get a word out. 
 
    “Let’s make dinner and you can watch afterwards,” Jon said simply. 
 
    Cora’s shoulders deflated as Zelda growled. 
 
    “Come on, it’ll be fun,” Jon beamed. 
 
    Jon turned and walked toward the kitchen. Cora and Zelda moaned with heads tilted forward as they followed. 
 
    Once in the kitchen, they fell into their new routine. Jon took charge, directing Cora and Zelda and dividing up tasks. The oven was turned on as hands moved to lay out ingredients. Cora cut up vegetables while Jon helped Zelda to create the stuffing for the shells. 
 
    Jon enjoyed the act of making dinner and he smiled when he saw Zelda and Cora shift from dour frowns to enchanted gazes. Their initial resistance faded away and the pair were eager to learn and cook.  
 
    Tradition and ritual brings a family closer. 
 
    Jon directed with the flair of a chef in a kitchen. Cooking for himself felt cold, but working with his new family breathed life into the experience. All three began stuffing shells with ricotta cheese, hints of spinach and added herbs. When every shell was packed, they were placed in a large pan. Cheese and sauce were added to the pan, covering the shells. Not long after, the pan was placed in the oven to cook. 
 
    Zelda smiled proudly. The tall elf stood and reached for the small liquor cabinet. She pulled out a full bottle of rum, but Jon shook his head and moved to the small wine rack. Zelda nodded before putting the rum bottle back.  
 
    Jon uncorked a bottle and poured into several glasses. The three sat at the kitchen table, taking a deep sip before they set about cleaning up. Plates were laid out, utensils on each side.  
 
    Forty minutes later and an empty wine bottle, Jon pulled the pan from the oven. The smell caused mouths to water. Jon began to divide it up onto plates while Cora pulled out another bottle of wine. 
 
    The two elves began to eat while Jon made a plate for Syndra. Stepping back into his room, the sun was much lower in the sky. Orange light filtered into the dark room, Syndra nothing more than a few lumps on the bed. Jon stepped closer, placing the plate on the bed next to her. He touched her shoulder and she stirred, her hand touching his hand in acknowledgement. Jon smiled before retreating out of the room and closing the door behind him. 
 
    Returning to the kitchen table, Zelda and Cora had nearly devoured their meal. Jon sat down and joined them. Little was said as they feasted. When it was over, Cora leapt up from her seat, marched into the living room and plugged in the TV. Falling onto the couch, she aimed the remote like a magic wand and pressed the power button. 
 
    “I hope it was good?” Jon called out to the thin elf. 
 
    “It was amazing,” Cora smiled, but continued to watch TV. 
 
    Zelda was up and placing dripping, hot shells onto a plate. Jon stood up and moved to her side. 
 
    “I’m preparing a plate for the Captain,” the sea elf said in a low tone. 
 
    “I’ll take it to her. Go relax.” 
 
    “She doesn’t want…” Jon cut her off. 
 
    “I’ll just hand her the plate and leave. It will be fine.” 
 
    Zelda eyed Jon before she looked down and nodded. The tall elf left the kitchen and sat beside Cora in the living room. 
 
    Jon took the full plate, napkin, and utensils and made his way to the stairs. A few short moments later, he was at Lilly’s door. A light shined from under the door and Jon knocked. 
 
    “Come in,” came Lilly’s voice. 
 
    Jon opened the door, stepped in and closed it behind him. Lilly was sitting on her bed, elbows on knees and shadows under her eyes. She barely looked up as Jon stepped closer and knelt down onto his knees. 
 
    “I brought you dinner,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Lilly took the plate, napkin, and utensils and placed them on the bed next to her. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Jon nodded as he glanced around. The room was still bare, with only a bed, nightstand, and lamp. A leather bag was at the end of the bed, but the pirate captain hadn’t decorated the room. 
 
    “We can go shopping and buy a few things for the rooms,” Jon said, trying to be positive. 
 
    Lilly was silent as a tomb. 
 
    Jon nodded and stood up. 
 
    Lilly looked up to him just as he was about to turn, a new urge clawing through her heart.  
 
    “Don’t go,” she whispered. 
 
    Jon sat on the other side of the beautiful elf, his hand touching her hand. Lilly looked to his hand and slid her fingers in between his. The couple held hands for a long moment, the heat and closeness comforting as the sun slowly set outside.  
 
    Lilly sighed and let go of Jon’s hand. “I’m sure you noticed Rose’s ruse to slip me something.” 
 
    Jon nodded. 
 
    Lilly reached into her pocket and pulled out a small wooden tube, holding it in her lap. “The message was important, but I didn’t expect to receive it so soon.” 
 
    “I’m here to listen,” Jon’s voice was warm and kind. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “I wish I could tell you what it says, but I can’t risk it, not now. It’s not that I don’t trust you, I trust you with my life, but this information can hurt us if we are not careful. I need us to be strong, all of us.” 
 
    “You know we are here for each other. I’m here for you,” Jon reassured. 
 
    Lilly looked to Jon’s handsome features and her heart ached. “I know. In a short amount of time, we have faced much, but there is much more we must do. Can I trust you with some smaller secrets?” 
 
    “On my honor,” Jon said and squeezed Lilly’s thigh. 
 
    Lilly’s lips formed a small smile. “My crew is small. Too small to make a difference in our fight against the Illuminous Empire. We lack members and that must change.” 
 
    Jon’s mind began to work. “I doubt we can gather new crew members here on Urth.” 
 
    Lilly shook her head. “I must entrust you with this secret and I must ask you to trust me with all of our lives. Can you do that, Jon? Can you trust me even when it might be the most painful trust you ever endured?” 
 
    Shadows lengthened under Jon’s eyes. Thoughts sparked and warred, logic and his heart clashing. He could see the pain as she held something back. He wanted nothing more than to tell her that she could tell him anything, but deep down, he already knew she knew she could. It shook his honor like a tree in a rainstorm, but the deeper layer of his soul whispered soothing words to quell the inner storm. 
 
    This is new for her, opening up to another person. It was difficult for her to truly open her heart to me but she did. If I can’t trust her, I can’t trust anyone. I want to ask the questions. I want to be fully involved but if the more people know, the more difficult it will become, I have to be there for her. I have to be there for all of them. 
 
    “Lilly, there is a part of me that doesn’t want to agree, but there is a bigger part that wants to lay my life in your hands. I only have one question, is the goal a noble one?” 
 
    The pirate captain nodded. “It is a noble goal.” 
 
    Jon slipped down onto his knees and took her hands into his. “Then I place my trust in your hands.” 
 
    Lilly stared, her green eyes shining in the dimming light. “Thank you, my love.” 
 
    The sun elf let go of Jon’s hands, picked up the wooden tube on her lap and placed it back in her pocket. Looking back to Jon, she took a small inhale. 
 
    “Jon, we must keep our lives normal over the next few days. I don’t wish to alert or alarm the crew until the time is right. I’m trusting you to help me with this until we are ready.” 
 
    “Ready to go to Aquris?” Jon said, his heart beating a little faster. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “I cannot tell you everything, but since the night you were shot and Syndra healed you, it spoke to me, telling me we need a healer or cleric. I may have someone in mind, but we cannot rush to Aquris just yet. Do not speak of this with the crew, no matter how tender the moment. This must be between us until I’m ready to inform them. 
 
    “As a captain, I must maintain a certain distance with the crew but you are our Shullkar and that makes things…difficult. Love can hurt, just as much as it can heal. What we are doing is not a betrayal, but I must keep it in order, for all of our sakes. Keep life as simple and as beautiful as we can. I’m trusting you, my love.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “I’ll follow your lead, my Captain.” 
 
    Lilly’s hands touched Jon’s cheeks. Holding him before her, she bent her head down and pressed her lips to his. Heat bloomed as their spirits connected. Tongues slipped into mouths, the pull of their hearts crying out for more. The couple savored the tender moment, enjoying the deep kiss until they both broke away. Their foreheads touched, with Lilly not wanting to let go. 
 
    “I should go back downstairs before everyone gets suspicious,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Lilly slowly let go, “That may be for the best.” 
 
    Jon stood up, his gaze lingering on the beautiful elf.  
 
    “Am I going to learn more about you and Captain Thorn?” Jon grinned. 
 
    Lilly returned his grin with her own. “I’ll give you the details when we have another moment.” 
 
    “Is it dirty?” Jon asked, unable to hide his smile. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilly said simply. 
 
    Jon’s face grew hotter. “Okay then. Enjoy dinner and I hope we see you downstairs soon.” 
 
    Jon turned and left the room. Closing the door behind him, he took one more glance inside to see Lilly smiling. 
 
    Door closed, he made his way downstairs. 
 
    I’ve never been to Aquris. I’ve read what I can, but to actually go is a completely different experience. This trip sounds dangerous and yet, why am I so excited to go? Am I breaking out of my shell? Am I really going to go on a secret pirate mission? Am I just a love sick fool for elves? What is happening to me? 
 
    Jon reached the bottom of the stairs and walked the short hallway, his mind clusters of confusion and excitement. When he reached the living room, he was about to sit on the couch with Zelda and Cora when the doorbell rang. 
 
    Zelda was to her webbed feet, hands flexing. Jon lifted a hand, signaling to wait. The young man crossed the main room to the door. Looking through the peephole, he saw two figures standing there, but the sun hadn’t set yet. It created a moment where long shadows covered their faces, but something familiar jammed into his mind. 
 
    Jon took hold of the doorknob, turned and opened the door toward him. The inside light illuminated the two figures as they looked to Jon with loving eyes and smiles. 
 
    “Mom? Dad?” Jon said with wide, unblinking eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    “Son,” the large man said as he stepped in and embraced Jon. 
 
    Jon struggled to breathe, his father’s strong arms crushing his ribs and forcing the air out of his lungs.  
 
    Zelda stood in the living room, watching the reunion play out. The large man crushing Jon was taller, almost six-four. His shoulders were wide and strong. Short, black hair covered his head except for a lock of grey flowing from one temple. He wore normal clothes of a shirt and pants, but his feet were in sandals. Despite the tender moment, his body gave off strength and power. 
 
    Jon’s mother stepped in and closed the door behind her. She had a kind smile and large, bright blue eyes. She was fit and thin, her height the same as Jon’s. Her hair was long and tied back. Zelda didn’t notice it at first, but the moment she stepped in and was under the light, the sea elf could see a blue tinge to her dark hair. 
 
    Cora stood up and stayed by Zelda’s side, watching the affectionate display with unblinking eyes.  
 
    “My boy,” Jon’s father said as he continued to crush Jon. 
 
    “Dad… need… air,” Jon managed. 
 
    The large man loosened his grip and stepped back, his gaze filled with amused concern. Jon gasped as air rushed back into his lungs. The moment he composed himself, his mother rushed in for her hug. 
 
    Jon’s heart melted to his mother’s embrace as she knew just how to hug him. 
 
    From the stairs, Lilly stepped down onto the main floor. She walked down the small hallway and emerged into the living room. The elf saw the two new people and glanced at Zelda. 
 
    Zelda mouthed the words, “His parents.” 
 
    Lilly nodded and smiled as she stepped well into view. 
 
    Jon’s mother pulled back but kept her hands on Jon’s arms. “Have you been eating? You look a little thin.” 
 
    “Mom, I’m always eating,” Jon said shyly. 
 
    “You need to eat more if you’re going to get taller,” Jon’s dad smirked. 
 
    Jon blinked. “Dad, you know that’s not how it works.” 
 
    “Not with that attitude,” Jon’s dad chuckled. 
 
    Lilly, Zelda, and Cora stepped closer. Jon glanced to the side, seeing the three elves. 
 
    “Mom, Dad, please meet… umm… my girlfriends. Lilly, Zelda, and Cora, these are my parents, William and Sandra Song.” 
 
    William and Sandra didn’t skip a beat as they stepped forward with hands out. Lilly, Zelda, and Cora held out their hands and everyone took turns shaking them. The three elves couldn’t hide their wide gazes at the strength in William’s handshake as he smiled brightly. Sandra was a little more tender. 
 
    “Pleased to meet all of you,” William beamed happily. 
 
    “It’s so nice to know my son is dating,” Sandra smiled. 
 
    “Mom?” Jon said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s true. You spent so much time in your head, we wondered how long before you stepped out of your comfort zones. It seems you have, with flying colors,” Sandra kept her bright smile. 
 
    Jon rubbed the back of his head, “Mom, please, don’t do this.” 
 
    Sandra blinked. “Do what? You’re our son and we’re happy when you’re happy.” 
 
    “It seems he’s very happy with so many beautiful women, am I right?” William laughed as he stepped closer to Jon and bumped his elbow into him. 
 
    Jon’s face turned beet red. 
 
    “Give me another hug!” William grinned and grabbed his son again in a bearhug. 
 
    Lilly lifted a hand to cover part of her growing smile. Zelda grinned as Cora stared with blank eyes and a tiny smile. 
 
    Sandra addressed the elves, “We haven’t seen him aside from the occasional holiday visit.” 
 
    “It’s quite fine, we understand,” Lilly smiled to Sandra. 
 
    Jon struggled out of his father’s hug and fixed his shirt. William stayed close, but his body language betrayed him, signaling another hug attack if the moment presented itself. 
 
    “Um... yes... uh... there is one more, but she is sleeping. Her name is Syndra and she might be too tired to come out right now.” 
 
    William nodded. “That’s okay. We’re taking a long vacation here in Southvale. I’m sure we will meet her soon.” 
 
    Jon blinked. “Long vacation?” 
 
    Sandra stepped closer, her hand on her son’s shoulder. “Nothing to worry about. The family will keep Spiral City in standing order.” 
 
    Jon’s mom gave Jon a certain look and he understood what she was saying without saying it. 
 
    “They know a little about you and the family,” Jon said in a small voice. 
 
    William clapped his hands together, a small boom filling the area. “Great! Where’s the wine?” 
 
    Lilly, Zelda, and Cora’s faces grimaced as the vibrations hit their sensitive ears. 
 
    Jon noticed and looked to his father. “Dad, you can’t do the clap around them. Their ears are sensitive.” 
 
    William’s eyes widened a hair. “I must apologize. I didn’t mean it.” 
 
    Jon sighed before he looked to Lilly, “He does that to bring attention to himself.” 
 
    “Not true! I do it because you never listen to me and I want some wine!” William laughed loudly. 
 
    “William, you know where the wine is. Please serve everyone a glass,” Sandra said with a delicate, but commanding tone. 
 
    “As you wish, my love,” William grinned before turning and stepping toward the kitchen. 
 
    Sandra turned her attention to Jon, “We’re sorry for showing up so unexpectedly, but we were afraid you would try to convince us not to come. We saw the sea serpent attack on the news and when we enhanced the video, our hearts nearly stopped when you were on the creature’s back.”  
 
    Jon’s face turned pale. He completely forgot that so many people were watching the battle in the harbor and didn’t think his family would see it. 
 
    Sandra continued, “We had planned to come visit you, but after what we saw on the news, we thought we would speed up our vacation and come see you.” 
 
    Color returned to Jon’s face. “I suppose we have a lot to talk about. How about we sit at the kitchen table?” 
 
    Heads nodded in unison. The group moved into the kitchen and sat down at the round table. William moved with practiced skill, pulling out wine glasses and placing them on the counter. His large hands moved with purpose as he grabbed two bottles of wine. A drawer flew open. A corkscrew leapt into the air and into William’s waiting hand. Stabbing a cork, he gave it a few twists and popped it open.  
 
    Lilly glanced to the side, seeing the large man move with almost supernatural flair. Wine poured into each glass in turn. Once one was full, the air shifted in the kitchen. Glasses floated up on their own, crossing the kitchen and settling down on the table. Lilly was first, followed by Zelda, Cora, Sandra, and then Jon. The last one floated onto the table, next to the last remaining seat as William stepped over and sat down. 
 
    “Dad, you shouldn’t use your abilities all the time,” Jon said as he noticed Lilly’s amused expression. 
 
    “First impressions should be magical,” William winked at the elves. 
 
    Lilly, Cora, and Zelda continued to smile as everyone lifted their glasses in a silent toast. Heads nodded before everyone took a deep drink. 
 
    Jon’s senses were alive as he mentally prepared for the onslaught of embarrassing moments that he was sure were to come. Sitting next to Lilly, he reached under the table and touched her hand. Fingers curled into his and the couple gave each other a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “So, how long have you been dating?” Sandra asked with interested eyes. 
 
    “Erm…” Jon began. 
 
    “A little over a week, but the first kiss was so magical, it feels like we have known each other all our lives,” Lilly said with loving confidence. 
 
    Sandra and William nodded. 
 
    “Your son is strong in mind, body, and spirit,” Zelda added with her razor smile. 
 
    “He has shown us much here on Urth,” Cora said with a sliver of warmth. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” Jon said, trying to stay cool, calm and collected. 
 
    “Life is only as complicated as you make it,” William chuckled and took another sip of wine. 
 
    “William, be nice,” Sandra playfully scolded her husband. 
 
    “I am being nice,” William smirked. 
 
    Jon sat with mental images of burying himself until his parents were long gone. 
 
    “Jon has told us some things about you,” Lilly began. 
 
    Jon’s heart froze in his chest. The night on the beach swirled along his mind, telling Lilly about the time he was kidnapped by a supervillain. How a gun was held to his head and his parents goaded the villain to pull the trigger. When the gun jammed, they proceeded to beat the villain until his very eye was hanging from its socket. Beyond that, he hadn’t told Lilly anything else. Zelda and Cora didn’t hear the story, their attention shifting to their Captain. 
 
    Lilly continued, “He told us of his wonderful and exciting upbringing in Spiral City and needing a change, seeking a peaceful life here in Southvale.” 
 
    Jon exhaled a sigh of relief. 
 
    William and Sandra kept their pleasant gaze on Lilly. 
 
    “Our family life can be a little too adventurous,” William grinned. 
 
    “Jon just wanted some peace. He’s a dreamer,” Sandra followed up. 
 
    “So, what made you both decide to take a vacation here?” Jon said quickly, trying to take the spotlight off of him. 
 
    William and Sandra glanced at each other before looking at their son. There was a hesitation in their eyes before they glanced at the elves. 
 
    “Anything you have to say, you can say in front of them,” Jon stated with confidence. 
 
    “My love,” William said before taking another sip of wine. 
 
    Sandra took a small inhale before looking at her son. “We have heard a few things among our networks and friends. The recent sea serpent attack has set the government to take stronger measures against another one. The jets, gunboats and ships weren’t enough to stop the monster. They don’t want that to happen again.” 
 
    William nodded. “High grade cannons are being shipped here to Southvale via train. They plan to have them up and operational within the coming weeks. The Mayor asked for some support in defending the city until the cannons are operational. We agreed, but didn’t want it public knowledge, that is why we are on an extended vacation here.” 
 
    “Cannons? Here in Southvale? Won’t that escalate tensions between the Aquris realm and ours?” Jon asked. 
 
    “Communications have already been made to the Illuminous Empire. They are in agreement with such safety measures, saying the serpent was a wild monster. To ensure a protective peace, they are not against such defenses put in place,” Sandra answered. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes narrowed slightly before they smoothed back to normal, knowing full well the sea serpent was one of the Emperor’s pets. 
 
    “You can understand why our presence may be needed here in Southvale for a time. Plus, we get to visit our son who never calls,” William laughed. 
 
    “We check our cell phones every day for a text or a voicemail,” Sandra added with a deep sorrow in her tone. 
 
    “It’s like we don’t exist,” William pretended to be upset. 
 
    “At least we have each other,” Sandra said with exaggerated sadness, reached over and touched her husband’s shoulder in solidarity. 
 
    William placed his hand over hers, “Don’t worry my love, his brother and sister give us enough love to keep us alive.” 
 
    The absurdity of the moment struck Zelda like lightning. The sea elf clutched at her stomach and began laughing like a mad woman. Tears welled up as she turned her gaze to Jon. 
 
    “You’re a terrible son!” Zelda shouted with glee and laughed louder. 
 
    Everyone at the table erupted in laughter except for Jon. He sat and watched with half closed eyes as everyone laughed. Even Cora giggled quietly. Lilly laughed, but continued to squeeze Jon’s hand under the table. Zelda pointed at him with tears in her eyes. 
 
    Just let them get it out of their system. 
 
    Jon sat back as the laughter began to die down. Zelda wiped the tears from the corners of her oval eyes. Cora took a deep sip of wine. Jon’s parents looked to their son with loving gazes. 
 
    “I’m glad everyone is having fun,” Jon mumbled before he downed his glass of wine. 
 
    “Ah son, you know we’re just having a little fun,” William grinned. 
 
    “We’re just so happy to see you, and in a relationship… um …relationships,” Sandra said with a smile. 
 
    Lilly smiled. “On Aquris, it is not unusual for harems and groups to form out of love. Jon is our Shullkar, our true lover. This makes him very important to us.” 
 
    “And you are all important to me,” Jon added with a warm smile. 
 
    Cora’s cheeks turned pink. Zelda smirked before licking her lips. Lilly’ heart beat a little faster, her gaze lingering on the handsome man at her side. 
 
    Sandra and William watched with sparkling eyes. 
 
    “I can see the love between all of you. It’s beautiful,” Sandra said with a warm edge. 
 
    “Do you all sleep in the same bed?” William grinned. 
 
    “Dad!” Jon tried to be angry, but found himself smiling. 
 
    “What? I don’t care what you’re doing in the bed. I’m curious about the logistics? Last I remembered, you had a king-sized bed. Even that won’t hold all these women, especially the beautiful Zelda.” 
 
    Zelda’s eyes widened before she tilted her head forward, pink touching her light blue colored cheeks.   
 
    “Our relationships are still growing. We are learning about each other every day. For now, we each have one of the bedrooms upstairs, but that may change with time,” Lilly said warmly. 
 
    “I’m sure it will,” Jon smiled as he looked at Lilly. 
 
    Sandra and William reached under the table to each other and held hands. 
 
    “If you need anything, please let us know,” Jon’s mom said with a warm smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Song,” Lilly said. 
 
    “Please, call me Sandra.” 
 
    “You can call me William until you’re comfortable. After that, just call me Bill,” Jon’s dad grinned. 
 
    The sun set behind the horizon, the last rays of the day fading away and replaced with the light of the city. 
 
    Jon let go of Lilly’ hand and stood up. “I think I need to open a few more bottles of wine.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement as Jon stepped over to the small wine rack and pulled out two more bottles, a warm homey feeling filling his heart. 
 
    *** 
 
    The evening carried on with simple conversation and a lot of laughter. Hours rolled by, but no one noticed. Sandra showed scanned baby pictures to the gathered elves, some of them with Jon as a little boy, running around naked. Cora was fascinated, asking for Sandra's phone and scrolling past each picture with wide eyes. Zelda leaned next to the thin elf, looking at the pictures with equal curiosity. 
 
    Lilly and Jon engaged Sandra and William in conversation from life in Spiral City to some tidbits of what Aquris was like. Lilly didn’t give too many details, but even Jon listened intently, soaking up small stories of life on the seas and the many island towns she and her crew visited. 
 
    The moments grew smaller, as fatigue set in. Cora returned the cellphone after yawning and saying goodnight. She was first to leave the table and disappear up the stairs. Zelda was next. The tall sea elf gave William and Sandra big hugs before she too made her way upstairs. 
 
    Lilly stayed with Jon and his parents. William couldn’t seem to get enough stories of Aquris. He asked many questions and Lilly was more than happy to answer them. An hour later, Lilly noticed Sandra’s eyes glancing at her son. There was an underlying current she couldn’t put her finger on, but the elf captain could see that Jon’s mother wanted to talk to him in private. It wasn’t long after when Lilly said she would retire for the evening. Standing up, she gave Jon a kiss on the cheek before bidding his parents a good night and made her way to the stairs. 
 
    Jon sat, his senses buzzing from the wine and company. Shoulders were relaxed and eyes half-closed as he smiled at his parents. The moment stood still, all three happy to be in each other’s company. 
 
    Jon’s mom broke the warm silence, “They seem very lovely. We look forward to meeting Syndra next.” 
 
    “They are and I’m sure Syndra will like to meet you both.” 
 
    William leaned forward, elbows on the table. He glanced at Sandra and she gave him a look and a nod. 
 
    Jon had seen those looks before, knowing full well that they were ready to have a serious conversation.  
 
    “I knew there was more than just a visit and protecting the city,” Jon stated plainly. 
 
    “You know we only want to protect and help you,” William said with a small smile. 
 
    “I know, Dad. I know it comes from the heart, but as you saw on the news, I can protect myself and those I love.” 
 
    “We do not doubt it but there are other things at play and we thought you should know,” Sandra said with an even tone. 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow. “What should I know?” 
 
    William and Sandra looked at each other again before Sandra leaned forward next to her husband. Their eyes were calm but intense, as they mentally tried to find the right words. 
 
    “Son,” William began, “Skorp was released from prison a few days ago.” 
 
    Jon kept his gaze, his heartbeat steady. 
 
    “It was quiet and kept out of the media, but people we know thought it was the right thing to tell us. Once he was released from prison, he disappeared and no one knows exactly where he is,” Sandra added. 
 
    “Do you think he is coming for me?” 
 
    Jon’s parents lowered their heads.  
 
    “We don’t know,” William answered. “Despite being in prison, he managed to keep his assets and businesses. He is wealthy and may have paid off a number of people to be released early and keep it quiet. We are being cautious.” 
 
    “Which brings us to another reason why we had to see you,” Sandra said and she looked at her son fondly. “We thought it was time to help you grow your power.” 
 
    “Grow my power?” Jon said with a slightly confused look. 
 
    William and Sandra nodded.  
 
    “We know you never truly forgave us for that time Skorp kidnapped you,” William said with a touch of sadness. 
 
    Jon’s heart sank in his chest. “We don’t have to talk about it.” 
 
    “We have to, for your benefit,” Sandra said. 
 
    “Jon, we know it was traumatic, that is why we didn’t push you to develop your ability. We tried a little as you were taught to defend yourself, but you stopped us when it came to talking about abilities and what they can do. 
 
    “You took on a sea serpent and we’re very proud, but you understand how much it scared us. Your power is underdeveloped and you were truly lucky, but we know your luck isn’t constant. It has its ebbs and flows like all of our abilities.” 
 
    Jon’s eyes narrowed. “My luck is constant as long as I don’t push it. Every time I push it, bad luck comes back and hurts me or teaches me a lesson. As long as I don’t push it, I’m fine.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you’ve pushed your luck in dire circumstances,” William said. 
 
    Jon was silent and looked to the side. 
 
    “With Skorp free, there is a greater chance he will hunt you down. He is an obsessive-compulsive psychopath. He doesn’t understand our abilities and it drives him to the edge. He won’t stop until he understands us or kills us,” Sandra said with a pleading tone. 
 
    “He might do both,” William said with a dark edge. 
 
    Jon leaned forward, elbows on the table and looked at his parents. “I cannot return to Spiral City and go through the training. I have a life here and…” Jon trailed off. 
 
    William smiled. “We know and don’t think you need to go back to Spiral City. We only wanted to give you some advice that may help you, in case you need it.” 
 
    “It helped us in the beginning and it may help you too,” Sandra smiled at her son. 
 
    Jon kept his gaze, unsure what to say. 
 
    William continued, “Our abilities get stronger the more we use them. It took decades for your mother and I to reach the height of power we have today.” 
 
    “We don’t expect you to become stronger overnight, but if you follow our advice, it may help.” 
 
    William and Sandra reached out with a hand. Jon looked to their open hands for a long moment. Heart cracking, he pushed down his past pain, reached out and took hold of each hand. 
 
    Jon’s father spoke, “Our abilities are elemental, based on forces that we manage to tap into. We know, if you push your luck, bad luck will follow to right the balance. The only thing you have to know is, you don’t have to let that bad luck affect you.” 
 
    Sandra lifted her other hand, energy arcing between fingers. “Everyone who has the gift goes through a clumsy phase. In my beginning, I was randomly struck by lightning until I realized I could harness and control it. It took time and the lightning strikes slowed and stopped unless I called upon them.” 
 
    “Your luck ability is passive, but it can be so much more. If you find yourself pushing your luck, do not let the bad luck bounce back onto you. Channel it elsewhere and you won’t be at its mercy,” William smiled. 
 
    Jon listened to his parents, drinking in their words. 
 
    William bowed his head, shadows covering his eyes. “We will forever be sorry for what you went through as a child. We know words are sometimes not enough. We’re not here for forgiveness, but here to help you.” 
 
    “Your father speaks our truth.” 
 
    Jon squeezed their hands. “Thank you for coming here and telling me everything. I know I’m working through what happened when I was younger, but don’t ever think I love you both any less.” 
 
    The three of them stood up. William circled around one side of the table as Sandra circled from the other. Both parents crashed into Jon with a big, family hug. Jon couldn’t stop himself from hugging them back. A distant pain crawled along his soul, but it was soon blasted to dust to his family’s embrace. 
 
    Soon, the family parted. Jon smiled as his parents told him they were going to stay in a nearby swanky hotel. They promised to call first before dropping in again, his father chuckling and saying he didn’t want to walk in and interrupt something. 
 
    Jon saw them to the door and gave them long hugs before saying goodbye. His parents walked arm in arm to their car in the driveway. 
 
    Closing the door, Jon let out a long exhale. Mind spinning, the tendrils of exhaustion began to sink into spent muscles. The day was a busy one and all he could think about was sleeping for a thousand years. 
 
    Walking like a zombie, he turned off the lights throughout the main floor and shambled to his bedroom door. Slipping in, he shed his clothes like a lizard losing its skin until he was in his boxers. Syndra lay on one side of the bed, snuggled to a pillow and blankets. Jon slipped in and settled into his spot. His eyelids grew heavy as sleep whispered to his soul. A hand reached over, Syndra’s arms laying on his chest as she moved closer. The pillow was discarded as the shadow elf melded her body to his. 
 
    “Are they gone?” Syndra asked with a whisper. 
 
    “Yes, but they are staying a while. You’ll meet them soon,” Jon whispered. 
 
    Syndra nodded and pressed her face to his chest and arm. “That’s good.” 
 
    The two held each other before sleep washed over them, sending their hearts and minds to dreamland.  
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    Sunlight poured into the bedroom. Cora’s eyes slowly opened. A comforting sigh rose from between parted lips before she turned her head to the side. The room she was in was plain except for the stuffed, coiled purple snake in the corner. Her eyes barely blinked as she stared at it, a pleasant memory of the boardwalk cascading over her thoughts. 
 
    Slowly, the thin elf sat up. Memories washed on the shores of her mind of her royal bedroom. It was filled with extravagant dolls from all across the thirteen seas. Her father spared no expense on his journeys, picking one up every time he returned home.  
 
    The memory caused a faint smile before it quickly faded away. Dark thoughts clawed to the surface, a madness in his eyes when she was fully grown, telling her she will be one of his wives and the date set. The love she felt for him died on that day, seeing the monster he had become, drunk on his own power. She didn’t want to believe the rumors from her older sisters and brothers. Her brothers talked little but they did warn her. Her sisters who were now married to their father, spoke of his growing madness, pleading for her to leave if she could. 
 
    Cora remembered not showing any emotion as they spoke, but inside, her soul cringed at the prospect of becoming her father’s newest bride. A shadow whispered, a painful memory touching her mind and the princess quickly pushed it away. What followed next was the handling of gold and speaking to those she trusted to plan her escape. 
 
    Cora’s mind settled the longer she stared at the purple stuffed snake. Seeing it gave her hope and she wasn’t about to let her father’s madness take her against her will. 
 
    The thin elf was up. Taking hold of her clothes, she began to dress. When she was finished, she left her room and made her way downstairs to the living room. The house was quiet and dawn’s early light had just begun. Stepping to the couch, she sat down and picked up the remote. Pressing the button, she turned on the flatscreen and lowered the volume so it wouldn’t wake the rest of the household. 
 
    The news played and Cora was about to settle in when something on the coffee table caught her eye. Reaching over, she picked up a book titled “500 Basic Things, Traditions and Cultures of Urth.” Curiosity piqued as she opened it and began to read. The words were a little unusual and blockish. Cora knew how to read and write in Urth Common, but it was difficult because their written word lacked the elven flow she was used to. It was worse than orc writings, but she pushed through, taking in the strange cultures of this realm. 
 
    The news changed as a reporter began talking while standing in front of two closed doors in downtown Southvale. 
 
    “It’s with unhappy news that we must report the final night of an iconic Southvale club. Due to poor business and a growing family environment here in downtown, The Temptation will be shuttering its doors after tonight.  
 
    “If you wish to see it one last time, tonight is the night. Leave the kids at home and enjoy this little piece of history before it’s gone forever,” the reporter smiled. 
 
    Cora looked down from the TV to the book in her hands. A page dedicated to dating glowed in her mind as she read intently, the morning sun filtering in through the deck windows. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jon’s eyes opened. Eyes sliding, he looked to Syndra’s white hair in his face. The witch was snuggled to his side, her head on his chest and breathing softly. Jon’s arms were around her, holding the shadow elf to him. 
 
    Yes! She didn’t disappear before I woke up! 
 
    Jon smiled to himself, remembering that each of his elven girlfriends seemed to be up before he was. He wondered if Syndra was too exhausted or maybe she was simply comfortable around him. 
 
    The door to the bedroom opened, Zelda sliding in and closing the door behind her. Jon watched silently as the sea elf made eye contact and crossed the room. Kneeling by the side of the bed, her eyes glowed with curious joy. Jon didn’t move, his arms still firmly around the sleeping Syndra. 
 
    “I’m sorry for coming in so early, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I had to tell you how wonderful it was to meet your parents,” Zelda whispered. 
 
    Jon smiled as his arm pulled away from the sleeping witch, slid across the bed and held it out, palm up. Zelda reached over and took his hand into her webbed hand. The connection glowed, thumbs caressing each other’s hands. 
 
    “They were glad to meet you as well. After you went to bed, they told me they couldn’t be happier for us,” Jon whispered. 
 
    Zelda nodded before her gaze shifted to the side. “Seeing them showed me how much I miss my clan. I spent half the night lying in bed, thinking about them. It’s been years and I miss them terribly.” 
 
    Jon’s brow wrinkled in concern. “I know our family isn’t the same as the one you grew up with, but I’m here if you need me. I’m sure we are all here for you.” 
 
    Zelda gave a light nod, her eyes glistening. “I know. It helps with the painful memories.” 
 
    Syndra’s eyes opened and she looked across Jon’s chest to Zelda’s pensive expression. The witch was silent, but her gaze was that of understanding and patience. 
 
    Zelda shifted her thoughts and her expression as she looked to the shadow elf. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    Syndra gave a slight nod and snuggled more into Jon. “His spirit has rejuvenated my life force. I feel drunk and I just want to lie here for days.” 
 
    “Sounds fun, but we wouldn’t get anything done,” Jon smirked. 
 
    Syndra shifted her gaze and looked up to Jon’s smirking face. “I’m sure we can think of a few things to do during that time.” 
 
    Jon’s lips parted to speak when a hand under the blanket touched his morning wood. Fingers slid over the thin fabric of his boxers and his manhood bounced to the delicate touch. 
 
    Zelda watched with warm eyes as Syndra’s hand moved under the blanket. The witch kept looking at Jon as her hand moved with a skilled touch. Heat bloomed between the young man and the witch. It seemed to grow more as Zelda stayed by the edge of the bed. The sea elf watched for a few more moments before she crawled onto the bed and laid next to the close couple. 
 
    Logic fell apart as familiar urges rose to the top of his spirit. Seeing Zelda next to him and Syndra’s touch only exasperated the situation. The sea elf’s eyes betrayed that she wanted more. She was wearing her clothes, but they were a little disheveled as if she got up and dressed in a hurry. 
 
    Syndra’s fingers hooked into the waistband of Jon’s boxers and pulled them down from under the blanket. Jon looked down at his covered manhood as Syndra’s hand wrapped around the shaft and began to stroke slowly. The motion eased his already relaxed muscles. 
 
    Zelda snuggled closer, her eyes bright. “Jon, you know what happened to my family. It’s something I can never forgive myself, running away when my pod was captured. I just want you to know, I’ll never run from you.” 
 
    Jon studied Zelda’s innocent expression. She was laying her soul bare to him, declaring she would never run. The pain of losing her blood family continued to burn at her, but she seemed excited to be part of a new family. Excited enough to see him and be close. 
 
    Syndra continued stroking Jon as she looked to Zelda, “My sister, we will always be your family.” 
 
    The sea elf gave a small, shy smile. Jon found it endearing and unusual. Zelda was often strong and angry, but this was a new side. He caught glimpses before, but she seemed to let her guard down further, revealing a tender side she didn’t show too often. 
 
    Zelda sat up and looked down on Jon and Syndra. A moment later, she pulled off her top and tossed it aside. The comfortable, simple motion set Jon’s needs on fire. His gaze falling to her bare breasts, he lingered on her erect dark blue nipples. Zelda looked down with a small, sharp smile. 
 
    “She needs you,” Syndra whispered before pulling her hand away. 
 
    Jon took hold of the blanket and threw it off the bed. Zelda looked down to Jon’s throbbing member and took in a sharp inhale. A loving madness took hold of all three as Jon grabbed at Zelda’s leather leggings. The sea elf helped him along, snaking her hips out of the restrictive clothes and tossing them aside. When she was naked, Jon turned on his side, Syndra slipping off of him. 
 
    Zelda moved closer until Jon’s fingers touched her wet valley. The sudden touch sent a tremble along her long body. A hand reached out and clutched at Jon’s shoulder. The thrill of the loving moment caused the room to become warmer. Jon let his fingers dance along her pink folds before grazing her clit. Zelda gasped, her hand squeezing Jon’s shoulder. Her eyes half-closed, but didn’t look away as Jon moved closer, their bodies touching. 
 
    Syndra breathed in the growing scent of sex, her body squirming on her back. Taking hold of her shoulder straps, she peeled them down. The shadow elf snaked out of her own outfit as small gasps and moans rose up from Zelda. Syndra sighed as she parted her thighs and touched herself to the growing ardor in the bedroom. 
 
    “Jon… please… I want to feel your love,” Zelda said in a desperate whisper.  
 
    Jon could barely contain himself. Taking control, he pushed the tall sea elf onto her back and she relented with ease, her hips moving and her needs filling every cell of her body. The hunger reached a flashpoint as Jon was on her. His cock lay against her wet valley, but he didn’t invade, not yet. Instead, he nibbled on her breast before licking her nipple. 
 
    Zelda’s eyes closed, resisting her own urges to force his cock into her. “Please… stop… playing with me.” 
 
    Jon ignored her, building up the tension as his lips, mouth, and tongue ran along her smooth skin. Cock nearly vibrating, he wanted nothing more than to take her, but his affection and love stayed his hand for the moment. 
 
    Syndra turned onto her side, watching Jon slather his tongue on Zelda. The intimate moment forced her hand between her thighs, rubbing her clit in small circles and watching with intense, red eyes. Her hips moved to her own touch, milking out greater amounts of bliss. Her lips parted, her breathing grew as Jon seemed to be more demon than man. 
 
    “Jon?” Zelda whispered before her eyes widened. 
 
    The moment the words left her mouth, Jon’s cock pushed against her thin valley entrance. Her world opened to accommodate him. Thick inches pushed slowly as wetness flooded along the intimate connection. Zelda lay still, Jon’s cock slowly filling the empty place in her soul. His hips worked, driving inches deep until he reached the hilt. Once there, he stayed, enjoying the tightness between them. 
 
    Zelda’s body betrayed her, her hips moving slightly as Jon’s manhood impaled her. Moans rose up as Jon began pushing his urges, his hips moving to her rhythm. The couple reached a natural flow and the tempo grew between them.  
 
    Wetness dripped down Syndra’s thighs as she watched Jon and Zelda. Her breathing matched their tempo as she rubbed with greater passion. The mood swamped the entire room, gasps and small moans forming into a symphony of tender lust. Jon explored Zelda’s curves before grabbing her and driving his hips deep between her parted thighs. Zelda moaned her delight as she felt his power between them. 
 
    “I will never leave your side,” Jon said in a low, dark tone. 
 
    Zelda’s eyes widened as her body betrayed her again. The moment swept her spirit and lit the match. Her nerves tightened to the breaking point before another thrust sent her over the edge. Reality blazed bright before inner magical explosions assaulted her senses. Zelda grunted before a long moan filled the air. Her chest arching upwards, her body trembled to the sudden burst of ecstasy. Wetness bloomed, making the connection between their bodies slick, but neither slowed down. Another orgasm blasted her frayed nerves, followed by another. 
 
    Jon couldn’t control himself, driving his rock-hard member deep, again and again as Zelda moaned her approval. Her body shuddered with each deep stab.  
 
    Goosebumps rose along Syndra’s dark skin before she shuddered, followed by a low moan. The orgasm was sweet, but she continued to rub herself, watching her lovers beside her. She stared as Jon thrust and Zelda moaned for more. Turning onto her back, she closed her eyes and made blissful circles along her clit as another orgasm crashed into her. 
 
    Jon’s eyes held a madness before he slipped past the point of no return. Cock thickening, Zelda cried out as her inner walls were stretched to nearly the breaking point. The love and affection between them became a hot mess of desire. Jon kissed Zelda, her eyes widening in surprise. A second later, Jon’s cock spurted his seed. Grinding his hips between Zelda’s thighs, he spurted again as the sea elf squeezed him. Zelda’s eyes half-closed, holding Jon to her as he spurted every last drop from his throbbing member.  
 
    The moment cooled. Jon huffed as his cock was still buried in Zelda’s inner world. The sea elf breathed heavy. Looking up at Jon, she gave a shy smile as her eyes sparkled. 
 
    Syndra let out a soul crushing moan as her own hips bucked to her touch. 
 
    Jon and Zelda looked over as the shadow elf relaxed on her back, her hand falling to the side and fingers covered in clear wetness. 
 
    “I fear I’ve wet the bed,” Syndra stated with closed eyes. 
 
    Jon and Zelda smiled before they turned to each other and kissed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lilly made her way down the stairs and into the kitchen. Her hands moved with determination, filling the coffee machine to the brim with water and coffee. Pressing the button, a blue light glowed and she grabbed a cup from the cupboard. A boot tapped as she waited, the machine brewing the coffee. 
 
    Cora stepped into the kitchen, book in hand. Lilly turned to the slender elf and smiled. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” 
 
    The thin elf looked down. “Well enough.” 
 
    The Captain eyed the Cabin Mate, “Is there something you want to say?” 
 
    Cora bowed her head. “I’m sorry, Captain. I’m still getting used to this kind of life and being here on Urth…” the thin elf trailed off. 
 
    Lilly waited as the coffee percolated behind her. It wasn’t so much out of impatience as she learned a long time ago not to coddle her crew. Life and death on the seas hinged on honest communication and the sun elf was no stranger to either.  
 
    Cora seemed to catch herself. Standing straighter, she opened the book, turned it around and showed the page she was reading earlier, to her Captain. 
 
    “We all should go on a date,” Cora stated plainly. 
 
    Lilly stepped closer and looked over the title and the first paragraph. When she finished reading, she looked up from the book to Cora’s wide eyes. 
 
    “I sense there is more you wish to talk about,” Lilly said. 
 
    Cora lowered the book and nodded. “I pledged upon my rescue to become part of your crew. My pledge is firm, to follow you until you allow me to depart your crew. I also know that no one ever truly leaves a crew once they join. I have made my peace with it.” 
 
    Lilly leaned against the counter behind her, arms crossed along her stomach.  
 
    Cora continued, “I’m finding the transition… difficult.” 
 
    Lilly nodded as the coffee machine beeped it was finished. The sun elf turned her back to Cora, slid her mug closer, pulled the brewed coffee pot from the machine and began pouring. 
 
    “It takes time to remove the shackles of your former life. Time is a blessing to us and one day, your former life will be a dream,” Lilly said before putting the coffee pot back in the machine and grasping the mug with both hands. 
 
    Lilly lifted up the dark, steamy brew and took a sip. The jagged edges of her awakening smoothed away as the dark liquid slipped down her throat. The tension eased along her shoulders and she turned around, taking another sip. 
 
    Cora watched as Lilly seemed to be more of her old self. “Captain, I want to be free like you, Zelda, and Syndra.” 
 
    Lilly smiled. “You are free, you just don’t know it yet. Your freedom brings desires. Follow your desires and be honest with yourself.” 
 
    Cora’s hand formed a fist as her heart thudded in her chest. “I desire our Shullkar.” 
 
    Lilly’s smile turned into a wicked smirk. “Shouldn’t you discuss this with Jon?” 
 
    The thin sun elf looked down. “I… I’ve never laid with a male before.” 
 
    Lilly stepped closer with the steamy coffee cup in her hand. Her oval eyes took on a brightness as she looked down on the thinner, smaller elf. 
 
    “Cora, in our lives, we are free to do as we wish. If you desire Jon, take him. I believe he would be happy to show you the ways of love making.” 
 
    “What if… he no longer desires me, afterwards? What if he preferred the company of others over me?” 
 
    Lilly watched as Cora’s eyes betrayed a sliver of emotion. Putting her coffee cup on the counter, the Captain reached over with both hands and grasped the thinner elf’s shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t let those thoughts overpower your desires. You are a grown woman. You are beautiful, skilled, and part of my crew. Jon is our Shullkar and that means he belongs to all of us just as we belong to him. One day, if he chooses, he will become more than he is now. It is our way to make all of us strong.” 
 
    Cora stared into Lilly’s eyes with a new, growing strength. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “You pledged to help dismantle the Empire. You pledged to be part of my crew. You pledged your heart to me as I in turn pledged it to you. Your former life haunts you. Your royal ways have not left your spirit. Do I sense weakness in your pledge?” 
 
    Cora’s eyes widened before she shook her head. “No! My pledge and my heart are true!” 
 
    “You seem to have the answers you seek,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    Cora nodded. “Thank you, my Captain.” 
 
    Lilly let go and stepped back, her hand snatching up her cup of coffee and holding it before her chin. 
 
    “Jon should be up soon. Let your fire and desire be known,” Lilly smiled before taking another sip of coffee. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jon stood before the mirror, toothbrush in his mouth and brushing his teeth religiously. Zelda stood to one side of him as Syndra stood on the other side. All three were naked, the two elves watching Jon for a moment before picking up toothbrushes. Zelda scratched her head as she looked at her toothbrush. Syndra picked up a tube of toothpaste and looked from the brush to the tube in confusion. 
 
    “Ith fer cleaning yur teeth. Put the paseth on the brussh,” Jon mumbled with a mouth filled with foaming toothpaste. 
 
    “Why do I need to clean my teeth? The bad ones fall out and new ones grow in,” Zelda stated. 
 
    Syndra shook her head. “I’ll consult the spirits!” 
 
    Jon’s eyes widened and he spit out the paste foam into the sink. “No! No consulting the spirits! I’m telling you how to do it. Just put the paste on the brush and brush it along your teeth. The spirits don’t need to be involved!” 
 
    Syndra’s gaze narrowed at the brush. “We have teas that clean our teeth and mouths. This seems like work.” 
 
    Jon smiled. “It is. It keeps your teeth and gums healthy. Do you have any of that special tea with you?” 
 
    Syndra shook her head. “Sadly, we used the last of it yesterday.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “Then it’s good that you know how to brush your teeth in the Urth Realm. Trust me, everyone does it to keep their pearly whites healthy.” 
 
    “Why would I brush my pearls? What does that have to do with my teeth?” the sea witch said with angry confusion. 
 
    Jon chuckled before he looked over to Zelda. The sea elf was brushing her teeth vigorously, but clearly, there was no foam. Mouth open wide, she brushed her pointed teeth until something snapped. Jon watched in slow motion as the head of the toothbrush snapped off and fell onto the counter with a small bounce. 
 
    “These brushes are weak,” Zelda laughed. 
 
    Jon shook his head and turned to Syndra. “Pearly whites is an expression for your teeth. I don’t mean actual pearls.” 
 
    “Next time, just say teeth,” Syndra smirked and slapped his ass. 
 
    Zelda held up the broken toothbrush, “I need another one. It needs to be stronger.” 
 
    Jon couldn’t hold back his smile. “I’ll see if we can get some more. I think we all may need to brush our teeth together so we can get it right.” 
 
    “Urth makes things much more difficult than they need to be,” the witch grumbled before putting toothpaste on the brush. 
 
    Jon watched as she put it to her teeth and slowly began to brush. The grimace she made with lips pulled back and teeth showing, made her look like a snarling animal foaming at the mouth. Jon stepped behind her, gently took hold of her arm and showed her how to brush her teeth in slow circles.  
 
    Pink touched Syndra’s dark cheeks as Jon tenderly showed her how to do it. The moment she seemed to get it, he let go. Syndra’s hand shot back, grabbed him by the side of the waist and pulled him close, the front of his body pressed against her back. Holding him to her, she brushed. 
 
    Jon kept smiling until his manhood began to harden between the witch’s firm ass. It rose up like one of the undead until it touched resistance between her thighs. 
 
    “We’re never going to get out of here, are we?” Jon sighed. 
 
    Syndra spit out the foam and looked over her shoulder. “Do you want to go?” 
 
    Jon grinned. “I would stay, but we will starve to death.” 
 
    “His threats sound like promises,” Zelda grinned to Syndra. 
 
    Syndra nodded and let go. “You have won a moment of rest. Next time, I will not be so lenient.” 
 
    “Thank you?” Jon chuckled. 
 
    The trio finished up in the bathroom and moved to the bedroom. Clothes slid on in mere moments. Jon was first to turn and head for the bedroom door, his stomach growling for sustenance. 
 
    Jon opened the door and stepped out, a figure darting toward him. Jon’s body slipped into a fighting stance, but he simply wasn’t fast enough as Cora rammed her slender shoulder into him and sent him crashing onto his back. The sudden strike caused all the air to leave his lungs and just as he regained his breath, knees slammed onto his chest. 
 
    Cora was over Jon, book open and one of her fingers pointing to the title of the page. Her expression was firm, like she had been waiting for eternity and a day to tackle him to the floor. Syndra and Zelda were a little further into the room, their eyes wide as they looked down on the thin elf kneeling on Jon’s chest. 
 
    “We are going on a date, tonight! I want you to buy us dinner and take us out dancing!” Cora shouted with a demanding tone. 
 
    “Wha…” Jon managed as he struggled to regain his breath. 
 
    Cora snapped the book closed and glared down on Jon. “There is a restaurant in downtown Southvale called the Gilded Duck. We will dine there. Afterwards, we are going to a club called The Temptation. I will not take no for an answer,” the last part coming out in a hard growl. 
 
    Jon found himself nodding as he tried to breathe normally.  
 
    Cora bit her lip before pushing off her knees and back onto her feet. What little air Jon had in his lungs left again and he gasped for more. Zelda grinned as Syndra clapped. 
 
    “I’ll make breakfast,” Cora said with a hard edge before she turned and walked toward the kitchen. 
 
    “What… the… fuck,” Jon groaned as his breathing slowly returned to normal. 
 
    Syndra looked down with an evil grin. “It seems someone has laid claim to you. Good for her.” 
 
    The witch stepped over Jon and into the living room. 
 
    Zelda bent down, took hold of Jon and helped him to his feet. The tall sea elf helped fix his clothes as Jon tried to regain his senses. 
 
    “Gather your strength. You may need it,” Zelda laughed before stepping past Jon and into the living room. 
 
    Jon stumbled into the living room, eyes darting from side to side to see if there was another ambush. When nothing came at him, he made his way to the kitchen. Cora was pulling out pans and a carton of eggs were on the counter. Lilly was next to her, pouring coffee into her mug.  
 
    Cora glanced at Jon with an angry edge. Jon couldn’t remember seeing so much emotion in her eyes. She went from a blank slate to a snarling creature and all her fury seemed pointed at him. 
 
    Jon looked to Lilly, “Did something happen I should be aware of?” 
 
    The elf captain shrugged and took another sip of coffee. 
 
    Jon’s confused look cooled. Glancing at the coffee pot, he saw that it was nearly empty. 
 
    “Did you drink a whole pot of coffee?” 
 
    Lilly nodded as she took a longer sip. 
 
    “Are you… feeling okay?” Jon asked as that much coffee would have put him through the stratosphere. 
 
    Lilly nodded and closed her eyes. “We don’t have coffee on Aquris. This magical elixir has made me feel better than I have ever felt before.” 
 
    “It is good, but maybe we should dial it back a few cups?” 
 
    “No,” Lilly said plainly as she inhaled the aroma and took another long sip. 
 
    Cora elbowed Jon in the side. The young man stepped to the side as Cora grabbed the carton of eggs and didn’t give him a second glance. She moved to the stove, turned it on and cracked an egg into the pan. 
 
    “Do you know why she’s… so rough with me today?” 
 
    Lilly opened her eyes, her cup close to her lips. “I’m as mystified as you are.” 
 
    Jon raised an eyebrow as Lilly continued to drink deeply from her cup as the smell of cooking eggs filled the kitchen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    White knuckles glowed along Jon’s fingers as he gripped the steering wheel. The sun slowly set to the west, orange light painting the tops of buildings as the car made its way down the street. The evening had a pleasant glow, the day reaching the end and night taking over its celestial duty. Several stars appeared along the sky as the last rays slipped past the horizon. 
 
    Why am I so nervous? It’s just a date with my four elvish girlfriends. Not weird at all. It just seems so important to Cora. No pressure, no pressure at all.  
 
    Cora sat in the passenger side, her hands in her lap. Jon noted she was quiet, more than usual. The thin elf would glance at him as he was driving, but didn’t say a word. One hand clasped over the other on her bare thighs. 
 
    Behind the couple in front, Lilly and Zelda sat, Syndra partially hanging onto the taller sea elf. Zelda’s head was out beyond the moonroof, taking in the wind through her hair. Lilly was crushed against the side door while Syndra squirmed in the middle. The shadow elf’s expression was of distilled annoyance, but remained quiet as her body was slowly being crushed into a diamond.  
 
    Jon wanted to rub his temple in frustration. The car was much too small for all of them. When he thought to say someone should stay behind, he quickly shot it down before he uttered a word. Cora was angry when she was around him, not saying anything, but shooting mean stares when their gazes met. They came on abruptly and Jon found himself growing more and more uncomfortable. The others seemed to be fine with it, talking to each other like they didn’t notice, but Jon knew they knew. When there was talk about the evening, all eyes seemed to light up, but not as bright as Cora’s big eyes. The meanness slowly died as the day drew closer to evening. 
 
    “Is everyone okay back there?” Jon asked while looking in the rearview mirror. 
 
    Lilly and Syndra nodded. 
 
    “Aye,” Zelda called down from the open moonroof. 
 
    Jon glanced over to Cora. The thin elf looked to him with big eyes and a small smile. She was in pirate clothes, but they were a little different then what she usually wore. She had very short shorts and knee-high boots. She wore a top that hugged her chest, but her stomach was exposed and revealing her bellybutton. A thick leather belt hung at her waist, but it was much too big for her form and hung lopsided off her hip. Thin leather gloves covered her hands and a bandanna covered her head. Jon noted the familiar elf skull and crossbones on it, similar to Lilly’s symbol on her hat, which the captain was also wearing. Glancing to the rearview mirror again, he noticed they were all wearing their usual pirate gear. 
 
    I have to take them shopping for Urth clothes. The more people see them, the more people will talk. We have to be as normal as possible. 
 
    Jon glanced at their outfits again and sighed. 
 
    Do I even know what normal is anymore? 
 
    Jon sat up a little straighter, mentally telling himself tonight wouldn’t be like the night at the Boardwalk. When images flashed of that night, his eyes narrowed as he drove.  
 
    “Tonight, will be fun and special,” Jon began. 
 
    “It will be,” Cora said in a low tone before reaching over and squeezing Jon’s thigh. 
 
    Jon’s face grew hot before he continued, “I have to ask, is anyone armed?” 
 
    The car was silent. 
 
    Jon glanced to the rearview mirror again, eying Lilly. “Is anyone armed?” 
 
    “Yes, we have arms,” Lilly said with a wide, sarcastic smile. 
 
    “You know what I mean!” Jon growled. 
 
    Lilly and Syndra chuckled in the back. Zelda simply smiled as she couldn’t hear every word because of the wind in her face. 
 
    The car slowed to a red light. When it stopped, Jon turned to face everyone in the car. 
 
    “Tonight, is going to be different. It won’t be like at the Boardwalk. No one is really paying attention at amusement parks, but they will be paying attention when we are downtown. We can’t walk around with weapons, even hidden ones. If someone notices, they will call the police.” 
 
    “Our enemies will have the advantage,” Syndra stated matter of fact. 
 
    Jon turned back into his seat as the light turned green and he accelerated. “No one knows we’re going out tonight. It’s dinner and dancing and we come right home.” 
 
    “No one knew we were going to the Boardwalk, but they appeared anyway,” Syndra corrected. 
 
    Jon’s knuckles grew whiter along the steering wheel. “That’s not the point. We can’t always go out and expect danger around every corner. If we always expect it, it will be there, waiting. We should try to have a simple, normal evening. I think all of you might like that.” 
 
    Lilly’s gaze was relaxed as she saw Jon’s white knuckles. “You seem tense. Are you concerned about the date?” 
 
    Jon turned the steering wheel. The car turned onto a small, empty side street. He pulled the car over and shifted it into park, the engine still running. Turning around in his seat, he looked to the beautiful elves in turn. Zelda ducked her head down sideways to see what was happening. 
 
    “To be honest, I am a little tense. I know everyone here looked at the book and read what a date is in the normal sense. I’m sure we will have fun, but I would like to keep the potential for violence to a minimum. That means, no weapons on the date. We should treat it like a normal evening where we are out on the town. Can we all do that?” 
 
    Syndra, Zelda, and Cora turned their attention to the captain. Lilly blinked before she closed her eyes and nodded. 
 
    “If we are going to understand this realm, we should listen to our Shullkar.” 
 
    Jon smiled. “Thank you. Now, everyone out.” 
 
    Jon didn’t wait as he pressed a button, opened his door and stepped out of the car. The other doors opened and everyone stepped out, Zelda the last one to duck her head and stand tall on the street. 
 
    Jon stepped to the now open trunk. He lifted the trunk lid wider as the elves moved to either side of him. 
 
    “All weapons into the trunk,” Jon smiled. 
 
    The group hesitated.  
 
    Jon looked to Lilly, “Trust is very important in a relationship.” 
 
    The sun elf gave a small nod before her hands moved to the small of her back. Pulling out her pistol, she laid it in the empty trunk. Her hands moved again, taking hold of hidden pockets and pulling out small knives, spell rounds and a small rope that suspiciously looked like a garrote. 
 
    Syndra was next. The shadow elf stepped to the trunk and pulled out two wicked looking daggers. She placed them down, next to Lilly’s weapons and stepped back. 
 
    “I am the weapon,” Zelda grinned. 
 
    Jon shook his head and turned his attention to Cora. The thin elf began pulling out throwing knives from what little clothing she wore. The more they seemed to appear in her hands, the wider Jon’s eyes grew. Cora placed groups of them down in the trunk. Jon counted twenty-four before he closed the trunk shut and it locked into place. 
 
     “Thank you, everyone. It will make the evening a little lighter,” Jon smiled. 
 
     Syndra crossed her arms. “This is a mistake. If we are attacked…” 
 
    Jon stepped closer to the shadow elf and took her hands into his. Syndra’s hard stare softened as she looked at him. 
 
    “Here on Urth, danger doesn’t lurk behind every corner. There are many people here that are not armed and can have many evenings out without worrying about violence. I want to help make this night special because it’s important to us. Let us have a night where we can have our hair down and relax with a nice meal and some dancing.” 
 
    Syndra pulled a hand away to take hold of her ponytail when Jon gently grabbed her wrist. 
 
    “You don’t literally have to have your hair down. It’s a figure of speech. It means you get to relax like we are at home.” 
 
    Jon let go of her and Syndra’s hand drifted to her side.  
 
    “This is very difficult, but I am willing,” the witch said with a frustrated edge. 
 
    Zelda fingered her shark tooth necklace, “Do we not defend ourselves if violence is forced?” 
 
    Jon shook his head. “That’s not what I’m saying. What I’m saying is, there are a lot of police and people downtown. Enemies would be foolish to attack us in crowded areas.” 
 
    Syndra opened her mouth, but Jon was quicker. 
 
    “I know! The Boardwalk was an odd occurrence and it backfired on the enemy. I doubt they will try it again. The sea serpent also heightened security so I doubt any of the Empire’s assassins will make another move like that again.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “It’s true, the Empire may not try such a public display of capture again, but we should put some trust in Urth’s protectors and defenders.” 
 
    Jon smiled. “Besides, a date is supposed to be about us focusing on each other and not spending our time worrying about attacks and violence.” 
 
    Heads gave hesitant nods. 
 
    Zelda scratched at her head. “Are we getting back into the car?” 
 
    Jon turned to the tall sea elf with a knowing grin. “No need. The restaurant is just around the corner and across the street is the club.” 
 
    Jon held out his arm to Cora, “Shall we?” 
 
    Cora’s face lit up as she hooked her arm onto Jon’s arm. The young man shifted her arm so they were both comfortable and started walking. Lilly, Syndra, and Zelda smiled as they followed. 
 
    The last rays of sunlight disappeared behind the horizon. The sky flashed with color before night’s shroud cascaded across this side of the world. Jon and Cora walked, arm in arm down the small street and soon onto the main street. Downtown Southvale was busy, many bodies crowding the sidewalks as they moved about to their evening plans. 
 
    Cora leaned into Jon as they walked, her arm nearly clutching to his. Jon gave her a reassuring smile as they led the group. 
 
    Syndra walked next to Lilly as Zelda took up the rear. The witch glanced around to people on the street, seeing some eyes dart in their direction. The witch’s brow furled into confusion as some people smiled and a few even waved. 
 
    “Any one of them could be working for the Empire,” Syndra whispered to her Captain. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “True, but we should attempt to blend in. This date is important to Cora and we should support her and Jon.” 
 
    Syndra’s eyes scowled. “I want a date with Jon next.” 
 
    “I’m sure we will all have our dates with Jon. For now, our dear Cabin Mate wants the full Urth dating experience and we will ensure it happens.” 
 
    “Captain,” Zelda chimed in from behind, “I can go back to the car and pick the lock. I could be back soon with your weapons?” 
 
    Lilly shook her head. “No. We have to trust in Jon. If he discovers that we retrieved our weapons, he will never trust us again. No matter how difficult it may be, we have to show him that we trust him. If there is violence tonight, we will overcome it with our wits, magic, and strength.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Zelda said as she bowed her head. 
 
    “Yes Captain,” Syndra whispered and bowed her head. 
 
    Lilly nodded and looked ahead, her mind swirling with doubt, but her heart beating true for her Shullkar. 
 
    Cora leaned her head against Jon’s arm. “Thank you for going on a date.” 
 
    Jon smiled. “I’m happy to go out with you and the others. Just so you know, you didn’t have to tackle me to the floor. If you had just asked, I would have said yes anyway.” 
 
    Cora looked down as they walked. “I apologize. I read about dating, but was a little confused on how to proceed. I thought a direct approach would be sufficient.” 
 
    Jon nodded. 
 
    Cora looked up as they walked. “Even touching your arm is exhilarating. No one is allowed to touch royalty in the palace. If any of the guards saw us like this, they would chop off your arm.” 
 
    “The whole arm?” 
 
    “The whole arm,” Cora smirked. “It is against the law to touch anyone of royal blood. My grandfather put the law into place a long time ago to keep our lineage pure. My father took it a step further. The first warning is losing a limb. There is no second warning since you would be killed on sight if you stand too close.” 
 
    “I see,” Jon said as he tried to wrap his mind around such a medieval law. 
 
    “It’s barbaric,” Cora hissed lightly.   
 
    “I don’t think you have ever talked this much since you arrived here.” 
 
    Cora’s small smile faded. “Is it not to your liking?” 
 
    Jon placed his hand over hers and smiled. “It is very much to my liking.” 
 
    Cora’s face lit up as she leaned her head against his arm again and let out a pleasant sigh. 
 
    The group reached the Gilded Duck. A maître d’ manning the door smiled when he saw Jon and Cora approach, three elves following them. 
 
    “Welcome to the Gilded Duck. Who is dining this evening?” 
 
    “Jon Song, party of five. I made a reservation earlier today.” 
 
    “Ah yes, I see your reservation here,” the maître d’ smiled as he grabbed a few menus. “Please, follow me.” 
 
    The group followed into the restaurant. 
 
    Jon smiled to himself. His luck was in full effect. He never had to wait for a reservation. Every time he called, there always seemed to be an opening. The Gilded Duck was as fancy as they come in downtown, but Jon knew he would score a table with little to no effort. For that, he thanked his luck as they were shown to their table. 
 
    The elves looked around as they followed. Lilly kept her eyes on Jon and Cora as Syndra eyed the people sitting and eating. Some looked up with nervous glances. Others smiled to the shadow elf. Zelda ignored the stares as her head missed chandeliers by a few inches. 
 
    The maître d’ showed them their table. Jon was quick, pulling out Cora’s seat. The elf sat down just as the seat pushed her in. Jon glanced at the others and moved like lightning. He pulled out Lilly’s seat and slid it in under her. He did the same with Syndra and Zelda. When everyone was seated, he made his way to his seat next to Cora and sat down, Syndra on the other side of him. 
 
    “I know how to sit,” Syndra said plainly. 
 
    Jon smiled. “Since we are on a date, I thought I would give the full date experience. There are all these little customs that go with dating. Holding open doors, sliding in seats, ordering expensive wine.” 
 
    “Do they have rum here?” Zelda asked with a wide, sharp smile. 
 
    “I’m sure they do, but wine is usually for special occasions.” 
 
    Cora looked at the rows of utensils on each side of her plate. “This reminds me a little of home. I assume each fork and spoon has a role to play in dining.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “My mom taught me that each utensil set is for each meal as you dine. The smaller ones on the outside are for dessert and the inner ones are for the appetizers and main courses.” 
 
    “Your mother is very wise,” Cora said as she studied the utensil placements. 
 
    Lilly watched with bright eyes. Cora’s entire demeanor seemed to change. Lilly knew the blank gazes and saying little were part of elven royalty. It was drilled into her by her mother and father. The elite were not supposed to show emotion of any kind for lesser people. They had to stay strong and unfeeling or the populace would grow bold. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes looked down to her plate at the sudden rush of memories of her mother and father. It stung like an Urth bee and she quickly pushed it away. Turning her gaze slightly, she watched Jon as he explained how dining proceeded here on Urth. His kind smile and interested eyes sent waves of bliss along Lilly’s spirit. He fell into his element, showing them the strange and odd traditions of his world. It was sweet and endearing as he treated Cora like an equal. He talked to her with information, but never showed frustration or annoyance at her questions. When he opened the menu and began telling her about the different meals, Cora listened with fascination. 
 
    Syndra eyed her menu, “Beef is from Urth cows, but what is steak?” 
 
    Jon smiled. “It’s pieces of meat cut from cows. Certain cut meats taste better than others.” 
 
    “I want a steak,” the witch commanded. 
 
    “I want one too,” Zelda grinned. 
 
    Jon smiled. “Good choices, but we should also look at appetizers first. Pick something you like and we can share so everyone can have a sample.” 
 
    “We will follow your lead,” Lilly gave Jon a warm smirk. 
 
    Cora, Syndra, and Zelda nodded and smiled. 
 
    Jon nodded. 
 
    The waiter approached with a smile. “Are we ready to order?” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Jon said as he began ordering for the table. 
 
    *** 
 
    Zelda sat back, her webbed hand on her stomach and eyes sparkling. The fullness she felt and the rare bloody steak sent spirals of bliss from her stomach into her very soul. Her pupils turned black and larger as digestion kicked in. A happy smile filled her face as she nearly slumped in her chair. 
 
    “That was… incredible,” Zelda whispered before licking her lips and eyeing Jon like her next meal. 
 
    Plates were gathered up and taken away as dessert menus were placed before each person at the table. Syndra’s eyes slowly closed and opened, the same full feeling crashing into her and weighing on the shadow elf like thick chains. Lilly picked up the menu with one hand while placing her other hand on her own belly. 
 
    Jon watched the beautiful elves before him with a satisfied smile. They had all taken to the meal with curiosity and ended the main course with full bellies. 
 
    Cora leaned closer, her own sigh filling his ear. 
 
    “It was exquisite,” the thin elf whispered with red cheeks. 
 
    “We have to have dessert,” Jon grinned. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can eat any more,” Cora said in a low tone. 
 
    Heads barely nodded in agreement. 
 
    Jon picked up a menu. “There’s cheesecake, chocolate mousse, and ice cream.”  
 
    “Are you trying to fatten us up?” Syndra asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Just giving the full date experience. Since we are going dancing after this, we can burn it off on the dance floor.” 
 
    The waiter arrived and looked to Jon. 
 
    “We will have one of each of the cheesecake, chocolate mousse, and the ice cream,” Jon said and gave back the dessert menu. 
 
    “Will you want some more wine?” 
 
    “What we have is fine, thank you.” 
 
    The waiter bowed before walking away. 
 
    Lilly picked up her wine glass. The rest of the table followed suit. Glasses clinked against each other before everyone had a hearty sip. 
 
    “Jon, a crew could get used to this,” Lilly winked. 
 
    Heat touched Jon’s face as he smiled and took another sip. The way the sun elf eyed him spoke of desire and wanting. When Jon looked to the others, he caught the same hungry look. 
 
    I hope I didn’t bite off more than I can chew. 
 
    Jon chuckled to himself as he hid his smile with his glass in hand. 
 
    Cora leaned in again, her eyes nearly closed and her hand falling on Jon’s leg. The touch was warm enough to blast through his pants and raise his temperature a few degrees. 
 
    Jon put his hand on hers when the waiter returned with dessert. Plates were placed on the table with extra utensils. The elves eyed the strange desserts as Jon began cutting up pieces. When he scooped up a piece of cheesecake and fed it to Cora, the thin elf simply blinked before the piece of food touched her tongue. When it did, her eyes widened to the size of saucers. The taste was so overwhelming, she couldn’t speak as she delighted on the melting piece in her mouth. 
 
    “Feed me next,” Syndra demanded as she leaned forward with an open mouth. 
 
    Jon scooped up some vanilla ice cream and reached across the table. The cold ice cream touched Syndra’s tongue. At first, her brow scrunched up in bewilderment until the taste cascaded over her palette. Her crimson eyes glowed before she looked down at the bowl of ice cream, grabbed it and pulled it closer. Spoon in hand, she dug up another piece and shoved it into her mouth without another word. 
 
    Zelda’s arms dropped to her side as she eyed the desserts and reactions of her fellow crew members. “I’ll pass. If it’s not bloody then it’s not dessert.” 
 
    Jon nodded before his gaze met Lilly’s emerald green eyes.  
 
    The pirate captain swirled her drink before leaning closer. “Surprise me.” 
 
    Jon watched as she closed her eyes, opened her mouth and her tongue snaked out. A quick glance to the side, Jon noticed that many patrons were eyeing the exchange, not in disgust, but in warm amusement. An older couple gave him the thumbs up and laughed quietly to themselves. 
 
    Heat poured from Jon’s face as he scooped up a piece of chocolate mousse and placed the piece in Lilly’s mouth. The sun elf closed her luscious lips and pulled back. Her eyes still closed, she feasted on the morsel. A hum rose up through her before she swallowed. Opening her eyes, she gave Jon a sultry stare. 
 
    “I never thought I would taste anything greater than Ambrosia Fruit,” Lilly said coyly as she gazed on Jon with wanton eyes. 
 
    “There are… many new tastes here on Urth,” Jon said in a confident hiss. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Something new and then something familiar,” the sun elf said with a sultry edge. 
 
    I think I opened Pandora's box and I’m not sure I want to close it. 
 
    Cora picked up a dessert fork and began cutting away pieces of cheesecake. “I don’t think this is enough.” 
 
    “It’s just meant for a taste. We still have a full evening.” 
 
    “We could raid the kitchen and take as much as we want home,” Syndra whispered her idea. 
 
    “No raiding,” Jon laughed. 
 
    Lilly laughed, long and hard. Patrons turned to see the beautiful elf giving a deep belly laugh. It was infectious, many others smiling. 
 
    Lilly leaned forward, elbows on the table and a hungry look in her eyes. “Jon, mark my words, your devilish deeds will not go unpunished.” 
 
    Jon blinked. 
 
    I don’t know what that means, but I’m very excited. 
 
    Dessert was swept up into wanting mouths. Not long after, the check arrived and Jon pulled out his card. Paying and leaving a healthy tip, the group stood and weaved lazily through the restaurant and out onto the street. 
 
    Jon took a deep inhale, savoring the night air. It was perfect, not too hot or too cold. It was just right. An arm snaked around his and Jon looked down to Cora’s smiling face. He had never seen her so happy. 
 
    “The club is just across the street,” Jon said and led the way. 
 
    The group followed at a slow pace, enjoying the same night air. Streetlights glowed against the dark evening. Neon signs above storefronts cut through the air with magical light. Zelda and Syndra walked arm in arm as Lilly trailed behind everyone. The pirate captain watched with a full heart, her crew and their Shullkar very happy. 
 
    Jon led the way across the street. The name “The Temptation” blended into his thoughts. He didn’t visit downtown too often and he certainly didn’t partake in the nightlife. He couldn’t remember the last time he was at a club. The name continued to nag at him, like he had heard it before, but it eluded him. Resigning to trusting his elven girlfriends, he figured they saw it in a commercial or ad and it piqued their interest. The night would turn into an adventure and they would all have new experiences together. 
 
    When the group approached the front of the club, Jon noticed the long line running along the rest of the block. With every step closer, he noticed the line was filled with men and a few women. A confused dread crept into his spirit as they stepped closer and closer. When they reached the entrance, Jon looked at it and his eyes widened a hair. 
 
    The sign blinked with flashing red and white lights. Posters hung behind glass cases, nearly naked women hanging on poles and giving seductive stares. Bold words stood out like “XXX,” “Good Time,” and “Lustful Lap Dances.” A chill ran up and down Jon’s spine as realization struck him like a tidal wave. 
 
    Jon stopped abruptly, Cora and the others looking at him. 
 
    “We… we can’t go in there. It’s a strip club,” Jon’s voice hollow. 
 
    Lilly approached and looked up at the sign and the posters. “And?” 
 
    Cora let go as Jon turned to the group. “It’s a place where… um… mostly men go… to see almost naked women.” 
 
    Syndra stepped to Cora’s side, her gaze firmly on Jon. “It doesn’t sound like a bad place.” 
 
    “It’s not… it’s just… it’s just not a normal date place. I thought it was a dance club. I didn’t know it was a lap dance club!” 
 
    Cora’s happy smile faded and she crossed her arms. “I saw it on the news. They said tonight was its final night. It has been special to downtown for many years. This is a perfect place for our date night.” 
 
    “It’s been special to many lonely guys. We are not a bunch of lonely guys,” Jon not believing the very words coming out of his mouth. 
 
    “It sounds like you think this place might be beneath you,” Syndra tut-tutted. 
 
    Jon shook his head. “It’s not that. It’s just that, not many people go on dates to strip clubs.”  
 
    “It’s our date. We can go anywhere we want and I want to go to a strip club!” Cora said with an adamant edge. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Jon was stunned, unsure what to say. When he glanced to the side, he saw a police vehicle stationed close by and two officers eyeing him and the elves. 
 
    It’s just a strip club. If they want to go in, who am I to say no. Those officers keep checking us out and I’m not feeling too confident about their intentions. There are still people who are distrustful of people from Aquris and I don’t want to chance any problems. 
 
    Lilly touched Jon’s shoulder, “On Aquris, there are many places like this to help ease spirits from long voyages. We understand that you may not be used to it, but for us, this seems very much like home.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “I’m sorry everyone. You’re right, there is no reason why we can’t continue our date here.” 
 
    Cora’s eyes lit up, Syndra smirked, Zelda nodded, and Lilly squeezed Jon’s shoulder before letting go. 
 
    Jon turned and looked at the long line. “There are a lot of people here. We should get in line now before anyone else shows us.” 
 
    Jon took one step forward when the front doors opened. A large man stepped out. Jon guessed he was the Bouncer. The man’s face was scarred and had a no-nonsense glare about him. Dark eyes shifted to the group of elves and the lone man among them. 
 
    The bouncer approached and looked down on Jon. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “We were just getting in…” Jon was cut off. 
 
    The bouncer’s eyes widened and a smile appeared. “You’re… you’re Johnny Deep, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Johnny Deep?” Jon whispered. 
 
    The bouncer grinned. “Famous actor of the Pirates of the South Seas. I love your movies! These must be some of your co-stars! So much beautiful talent!” 
 
    “Um… I…” Jon began before Lilly wrapped her arm around his neck and smiled brightly at the bouncer. 
 
    “Yes, he is this Johnny Deep! He is taking us out on a date and we heard this place was closing down. We thought we would have the rest of our date here.” 
 
    The bouncer nodded. “Of course! You all don’t have to stand in line with the rest of the low-level horny guys. Please, come in.” 
 
    “Hey! Some of us just like beautiful women!” one man shouted from the line. 
 
    “Our soozes have kept this place running for decades!” another man shouted. 
 
    “We want to see hot chicks!” a woman screamed from the line. 
 
    The bouncer ignored them as he opened the door and bowed slightly at the hip. 
 
    Lilly took one of Jon’s arms and Cora took the other. The trio strolled in, Jon grinning like a mad man. Syndra and Zelda followed, but not before waving to the line with happy grins. 
 
    Jon walked down the long, dark corridor as music thumped in the distance. 
 
    I don’t know if I should thank my luck or curse it. 
 
    They reached the ticket booth. The woman with a cigarette in her mouth eyed them. She glanced down the corridor to the bouncer. He waved at her and gave a small hand signal. 
 
    “No charge,” the woman coughed. 
 
    Cora and Lilly turned Jon around and walked to the hanging curtain. Hands out, they pushed the thick curtain aside and were immediately assaulted by strobe lights. Colored lights shifted and moved in circular patterns as music blasted their senses. Lilly and Cora grimaced as their ears twitched. Jon looked to them, but it seemed to pass as they smiled and pulled him further in. 
 
    Stages filled the immense main room. Poles stuck from the bottom of stages to the ceiling. Music pulsed like a living thing and women hung and swirled around metal poles. Scantily clad bodies gyrated to the music as strippers and dancers shined welcoming smiles. Dozens of people were already inside, holding up soozes and putting them in G-strings or thigh-high boots.  
 
    “I’ll get us some drinks,” Lilly said as she uncurled her arm from Jon and moved to the large bar running along one side of the club. 
 
    “Cora I…” Jon tried to say. 
 
    “This is wonderful!” Cora shouted with a smile. 
 
    Syndra and Zelda moved to the couple and took in their surroundings. 
 
    “It’s good to see women of Urth showing their sensual power and beauty! These men should be on their knees,” Syndra shouted over the noise. 
 
    “This place reminds me of home. I miss the male elf dancers,” Zelda said with a razor grin.    
 
    Jon glanced to the seven-foot-tall sea elf and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Syndra nodded. “We should make Jon dance for us.” 
 
    Jon’s mouth hung open for a second before Cora pulled his arm. The pair moved to a section with no one standing. Cora let go and tried to dance. Jon watched her as she seemed to be using dance moves from her home and trying to copy what she was seeing on the stages. It made her awkward, but her smile was bright in the different colored lights stabbing down from the ceiling. 
 
    Jon watched her for a long moment before he shrugged. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    Jon began to dance with the thin elf. The pair drew gazes from the stage and among the crowd. Some dancers clapped in their direction. Men and women howled for more as the two moved to the heavy beat. Jon fought his embarrassment as Cora appeared elated. Gone were the blank gazes and what replaced them was a happy, fun spirit. It was so infectious, many dancers pointed for others to join them. A moment later, at least a dozen people joined in on the impromptu dance section. 
 
    Lilly stepped to the bar. A large man made his way over and gave her a polite smile. 
 
    “How can I help you tonight?” the bartender inquired. 
 
    “Five rum drinks,” Lilly said and without thinking, pulled out a gold coin. 
 
    “Oh, I must apologize. I don’t have any soozes. I will have to come back,” Lilly said with genuine concern. 
 
    The bartender held up a hand to stop her from leaving. “It’s quite alright. With a gold coin, I’ll be your bartender for the night. Just come to me and I’ll make sure you and your friends have a great night.” 
 
    Lilly’s eyes half closed as she smirked. She had forgotten that gold was a precious commodity here on Urth. Placing the coin on the bar, she slid it forward and pulled her hand back. The bartender snatched it up and slipped it into his pocket. Hands then moved, picking up glasses and placing them on the counter. A bottle of rum appeared and he began to pour. 
 
    “We’ve never had elves visit the establishment. If you're looking for work, I know a few places where you would make a fortune,” the bartender smiled. 
 
    Lilly turned and looked over to Jon and Cora dancing among a dozen people. “Thank you, but I’ve already found my treasures.” 
 
    “I can respect that,” the bartender said as he finished pouring and slid the glasses to her. 
 
    Lilly picked up the drinks between her hands and fingers. She winked at the bartender before making her way back to her crew.  
 
    Lights continued to flash as music blared loud enough to wake the dead. A drunk man walked up to Zelda and gave her a lopsided smile. 
 
    “No,” the sea elf said and showed her sharp teeth. 
 
    The man nodded, turned and walked away. 
 
    Syndra spoke up as she stood with Zelda, “Before we left, Cora asked me to help her when we go back home.” 
 
    Zelda grinned as she watched the dancers. “Help her how?” 
 
    “She said she would give me the details if the date was successful,” Syndra said loudly. 
 
    Zelda turned her gaze to Cora and Jon dancing. “I think it’s a success. I didn’t know she could smile and she is all smiles with Jon.” 
 
    Syndra eyed them, her heart beating with loving affection. 
 
    On the dance floor, Cora had found the rhythm and her dancing went from unusual to controlled lightning. Jon could barely keep up as she danced like a trained acrobat and ballet dancer. When she slammed down her heel to the growing bass, her body seemed to glow with strength and grace. Men and women cheered her on as she took center stage, moving like a skilled dancer. 
 
    Jon watched with unblinking eyes. Light flashed along Cora, illuminating her like a fae in the forest. Her moves were seductive as she looked to Jon with a heated smile. When she licked her lips, she moved in close and ran her hands down his chest to his stomach. Fingers curled into his belt and she pulled him closer, grinding against his thigh as the crowd around them went wild. 
 
    The mood was blazing hot as Jon’s hands clamped on her hips. Something flashed in her eyes and she knocked away his hands. Jon’s brow went up as the thin elf turned around and pushed her back to his chest. The two moved in sync, flowing with the tempo. 
 
    The music shifted to a new song and Cora broke free and walked away. 
 
    What was that?” 
 
    Lilly stepped to Syndra and Zelda, handing them a drink. The three elves took deep sips. Cora joined them, hand out. Lilly handed her a drink and the thin elf slammed down the contents. 
 
    “Having fun?” Lilly asked. 
 
    Cora nodded as she turned around and stared at Jon. 
 
    Jon slowly made his way to them. When he was about twenty feet away, two people slid into his gaze and smiled. 
 
    Jon almost didn’t recognize them until the club lights flashed across their smiling faces. Shock and awe blasted his senses as his jaw dropped. 
 
    “Mom? Dad?” Jon shouted. 
 
    “So good to see you!” Sandra smiled as she wore a silky-smooth dress. 
 
    “We never expected to see you here,” William grinned as he stood in a white collared shirt, open suit jacket and white slacks.  
 
    Webbed hands rushed forward and wrapped around Sandra and William’s shoulders, bringing them to Zelda’s chest. 
 
    “The parents!” Zelda squealed. 
 
    Sandra and William hugged the tall sea elf before all three broke their embrace. Lilly, Syndra, and Cora joined them. Everyone said hi before Jon’s parents turned their attention to Syndra. 
 
    “We didn’t get a chance to meet you last night,” Sandra smiled. 
 
    The shadow elf bowed. “I apologize, but I was very tire…” Syndra didn’t finish as Jon’s parents hugged her tight. 
 
    Jon watched as Syndra’s nearly hawkish expression melted to their embrace. Her eyes closed as she seemed lost to their loving hold. When they let go and pulled back, Syndra fought back a tear from her wet red eyes. 
 
    “You all came out tonight,” William boomed. 
 
    “We’re on a date,” Cora grinned. 
 
    Jon stepped closer to his mother’s ear, “Why are you here? Are you investigating a crime?” 
 
    Sandra turned to her son and shook her head. “No, we are on our own date. What a lucky turn of events!” 
 
    “I don’t know how any of this is lucky,” Jon hissed. 
 
    William put his arm around his son’s shoulders, “Come now, we are all adults here. This is just a bit of fun and excitement for the evening.” 
 
    “Dad, can we talk?” Jon said. 
 
    “Sure son,” William said as he turned with Jon and they walked toward the bar. 
 
    Lilly passed a drink to Sandra and she took it. The elves watched as Jon’s mother knocked back the drink and slammed the glass down on a nearby high table. 
 
    Jon kept his emotions in check as he and his father reached the bar. William asked for two rum drinks. When the bartender nodded and stepped away, Jon’s jaw was grinding to the bone and he exploded. 
 
    “What are you doing here!” Jon shouted. 
 
    “Easy son, take a breath,” William said with a relaxed tone. 
 
    “How can I take a breath? My parents are in a strip club! If this was part of an investigation, I could understand but this is crazy!” 
 
    The drinks arrived. William handed one to Jon and held up his own. William held up the glass and Jon begrudgingly clinked it to his. The two men took a long sip before holding their glasses before their stomachs. 
 
    “Dad, you both shouldn’t be here,” Jon said adamantly. 
 
    “Jon, we’re not dead. We are here on vacation and your mother and I have had many happy memories here. It’s sad that tonight is its final night.” 
 
    “I’m not hearing this,” Jon blinked. 
 
    “So high and mighty with your four elf girlfriends,” William teased and winked. 
 
    “It’s… not the same. They’re from another world and this is new to them. I can’t believe I just heard my father say he missed this place.” 
 
    Jon’s heart froze in his chest as he stared at his father. “You didn’t meet mom here, did you?” 
 
    William boomed with laughter. “HAHAHA, no. This was just one of our favorite places to visit other married couples.” 
 
    Jon’s heart didn’t unfreeze. “No… don’t say another word. I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    “Son, since you’re a grown man and have clearly found a lifestyle that suits you, it’s okay if we are completely honest.” 
 
    Jon shook his head. “No Dad. Don’t say any more. Please don’t say anything…” 
 
    “It’s true, your Mom and I are swingers,” William grinned and took a deep drink of his rum. 
 
    Jon stood like a deer caught in the headlights and contemplated running toward them. 
 
    “Don’t get us wrong, our marriage is on very solid foundation. It became part of our life because we had to find others like us. It’s sort of how I met your mother.” 
 
    Jon heard the words, but they still didn’t make sense. 
 
    William leaned in a little closer, “How do you think our family has gotten so big for generations. People with our gifts are drawn to others with the gift. Sex or violence helps unlock it. I met your mother at a sex club and we found ourselves through the tangle of bodies. I awoke her abilities because mine were already active. How do you think others have gained their powers for good or evil?” 
 
    “This… is… insanity,” Jon said with a defeated tone. 
 
    “It’s part of our family. We find the good people with the gift and bring them into the family. They learn the ways and take on the mantles of the Star Dragons. We have been fighting to protect Urth for generations. If we didn’t find others like us, the bloodline would end and so would our ability to protect the people.” 
 
    “I’m going to be sick,” Jon moaned. 
 
    “You’re not going to be sick. You’re so melodramatic. You get that from your mother.” 
 
    Jon reached out and held onto the bar to keep steady. 
 
    “Jon, your mother and I are so proud you found a lot of love. We always felt you needed that to help break you out of your shell. What Skorp attempted to do to you was beyond evil, but he paid the price for fucking with our family. We knew the moment would take its toll on you so we gave you time to self-heal. It took longer than expected but it seems you're coming through it and we’re happy for you.” 
 
    “Dad, you and Mom kept so many secrets. I knew you did it to protect us, but maybe you should have taken this secret to the grave?” 
 
    William let out a hearty chuckle. “Your brother or sister would have told you if we didn’t. Besides, since the portal opened, we have to see if you can wake the gift from others of Aquris. It seems, you’re our man on the ground!” 
 
    “I can’t even begin to explain how awful those words are coming out of your mouth.” 
 
    “Relax and enjoy. They are lovely ladies and you have great taste. Don’t get caught up in society's rules. If we followed them, we would be drones in an ant colony. Life is for living. Have fun with your girlfriends!” 
 
    “I’m going to use the bathroom,” Jon stated as his head swam with dripping chaos. 
 
    “I’ll join you. I have to go,” William smiled. 
 
    “No, Dad. Give me a moment to collect my thoughts, okay?” 
 
    “Sure son.” 
 
    Jon turned and walked for the bathroom door on the other side of the club. He glanced over at his mother chatting it up with Lilly and the others. Eyes turned in his direction and smiles formed. Jon waved to them before making his way to the bathroom door and pushed it in. 
 
    Bright light and white tile greeted him as he weakly stepped to the line of urinals. Taking a deep inhale, he tried to push all the words his father said deep down into the pit of his stomach. There it would swirl until he was ready to throw up. 
 
    Unzipping his fly, he stood and relieved himself in a urinal. The nagging thoughts washed away as he slowly began to feel better. 
 
    The door to the bathroom opened, a shadow sliding in and closing it behind them. A figure approached Jon, eyes taking in his form as music thumped from outside.        
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    Jon’s mind wandered as he stood at the urinal. His ears picked up that someone came in, but didn’t give it a second thought as his bladder emptied. Instead, mental pictures of Cora and the others floated along with happy smiles. 
 
    I don’t know why I was so worked up over coming here. They're having fun. 
 
    Jon’s thoughts shifted to his parents and a sickly dread pulled on his spirit. 
 
    I could have gone my entire life without knowing my parents were swingers, but Dad was right. I shouldn’t judge because I do have four elf girlfriends. Am I just like them? Am I some sexual deviant? 
 
    Jon smiled at his own thought. There was no revulsion. It felt natural and the disgust he thought he would have, was simply not there. The weirdness of their relationships was far from weird, considering his parents had super powers and his girlfriends were from another dimension. Jon wanted to laugh, but stayed to task. Once he was finished, he would return to his lovers and family and have an amazing night. 
 
    A shadow appeared over Jon’s shoulder as he stood.  
 
    “Plenty of other urinals,” Jon sighed. 
 
    “It has been a long time, Jonathan Song,” came the voice from behind. 
 
    The tone and inflection of the voice sent a cold chill down’s Jon’s spine. It haunted his nightmares for years, the words cutting away at his soul as a gun was held to his head. There was no mistaking it. Eyes wide, Jon finished relieving himself, put his manhood back in his pants and turned around. 
 
    A man stood before him. The face was different and not how he remembered. It was almost like a completely different person was here, but the voice rattled his very senses. The man had chiseled features and a short buzz cut black hair. Eyes were nearly thin slits as blue eyes stared back. His chin was broad and strong, like his very jaw could crack walnuts. The man’s body had a medium build. All he wore was a tight black shirt and black jeans. Veins ran down strong arms but the stranger stood, relaxed and observing with unblinking eyes. 
 
    “Skorp?” Jon whispered. 
 
    The man smirked. “Different face, but you remember the voice. I thought your psyche would have buried everything about me. I’m pleased and quite happy you remember me.” 
 
    Jon backed up a step, his legs an inch from the urinal. “What is this, some kind of revenge?” 
 
    The man simply stood, eyes drinking in every drop of Jon’s reactions. 
 
    “Your ability inhibits or manipulates probabilities. The aura of influence has an unknown radius, but close enough to ensure it affects you and those around you. Much like any system, it must remain in balance for it to be effective,” the man spoke like he was talking to himself. 
 
    “Skorp, you're free now. Petty revenge will only send you back to prison,” Jon reasoned. 
 
    The man smiled. “You surprised me when you were younger. I thought if I threatened your life, your parents and your family would leave me and my designs alone. Instead, they goaded me to kill you, knowing full well your ability would protect you. It was a miscalculation on my part. You hadn’t hit puberty so your power was dormant. The mere act of pulling the trigger activated it. That was a mistake I will not do again.” 
 
    “Skorp, I’m not a hero. I’m not following my parent’s ways. You have nothing to worry about from me. You served your time. Our paths will never have to cross again, I promise.” 
 
    Skorp’s fingers twitched. “You know it has never felt the same, my eye. The doctors managed to save it, but it has always felt different since that night. Almost like my eye shouldn’t have been saved. Almost like your cruel ability saved it so I would always remember that night.” 
 
    Jon fought back a fearful shiver, steeling his nerves. “You kidnapped me and you tried to put a bullet through my skull. You should fucking remember that night. I spent years scared of your very name.” 
 
    Skorp gave a small nod. “It makes me happy, knowing you suffered as much as I did.” 
 
    Jon glanced around, looking for anything he could use as a weapon. Something to fight him off long enough to make it back into the club. 
 
    “Plotting your escape? I would assume as much. I saw your parents and the elves in the club. Everyone looks so happy. It’s a shame, but a price must be paid. Don’t concern yourself with your life. I’m going to spare it, but I do have to hurt you. Afterwards, I have to hurt your parents.” 
 
    Fear sank down as fury began to rise. Jon’s wide eyes narrowed as his heart beat like an engine in his chest. 
 
    Skorp’s eyes refocused and his smirk grew larger. “There it is, fear turning into rage. Good. This will make it a little more fun. I should tell you, all that time I spent in prison, I discovered the weakness to your ability. I’m sure you don’t even know it and I’m happy to tell you. Do you want to know?” 
 
    Jon’s hands tightened into fists. Something in his spirit flickered and grew stronger. A screech only he could hear filled his soul as reality sharpened into pristine focus. 
 
    “I’ll tell you. Luck relies heavily on exploiting things beyond our normal comprehension and senses. It causes a small crack in the hammer of a gun to grow wider, causing it to jam or misfire. It causes loose wires to swing in one direction instead of another. It causes lapses in judgement during a fight, a fist missing its target or a foot slipping on water that was always there but ignored. Luck teases reality to its own benefit or to the benefit of the universe. 
 
    “What luck cannot counter is overwhelming force. You can have all the luck in the world, but if our sun went supernova and there is no space travel, luck, much like you and everyone else, would die. If you stood on a mile radius of explosives, your first thought would be that the explosives would simply not light and therefore, not explode. If you had a single fuse, yes, I believe luck would come into play, but if each explosive had its own, separate detonator, I doubt luck would save you. I doubt it has the power to bend reality with such an overwhelming force.  
 
    “Luck can be countered. Your ability can be nullified. I just have to apply enough force for you to bend and eventually, break.” 
 
    Jon’s pulse roared in his ears as the last shred of fear bled away. “You talked this much when you held that gun to my head. I don’t know what your fucking problem is with me and my family, but you lost your chance to keep your freedom.” 
 
    Skorp blinked. “I hope you don’t do anything foolish. I would hate to cut open those four beautiful elves just to see how they tick.”                
 
    A match was lit and Jon burst forward, fist raised. Skorp made no movement as Jon’s fist connected. Pain roared, but Jon ignored it. Knee up, he crashed into Skorp’s midsection and brought his heel down on a knee. Skorp made no sound as the force of the strike caused him to take one step back. Jon drove his palm into Skorp’s throat. On contact, his hand shifted and coiled around Skorp’s neck. Muscles bulged as he pulled Skorp’s head down and Jon rammed his knee into his face. 
 
    Pain flared along Jon’s knee as he jumped up. One leg struck the wall and the other slammed into Skorp’s rising chest. The force of the blow was strong enough for Skorp to stumble back a few steps and drive his back into a toilet stall door. 
 
    Jon landed on his feet and bolted for the bathroom door. He made it three steps before a hand grabbed him by his shirt and pulled. Jon was off his feet. Eyes wide, he was hurtled backwards until his back slammed into the wall on the opposite side of the bathroom entrance. Tiles cracked and Jon grunted as he fell to his feet and wobbled slightly. 
 
    Skorp stood in the center of the long bathroom. He turned and faced Jon, his form cool, calm and collected. 
 
    I don’t care how strong he is, I should have at least broken his nose. There’s no blood. No bruises. Nothing. 
 
    Skorp smiled. “Your parents showed you how to fight and defend yourself. Bravo. If I was standing in the flesh, I would be hurting.” 
 
    Skorp took a step forward, “But I’m not standing in the flesh, as it were. How foolish would I be if I was really here?” 
 
    Jon lifted his fists. “Robot body?” 
 
    “An android body to be precise,” Skorp leered. 
 
    “Fucking supervillains. Always the plans within plans. You should have channeled that bravado into acting. You would have been a star.” 
 
    “Who says I never did a little acting in my day,” Skorp said as he slowly stepped closer.  
 
    Jon glanced around again and came up empty. He was blocked in and no escape routes in sight. 
 
    “Out, damned spot! Out I say!” Skorp grinned. 
 
    If I push my luck, I might be able to get past him. 
 
    Jon took a deep breath and kept his focus. “Lady Macbeth? Yea, you are crazy!” 
 
    Skorp didn’t slow down as he was about ten feet from Jon. Confidence flashed as Jon bolted forward. Fist raised, he readied to push his luck. When Jon was close, Skorp’s fist blurred forward, striking Jon directly in the middle of the chest. The force of the blow threw Jon back and he crashed into the tiled wall, cracking it further. Coughing up blood, Jon fell to his hands and knees, breathing heavy as pain stormed along his entire body. Lights flashed in his gaze as he fought through the ocean of torment crawling along every nerve. 
 
    Skorp stood over Jon, his shadow covering the younger man. “If I used just a little more power, your ribcage would have collapsed and you would be dying from internal injuries. Take comfort in that because the lesson is not over.” 
 
    Jon looked up, blood running down his chin. “Revenge never heals.” 
 
    “No. But it will make me feel better,” Skorp said with a manic grin. 
 
    The door to the bathroom opened slightly. Skorp lifted his head and turned when an explosion blasted his senses. Turning around, he watched as William was already to him, a fist cocked back and white swirling air around William’s entire body.  
 
    Skorp’s hand flashed up, catching the incoming fist. William’s other fist curled under and crashed into Skorp’s side. The power in the blow bent Skorp’s body as he crashed into the metal stalls of the toilets. The sound of crashing and bending metal echoed through the bathroom as William hovered a foot above the floor and white wisps of air circling his arms and waist. 
 
    “Get your mother!” William commanded Jon before Skorp launched up from the destruction  
 
    Thick arms grabbed Skorp, but both men went crashing into the porcelain sinks. Water sprayed from broken pipes. William’s fist crashed down on Skorp three times before the android took hold of William’s waist. William’s body crashed into the mirror above the sinks, shattered glass flying into the air. 
 
    Jon grabbed a piece of broken sink and stood up. William’s fist slammed into Skorp like a hammer on an anvil. The android gave no expression as he took the beating before lifting his leg and kicking out. William was knocked back into the wall. Skorp launched and rammed his knee into Williams stomach. Jon’s father grunted in pain before Skorp grabbed him by the neck and began to squeeze. 
 
    “Death to the abominations!” Skorp shouted. 
 
    Jon was to his feet. He lifted the sink in his hands and brought it down on Skorp’s head. The sink shattered on impact. Skorp’s head turned and glared at Jon. 
 
    “Run… Jon,” William choked before putting his hand several inches from Skorp’s head. 
 
    The very air in the bathroom swirled before white bolts of air slammed into Skorp’s head at point blank range. The brutal onslaught caused Skorp’s head to bounce around like a flag in the wind. He let go of William’s neck and tried to right himself. The barrage was so intense, Skorp’s head twisted and his entire body was up and crashing into a wall. 
 
    William fell to his feet, gasping for air. Jon was at his side, trying to keep him steady. 
 
    “I said… run,” William coughed before he took control of the air.          
 
    Jon’s eyes bulged in his head as the air around him picked him up and he flew toward the bathroom entrance. Jon turned to see Skorp getting back up, his head at an odd angle and then shifting back into place. 
 
    “Get… your… mother,” William heaved as he lifted his fists again. 
 
    Jon turned to the door and crossed his arms. Crashing through, the door slammed open and Jon went crashing onto the floor. 
 
    Time slowed down as Lilly, Sandra, Cora, Zelda, and Syndra turned. Eyes widened as they saw Jon trying to rise, blood covering his face and white shirt. Bodies broke into a charge, hearts beating as one. When they had nearly reached him, the bathroom door exploded into shards of wood as William was hurtled through. William groaned as he landed on the floor, blood dripping from his nose. 
 
    The music stopped and everyone in the club turned in their direction. 
 
    Sandra glanced at Lilly, “Protect my son.” 
 
    The elf watched as energy bled off Jon’s mother, her eyes glowing a pale blue. Lilly grabbed Jon as Zelda took hold of William. Syndra’s body fell into a battle stance, arcane words falling from her lips. Cora turned and ran. 
 
    Skorp stalked out of the bathroom entrance, his gaze falling on Sandra. 
 
    “Blue Claws, ready to dance again?” Skorp chuckled. 
 
    Blue energy claws extended from Sandra’s fingertips before she pointed them. Energy spiked and lightning blasted out, cutting through the air and striking Skorp. Lilly pulled as Jon was to his feet. William groaned as he too was on his feet, Zelda pulling him away. 
 
    Screams and shouts filled the club as patrons ran for the exits. 
 
    Skorp took a step back and then another as energy ripped through his skin. Metal shined from underneath as Sandra’s power forced him back. When he was nearly back in the bathroom, the lightning died, Sandra heaving. 
 
    Skorp stood up with a knowing smile. “You could never sustain such power for long.” 
 
    The wounds along his body began to close and seal shut. 
 
    “Activate protection protocols,” Skorp sneered. 
 
    A white aura appeared around Skorp’s body. 
 
    William pulled away from Zelda and reached into his jacket. “Thank you, Zelda but everyone should clear out.” 
 
    Zelda watched as William put on a white bandana with eye holes. It covered his head and fell into place as he tied it tight. Air swirled as William took a stance, his power growing. 
 
    “I will not leave your side,” Zelda said as her body shifted, arms and legs growing longer. Claws lengthened from fingertips and rows of teeth filled her mouth. 
 
    “Mom!” Jon said as he stumbled forward. 
 
    “Honey, you know what you have to do. Save the people while your father and I go to work,” Blue Claws said without breaking her gaze on Skorp. 
 
    “Yes, save the degenerates of this place,” Skorp chuckled. 
 
    Blue Claws took in a sharp breath before leaping high into the air and releasing two more streams of lightning. 
 
    Skorp stood his ground as the energy crashed into his aura and swirled away into nothing. 
 
    “Thanks for the boost,” Skorp laughed as he pointed a hand and energy blasted forth. 
 
    Blue Claws dodged to the side as energy struck the ceiling, a boom rocking the club. 
 
    Syndra spoke a word of power. Alcohol and water surged into long spears in midair. With a flick of her finger, they launched. Skorp turned to the incoming spears. He crossed his arms as they struck the energy barrier and were flung aside, turning back to liquids. 
 
    “Energy shield,” Skorp mentioned before he began walking forward. 
 
    “Energy?” Syndra whispered before she began another incantation. 
 
    Jon’s mother dove down, claws at her sides. Skorp lifted his hand and aimed when air bolts struck him from the side. William advanced, a barrage of white air bolts firing from his hand like a machine gun. The force of the blows was enough to knock Skorp off balance when Blue Claws was on him. Claws flashed, striking the shield and causing it to flare. Jon’s mother turned into a hurricane of attacks, striking again and again until she ducked down and leapt into the air.  
 
    “I have to…” Jon began as Lilly grabbed him. 
 
    “You can’t help them now!” Lilly shouted. 
 
    Jon pulled away from Lilly’s grasp. “Yes, I can!” 
 
    William and Zelda charged Skorp and when they were on him, fists and claws hammered at the shield. Skorp sighed before lifting his arms and spinning like a top. Arms whipping around, they slammed into William and Zelda, sending them flying to the floor. 
 
    “I thought you were smarter than that, Thunder Scales,” Skorp sneered. 
 
    William and Zelda were back onto the feet. 
 
    “We have to keep attacking to drain the shield,” Thunder Scales shouted. 
 
    Skorp laughed. “I’ve learned from our encounters before. I have redundant systems and powerpacks. There is no way you can outlast me in a fight. Tonight, my revenge will be complete!”  
 
    Jon ran toward Skorp, his body low and picking up a chair. William and Zelda joined him, the three of them rushing in. Blue Claws floated high among the flashing lights before she unleashed two more streams of lightning. Skorp readied himself as everything came toward him. 
 
    Syndra uttered a word of power and held up her hands.  
 
    Skorp’s eyes widened as the energy of his shield began to bend and flow toward the dark-skinned elf. Power drained as he watched Syndra staring back with pure focus. 
 
    “No!” Skorp shouted before lightning crashed into him. 
 
    Stumbling back, he righted himself up as Zelda and William drove claws and fists into him. The field flicked as Skorp tried to block the attacks. Jon let out a shout as he leapt into the air. The lightning died and Jon brought the chair in his hands down, crashing into the shield. The field blinked and William drove his fist into Skorp’s cheek.  
 
    Skorp stumbled a few steps before lifting his hand. An energy bolt blasted out blindly. Jon’s mother dove down and crashed into her son, the two of them sprawling to the floor. Zelda backed up as Thunder Scales unleashed a volley of air bolts.  
 
    Syndra stood, energy reaching out to her hands as she tried to absorb it. The witch cried out as her will began to crack. 
 
    Skorp stood, rage in his eyes as his shield continued to drain. He stepped forward, his menacing glare on Jon and his mother when a blast hit him in the chest. Skorp looked up to see the bartender walking toward them with a shotgun in his hands. Behind him, Cora stood on the bar top with knives in her hands and determined fury in her gaze. 
 
    “I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” the bartender shouted before he pumped the shotgun, aimed and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The blast forced Skorp back a step. Cora’s hands moved in a blur, pairs of knives launching from her hands with power and accuracy. The shield flickered, knives sinking into synthetic flesh. 
 
    “Enough of this!” Skorp screamed as he lifted up his hands. 
 
    Energy pulsed before it blasted out. Lilly pumped her legs toward the bartender. He tried to run for cover when an energy blast nicked his arm and sent him spinning and crashing to the floor. Cora leapt into a sideways somersault, her arms blurring forward. Knives melted to nothing and energy streams blasted them from the air. 
 
    Sandra helped her son up during the chaos.  
 
    Skorp continued to feel the draining of his power. Turning his gaze, he glared at Syndra as she was down to one knee. 
 
    “My victory will not be robbed by an elf!” Skorp pointed his hand and unleashed a stream of energy. 
 
    Syndra stood her ground, accepting her fate as she continued to drain Skorp’s power. Shortly before the energy blast reached her, Zelda stepped in and blocked it with her body. The blast stuck Zelda and she grunted as sea elf flesh burned. 
 
    “NO!” Jon screamed as he charged into the fray. 
 
    “Jon!” Sandra called out. 
 
    Skorp turned his attention to the incoming Jon and smiled. 
 
    Push my luck! 
 
    “You pathetic whelp,” Skorp growled. 
 
    The shield flickered as Jon’s hand formed a point. Adrenalin fueled him as his hand reached past the flicking field. Jon pushed every bit of power into his arm. Fingertips jammed into Skorp’s throat, puncturing synthetic flesh. Skorp’s eyes widened a hair. Jon felt two of his fingers break but he continued into the android’s throat and gripped the insides with his remaining fingers. Coiling his fingers, he pulled a few wires and caused tubes of black liquid to break and spurt. 
 
    Skorp laughed. “That was your plan? I have redundant systems and your gambit was a miss.” 
 
    Jon pulled back his hand, pulling anything he could with it as Skorp clamped a hand on his shoulder and held him close. Skorp looked into Jon’s eyes as the young man smiled. 
 
    “You lost. Why are you smiling?”  
 
    A shotgun barrel slid over Jon’s shoulder and touched the front of Skorp’s throat. Lilly’s eyes were cold as ice as her finger touched the trigger. 
 
    “I trusted my girlfriend to be there for me,” Jon grinned. 
 
    Lilly pulled the trigger. The shotgun blast ripped through Skorp’s neck, sending black fluids and metal flying out of the back of his neck. Skorp’s head flopped to the side as Lilly’s arm whipped around Jon’s waist and pulled. The couple went flying back but stopped abruptly as Skorp took hold of Jon, the shotgun hitting the floor. 
 
    “You!” Skorp’s voice came out robotic with edges of rage. 
 
    Skorp’s head barely stayed connected to the neck. Sparks flashed as fluids dripped. Jon felt the power of his luck turn. He knew bad luck was coming for him. Glancing up, he saw one of the larger lights hanging by a single wire. It snapped and began to fall toward him. 
 
    “Bad luck,” Jon smiled and allowed his body to become deadweight. 
 
    Skorp bent forward, his mechanical body trying to compensate for the damage and keeping his balance. The shift of weight caused him to be over Jon as the spotlight fell silently down. Jon watched with amused eyes as the light struck the back of Skorp’s head, the edge slicing through the remaining bit of his neck. 
 
    Energy sparked and exploded as Skorp’s head came off. He let go of Jon as Lilly grabbed him and pulled him back. The elf turned her body as Jon fell on his back. Lilly covered his body with her own. 
 
    “Now!” William shouted as a barrage of air bolts blasted out from his hand. 
 
    Sandra was airborne, lightning streaming from her hands. Cora threw almost every blade in her hand. Syndra crawled to Zelda and laid her body onto hers. 
 
    Air, lightning, and sharp blades sank into and struck the trunk of the headless body. Skorp’s android form shuddered and shook from the damage. Cora leapt down from the bar and darted forward, screaming. Sandra bolted down, energy claws flashing. Both women reached the shuddering android, a blade slicing across the side of a knee and energy claws slicing along the midsection. 
 
    Sandra and Cora were on the floor, kneeling side by side as the android shuddered again, sparked and fell down. 
 
    William stepped closer, aimed his hand at the downed robotic body and unleashed another barrage of air bolts, shattering the thing to pieces and scattering them along the floor. 
 
    Lilly lifted her upper body and looked down on Jon. The young man was cut and bloody, but he had a wide smile on his face. 
 
    “How did you know?” Lilly asked with a whisper. 
 
    “I didn’t. I just trusted you,” Jon whispered back. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes trembled before she kissed him. 
 
    Tears filled Syndra’s crimson eyes as she lay on Zelda. A webbed hand reached up and hugged her. The witch looked down with wide eyes to Zelda’s sharp grin. 
 
    “I thought…” Syndra began and looked to the burnt flesh at Zelda’s shoulder. It was slowly beginning to heal as the wound closed. 
 
    “It’s my duty… to protect the ones I love,” Zelda smiled. 
 
    “You beautiful pirate!” Syndra laughed before kissing her friend and holding her close. 
 
    Skorp’s head lay on its side, eyes opening.  
 
    “You may have won this round, but…” Skorp’s words stopped as William slammed his foot down, crushing the head in. 
 
    “He always does that when he is defeated,” William said as he turned to Jon and Lilly sitting up. 
 
    Sandra rushed to them, hugging them both. William stepped over, fell to his knees and hugged all of them in his big arms. 
 
    Cora stood up and turned around. Tears streaked her cheeks as she saw everyone was safe. Falling to her knees, she sobbed tears of happiness as the sounds of sirens could be heard in the distance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    Thunder Scales and Blue Claws wore their masks as they spoke to several detectives. The club was filled with witnesses, paramedics and police officers. The bartender filled plastic cups with water as several remaining strippers picked them up and handed them out. The bartender smiled as he worked, a bandage wrapped around his arm and he whistled a happy tune. 
 
    Jon sat in a chair by a table. Paramedics applied healing gel to his two broken fingers before wrapping them in a bandage so they could heal. The elves stood by him, looking down with smiles. 
 
    The young man turned his gaze to Zelda. The blast she took to the arm had begun to heal. The sea elf grinned as she told him a few moments earlier that her species regenerates fairly quickly and she should be fine in a day or two. It didn’t stop Jon from kissing her in relief that she wasn’t hurt too badly, considering the circumstances. 
 
    “Quite the exciting evening,” Lilly smiled as she put her hand on Jon’s shoulder. 
 
    Jon nodded and winced as the paramedic finished bandaging him up. 
 
    “The gel should do its job. Your fingers should be completely healed in two days. Three days if you try to use it,” the paramedic informed with a small smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jon said as he held up his bandaged fingers and looked them over. 
 
    Thunder Scales left the detectives and walked over to Jon and the elves. When he reached them, he gave a reassuring smile. 
 
    “We spoke with the detectives and informed them of the situation and what happened here. They were glad to have our statements and since we did Southvale a favor for taking down Skorp’s killer android, they said all of you are free to go. They will run the information up the chain of command and they will decide what to do next with Skorp when they find him.” 
 
    “Can we stay and help?” Jon asked. 
 
    William looked down on his son with proud eyes. “You all have done an amazing job. I can honestly say that without all of you, it would have been a harder fight and more citizens could have been hurt in battle. You’ve done your city a great deed. I think you’ve earned your rest for tonight.” 
 
    Zelda’s eyes watered before she rushed Jon’s father and hugged him tight. William hugged her back and nodded. 
 
    Jon stood up. Lilly, Cora, and Syndra moved closer to him. Zelda and William pulled back from their embrace as Jon’s father faced them again. 
 
    “Go home. We’ll finish with cleaning up here,” William smiled. 
 
    Jon nodded. Lilly took Jon’s hand and led him to the front doors. The rest of the crew followed. Stepping through the corridor and into the street, camera’s flashed as reporters begged with questions. 
 
    “What happened in there tonight?” one reporter shouted. 
 
    “Was this some sort of elf attack like on the Boardwalk last week?” another shouted. 
 
    “Is it true that a supervillain was behind this attack?” a third yelled. 
 
    Jon said nothing as he, Lilly, Zelda, Syndra, and Cora left. The SHPD made a hole and lifted the yellow caution tape to let them through. Reporters were about to follow them when Thunder Scales and Blue Claws emerged. The crowd went wild as they clamored for the two superheroes. 
 
    Thunder Scales lifted his hands, “We will answer your questions the best we can. This is an ongoing investigation and we need to keep some of it confidential.” 
 
    Jon looked back at his father and mother. Blue Claws gave him a smile and a wink before addressing the crowd. 
 
    The small group quietly slipped away as the front of The Temptation became a news feeding frenzy. 
 
    The walk back to the car was quiet. Jon’s smile slowly faded as a small nagging pain ran up his hand and arm. It mingled with the small pain in his heart. Images of the last hour played out, touching him in horror. The thought of losing any of them burned and he knew yet again that he was deeply in love with the elves with him. 
 
    Reaching the car, Jon stopped in his tracks. The elves stopped and looked to him as he turned around to face all four of them. Shadows covered his eyes as he stood. 
 
    “I’m deeply sorry about how the evening ended. I was mistaken in thinking we would be safer downtown. I thought if you carried your weapons and we were stopped, the police might detain us and ruin the evening. I didn’t even think that there would be other threats, especially from my past. I was wrong and I hope you can accept my apology,” Jon said as he bowed to the four beautiful elves. 
 
    Lilly reached forward with a pale hand, touched Jon’s chin and lifted his head so he could see her. The elf gave him a loving gaze before a smile formed. 
 
    “Darling, even if we had our weapons, there is no guarantee it would have turned out any different. The important part is we all survived and are here together. I know I will not hold it against you for wanting to show us a normal date night here in Southvale. I don’t believe the crew will hold it against you either.” 
 
    “It made the date a lot more exciting,” Zelda said with a sharp grin. 
 
    “I’m sure I can think of several ways you can make it up to me,” Syndra said with a sly grin. 
 
    Cora’s eyes trembled before she burst forward and hugged Jon around the waist. 
 
    “You were so strong! I’ve never seen someone so determined!” Cora cried. 
 
    Syndra crossed her arms and closed her eyes. “I thought basic emotions were bred out of the royal family. This is going to take some time getting used to.” 
 
    Zelda curled her arm around the witch’s neck and hugged her close. “You were stiffer until that first night with Jon. I think we are all getting mushy.” 
 
    Syndra struggled as Zelda playfully held onto her. 
 
    Jon hugged Cora, pressing his face to the top of her head. He drank in her scent before lifting his head and looking at the others. Despite the danger, they were all pretty relaxed. Jon was surprised he wasn’t freaking out. Instead, he felt calm himself, like everything was going to be okay. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” the young man smiled before he broke his embrace with Cora and reached for the door handle to the car. 
 
    “Can you drive?” Lilly asked with a questioning brow. 
 
    Jon nodded. “It’s just two fingers. Besides, I want to give you all the whole dating experience. Sit back and I’ll drive our chariot home.” 
 
    The crew entered the car. Cora sat in front as Lilly, Syndra, and Zelda sat in the back. The three elves struggled in the back seat as Zelda lifted her head through the now open moonroof. Syndra leaned into the sea elf, being closer and more comfortable. Lilly sank into her seat, watching as Jon turned on the ignition and Cora watching him with warm eyes. 
 
    The drive back home was quiet. When they arrived, Jon drove the car into the garage. The garage door closed behind them as they all stepped out. Exhaustion sank into weary bodies as they entered the home and closed the garage door behind them.  
 
    Jon’s shoulders sank down as he shuffled toward his bedroom. The adrenalin and excitement had finally paid its toll. A deep weariness cascaded down his body as the only thought in his mind was passing out in bed. 
 
    Zelda and Lilly plopped on the couch. The pair watched as Jon walked into his room and closed the door behind him. 
 
    I’ll say goodnight, after I brush my teeth. 
 
    Jon walked like a zombie to the bathroom. In moments, toothpaste was on his brush and began brushing his teeth. He got in there, cleaning his mouth while two fingers bandaged together stood up like he was trying to point at something on the ceiling. A drained feeling sank lower as Jon finished up. He quickly spit out the toothpaste, wiped his mouth on a nearby towel, yawned, turned and walked back into his bedroom. He stopped short when he saw Cora sitting on the edge of his bed. 
 
    The thin elf had her hands in her lap, looking at him with wide eyes. Her fingers laced between each other as she barely blinked. 
 
    “I had a great time tonight,” Cora said shyly. 
 
    Jon smiled weakly. “I did too, except for the life and death battle. You were amazing.” 
 
    Cora nodded.  
 
    “Jon…” Cora began. 
 
    Jon closed his eyes and shook his head. “Cora, I know you read about dating, but we don’t have to do exactly what tradition dictates. We had a great time tonight and we can simply…” 
 
    Cora cut him off, “No, I want to be here, not because of Urth tradition, but because I already made up my mind the moment you fed me cheesecake.” 
 
    Jon let out a small, tired laugh. “Cheesecake was your weakness.” 
 
    Cora smiled. “No, it was you, treating me like a friend and not royalty.” 
 
    The sun elf looked down to her hands. “You know no one is allowed to touch royalty and the ones who can are eunuchs. For me and my family, it was about power and purity. Being part of Lilly’ crew and spending time with you, only showed me that I was living a controlled lie. My blood didn’t want us to be like everyone else because it could destroy the very foundation created for us.” 
 
    Cora looked up with bright, purple eyes, “I left my family and royalty to be part of the people. My life has become so much more since I left those royal chains behind, but I have one last chain I must break.” 
 
    Cora’s purple eyes trembled for a moment before they became still like frozen ponds. “I want you to take my virginity.” 
 
    Jon kept his stance and eyes relaxed. “I’m honored.” 
 
    Cora blinked. “You… you don’t feel odd at my request?” 
 
    Jon shook his head. “Cora, it may have taken me a moment or two longer to understand what was happening with you earlier today, but once I got it, I got it. You are beautiful and strong. I would be honored.” 
 
    The sun elf was on her feet and rushing Jon. Her arms wrapped around his midsection as he hugged her back. The two stood, the warmth of their bodies mingling into a fiery touch. 
 
    Cora pulled back and looked up into Jon’s kind eyes. “There is one more thing you must agree to.” 
 
    Jon raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Cora continued, “I don’t wish to be ravaged, at least not yet. I need to be in control. I need for it to be on my terms and I need for you to understand.” 
 
    “Anything to help,” Jon smirked. 
 
    Cora nodded. “Syndra!” 
 
    The door to the bedroom opened. The witch stepped in, an incantation spilling from her dark lips. Cora let go and stepped back. Jon’s eyes widened as he didn’t understand exactly what was happening. 
 
    The faucet in the bathroom turned and water spilled out. Syndra’s words echoed with mystic power before she said the trigger phrase. Ropes of water flashed from the bathroom and toward Jon. The young man could barely react as water coiled around his arms and legs. Syndra lifted her bent fingers, crimson eyes flaring with arcane power. Jon was hoisted into the air, floated over his bed and fell directly into the middle of it.  
 
    Streams of water worked, forming rudimentary hands. They held his arms and legs out while the other ends grabbed blankets. Jon barely struggled as the blankets were coiled around his wrists and ankles, tying him to the bed. Watery hands grabbed at his clothes, unbuttoning them, pulling them off and tossing them aside. When Jon was down to his boxers, Cora shook her head. The hands complied and left them on. A pillow case was pulled off one of the pillows and spun around until it formed almost a loose rope and lay by his head. 
 
    When the watery hands finished, they surged back into the sink and down the drain.  
 
    Jon expected the blankets that were now makeshift ropes would be wet, but they were bone dry. He struggled in the middle of the bed, but the blankets held him down fast. 
 
    “Thank you Syndra,” Cora said as she turned out the main light and left only one bedside lamp on. 
 
    The witch bowed. “Will there be anything else, my sister?” 
 
    “I think we will be fine,” Cora smiled as she stepped closer to the side of the bed. 
 
    Syndra stood up, turned and left the room closing the door behind her. 
 
    In the living room, Lilly watched with amused eyes as Syndra stood by the bedroom door and listened. Zelda was up and moved to her side, the sea elf also listening. 
 
    “We should give them their privacy,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    “I want to hear if he does that cute groan when he spills his seed,” Syndra said as she listened intently. 
 
    “I orgasm twice when he does that,” Zelda added as her ear twitched. 
 
    Lilly eyed them for a long moment before she cleared her throat. “Come to me, my crew and give them their privacy. This is Cora’s moment and we should be courteous. Besides, we have something to discuss.” 
 
    Syndra and Zelda stood up. Hearing their captain’s words, they moved to the couch and sat down beside her, all ears. 
 
    Lilly didn’t mince words. “Recent events have shown me that we need to increase our crew if we think to strike back at the Empire. I have decided, tomorrow, we return to Aquris. I have a new member in mind.” 
 
    Syndra and Zelda’s eyes widened.  
 
    “We can’t risk bringing Cora back to Aquris. Even in the Free Waters, she may be targeted,” Syndra advised. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “I have thought of that, that is why she will be staying here. You, Zelda, I, and Jon will be going through the portal. We will make a quick stop and see if we can find a healer.” 
 
    Zelda’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not thinking of… her? Are you?” 
 
    Lilly smirked. “I’m weighing our options.” 
 
    Syndra blinked. “Captain, Jon should stay here to watch over Cora while we scout out another crew member.” 
 
    Lilly’s smirk faded. “Jon is part of this crew. We may need his luck when we are there. In the morning, we can discuss some of the details, but for now, prepare yourselves for the journey back home. Are you with me?” 
 
    “Aye Captain,” Zelda nodded. 
 
    “Aye Captain,” Syndra nodded. 
 
    Lilly’s smirk returned. “Good. Now, let’s sit back and listen while our little Cora takes what she wants.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Cora eyed Jon as he lay on his back, spread eagle. The dim light and flexing muscles caused a deeper stir as she eyed him like a piece of meat. 
 
    “I could have tied most of them. I don’t think we needed Syndra,” Jon said. 
 
    “She wanted to help,” Cora whispered before licking her lips. 
 
    “So, should we have a safe word?” Jon grinned. 
 
    “Safe word? Oh, I read about that. A word to indicate we stop during the act. We have something similar on Aquris, at least from what I heard. A pattern of touching to indicate you wanted your lover or lovers to stop.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “It sounds complex, but we here on Urth use a simple word so everyone knows what it is and stops immediately. Considering I’m tied to the bed, we should have a word.” 
 
    “What do you think the word should be?”  
 
    Jon thought about it for a long moment before he parted his lips, “Supervillain?” 
 
    “Easy to remember. I agree. Our safe word is Supervillain.” 
 
    Jon’s body relaxed, allowing him to fall into the mood.  
 
    It’s her first time and it should be comfortable for her. I just have to be there for whatever she wants to make it easier. 
 
    Cora took hold of her bandana, pulled it off and threw it aside. Fingers curled into the bottom of her shirt and she lifted it over her head in one smooth motion. 
 
    Despite the tiredness in Jon’s muscles, new life sparked. He watched as the shirt fell away to reveal her almost handful sized breasts. Her tiny pale nipples stood erect. Her slender lithe body moved with near seductive flair as her fingers curled into the waist of her shorts. Her feet kicked off her boots before she began snaking out of her shorts. 
 
    Jon was silently entranced. Cora moved with wanton desire, but her gaze was cold, mechanical. It was as if she was telling her body to do something because that is what she thought she should do. Slightly tanned skin glowed in the dim light as her shorts fell to her ankles. She stepped out of them and kicked them away. Her teal hair glowed darkly from her head. Jon’s gaze traveled down her form, taking in her neck, chest, flat stomach, hairless womanhood and lightly supple thighs.  
 
    “You’re beautiful,” Jon whispered. 
 
    Cora’s cheeks turned pink as she looked away and covered her breasts. “Mine are not as big as the others.” 
 
    “They are perfect for you,” Jon said warmly. 
 
    The pink in her cheeks faded and she dropped her hands to her sides. Like a ghost, she drifted to the edge of the bed and looked Jon over. His toned body showed his inner and outer strength. A bulge began to form in his boxers as his member tried to break free. 
 
    “Should I talk you through it?” Jon asked. 
 
    Cora’s brow pointed in annoyance. “I have been taught about the act and seen it many times, even though I haven’t done it.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “This is our moment. Tell me how it will go.” 
 
    Cora’s annoyance bled away as she looked over Jon’s restrained body. “I’ll take what I want, but you must be blindfolded. When I am satisfied, I’ll untie the restraints, but not before.” 
 
    “Understood,” Jon smiled before laying his head back on the pillow. 
 
    The thin elf drank in Jon’s body before crawling onto the bed. When her hand grazed his side, heat flushed her cheeks. The intimate touch was enough to cause a blooming warmth and a drop of wetness. Cora fought for control as she slipped along the bed and took hold of the pillowcase. 
 
    Jon watched with understanding eyes as she twirled the pillowcase between her hands. He lifted his head as she moved closer and placed the makeshift blindfold over his eyes. Gently, she tied it behind his head and when she was sure he couldn’t see, she sighed in relief. 
 
    Darkness filled Jon’s gaze, but he listened intently. Senses alive, he took in her breathing as she shifted on the bed. Heat glowed along one side of his body as she moved about, Jon assuming she was studying his body or deciding what she was going to do. The restraints and blindfold heightened all his other senses. The physical surrender turned him on, his manhood throbbing and standing under its own power. The boxers kept it contained, just barely, but Jon wanted to be free. 
 
    The sound of a knife pulled from a sheath caused Jon to become very still. A breath later, something sliced along his hip. It didn’t touch his skin, but he heard something being cut. A small pain throbbed from his two fingers, distracting him for a moment until his boxers were pulled off. 
 
    She cut off my boxers! 
 
    Manhood free, it stood up and pulsed with his needs. Darkness clouding his vision, Jon waited until smooth hands took hold of his cock and gently began to stroke. Bliss surged along his member and into his spirit. Two hands gripped him with timid strokes as Cora’s breathing quickened. 
 
    The sun elf looked down at Jon’s rock-hard cock. Her purple eyes studied it as she stroked. Veins pulsed along the shaft as its purple head was two feet from her face. Cora glanced up as Jon moved to her touch. His hips moved up, his cock sliding in her grip. Switching to one hand, she found it easier to stroke him. Eyeing his slight movements, it set her soul on fire, an emptiness in her beginning to grow as wetness surged. 
 
    The short time she had been in this realm, she heard the rest of the crew as they laid with their Shullkar. Cora wasn’t sure if he was her true Shullkar since she was new to Lilly’s crew. It battled with what she thought she knew and how her soul cried out. Touching Jon was like lying next to a friend she didn’t know she had. Was this what being a Shullkar meant? Was he just as much hers as she was to the rest of the crew? 
 
    “Feels good,” Jon whispered as his hips moved to her touch. 
 
    Cora’s cheeks were a bright pink as she stroked him. Listening to what Syndra had to say about Jon’s manhood, the sun elf decided she needed to taste him too. Leaning down, she opened her mouth inches from the head.  
 
    Jon couldn’t see what was happening, but her touch was driving him crazy. With a hip thrust, he thought her hand would reach the base of his cock. It did, but an added sensation of warm lips around the tip of his cock sent shockwaves of bliss. 
 
    Cora looked down with wide eyes, the tip of Jon’s cock in her mouth. The sensitive flesh in her lips only stoked her fire. Her eyes half closed, she sank down, filling her mouth with his manhood and sucking on it like a piece of thick candy. The gentle up and down motion caused the inner fire to blaze into a storm. Reaching between her parted thighs with her free hand, wetness coated fingers the moment she touched herself. Lustful desire kept her hand there, touching her sensitive nub like she had many times before in frustration. It glowed and begged to be touched as Cora didn’t realize she was making familiar swirling motions with her fingers. 
 
    Nerves glowed with almost supernatural light along her body. The intimate kiss and the tip of his cock touching the back of her throat sent ripples of ecstasy, making her rub herself faster. Small moans vibrated as she suckled with sloppy eagerness, abusing her own clit. The motions were enough for Cora to relieve her pent-up frustrations, but she wanted more.  
 
    Jon let out a small groan as wetness slid down his cock. Cora’s lips were tender, tender enough to cause his cock to stand fully erect. Jon fought the lewd mental images of spurting in her mouth, but the more he fought it, the more he wanted to come. Being blind and restrained chased away any weariness he felt before, a raging need pulling at the very fabric of his soul. He kept a rein on his need, but a demonic whisper touched his mind, telling him he could go again and again. 
 
    This isn’t about me! It’s about Cora! She wanted it this way so she was in control and I can’t spoil it for her. 
 
    Jon grunted as he fought his inner demons. 
 
    Cora pulled her mouth away, breathing heavy as her fingers worked their magic. She wanted to orgasm more than anything, but she fought her own demons. Jon allowed himself to be at her whim. Lilly’s words echoed in her head, telling her to take him if she wanted. The mere thought sent tendrils of bliss along her body as she continued to self-abuse herself. 
 
    “I’m… taking… what… I… want,” Cora heaved as she pulled her hand away from her clit and crawled over Jon. 
 
    Jon sucked in air at the sudden loss of her lips. It was just enough to regain some kind of control, but his cock bounced with power.  
 
    Cora climbed over Jon until her valley pressed along his cock, forcing it down between them and sandwiching it between their bodies. Her hips moved, running along the throbbing thickness and Cora moaning her approval. Jon fought through the waves of bliss, feeling her running her wet womanhood along his shaft in intimate foreplay.  
 
    The pair were trapped, their bodies moving of their own accord. Jon fought his bonds as Cora fought her desires. Gravity pulled their spirits together as a wet slickness filled the intimate touch between them. Nerves fired as bodies moved. The playfulness charged the very air as Cora moaned her delight. 
 
    Jon and Cora stared beyond reality, seeing each other and not seeing each other. Her hips moved a little further and with the tiniest of devilish intention, Jon’s cock speared Cora’s thin slit and Cora pushed down with undeniable desire. 
 
    Worlds flashed and connected. Jon’s cock was hard as steel, caught in a vice. Cora’s body reacted with a splitting pain and an ocean of pure bliss. Cora’s small cries grew louder as she sank down, inch after inch. Jon fought against his restraints, wanting to touch and comfort her. The couple both cried out as bliss, love, and pain swirled into dripping nirvana. 
 
    Cora’s cries fell into moans, the pain subsiding as pleasure caressed her every nerve. Her purple eyes took on a daze as she sank down to the base, Jon’s cock fully sheathed in her thin, tight valley. 
 
    Jon’s hips moved with subtle power. He pushed up and she slightly bounced on him. Jon gritted his teeth as Cora languished on Jon’s cock, drinking in every sensation like fine wine on a cold night. The moment overwhelmed her and she barely woke from the dream, her hips moving and bouncing on his cock. Her hand was between her legs, swirling along her clit as she impaled herself on him again and again. 
 
    “Jon…” Cora hissed with a voice that wasn’t her own. 
 
    “Cora…” Jon whispered, his voice distant and not like his own. 
 
    The darkness parted and Jon watched a small fire dragon open its wings. It looked to him, cooing sweetly in the distance. Jon found himself smiling when a golden light rose up from his chest in the dreamy landscape. 
 
    Cora’s eyes stared at nothing as a fire bloomed in her chest. She watched the flames that were there and not there. In the distance, a golden dragon unfurled its wings and sang to her. 
 
    “I see… fire,” Jon whispered through the bliss. 
 
    “I see… golden light,” Cora hissed as her body moved on Jon’s thickening member. 
 
    Her inner walls stretched to nearly the breaking point as Cora was lost to the dreamy vision. The pain was gone, a waterfall of pleasure washing over her like she was reborn. 
 
    Fire and light throbbed along Jon’s entire spirit. The red dragon called to him with coos and a beckoning clawed finger. 
 
    Cora woke from her vision, her body engulfed in something beyond her control. 
 
    Jon woke from his vision, his body crying out to a deep song that needed to be sung.       
 
    Senses flashed and voices cried out in unison. Cora’s body trembled and shuddered violently, orgasms blasting her nerves, one after the other. Wetness surged, drenching Jon’s member, hips, and inner thighs with distilled ecstasy. 
 
    Jon’s hips thrusted to the hilt, his member thickening and pushing his soul through his cock. White seed burst from the tip, quickly filling Cora’s thin valley, followed by spurt after spurt. 
 
    Animalistic moans filled the air. The scent of sex bloomed and overwhelmed their senses. Cora cried out in happiness as Jon groaned his pleasure. Their bodies continued, milking every drop of bliss from each other and mingling together until neither knew where the one began and the other ended. 
 
    Smoke rose up from Cora’s hands as she rode Jon. Her eyes widened in surprise before she snatched the small knife off the nightstand by the bed. With surgical precision, she sliced at the makeshift binds coiled around his wrists. Tossing the blade, it sank blade first into the nightstand as she grabbed at the blindfold and pulled it off. 
 
    A dim light touched Jon’s eyes as he sat up and grabbed hold of Cora, keeping her close. A hand grabbed her ass and helped her along as she rode his still rigid cock. Cora’s hand clamped onto the back of Jon’s neck as she moaned her delight, unable to stop. She held her other hand before him as their bodies continued their intimate dance. 
 
    Jon watched as smoke rose up from her hand and arm as the thin elf smiled brightly like she discovered magic for the first time. 
 
    “You have a dragon spirit,” Jon said with wide eyes. 
 
    “Your spirit woke my spirit,” Cora said breathlessly. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Jon said as he couldn’t stop having the thin elf on him. 
 
    “I know!” Cora said as she thrust down on Jon’s member with renewed vigor. 
 
    “Do you want to stop?” Jon asked. 
 
    “No,” Cora demanded. 
 
    The pair continued their intimate dance as their minds reeled from the shock and ecstasy. 
 
    Little did they know, three sets of ears heard everything just beyond the bedroom door.           
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    The sound of sizzling sausages filled the kitchen as Jon cooked. He moved with ease, setting up plates as meat and eggs cooked on the stove. Plates set down, he scooped diced fruit onto each one. A tingling touched the back of his head as he prepared breakfast. It needled at his mind and he was unable to completely focus on what he was doing, he turned his head and glanced back. 
 
    Morning light streamed into the home. Four elves sat at the kitchen table. Cora’s gaze was firmly on the table as Lilly, Zelda, and Syndra sat silently, looking to the thin elf.  
 
    Jon turned back to cooking. He opened his senses as he picked up the pan with scrambled eggs and scooped them onto plates. The mood in the kitchen was odd, but not gloomy. Energies rolled under the surface, as if everyone wanted to talk at once. Zelda and Syndra kept their expressions neutral, but it was Lilly who eyed the thin elf with a tiny smirk. 
 
    Sausages were last to fall onto plates. Jon scooped up two plates at a time, placing them before an elf at the table. Urgency took root as he quickly moved the rest to everyone before he took his own and sat at the table.  
 
    No one moved to eat, their eyes on Cora. Jon picked up his fork and stayed his hand, wondering if things were going to get complicated at breakfast. 
 
    Syndra leaned forward in her seat, her blank gaze turning hard as she eyed Cora. “I have one thing to ask and we must have the absolute truth. Do you understand?” 
 
    Cora nodded without looking up. 
 
    Syndra mirrored the nod and took in a small inhale. “Did Jon do that cute groan when he spilt his seed?” 
 
    Cora’s eyes shot up and connected to Syndra’s hard gaze. A second later, everyone at the table began laughing. 
 
    Jon sighed in relief as the four elves cackled like witches at midnight. Lilly smiled and chuckled while Syndra, Zelda, and Cora laughed the odd tension away. A calm bliss crawled along everyone at the table. Zelda picked up her spoon and fork and attacked her meal. 
 
    The laughter died as Lilly began speaking, all eyes turning to her. 
 
    “You can understand how last night’s surprise has changed many things for us? You joined my crew and you are part of it for life, but knowing you have a dragon’s spirit has made our current situation that much more difficult.” 
 
    Cora nodded. “I do. If I had known, I would have said something sooner.” 
 
    Lilly smiled. “I understand and we have no ill will with your discovery, but it does bring a sense of urgency to our cause.” 
 
    Jon put his fork down, remembering his father’s words at the club last night. “I may have some more information that can help shed some light on what happened last night.” 
 
    The four elves were all ears as Jon retold what his father had said to him. He spoke about awakening the magical spirits through sex or violence. He told them about how his family bloodline continued to awaken other spirits and he informed them that it takes one with a dragon spirit to awaken another. 
 
    The group listened intently until he finished. 
 
    “It would seem our realms are more connected than we previously imagined,” Lilly said with a soothing edge. 
 
    Syndra looked down in deep thought. “There are many kinds of spirits that inhabit souls, but dragon ones are rare. One may be discovered every ten thousand years. Since Cora has a dragon spirit, it is safe to assume the rest of her bloodline has it as well.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “And if the Emperor is taking his own daughters as his wives and keeping his sons as generals, the Empire is an even deadlier threat than we perceived. They could all be like Jon’s family bloodline, their spirits awakened and connected to various abilities and powers.” 
 
    Jon spoke up, “If these dragon spirits are so rare, how do you know so much about them?” 
 
    Syndra looked to Jon with understanding eyes. “Dragons left Aquris over a million years ago, but our race has always kept careful records since the dawn of time. Scholars, historians, and scribes have penned much. Our libraries on the main islands are vast and many of the legends from long ago are told many times, even to those who cannot read.” 
 
    Lilly leaned back in her chair and eyed Jon, “Sun elves curate most of that knowledge. Most races on Aquris live hundreds to thousands of years and history is important to all. It is considered a right to have access to history so we all can keep learning for our entire lives.” 
 
    Jon nodded before taking a fork full of eggs into his mouth. He mulled over their words as Lilly returned her attention to Cora. 
 
    “You have become more important to our mission to bring down the Empire. For that, we must discuss what comes next.” 
 
    Everyone turned their attention to Lilly as she continued. 
 
    “I have thought it over for some time. Our crew is currently at five members. As strong and powerful as we are, we need new members and ships before we can think of challenging the Empire. 
 
    “The recent attacks we have experienced have shown me we need a cleric. I have someone in mind and it will require almost all of us to go to Aquris. The Empire has bounties on our heads so we will have to go in secret. This means a journey to the Free Waters. We will gain a new crew member and return here to Urth.” 
 
    Cora eyed the Captain. “I have to stay here, don’t I?” 
 
    Lilly nodded, her gaze softening. “I wish we could take you, but if you are discovered back on Aquris, the Empire will send every ship and soldier to re-capture you. We cannot take that risk, not now.” 
 
    “She cannot stay here by herself,” Syndra added. 
 
    Jon’s eyes widened a hair as a thought flashed in his head. “I think I might know two people who are strong enough to watch over Cora.” 
 
    The elves turned their attention to Jon, small smiles forming as they knew exactly the two people who could be Cora’s guardians. 
 
    “Do you think they will do it?” Zelda asked with a hint of excitement. 
 
    Jon nodded and smiled. “It’s kind of their thing.” 
 
    Lilly looked to everyone across the table with loving confidence. “We are in agreement. We will leave this afternoon. Pack what you will need for the journey.” 
 
    Syndra and Zelda nodded. Cora gave a small nod, concern in her purple eyes. Jon reached over, palm up. The thin elf gazed down on it before placing her hand in his and Jon curling his fingers around it. 
 
    “We’ll be back before you know it,” Jon said with a warm edge. 
 
    Cora nodded. “I know. I wish I could be of more use.” 
 
    “Your time will come, when it is right,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    “Let’s enjoy breakfast,” Syndra said with an almost uncharacteristically motherly tone. 
 
    Everyone agreed and began eating their breakfast. Jon eyed them before turning his gaze to Lilly. She glanced at him, but Jon could see a darkness in her eyes. Something brewed, but the elf captain didn’t seem inclined to speak on it further. 
 
    Why do I keep feeling like the situation is going to be harder than it seems? 
 
    Jon pushed away the thought, taking in the moment as they shared breakfast together. 
 
    *** 
 
    Zelda and Syndra each put a small, leather carrying bag on the kitchen table. Lilly walked down the stairs with a small bag in hand. She reached the table and put it down with the others.  
 
    Cora was watching the news, but continued to glance in their direction. She was silent since breakfast as she watched TV, but clearly, she felt out of place since she couldn’t join them. A news reporter talked on screen, saying due to recent excitement, The Temptation would remain open and not close down, many people behind him cheering. 
 
    Jon emerged from his bedroom with a large camping backpack. He stepped over and placed it on the table next to the other packs. 
 
    The other elves stared at Jon and his massive backpack. Zelda chuckled under her breath as Syndra shook her head. Lilly stepped closer to Jon, one of her hands on the massive pack and her gaze on him. 
 
    “Do you need a pack this size? What are you bringing?” the elf captain asked. 
 
    Jon smiled. “Just a few things for the trip.” 
 
    Lilly eyed him before opening the top and peering inside. Her brow wrinkled as she reached in and pulled out a see-through case. It was filled with toothbrushes, toothpaste, brush, several bars of deodorant, shaving cream, disposable razors and dental floss. The elf turned it over in her hands, seeing there were doubles and triples of certain items. 
 
    “Why do you need so much?” Lilly asked with perplexed eyes. 
 
    Jon grinned. “Just in case it’s a longer trip than expected. I also brought extra in case anyone needed anything.” 
 
    “No wonder you smell like a new-born child. Where’s your natural scent!” Syndra laughed. 
 
    “I thought people of this realm smelled a little too clean,” Zelda grinned. 
 
    Lilly rummaged through the pack, seeing two pairs of slacks, three neatly folded shirts, eight pairs of boxers, many pairs of socks and the dagger she gave him. When she accounted for what was in the pack, she tossed the toiletries over her shoulder and onto the floor. Next came a few pairs of clothes. 
 
    Jon stood his ground as Lilly finished and left one extra pair of clothes, two pairs of boxers and the dagger. 
 
    “There, now you’re ready,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    Jon looked to her with half-closed eyes. “How am I to survive on Aquris without my essentials?” 
 
    “You will be fine. If you bring and use these items, it will tell many that you’re from Urth. You must have a natural scent since many races have keen senses. Our first stop will be to procure some Aquris clothing so you may blend in. Once you have adjusted, we’ll move on to gathering a new crew member.” 
 
    Jon’s gaze slipped to Lilly’s bag and even though it was small, it was bursting at the seams. A sliver of suspicion crawled into his mind. Stepping over, he took hold of her bag and opened it. A knowing smirk stabbed into his cheek as he looked down at several pistols, spell shells, a small smooth tube, her favorite coffee cup and a dozen packages of ground and full bean coffee. 
 
    “Coffee is essential, but not my floss?” Jon grinned. 
 
    Lilly crossed her arms against her stomach. “Yes.” 
 
    Jon shook his head before he reached for one of the packages. “I don’t think you need to bring…” Jon was cut off when a pistol aimed at his chest. 
 
    Lilly stood with amused eyes, her pistol already in hand and aiming at Jon’s heart. 
 
    Jon slowly pulled back his hand and closed the back. “I’m bringing my toothbrush, toothpaste and floss.” 
 
    Lilly eyed him before giving him a slight nod and sliding her pistol into the belt along the small of her back.  
 
    Jon walked over to the clothes and toiletry bag on the floor. He picked up the see-through bag, opened it and rummaged through, removing the extras but keeping a deodorant bar. Placing the items back in his pack, he closed it and began picking up everything else from the floor. 
 
    The doorbell rang. 
 
    Zelda’s eyes widened before she rushed to the front door and wrenched it open. Her pointed smile grew bigger as she saw Jon’s parents standing there with a suitcase in one hand and bag of groceries in the other. William and Sandra barely held onto their items as the tall sea elf hugged them both. When she pulled away, she helped them with the grocery bags. 
 
    Once the door was closed and suitcases left by the door, Jon, Lilly, Syndra, and Cora were on them, hugging the parents tight in a group embrace. When they broke the embrace, Jon moved to his bedroom to put his clothes away. 
 
    “It’s good to see all of you,” Sandra smiled. 
 
    William stepped closer to Cora, took her hands into his and lifted them up, his gaze and smile bright. “Jon told us over the phone about your gift. It is with great honor that we stay to help protect and guide you.” 
 
    Pink touched Cora’s cheeks before she bowed slightly. 
 
    “No guiding! Just protection and keeping her company,” Jon bellowed as he charged out of his room. 
 
    William chuckled. “He thinks we will try to entice you into crime fighting,” Jon’s father whispered to Cora. 
 
    “It is a noble profession,” Cora said shyly. 
 
    Jon stepped closer with an amused smile. “Dad, Mom, keep it simple. It’s only for a few days.” 
 
    Sandra stepped to her son, “Did you pack the essentials? Do you have enough underwear?” 
 
    Jon rolled his eyes. “Mom! Yes, I have enough.” 
 
    Sandra’s eyes narrowed. “Let me see your pack.” 
 
    Jon opened his mouth to protest but Lilly stepped in. 
 
    “I checked his pack and he has more than enough for the trip,” the sun elf said with closed eyes and a happy smile. 
 
    Sandra smiled and nodded. “I know I worry, but I’m sure you will take good care of my son.” 
 
    “I pledge my life to Jon and my crew. He will be protected and brought back safely,” Lilly bowed. 
 
    “Thank you, Lilly,” Sandra said and the two women hugged. 
 
    A moment of silence filled the home as William and Sandra turned their attention to their son. Jon looked to them with a small ache in his heart as he loved having everyone under the same roof. 
 
    “It should only be a few days,” Jon muttered, unsure what else to say. 
 
    The parents nodded. 
 
    “We know. It’s just such a big step visiting the Aquris Realm. Not many get to go,” Sandra said. 
 
    Jon nodded. “I put in the proper requisitions and received a pass. Lilly said it should only be a day or two. We’ll be back and you both can enjoy the rest of your vacation.” 
 
    William put a hand on his son’s shoulder, “We are already enjoying our vacation. This is just an extra cherry on top. You know we wish you the best on your journey. We will keep the home light burning for everyone to return.” 
 
    Cora stepped closer, her head bowed. “I wish I could accompany you.” 
 
    Jon and the elves turned to Cora. They all stepped closer and gave a big hug. The thin elf hugged them back, lost to their embrace for a moment before they all pulled back. 
 
    “There will be many adventures to join in the future. For now, you must be safe,” Lilly smiled and touched Cora’s cheek. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Cora said with a low tone. 
 
    William rushed in, breaking up the group. “We will keep everything in order! All of you enjoy your trip and come back with many stories to tell!” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Lilly looked to Syndra. “Our bags and we can walk down to the docks.” 
 
    The shadow elf nodded and incantations spilled from her dark lips. The air around the kitchen table began to vibrate. Jon looked over with curious eyes before patches of darkness appeared. They swallowed up the bags whole. The dark spots closed in on themselves and faded from view. 
 
    “You did that when you first arrived here at the house. Where did the bags go?” Jon asked. 
 
    “I placed them in dimensional pockets. I have to concentrate to hold them there or they will spill out wherever we are. I cannot cast any other spells, but it’s useful for moving things over certain distances,” Syndra answered. 
 
    Jon’s mind worked. “Can you do that to a person?” 
 
    Syndra shook her head. “I can only perform the spell on inanimate objects. Any living creature would suffocate. True mages have that kind of power to move living creatures between distances or hold them in sealed pockets.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Sandra rushed Jon and hugged him. “Be safe.” 
 
    “I will, Mom,” Jon hugged her back. 
 
    “Let’s begin,” Lilly ordered with a smile. 
 
    The invisible threads between them seem to stretch and break as Jon, Lilly, Zelda, and Syndra left through the front door, each one glancing back. Cora, William, and Sandra waved as the group split. When they stepped back and closed the door, Jon’s heart broke a little. 
 
    Jon and Lilly took the lead, Zelda and Syndra following. The walk down was quiet except for the street noises. A cat appeared from an alley, leaping onto a garbage can lid. Jon reached out and scratched behind her ear for exactly ninety seconds. The cat purred before Jon pulled his hand away. The cat leapt down and sauntered off. 
 
    The group passed Mario’s Grocery store. The owner waved to them from behind the glass front and they waved back.  
 
    I feel homesick and we haven’t even reached the docks. 
 
    The group reached the docks. The Dark Heart slowly bobbed in the water, the familiar statue against the bow with a silent, anguished scream. Jon approached before glancing over his shoulder and seeing his home at the top of the hill. A webbed hand touched his shoulder and guided him onto the ship. 
 
    “Syndra, stow our gear in the rooms below. First Mate, ready the sails and hoist the anchor,” Lilly said as she stepped toward the stairs and climbed them to the upper deck and the wheel. 
 
    Jon followed Lilly as Zelda and Syndra broke off. He climbed the stairs as Lilly took hold of the helm. He couldn’t break his gaze, seeing Lilly take her natural place as Captain of the ship. It looked natural as her fingers touched the hardwood and she stood at attention. 
 
    “Like what you see,” Lilly said with a wicked smirk. 
 
    Jon nodded. “I do, very much.” 
 
    “Stand by me as we cast off,” Lilly ordered. 
 
    Jon approached and stood to her side, seeing the full length of the upper and main decks. Zelda moved to the mast and pulled some ropes. Sails floated down and instantly caught a breeze. The sea elf moved along the deck with practiced skill, pulling on ropes and redirecting the sails. 
 
    Jon watched as faint whispers touched his mind. “Lilly…” Jon began. 
 
    “Captain,” Lilly corrected. 
 
    Jon blinked. 
 
    “When I stand on my ship, you must call me Captain.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “Captain, I know I am your Shullkar, but what role will I take here on the ship?” 
 
    Lilly smirked as she looked up to the sails catching the wind. “There are many roles and positions to have on a ship. Since you are part of the crew, you will need a title.” 
 
    The Captain looked down to Zelda as she worked. “First Mate! What positions do we have for our Lord Song?” 
 
    Zelda’s muscles and toned arms bulged as she pulled on two different ropes and began tying them down. “We have many positions, Captain! I would suggest Reverse Cowgirl! I believe that is what they call it in one of Lord Song’s favorite movies!” 
 
    A shadow covered Jon’s eyes as his face burned hot. 
 
    “No, I like to see his eyes!” Lilly laughed loudly. 
 
    “I suggest the Seashell! He holds up your legs while he is on top!” Zelda boomed. 
 
    “We shall mark that one down. Any others?” 
 
    “The Om! You sit on his lap and face him,” Zelda grunted as she tugged on another rope.” 
 
    Jon palmed his face. “Hilarious.” 
 
    Lilly gave Jon a smile and sideways glance. “All great positions, First Mate! But I believe we need a position on the ship.” 
 
    Zelda tied down another rope before moving to the anchor wheel. Taking hold, she began turning it with ease as the heavy chain pulled up, one thick link at a time. 
 
    “The Cabin Mate position is open,” Zelda shouted as she hoisted up the anchor. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Jon Song, you have been promoted to Cabin Mate. You will see to anything I may need or require. Consider this your first step aboard the Dark Heart and under my command.” 
 
    Jon let his hand drop to his side before he bowed. “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    The anchor pulled up and clinked into place above the water. Zelda hooked the handle with a metal chain and pulled the lever into place so they could drop anchor at a moment’s notice. 
 
    The heat slowly died from Jon’s face, but the swirl of uncertainty stayed. 
 
    Lilly caught the subtle change as she took hold of the helm. “Is there a problem, Cabin Mate?” 
 
    “No, Captain,” Jon said simply. 
 
    Lilly saw through his attempt at hiding it. “You’ll get used to it. We were learning a lot of your realm and you have shown us much to help us become accustomed to it. We will do the same. Fear not for my crew treats everyone under my command with respect and honor.” 
 
    The ship caught the wind at a different angle. The Dark Heart began to pull out of the docks, slow and steady. Lilly gripped the wheel and steered the ship, letting it turn as it cleared the dock. 
 
    “Captain, may I speak freely,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “You may always speak freely on my ship.” 
 
    Jon’s smile faded a little. “We haven’t had much time to talk since the other day. We talked about trust and a noble cause. Is this trip part of it? Are we doing more than just recruiting a new member of the crew?” 
 
    Lilly’s eyes darkened a little as she steered the ship. “There are several things at play, but everyone’s safety is my concern. I must ask you to be patient until the time is right.” 
 
    Jon nodded as memories touched his mind. “Captain Thorn called you Bloody Silk. Is that because of your past?” 
 
    Lilly steered the ship until the bow pointed south. Zelda took hold of the ropes and shifted the sails, realigning them. The wind caught them and the ship began to move forward. A thick mist floated along the water about a mile out, lights flashing slowly among the cloud. 
 
    Lilly held the wheel as the ship moved easily through the calm waters. “On the seas, you gain many names. Reputation is just one of the things us pirates have. It speaks to your status and your level of respect.” 
 
    The Captain kept her gaze steady at the portal cloud in the distance. “Captain Thorn was at one of my first pirate conferences. We have them once every few years to connect, tell tales and form short term partnerships.  
 
    “At my first conference, I was new to my position. The other captains mocked and hazed me as they do to all new pirates. One of them grew a little bold by grabbing my breast. If I had let it stand, I wouldn’t have been taken seriously, so I chopped off his hand. Despite his screams, I held no emotion as his blood painted my chest and stomach. Instead of cleaning up, I kept it throughout the conference. Hence, the name Bloody Silk was coined.” 
 
    Jon nodded. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes and voice softened as she continued. “Captain Thorn took a liking to me. We partnered up for a time, raiding ships and taking cargo. As you saw, Rose likes the finer things in life. She enjoyed our time together as we became a force to be feared. She may have enjoyed it too much as she wanted me to become one of her dolls. As you can guess, I had no interest in it and Rose has a temper when she doesn’t get her way.” 
 
    “Do you miss it, raiding with her?” 
 
    Lilly smiled. “I miss some of it, but we are long past our former partnership. I have found my true Shullkar.” 
 
    “So have I,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Lilly looked to Jon before a shadow touched the corner of her eyes. “Jon, trust me this once and you will have all my secrets from now into eternity.” 
 
    Jon watched as her eyes trembled, showing a hint of weakness to him. He could see the vast darker parts of her soul and her past welling up, wanting to be free. She shined her true self to him in that moment, a look she never gave her crew. When she was around Syndra, Zelda, and Cora, she showed strength and power. Only now, she showed her vulnerable side. Despite the teasing, orders and commands, she wanted to be herself with him and it weighed on her spirit. 
 
    “Lilly, our relationship will always grow. As I said in the club, I will always trust you as I hope you trust me. Erm, I mean, Captain.” 
 
    Lilly let out a long laugh as the Dark Heart drew closer to the misty portal. 
 
    “My Darling, I trust you with our crew, our lives, and our love. I trust you with every drop of my soul. There will be hard times, but I promise, there will be greater times of bliss, pleasure, and dreams. I swear it to the gods and to us.”  
 
    Zelda climbed onto the upper deck, followed by Syndra. The sea elf and witch moved closer to the Captain and Cabin Mate. All four stared out as misty tendrils floated out from the foggy portal. 
 
    “Stand fast! Once we are through the portal, keep your wits and senses sharp. We don’t know what to expect so be on the ready!” Lilly ordered. 
 
    The ship sank into the misty fog. Sunlight faded away as flashes of mystical light blinked. The fog grew a deeper gray with each passing moment. Jon stood his ground with the rest of the crew as the last drop of sunlight faded from the air. The fog turned black as pitch. Vertigo took hold for a moment as Jon didn’t know which way was up. Zelda placed a webbed hand on his shoulder to steady him. 
 
    The Dark Heart vanished within the flashing mists, leaving the Urth Realm far behind. Familiar waters touched its hull again as a distant light shined in the cloudy distance, growing brighter and brighter until it engulfed all in mystical brilliance.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
    The fog cleared, tendrils of mist caressing the hull of the Dark Heart. Calm waters parted as the ship emerged from the portal, gliding back home. The sun shined brightly, hovering high above the horizon. Strange birds that looked like gulls but with wider wingspans and bigger eyes floated on invisible thermals, squawking loudly. 
 
    Jon took several steps forward. Not blinking, his hands rose and curled along the upper deck railing, gazing past the giant mast and the world beyond. He had seen the pictures, he had heard the stories, but nothing could prepare him for what stabbed out of the ocean several miles away. 
 
    A thin beam of light rose from an immense tower on a distant island, at least Jon thought it was an island. Eyes focusing, he saw no actual land, but stacks and stacks of medieval stone buildings. They converged toward the great tower. The outskirts fanned out until they touched the water’s edge. The entire island looked like one massive city on the water. 
 
    Jon’s eyes dried slightly in the salty air. Closing them, he rubbed them so they would become moist again. Opening his eyes, the finer details began to blend in with the city. Green trees dotted the great city. When Jon looked to the edges, it was indeed built on land, hints of actual ground showing. Many docks stood with hundreds of ships along the edges of the grand city. It was breathtaking and magical against the sunlight and Jon wanted to stare at it for hours. 
 
    Lilly nodded to Zelda. The sea elf moved and took hold of the helm as Lilly sauntered over next to Jon. Leaning on the edge, she smiled as she stared out at the great city. 
 
    “Welcome to Hylore of the Free Waters. Neutral city and port of the thirteen seas and unspoken guardian of the Misty Portal,” Lilly stated. 
 
    “Are we going there?” Jon asked in an awed tone. 
 
    Lilly stood up, lifted her hand and gently took hold of Jon’s jaw. Turning his head, Jon noticed many smaller islands dotting the sea around them. Lilly slowly turned Jon’s gaze to a small island with a dilapidated town and small castle. Trees filled many sections of the island from what Jon could see. Small wooden docks filled one end of the island and only a dozen ships were anchored at it. It was small, simple, and odd when compared to the grand city island of Hylore. 
 
    “It’s called Soul Drink island. The castle at the end is actually a monastery. It’s a place where dreams go to die; forgiveness and vice dance with skeletal hands and where the Empire will not set foot because they believe only the truly lost ever come here.” 
 
    Jon blinked. “And we are going there?” 
 
    Lilly let go of his jaw and let out a comforting sigh. “It’s one of several islands the Empire will not bother with. They do most of their trading with Hylore, but the surrounding islands are considered havens for vermin in their eyes. It’s like a second home to us.” 
 
    Jon looked over to Lilly as she stared at the odd rock of an island with dreamy eyes.  
 
    “What we are looking for will be on that island,” Lilly said as she turned her head. “Zelda, set a course for the southern dock. Let’s give Jon the royal tour.” 
 
    “Aye Captain,” Zelda nodded and turned the wheel. 
 
    The Dark Heart turned, catching a new wind. It glided through the water, the island of Soul Drink rapidly approaching. 
 
    Jon studied the little island, drinking it in. The monastery at the northern end was weathered, the main tower beginning to crumble with large cracks. It looked like a strong breeze would cave it in instantly. Black birds stood along the edges of the main keep, all of them turning their heads in Jon’s direction and letting out a large squawk.  
 
    Trees dotted the rest, a small wooden town in the middle and southern section of the island. As they approached, Jon could hear wild laughter and shouts. A scream filled the air before it went dead silent. The laughter continued as if no one heard it. A nervous swirl touched Jon’s stomach the closer they approached. 
 
    I don’t know what this feeling is, but it feels bad. 
 
    Jon closed his eyes and soothed his nerves. He hoped the sudden darkness would wash away the lingering dread. When he opened his eyes, the island was much closer, and it only seemed to look worse. Strange, demonic looking monkeys hopped from roof to roof. An elf lay against a shack with a bottle in his hand. Jon’s first thought was the elf looked dead. The demonic monkeys jumped down close to the elf. One grabbed the bottle from the elf’s hand and began to drink. Other monkeys tried to grasp the bottle for a taste. The monkey screamed and drank as the elf still remained on his side, not moving. 
 
    A larger monkey pounced on the one with the bottle. It grabbed the bottle with one hand and clamped another hand on the head of the monkey trying to get it back. Jon’s blood ran cold as the larger monkey bashed the smaller monkey’s head into the ground until it no longer moved. The bigger one cried out, drinking from the bottle as others tried to get a taste. 
 
    Lilly caught Jon’s face turning pale. “Yea, don’t antagonize them and they will leave you alone.” 
 
    “Should I be concerned about any other creatures?” Jon asked. 
 
    “Don’t trust anyone and stay with us,” Lilly shrugged. 
 
    Jon swallowed the excess saliva in his mouth and took in a deep inhale.  
 
    The ship approached the docks, a body floating face down in the water. It bumped against the Dark Heart as it pulled in. Syndra had moved to the main deck, and pulled the lever for the anchor. The metal anchor fell with a splash, thick metal chains following it until it went slack. 
 
    Jon stood for a moment, taking in the decaying town just beyond the wooden docks. A strange feeling took hold as he felt lighter. As he attuned his senses to it, he couldn’t remember if he ever felt this light before.  
 
    That’s right, the gravity is slightly less here on Aquris. I could probably jump a little farther here. 
 
    “Secure the ship and we will disembark. We will have to make a stop before…” Lilly trailed off as she glanced over to Jon as he bent his knees and jumped. 
 
    From the upper deck, Jon soared about six feet higher into the air, flew over the edge of the ship and landed on the dock with a wide smile. 
 
    Lilly smiled before she called out to him, “Come back.” 
 
    Jon nodded to her before he bent his legs and jumped. Gravity gently pulled on the young man, but didn’t stop his leap as he landed on the upper command deck. Jon danced back on forth with each foot, enjoying the light gravity. 
 
    Lilly approached with an understanding smile. “I know this is fun, but we shouldn’t bring so much attention to ourselves just yet. We will go into town and get you some new clothes so you can fit in. Also, make sure you have your dagger. You don’t want to be unarmed as we stroll through town. 
 
    Jon nodded before settling down. The entire crew gathered their items below deck. Syndra had her staff with seashells along the top end. Zelda slid two daggers into two sheaths along her left hip. Lilly put spell shells in the inner pockets of her leather jacket before slipping her pistol into its sheath at the small of her back. She had a small, smooth tube in her hand and slipped it into her jacket. The Captain reached for a small leather satchel bag and slung it over her shoulder.  
 
    Jon tied the sheathed dagger to his belt, but didn’t have any jacket to hide it. 
 
    “It’s fine. Weapons are standard here on Soul Drink. Just don’t pull it unless you know you’re going to use it. Shall we disembark?” 
 
    Heads nodded in unison as they stepped onto the main deck. Lilly led the way as the gangplank slid out and touched down on the dock. The three elves and man descended until they were on the dock. Once they were off, the gangplank slid back into the ship as it bobbed slowly in the water. 
 
    Jon glanced at Syndra and Zelda. The two elves were extremely relaxed as they walked. Zelda had a small smile on face as if reliving happy memories. The shadow elf stepped with confidence, her chin held high. Lilly walked with ease, leading them off the dock and into town. 
 
    Jon looked down at himself and saw that he stuck out like a sore thumb. He was wearing a white shirt and black slacks. Glancing around, he saw some elves wearing clothes similar to Lilly, Zelda, and Syndra. Bandanas and hats covered many heads, the familiar elven skull and crossbones design among many of them. Oval eyes turned in their direction, scrutinizing the four newcomers as they walked directly down the middle of the dirt street. 
 
    Jon quickly noticed the elves here on Soul Drink were not like the pictures of elves many have seen on Urth. Thick scars covered some slender faces. Some had a missing eye or one of their pointed ears was clipped. Several female elves stood by two story shacks, wearing skimpy pieces of cloth that Jon assumed was clothing. They beckoned with curling fingers and batting oval eyes to the man in strange clothes. 
 
    “I’ve never had an Urthling before,” one elf called out to grab Jon’s attention. 
 
    “Shullkar,” Lilly stated simply. 
 
    The elves pouted and whined as Lilly, Jon, Syndra, and Zelda walked by. 
 
    “I assume you just told them I’m taken,” Jon smiled. 
 
    “Most elves respect true bonds. They know after my declaration, if they tried to get your attention again without my permission, I can shoot them dead,” Lilly said. 
 
    “This seems like a rough island,” Jon said in a low tone. 
 
    Lilly stared forward as they walked. “It’s like this in many places across the seas. The Empire has ousted many souls to the unforgiving oceans to expand their power. The Free Waters is one of the few places they can go to live and make some kind of life. It’s hard living here, but they all know in their hearts, they are free.” 
 
    “You said Hylore was a neutral city.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Hylore was just as bad as these surrounding islands. When the portal opened, it became a thriving port. The Emperor’s cousin had taken lordship of the island, but declared it to remain neutral. He severed the bonds with his family and many believe the reason the Empire hasn’t simply taken control is because of the respect of their royal blood. Lord Castellan Lufina is an elf of the people now and has performed many great deeds to house and feed his people. They adore him on Hylore. The council has decreed Castellan Lord of Hylore for life and he accepted it to great fanfare.” 
 
    “The fat elf is simply too lazy or too afraid to fight back,” Syndra scowled. 
 
    Lilly remained silent as Jon looked over his shoulder to the witch. 
 
    Syndra’s brow was hard as she continued, “Lord Castellan has done many great things for many people, except mine. Shadow elves are treated like low-tide creatures, even here in the Free Waters. Many of my people had to move on to other places to settle, scattered across the thirteen seas. Land is precious and many of my people still drift on small floating island cities made up of dozens of ships and platforms.” 
 
    “I had no idea it was so difficult here,” Jon said with a downward gaze. 
 
    Syndra’s brow softened as she saw Jon sharing her pain. “I’m sure it’s never spoken on Urth about what our people go through here on Aquris. One day, we hope to change that.” 
 
    Jon nodded before he stopped in his tracks. Lilly, Zelda, and Syndra stopped with him as a large orc walked across the street. Black eyes sized up Jon as he walked directly across Jon’s gaze. Muscles rippled and a small grunt fell from his large lips. He continued on until he reached an alley, turned and disappeared from view. 
 
    “I keep forgetting there are other races here,” Jon whispered to Lilly. 
 
    “Some of the other races hold onto sizable islands, but even some of them have fallen to the Empire’s reach. If the people were not imprisoned, they were forced into new roles to support the Empire,” Lilly informed. 
 
    Zelda sighed. “The Emperor wants to bring a new order to Aquris and he doesn’t care what the people have to say on it. He wants us silent and obedient. Dead if we don’t comply.”  
 
    “This is awful,” Jon seethed as he tried to understand the depraved, indifferent cruelty. 
 
    Lilly looked over to a clothing shop. “This is our lives. Zelda and Syndra, reserve us a table at the Laughing Rat. Jon and I are about to go shopping.” 
 
    The sea elf and witch nodded before turning and walking away. Lilly reached out with her free hand and took hold of Jon’s hand. The pair made their way to the small shop with several pieces of clothing hanging in the window. 
 
    A bell chimed as they stepped in. A thin, wide-eyed elf with brown hair stepped from behind the counter to greet them. 
 
    “Welcome to my shop! How can I help you this fine afternoon,” the owner smiled brightly. 
 
    Lilly grinned and pulled Jon closer to her. “My Shullkar is new to Aquris and needs to fit in.” 
 
    The elf looked Jon up and down, putting a finger to her chin and nodding. “Yes, I see what you mean. He can’t go around looking like that! I may have just the outfit for him. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    The thin elf vanished behind a curtain as Jon and Lilly stood. It didn’t take long for her to return with a folded long jacket, leather pants, vest and shirt. In her other hand was a pair of boots. She set the items down on a small bench and pointed to it with an open hand. 
 
    “Please, try them on,” the elf smiled. 
 
    Jon nodded as he picked everything up. Glancing around, he looked for a dressing room. When one could not be found, he turned to Lilly and the shopkeeper. 
 
    “Is there a place I can…” Jon began. 
 
    “You dress here. Don’t be shy,” the shopkeeper smiled kindly. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “There are no dressing rooms like on Urth. We simply dress and see how it looks. You heard her, don’t be shy,” the sun elf winked. 
 
    Jon gritted his teeth as he put everything down on the bench again. Taking hold of his shirt, he gave Lilly a wry glance before undoing buttons. Clothes peeled off, one at a time as Lilly and the shopkeeper watched. When he was down to his boxers, he began to pick up pieces of clothing and put them on. The change was quick as Jon didn’t feel like taking his time with two elves eyeing everything he did. When he was finished, he turned and looked at a standing mirror. 
 
    Boots with cuffed tops graced his feet and shins. They reached just below the knee. Black leather pants covered his legs and a slightly billowy shirt covered his chest, shoulders, arms, and midsection. A bandana covered his head. Lilly helped him with tucking the tops of his Urthling ears into the edge, whispering to him that it would help him go unnoticed. A long jacket with buttons along one side flowed over his shoulders and cinched at his lower back. When the outfit was complete, Jon turned back to the two elves and they gave approving nods. 
 
    “Jon, step outside for a moment while I handle the transaction,” Lilly directed. 
 
    Jon raised an eyebrow. He was about to say something, but decided against, unsure what she was going to do. His first thought was she was going to rob the shopkeeper, but the relaxed keeper gave off no hint of fear or concern. With that, the young man stepped out in his new clothes. 
 
    When the door closed, Lilly opened a leather satchel at her hip. She pulled out five gold coins and placed them on the counter. The shopkeeper moved to pick them up when Lilly held up a hand, halting the keeper before she touched the gold. 
 
    “I can simply pay you with gold or I can barter something you have never tasted before. Some would say it is more valuable than gold,” Lilly grinned and pulled out a small pack of ground coffee. 
 
    Outside, Jon stood with his back to the shop and took in the atmosphere. The sun was low in the sky. It burned brightly, but didn’t seem to sting Jon’s skin like Urth’s sun if he stayed out too long in it. He looked at his jacket sleeves and found the clothes to be very comfortable. A hand slipped into his jacket, feeling the sheathed dagger tied to his new belt.  
 
    I look like a pirate. I really feel like a pirate! 
 
    Jon smiled to himself before the door opened. He turned to see Lilly putting gold coins in her leather satchel. 
 
    “Let’s go before it gets dark. We have one more stop before meeting the others at the Laughing Rat,” Lilly smiled before turning and walking along the dirt road. 
 
    Jon joined her side, walking with his chest out as he felt like a new man. 
 
    “Do I blend in?” Jon asked. 
 
    Lilly smiled. “You do if no one is looking directly at you. The longer they look, the more they will see you have a different bone structure then the rest of us. It should be fine for the time we are here.” 
 
    Jon nodded and looked ahead. The Monastery stood at the other end of the island, but since it wasn’t a big island, Jon guessed they would get there in a few minutes.  
 
    “Is our new crewmember there?” Jon asked. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Before we arrive, have an open mind. She is very devoted to her goddess. Vala’s ways bring a sense of forgiveness to minds and bodies. The people here of Soul Drink want to be forgiven, but never stay on the path of light. They wander back to town until the need of forgiveness arises and come crawling back to those who follow Vala’s ways. It has become a cycle here, neither side wishing to truly be forgiven or healed.” 
 
    Jon scratched his head, trying to understand what Lilly was trying to say. Before he knew it, they arrived at the front doors to the monastery. Lilly grabbed a large knocker and slammed it against the door a few times. The metal ringing and vibrating along the door was loud enough to be heard across the island. 
 
    The door opened and a timid elf peered out. “How can I help you?” 
 
    Lilly bowed. “We are here to seek forgiveness for our dark needs. May we see Cleric Moon?” 
 
    The elf bowed her head and opened the door a little more. “Please, come in.” 
 
    Lilly stepped through, Jon following. Inside, Jon noticed the long, flowing black outfit of the thin elf. She wore something similar to a nun’s habit. She was covered from head to toe, only her hands and face visible. She walked along, leading them into a large chamber. Stained glass windows were to the right and left. A statue of a robed woman with a crescent moon in her hands stood. The robe covered her head, inky shadows covering the statue’s eyes. 
 
    To the right and left, worn down pews stretched out. Some of them had cracks in them and one to the back looked like it had completely fallen into disrepair, slanted and broken.  
 
    The chamber reminded Jon of churches back home, but this one felt slightly alien, a strange scent hanging in the air. 
 
    “I’ll fetch Cleric Moon,” the elf bowed. 
 
    Lilly and Jon watched as she walked to a side door, opened it and disappeared through it. 
 
    “I’ll do the talking, but if she speaks to you, simply be yourself,” Lilly smirked. 
 
    “Should I be worried?” Jon asked just as the door opened again and a blonde elf stepped through. 
 
    The elf moved with careful ease, closing the door behind her. She wore the same uniform as the other elf, complete with habit, long black dress and a necklace with a silver crescent moon shape hanging from it. Her features were smooth and pale. The elf’s ears were similar but different from Lilly’s ears. Where Lilly’s ears were long and parallel to the sides of her head, this elf’s ears pointed directly out from the sides of her head. They twitched as she slowly approached, slipping between pews and stepping closer. When she reached the middle aisle, the elf continued to look between Lilly and Jon. Jon watched her as it didn’t seem she was looking at anything in particular. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Welcome to Vala’s home. How may I help with your dark needs?” the elf asked with a small smile. 
 
    “A kiss is a start,” Lilly smirked. 
 
    The elf blinked before her small smile grew into a grin. “I thought I saw your soul through the walls.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” Lilly said, keeping her smirk. 
 
    “That jest never gets old,” the elf said. 
 
    Lilly stepped closer and hugged the pale elf. She hugged the sun elf back, her eyes staring at nothing. 
 
    She’s blind. 
 
    “I’m sure your friend is taken aback about my lack of sight,” the elf said as she pulled back. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Eryn Moon, please meet my Shullkar, Jon Song.” 
 
    “You have found a new Shullkar! I’m so happy for your both,” Eryn smiled brightly. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Jon bowed. 
 
    Eryn nodded. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. You don’t have to bow because I can’t see it anyway.” 
 
    Jon stood up as an awkward feeling took root. 
 
    Lilly continued, “I wanted to talk to you about the future.” 
 
    Eryn nodded before slightly turning her blank eyes in Jon’s direction. “I’m happy to talk. May I study Jon as we speak?” 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s nothing unusual. I study many new people when I meet them so I can form a pattern to their soul,” Eryn quickly followed up. “Please, have a seat while we talk.” 
 
    Jon eyed Lilly and the sun elf gave a small nod. Jon stepped over to a bench with a high back and sat down. Eryn moved to him as Lilly stood to the side. Jon watched as Eryn stood before him. Pale hands drifted down to her long skirt. Taking hold, she lifted it up and sat in Jon’s lap, facing him. 
 
    Heat bloomed as Jon looked into Eryn’s dark eyes. Hands rose up, touching his face. 
 
    She’s just trying to get to know me better. 
 
    Jon tried to convince himself it was an innocent way to read him when Eryn’s hips moved slightly. The heat between them grew as Jon found this not innocent at all. Her hips made small motions and despite the fact that they were both completely clothed, blood rushed to his manhood and it began to thicken. To make matters more uncomfortable, her covered breasts were pushed right up to his chin as her fingers moved along the defining lines of his face. 
 
    “Stay still so I may have a complete pattern,” Eryn directed.  
 
    Lilly leaned on a nearby pew as Jon was stock still, the blind elf moving her hips on his lap. 
 
    “I have something to ask,” Lilly began. 
 
    “I don’t believe I can give any more. The note I sent with Captain Thorn was the last of it. If I help any more, I cannot aid the lost souls of Soul Drink,” Eryn said flatly. 
 
    “Spare me,” Lilly laughed. “The souls of this island only want to spill their needs to Vala because that is how she forgives and heals. You can do so much more than tend to a flock of misfit sheep.” 
 
    Eryn was silent, her fingers tracing along Jon’s face. Her hips ground harder and Jon found his cock being strangled in his pants. He resisted the urge to touch her waist, feeling it might be taboo to lay hands on an elf of the cloth.  
 
    “Your soul is so bright and golden,” Eryn said with a faraway tone, her other hand touching Jon’s arm. 
 
    Healing light engulfed Jon’s arm, the warm energy seeping into his broken fingers and healing them. Bones set and fused as energy caressed damage from torn muscles and ligaments.  
 
    Jon didn’t say anything as he tried to fight his hard-on and wanting to see his healed fingers. 
 
    “I have need of you,” Lilly’s voice came out firm. 
 
    Eryn’s breath grew hotter as her lips parted. She dry-humped Jon’s lap as fingers moved to the side of his face and traced along his ears. Dragging the tips of her fingers down, she touched his neck as her hips slid like a primal creature against him. 
 
    “My place is here,” Eryn said breathlessly. 
 
    “On my Shullkar’s lap?” Lilly smiled. 
 
    “If that is what Vala decrees. May I speak with your Shullkar? The goddess may have some wisdom in his words.” 
 
    “Ask him anything you wish. He has his own voice,” Lilly said flippantly. 
 
    Eryn moved with caged power, driving Jon’s cock to the breaking point as he sat. Her covered breasts bobbed against his chin and soon his mouth and cheeks as Eyrn stared at him with blank eyes.  
 
    “You’re wondering about me? I can sense it along your soul. I assume they don’t talk much about half-breeds on Urth. It’s okay, you’re not the first to wonder about my kind. When a sun elf and a luna elf love each other, they sometimes bear children. Half-breeds don’t often survive very long and those that do, often have some kind of ailment and a blessing. I grew up without normal sight, but I can see souls. They appear as balls of flaming light, hovering in the darkness. It can be quite beautiful as many have told me it’s similar to them seeing stars in the night.” 
 
    Eryn pushed her chest into Jon’s face further, his face buried up to his nose in a pair of breasts. The fabric was nearly suffocating him, but he remained still and rock hard. Her thighs clamped on the outsides of Jon’s hips as she let out a light gasp. 
 
    The cleric continued, “I was abandoned and left at this very monastery. I have explored a little of Aquris, but I always end up coming back here. I can say it is the only home I have known.” 
 
    Jon looked up as she writhed and moved against him. Another gasp filled the air as her hips moved with urgency. 
 
    Is she getting off on me? 
 
    “Jon, I’m going to ask you an important question. Your answer could change the world so I must have your honesty. Can you do this? Can you give me an honest answer?” 
 
    Jon lifted his mouth above her burning hot breasts and looked into Eryn’s blank eyes. “I will.” 
 
    Eryn let out a small moan before she hugged him close, burying his face in her covered cleavage and her lips by his ear. 
 
    “Jon, I must know the truth before my goddess, do you want to stuff that big cock in my mouth or my ass?” 
 
    The young man looked up with wide eyes. 
 
    Eryn looked down with a sarcastic grin. “Either is fine! Take your pick but make sure you shove it in deep. I want to choke on it. Choke my asshole with your cock!” 
 
    Eryn and Lilly began laughing like two witches in a bog. The echoes of their laughter vibrated through the chamber. Jon’s eyes narrowed, heat turned his face red. He pulled back and gasped for air as Eryn leaned back a little to give him some room. Her hips continued to move but her grin remained. 
 
    Lilly moved closer and sat beside them, looking to Jon with adoring eyes. “We couldn’t resist.” 
 
    “Syndra didn’t like it either,” Eryn laughed. 
 
    “This is why we came all this way, so you can play a joke on me?” Jon asked with annoyed eyes. 
 
    Lilly and Eryn shook their heads. 
 
    “No, no,” Lilly began. “We truly came here to ask Eryn to be part of our crew. It was simply impossible to not do this again.” 
 
    Jon grabbed Eryn by the waist, lifted her up and put her down beside him. The moon elf tried to stop her giggles as Jon was up and stepping back into the aisle. The raging hard-on in his pants only made him more uncomfortable as he tried to stand normally.  
 
    Eryn slid over to Lilly and laid her head on the sun elf’s shoulder. Lilly reached up and touched Eryn’s cheek as Jon simply stared. 
 
    “I wish I could go with you, but I’m needed here,” Eryn said in a sad, whimsical tone. 
 
    “You can bring Vala’s light to many others, at my side. I’m conscripting others to my crew and we need a cleric. Jon and Zelda have known pain. Syndra is strong, but not strong enough to heal us should we need it. You’re the only cleric I can trust.” 
 
    Eryn looked up to Lilly with blank eyes. “You say that because no one would dare trust a half-breed such as myself. You dangle your trust to entice me. I’m blind, but I’m not a fool. Life is simple here. Why would I join your crew when your cause is certain death?” 
 
    Lilly let her hand linger against Eryn’s cheek. “Because the winds have changed. We are not running anymore, not since we discovered a dragon spirit.” 
 
    Eryn lifted her chin off Lilly’s shoulder and turned her blank gaze to Jon. “It’s true? His golden soul is a dragon spirit! I’ve never seen one before. I’ve only heard the legends.” 
 
    “We know it to be true. Do you still think our cause is lost?” Lilly smiled. 
 
    Eryn pulled away and stood up. Her head was tilted forward, shadows covering her eyes. 
 
    “I… I cannot give an answer now. When do you depart?” 
 
    “We leave in the morning, with or without you. We are staying at the Laughing Rat. You have till late morning. I do hope you join us.” 
 
    Eryn lifted the crescent moon symbol around her neck to her chin. Blank eyes looked to the side before they closed. Jon watched each nuanced movement, the elf clearly thinking over her options. 
 
    After a long moment, she opened her eyes halfway, but kept her head bowed. “Lilly, if I took this path with you, this will be the first step on a long, difficult journey. Would you not be happier staying in the Urth realm and living your life in peace?” 
 
    It was Lilly’s turn to stand up. The Captain moved to Jon’s side, reached over and took his hand into hers. 
 
    “If our realm was not broken, I would live a simple life. I would love my Shullkar for many lifetimes and sleep well every night in pure bliss. It is a dream, but a wonderful one. I know the path ahead of us. I know it will be difficult, but I cannot abandon what the very gods have shown me.” 
 
    Lilly kissed Jon’s cheek before turning to Eryn. “Think about it. If I don’t see you in the morning. I’ll know your answer.” 
 
    Lilly pulled Jon with her. The two began walking back the way they came. Eryn stood like a statue, her eyes covered in deep shadows, but not taking any step toward them. 
 
    Jon glanced back a few times before they exited the monastery. The thick doors closed shut and a lock slid into place. 
 
    “I don’t think she will join,” Jon said in a low tone. 
 
    “We will have to wait for her answer. For now, let’s get some drinks!” Lilly smiled before walking toward town. 
 
    The pair made their way back, the sun touching the horizon. The sky glowed with a bright pink and orange light. Clouds drifted in thin patches across the heavens. Lanterns along the town began to glow to life. Townspeople moved about, some drunk, others pushing the drunks. 
 
    Jon and Lilly walked, still holding hands. 
 
    “Lilly, do you believe meeting me will change your world for the better? I’m just a Dock Inspector back on Urth. I’m not even a hero like many in my family. I’m just a lucky guy. I don’t know if luck can heal so much cruelty the Empire has caused.” 
 
    Lilly slowed her step until they stopped. The elf turned and faced Jon with a somber gaze. The green in her eyes was dark, like a thunderstorm was brewing. 
 
    “We have spoken about trust. I want you to understand, I have never been truthful with anyone in my life, but my parents… and you. Truth can be ugly, casting its light on faults and misery. It has broken the strongest of backs. It has ripped apart many lives. No one likes the truth, no matter how much they crave it. You will pick up truth and marvel at it before it stings you with torment.” 
 
    Lilly took Jon’s other hand into hers, her head bowed. “I want to save my parents. I want to break the Empire. I want to live a happy life, just like everyone else. Those dreams give me hope, but my hope is not for everyone. I give Syndra, Zelda, and Cora hope, but I do not give them the truth, not all of it. They trust me and I trust them. They know, they will one day hear the truth when the time is right.” 
 
    Lilly’s eyes trembled slightly before they became still as frozen ponds. “I have to give hope to others or we are all lost. It weighs on me like a chain around my neck. I don’t wish to show weakness but, with you, I feel I can and it scares me.” 
 
    Jon’s grip tightened along Lilly’s hands. “It scares me too, but it doesn’t stop me from loving you. It doesn’t stop me from loving our friends. I know the truth hurts. I have spent my life running from it. When I met you, Cora, Syndra, and Zelda, I knew I couldn’t run any more. I knew I wanted to be there for you and our friends. Your cause is my cause. I trust you and I can be your confidant if you need to unburden your soul.” 
 
    “And if what I unburden, scares you?” Lilly asked, her gaze sharp as a knife. 
 
    Jon smirked. “I climbed a sea serpent and cut off a mystical scale on its head. I think I’m beyond fear and full on into brave idiot territory.” 
 
    Lilly smiled warmly before it faded away.  
 
    “Jon, tomorrow we don’t set sail for the portal. Tomorrow, we set sail to save Zelda’s family.” 
 
    Jon’s eyes widened, but before he could utter a word, Lilly kissed him. Lips touching, Jon watched as Lilly closed her eyes, hiding her pain. The sensual kiss sank into his body, bringing a comfort he had come to crave and enjoy. His eyes half closed, he let Lilly’s intoxicating kiss fill his spirit. 
 
    She didn’t want to tell me. She was going to keep this secret for as long as she could. Is this because of our connection? Is she using me and hiding more secrets? She told Eryn that I can help save their world, but was it just another lie to keep her crew in line? How long before she lies to me just to make me happy?  
 
    Lilly broke their kiss and leaned her forehead against Jon’s, “I know your questioning everything. I know my world is strange to you. I know my intentions scare you. I know you wonder how long before I lie to you just so I can use you. Those thoughts are natural, especially here on Aquris. Almost all use each other for their own gain, but I am going to tell you my intentions and we will not speak on it again until we are both ready.” 
 
    The sun elf opened her eyes and looked into Jon’s eyes. “I will save my parents. I will save Aquris’s people from the Empire and I will love you until the very heavens fall from the sky. You have my word, my honor, and my heart.” 
 
    Jon’s hands touched the elf’s waist, holding her close to him. “Lilly, you have my word, my honor, and my heart. You have my trust and my confidence. I will stand by your side, save your parents, break an empire, and love you till the heaven’s fall.” 
 
    Lilly’s eyes drank in Jon’s genuine words before she licked his chin. “We will make a captain out of you yet. Now, let’s get back to the crew. I believe drinks are in order.” 
 
    The elf stepped from Jon’s embrace, smacked his butt and started walking. 
 
    Jon smiled as he moved to her side, the sky a gentle pink and the sun halfway setting beyond the horizon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
     The last rays of sunlight died behind the horizon. A brilliant flash filled the sky before it dimmed, night casting her long cloak across the world. A cool breeze flowed over Soul Drink Isle as townsfolk and visitors made their way to their favorite drinking holes, eager to wash away the pains of the day with drink and laughter until the morning. 
 
    The Laughing Rat stood, an almost non-descript two story building. The front door was plain, just as everything else except for a simple sign. There were no words or symbols, just a carved picture of a haggard rat with an eye patch over one eye and a frothy mug in its hand. The ugly rat had its mouth open and appeared to be laughing or crying. 
 
    Jon stared at the sign of the Laughing Rat. He couldn’t tell if the tavern was not taking itself seriously or they just didn’t care. After another two seconds, he decided they simply didn’t care as Lilly slammed her palm against the door, forcing it open. 
 
    Jon followed the pirate elf as she sauntered in like she owned the place. Rough laughter and shouting stopped. Jon stepped in behind her, the door swinging close. He drank in the view as many elves, orcs, and a few halflings looked in their direction with annoyed eyes. 
 
    The main room was plain. It had a simple bar to the side. A roaring hearth warmed the chilly evening air away. Plain wooden tables and chairs filled the main portion of the room and a simple set of stairs led upstairs to the second floor. A mangy cat crawled out from under a chair, sauntered over to Jon and began rubbing its head against his leg. It purred like a machine, breaking the sudden silence. 
 
    Lilly stared at the room, her head moving slowly from one side to the next. Her gaze pierced every person in the room. Many of the patrons lowered their gaze. Some looked away. An orc got up, bowed his head, slipped past Lilly and Jon and rushed out the door. Lilly’s penetrating gaze lingered until her mouth formed a small smirk. 
 
    Heads nodded and bobbed, conversation filling the tavern once again. Life returned to the drinking hole as Lilly and Jon stepped further in. The orange cat followed, trailing behind Jon and meowing after him. 
 
    Lilly spotted a table in a corner, Zelda and Syndra sitting with several frothy drinks in front of them. They made eye contact as their Captain and Shullkar approached. The pair sat down in the empty seats. 
 
    “How did it go, Captain?” Zelda asked simply. 
 
    “We’ll have our answer by morning,” Lilly answered. 
 
    “Do we really need her?” Syndra asked before taking a deep sip from her wooden mug. 
 
    “The burden of healing should not always fall on you,” Lilly said as she leaned back in her chair. 
 
    Zelda turned her gaze to Jon. “Did she… see your soul?” Zelda asked with a razor grinned. 
 
    Jon smiled. “She did. Thanks for not warning me.” 
 
    Zelda barked out a laugh and slammed her webbed fist on the table. Syndra’s eyes narrowed as she put her drink down. 
 
    “Eryn does have a sense of humor!” Zelda laughed. 
 
    “Yes, she does,” Syndra said, not amused. 
 
    “You’re not still bitter about it, are you?” the sea elf leaned in closer to her shadow elf friend. 
 
    “If she doesn’t join us, it won’t be a major loss,” the witch’s mouth twitched before drinking from her mug again. 
 
    Lilly looked to Jon and clamped her hand on his shoulder. “Let’s get a drink!” 
 
    The red-headed elf was up from her chair and making her way to the bar. Jon was up and following. He glanced around to a number of elves looking him over. 
 
    They look like they are sizing me up for a fight. Maybe we should have gone back to the ship? 
 
    Lilly reached the bar and grinned. An old elf woman with a clipped ear stood. She spit in the mug she was cleaning and wiped it down with a rag. 
 
    “What can I get ya?” the elf grinned, several teeth missing. 
 
    “A bottle of your finest rum,” Lilly beamed. 
 
    The old elf nodded, reached down under the counter and pulled up a dark brown colored bottle. She slid it to Lilly. 
 
    “You want cups?” 
 
    “I think we will drink from the bottle,” Lilly said as she grabbed the bottle and handed it to Jon. 
 
    Jon grabbed it and held it to his chest.  
 
    “Darling, be a dear and bring the bottle to the table and start drinking while I settle our tab,” Lilly said sweetly. 
 
    Jon nodded, feeling odd that the sun elf was acting so nice. She was sometimes a little hard with the crew, but she seemed like a different person. 
 
    She’s happy we talked. I shouldn’t read into things so much. Have a drink and relax. We have the evening. 
 
    Jon made his way back to the table, pulling the cork out of the top of the bottle. As he sat down, the aroma of the rum wafted into his nose and his eyes dilated. Staring down at the bottle in his hand, he could not believe how delicious it smelled. The rum scent overpowered his senses and his mouth began to water. 
 
    “Take the first sip and pass it!” Zelda laughed. 
 
    Jon nodded, lifted the bottle to his lips and began drinking. Sensations blasted his nerves and immediately hugged them. It felt like a warm blanket wrapped around his body as heat glowed along his core. It was so overwhelming, he began to guzzle.  
 
    Zelda’s smile faded before she reached across the table and snatched it from Jon’s hand. 
 
    “I said pass it!” the sea elf smiled again before she took a long guzzle. 
 
    Waves touched Jon’s vision as the room began to spin. The rum felt marvelous and soothing. Muscles relaxed as Jon nearly slumped in his chair. A golden light glowed from his inner mind as his heart beat a little faster. 
 
    Zelda pulled away the bottle and handed it to Syndra. “AHHH! Nothing like elven rum! Urth rum is good, but nothing beats good old elf rum.” 
 
    “We should bring a few bottles back home,” Syndra said with a slight slur before she drank deeply. 
 
    “Is it… always… this… powerful?” Jon said, but the words came out a little weird. 
 
    Zelda eyed him. “It’s good, but it’s just rum. You should be fine.” 
 
    The rum is really messing with me. Was I poisoned? Am I dying? 
 
    Jon let out a long, hard laugh. 
 
    “I’m not dying! This is great!” Jon shouted. 
 
    Syndra and Zelda each lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “Did you just say something out loud that was meant to be in your head?” Syndra asked. 
 
    “You can hear my thoughts?” Jon’s mouth forming a wide grin. 
 
    Syndra and Zelda blinked before they started howling with laughter. 
 
    “The rum must affect you differently from us,” Syndra said through tears in her eyes. 
 
    Across the room, Lilly leaned over the bar, a package of coffee in her hands. The old elf eyed her as the Captain opened the package. 
 
    “It’s from the Urth Realm. They call it coffee. I can guarantee your patrons will pay gold through the ears to taste this,” Lilly grinned. 
 
    The old elf sniffed at it. “It smells good, but what am I supposed to do with it?” 
 
    “Give me some cups and hot water. I brought filters to show you how the alchemy works,” Lilly smiled with bright teeth. 
 
    Back at the table, Jon nearly snatched the bottle from Syndra’s hand and took several gulps. 
 
    “Save some for us,” Zelda said in a low tone, concern touching her brow. 
 
    Jon put the bottle down on the table. Seething through his teeth, he never felt so alive in his life. Power and serenity flowed into every muscle and he grinned like a maniac. Lifting up his hand, he curled his fingers into a fist and flexed them open again. 
 
    “I feel… GREAT!” Jon shouted the last part. 
 
    Syndra and Zelda’s smiles disappeared. 
 
    “Jon, maybe you should slow down,” Syndra said with concern in her red eyes. 
 
    Jon stood up, his eyes half-closed and a smarmy smirk on his face. “Slow down? Like how the rest of the world is slowing down?” 
 
    The rum sloshed against Jon’s spirit as he weaved a little from side to side. The effects were immediate and he felt like he was hovering above his body. It delighted his inner light that he was chuckling and could barely stop. 
 
    A side door opened and several scantily clad elves stepped out. Three females and one male made their way into the tavern and looked around. An elf in another corner, lifted an instrument and began playing. The tune was vibrant and haunting as the four elves began to dance seductively, moving about the main room. 
 
    Elves lifted gold coins and handed them to dancers. The dancers would take the coin in one hand and touched chins and cheeks with the other. The air took on a seductive charge as the mood shifted. 
 
    “Dancers,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Two dancers made their way to him. Their oval eyes were wide and smiles bright. They touched his face and neck as Jon looked up to them with a stupid smile. 
 
    “He doesn’t have any gold,” Zelda informed. 
 
    The two dancers kept touching him.  
 
    “We don’t want his gold. He is so bright and having fun,” one of them said. 
 
    Lilly poured the last of the hot water through the filter and coffee. She drained it into the cup and shook it a little. Mist floated up from the dark brew as she slid it toward the old elf.  
 
    The bartender sniffed at it before she took a gulp. Old eyes widened as she looked down at the cup and drank some more. A pointed tongue slid out and licked wrinkled lips before she guzzled the rest.  
 
    Lilly watched as the old woman slammed the cup on the bar top. 
 
    “Give me every package you have! I’ll pay you handsomely!” the old elf nearly shouted. 
 
    “Gold first,” Lilly stated. 
 
    The old woman reached under the counter. A moment later, a thick bag of gold was plopped on the bar top. 
 
    Lilly didn’t bother to count it. She took the bag in one hand, lifted her satchel with the other and dumped eight packages of coffee. When the satchel was empty, she placed the bag of gold in it and secured it shut. 
 
    “If you have any more, send it my way. If no one is here, just tell them it’s for Helga,” Helga grinned before her arms scooped up the packages. 
 
    “Pleasure doing business with you, Helga,” Lilly smiled before turning around, her eyes widening a hair. 
 
    Jon was dancing with two elves by their table. The young man moved like a snake, smiling and laughing. The two dancers laughed with him, running their hands along him with lingering touches. Zelda and Syndra watched, smiling and laughing as Jon writhed. 
 
    Lilly made her way closer, eyeing Jon. When she was about to step past him, Jon’s hand lashed out and took hold of her hand. Jon pulled her close and danced with knowing eyes. 
 
    “You are beautiful,” Jon grinned, the elf dancers touching his face. 
 
    “You’re having fun,” Lilly said, fighting back giggles. 
 
    Jon nodded. “Have some rum. It’s delicious.” 
 
    “I will,” Lilly said as she snatched the bottle, lifted to her lips and drank. 
 
    Jon watched as her throat gulped down the elven rum. When she finished, she slammed the bottle on the table, pressed her lips to his and squirted rum into Jon’s mouth. Jon’s eyes rolled into his head as rum filled his mouth and he gulped it down. When Lilly’s tongue slipped in next, he clutched at her waist and kept her close. 
 
    “I want a turn,” a dancer said as her hand smoothed over Jon’s head and accidently pulled off his bandanna. 
 
    Several elves watching the show noticed Jon’s lack of pointed ears. 
 
    Lilly pulled back and snatched the bandanna from the elf. 
 
    “He’s an Urth man. I’ve never been with an Urth man before,” the dancer said with a breathy whisper. 
 
    “Nor will you,” Lilly said as she tied the bandanna back onto Jon’s head and tucked his ears into it. 
 
    “I’m sure they know all about Urth men. It’s a party! We should all be dancing!” Jon grinned. 
 
    “Jon…” Lilly began when several figures stood up. 
 
    The music stopped as five elven men stepped closer to Jon and the others.  
 
    Lilly faced them as her hand reached for the small of her back. Syndra and Zelda were up from their seats. The male elves glared at Jon as he continued to dance to an unknown beat. 
 
    “Is this what is becoming of our world? Urthling tourists seeing our squalor and enticing our women!” the leader growled. 
 
    Lilly gripped the pistol handle when Jon danced in front of her and faced the five elves. 
 
    “Hold up! I thought this was a party. Shouldn’t we all be dancing and drinking,” Jon smiled. 
 
    The elf clenched his slender jaw. “We should be. Not you.” 
 
    Jon’s smile drooped. “That’s not the party spirit.” 
 
    “Leave, or you will be bleeding in the gutter,” the elf said with a menacing edge. 
 
    Zelda and Syndra were about to step around the table when Lilly made a hand signal behind her back. The witch and sea elf saw it and stayed where they were.  
 
    Lilly stepped back, energy tingling against her very senses. She took her place closer to her crew, all three women watching the exchange. 
 
    Jon lifted a finger. “I don’t think you're in the party mood. I say, you leave and sleep in the gutter… or dirt… or wherever elves sleep who are party poopers,” Jon slurred and stabbed his finger in the elf’s shoulder. 
 
    “What is a party pooper?” the elf asked with a growl. 
 
    “It’s you! You’re the party pooper! It means you poop parties! Uh, I mean, you party in poop! I don’t know… but it’s bad!” 
 
    “You have made an enemy for life,” the elf glared with rage. 
 
    “No… no. I made a party friend for life. Be my party friend,” Jon laughed. 
 
    The elf’s blood flashed with fury as he grabbed a dagger from his belt and pulled it out. Jon’s hands were already reaching out, one grabbing the elf’s wrist and twisting it while the other snatched the dagger and threw it. The elf cried out as the dagger spun and stabbed into a wall. 
 
    “I said, be my party friend!” Jon shouted as he held the elf by the wrist. 
 
    The elf swung his other fist, missing Jon’s head as he bent it to the side. Jon didn’t let go as the elf tried to land a punch. Limb moving in a blur, everyone watched in stark amazement as Jon’s head also blurred, dodging every strike. A sigh fell from Jon’s lips as he twisted the elf’s wrist and a crack filled the air. 
 
    The elf screamed as Jon let go. The elf stumbled back, clutching his broken wrist to his chest. 
 
    Jon lifted his hands. “I am so sorry! Let me see if I can help,” Jon said and took one step closer. 
 
    The other four elves rushed him and an odd bedlam erupted. 
 
    Lilly, Syndra, and Zelda watched as fists flew in a flurry. Jon’s body blurred and spun, moving like a miniature tornado. He chuckled as every elf missed him several times. Legs kicked out and fists tried to land a blow, but instead, they touched air. 
 
    Jon’s body contorted and shifted as the four tried to rush him at once. Stabbing his foot out, one elf tripped and went flying onto his belly. Another missed grabbing the Urthling, tripping over his comrade and hitting the floor. The last two took measured steps and punches, trying to land a hit on Jon. 
 
    Jon’s legs bent and he jumped, his body spinning in the air and landing on a nearby table. Jon lifted his legs like he was dancing on the table, dodging punches. The elves growled as they tried to land one strike or blow, only touching air. Jon kicked up a drink into his hand and guzzled the frothy ale as he danced and dodged the elves. 
 
    “I can do this all night!” Jon sang as he didn’t spill a drop of ale. 
 
    The elf with the broken wrist moved to the dagger in the wall. He pulled it with his remaining good hand, turned and threw it. The dagger spun until the pommel landed squarely in Jon’s hand. Jon hefted the dagger as the two elves tried a different tactic and reached out to grab him. Jon threw the dagger back across the room, the blade stabbing into the elf’s shoulder. 
 
    “ARRGGHHH!” the elf shouted as blood bloomed. 
 
    The fighting stopped as everyone looked to the wounded elf. 
 
    Jon’s eyes widened. “I’m really sorry! I was aiming for your shoulder.” 
 
    “It’s in my shoulder!” the elf shouted before he whimpered and tried to pull it out. 
 
    “Oh, well then, um, sorry,” Jon shrugged. 
 
    The two elves that tripped were back to their feet. The other two tried to grab Jon again. The young man leapt off the table and landed about ten feet away. Feet moved from side to side as he tried to keep his balance. He moved like a drunkard as he couldn’t stand still. 
 
    The four elves rushed him, fists raised. Zelda’s fingers curled into fists, but Lilly held up a hand, her green eyes drinking everything in. 
 
    “Guys, I’m really sorry for what I’m going to do next,” Jon slurred as he weaved on his feet. 
 
    The entire tavern watched in disbelief as elves threw punches and Jon turned sideways, each one missing. Arms shot up, curling around extended arms and Jon ramming his shoulder into them. Two elves went sprawling to the floor, hard. The remaining two tried to turn, but the last thing they saw was two palms speeding toward their eyes and slamming into them. Bodies flipped back like ragdolls and crashed down on their friends. Grunts floated up as Jon weaved on his feet with a bewildered look. 
 
    “I’m… looking for my party friends. Have you seen them?” Jon slurred without looking down. 
 
    The first elf pulled the dagger from his shoulder and dropped it, his jaw slack and eyes not believing what just happened. 
 
    The other elves groaned as they tried to get back up. 
 
    Jon rubbed the side of his head. “I feel so strange, like I’m not in control.” 
 
    The elves slowly stood up. Three of them were hesitant. One of them couldn’t let it go. He roared and charged Jon. The drunken Urth man turned with a smile as the elf charged. His fist raised the elf stared with murderous intent. Jon’s smile faded as he stepped aside, the elf’s fist missing him. Jon’s hands straightened and gave a dozen chops along the elf’s form. The elf made strange choking sounds as Jon chopped against weak points along the elf’s body. Several crunches filled the air before Jon stopped and took a step back. 
 
    The elf whimpered as he crumbled to the floor, his body shivering and his lungs heaving for air. 
 
    “I need another drink,” Jon said as he spun around, weaved to his table, picked up the bottle of rum and took a deep guzzle. 
 
    A glass shattered on the floor and everyone turned their attention to Helga. 
 
    “That’s enough fun! Pick yourselves up and clean up this mess! After that, I’m going to give you a new drink to help calm everyone’s nerves.” 
 
    Helga turned her attention to Lilly across the room. “Get him upstairs! You four can have the master suite for the night, but I want you all gone by morning!” 
 
    Lilly gave a wicked smirk as she stepped around the table and curled her arm around Jon’s arm. Jon looked to her with a confident smile before she pulled him along, Zelda and Syndra following behind them. 
 
    Helga moved to a tray with cups filled with dark liquid. She turned and brought them to her patrons, handing out cups as Lilly, Jon, Syndra, and Zelda took the stairs and were gone from sight. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, Jon fought to keep his balance. No matter how hard he tried, he simply couldn’t walk straight. Lilly fought back giggles as Zelda and Syndra followed with warm smiles. They watched Jon as he moved clumsily down the long hallway. At one point he put his hand out and missed the wall. 
 
    How do I miss the wall? 
 
    Jon chuckled to himself and before he knew it, he stumbled into a large room. Turning around, he barely stood, watching Lilly close the door behind her and locking it. Zelda stood to Lilly’s right and Syndra stood to her left.  
 
    Jon glanced around, seeing the large bed, small adjacent washroom, a simple closet, table, and few bottles of rum and ales next to wooden mugs. Lanterns glowed with a comforting, relaxed light. He turned his attention back to the three elves and gave a silly smile and a shrug of his shoulders. 
 
    “I’m really sorry. I don’t know what happened. Everything is so woozy,” Jon said as he tried to stay standing. 
 
    Lilly took a step forward, her arms crossed and eyes closed. “You have nothing to be sorry about. You defended yourself and they had it coming. It’s what happens next where you should be worried.” 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    Lilly opened her eyes. “You have proven to be troublesome, handsome, fun, and a talented fighter. For all of these things, you must be punished.” 
 
    Syndra stepped next to her Captain, crimson eyes on Jon and her mouth leering. “We haven’t forgotten what you owe us. You had your date fun with Cora, but now, it’s our turn.” 
 
    Zelda stepped to Lilly’s other side, webbed hands flexing. “Cabin Mate needs to pay his dues and we aim to collect.” 
 
    Jon stood, his entire body relaxed. “The three of you going to board my ship?” Jon smirked. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “We are.” 
 
    The mood grew warmer, a heat filling their bodies. 
 
    “Ladies, I have a lot of cargo to unload.” 
 
    “And we are going to take all of it. Take him!” Lilly said and shouted the last part.          
 
    Zelda cracked her knuckles as she approached with a confident razor grin. “Don’t make it any harder than it needs to be.” 
 
    Jon’s limbs were loose as he eyed the tall sea elf. “I thought you liked it hard?” 
 
    Zelda blurted out a laugh before she charged. Jon dug his heels into the floor as his arms swung up. One hand grabbed an extended wrist and the other under her arm. Zelda’s eyes widened before her entire body was lifted, thrown over Jon’s shoulder and landed on her back on the bed. Senses dazzled, her head hung upside down on the bed and watched as Jon turned to Syndra. 
 
    The witch was muttering arcane words when Jon flashed forward and stood a foot from her. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” Jon said truthfully.  
 
    Syndra’s concentration stuttered, the spell fizzling. Before she could recover, Jon grabbed her by the waist and lifted her up. The shadow elf couldn’t stop a happy laugh as she was flung through the air and landed on the bed, next to Zelda. 
 
    Jon turned to the beautiful Captain when the barrel of a pistol touched his chest, hammer cocked. 
 
    Lilly stared with shrewd eyes, her finger moving to the trigger. “Surrender.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare…” Jon managed before the hammer slammed down. 
 
    The pistol clicked, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Ha!” Jon managed before Lilly’s elbow slammed into his chest and sent him stumbling back. 
 
    Jon fought to regain his balance as Lilly capitalized on the attack. She was nearly on him when Jon righted himself, threw his arm under her arm and heaved. Lilly went somersaulting over Jon, one of her boots sliding off and hitting the ceiling. Zelda and Syndra moved to the side as Lilly landed on her back. Slightly stunned, her feet touched the bed, ready to throw her body back up, when Jon was over her. Upside down lips touched Lilly’s lips and pink colored her pale cheeks. The moment was soothing, her eyes half closing and unwilling to break away. 
 
    The same could not be said for Zelda and Syndra. Zelda was up and grabbing Jon. She pulled him to her and locked her arms with his, keeping them behind the young man. Syndra whispered a small incantation and moved a finger. Jon’s pants became undone, peeling open and exposing his hardening manhood. 
 
    “Subdue him,” Lilly giggled as she sat up and crossed her legs. 
 
    Jon smiled as Syndra was to him, her hand taking hold of his member and stroking it.  
 
    “I let you win,” Jon smirked. 
 
    Syndra smiled as she continued to stroke his now steel hard cock. “I have never seen rum behave like that on a person before, but it was only a matter of time before we won. Take your defeat like a man.” 
 
    “Now, now, he is our prisoner. We should give him a little dignity before we unload his cargo,” Lilly said as she watched with seductive eyes. 
 
    “Is this the end?” Jon laughed, the rum soothing his senses as well as Syndra’s touch. 
 
    Zelda’s long tongue snaked out and licked at Jon’s ear. “Your ears are so small. It’s almost sad.” 
 
    Jon shifted his upper body, his arms slipping from her grasp. The sea elf tried to grab at him again. Jon’s hand shot up behind him and gently ran along Zelda’s long, pointed ear. The sea elf’s gaze filled with a deepening heat, unable to capture the prisoner again. 
 
    “I have to do everything,” Syndra smiled and sneered at the same time. 
 
    The shadow elf fell to her knees, a firm grip on Jon’s manhood and licking the end. Jon seethed and Zelda cooed as they were locked in bliss and ear rubbing. The sea elf found herself entranced to Jon, webbed hands grabbing at his shirt and pulling. Jon let go of her ear for a second, coat and shirt shrugged off and thrown aside. Bare-chested, webbed hands ran along his skin as Jon continued to rub her long ear. 
 
    Syndra hummed along her throat as she engulfed Jon’s manhood. Her lips pressed down along sensitive flesh as she began licking and sucking. Jon fought to stay in control, but Syndra’s mouth and Zelda’s touch weakened his resolve. He found himself sobering up as his blood pumped and pleasure took the reins. 
 
    Lilly watched as the crew had their way with her Cabin Mate. Syndra’s lips touched the base of Jon’s cock while Zelda licked at Jon like he was a piece of bloody, hanging meat. The cozy spectacle only heightened the mood as Lilly began shedding her clothes.  
 
    Jon was mesmerized, watching the beautiful red-headed captain throw her hat aside and undo her shirt. Creamy cleavage glowed before the shirt was gone. Jon’s gaze was trapped as Syndra and Zelda held him in place. Wet sounds rose up as the witch enjoyed herself. Tingling touched Jon’s ear and neck as Zelda nearly growled.  
 
    Lilly continued, shedding a piece of clothing at a time. When her leggings came off and were tossed to the side, she moved onto her knees. The elf cupped her own breast as her other hand snaked down over her stomach and touched the edge of her glistening valley. She hesitated and grinned, watching Jon’s eyes not even blink once. 
 
    “The air is so cool without you here, next to me. What is a Captain to do?” Lilly sighed. 
 
    “Don’t. Don’t play this game,” Jon growled as bliss slid over his member with long, steady strokes. 
 
    Lilly’s fingers danced above her valley for a long moment before they slid down and touched her sensitive clit. Pulling the hood back, she massaged herself in slow, circular motions and closing her eyes. 
 
    “I… can’t stop,” Lilly moaned as her hips moved slightly to her own touch. 
 
    Jon watched as a small shudder ran along her body, but she didn’t break the tempo. Wetness touched her fingers as she played with herself, eyes closed. The vision of Lilly letting herself be free overpowered all of Jon’s senses. It struck at him, pushing his needs to the surface. 
 
    Syndra moaned louder as pre-come touched her tongue. The witch upped the tempo, trying to drain Jon’s very lifeforce through his manhood. The heat in the room spiraled. Zelda slathered at Jon before putting her lips to his ear. 
 
    “Surrender,” the sea elf whispered. 
 
    “Never,” Jon groaned as he tried to keep it together. 
 
    Lilly moved her hips to her own touch, rubbing and massaging, her moans growing louder. The Captain peered between nearly shut eyes, seeing Jon’s very spirit breaking. This only caused her to keep rubbing and moaning like an animal in heat. 
 
    “Almost…” Lilly hissed and bit her lip. 
 
    “Dammit!” Jon shouted as his cock thickened. 
 
    Syndra opened her eyes just as spurts of come struck the back of her throat. The shadow elf cooed her approval, sucking and pulling more with each stroke of her tight lips. Drinking down Jon’s seed, the witch’s life force vibrated with power as she felt whole again. 
 
    Syndra pulled back, licking her lips. Zelda looked down to Jon’s still hard member and then back up to her Captain. 
 
    “To me,” Lilly whispered. 
 
    Zelda pushed Jon forward until he was to the edge of the bed. Lilly fell backwards and sat on the bed, her thighs parted. Jon looked down as wetness glistened between her legs and the sun elf gave him a come-hither look. 
 
    “Enjoy your meal,” Zelda laughed before shoving Jon’s face between Lilly’s legs. 
 
    Jon landed right where he wanted to be. Mouth open and tongue out, he gently crashed into Lilly’s valley entrance. The Captain looked down with eager eyes as Jon buried his face between her legs. When his tongue grazed her throbbing clit, her nerves lit up and she hissed. Hand clamping down on Jon’s head, she kept him in place as he slathered at her nub. 
 
    Zelda helped Syndra to her feet. The witch looked to her friend in slight confusion. Zelda grinned, taking hold of the witch’s clothes and began to undress her. Syndra complied as her cloak fell away and her one-piece unhooked from her shoulders and slid down her body. When she was fully nude, Syndra made her way to the bed and flopped onto one side. 
 
    Zelda undressed, nearly ripping her own clothes off. When the tall sea elf was naked, she stepped closer and eyed what was happening. 
 
    Lilly was breathing faster, pink touching her cheeks and along her neck. She looked down as Jon played and gnawed on her like a mongrel animal. The sensations caused her nerves to flare, brighter and brighter along her body. A shudder flashed as she fought to stay in control. 
 
    Jon was lost to Lilly’s sea. He gulped, licked, slathered, and nibbled as he was caught in her gravity. His cock still rock hard, he wanted nothing more than to hold her down and spear her until she gave up the fight. The sun elf hid many things, but she didn’t hide her affections for him and the crew. 
 
    “Captain,” Syndra said with a seductive tone. 
 
    Lilly turned her head to Syndra’s lips touching hers. The two elves lingered, enjoying the familiar taste of each other. Zelda slipped onto the bed on the other side. She watched with comforting warmth as Jon stayed to task between Lilly’s legs and the Captain bonding once again with her witch. 
 
    Zelda’s webbed hand reached out, fingers running along Jon’s back. The sea elf’s other hand touched and squeezed Lilly’s thigh. The heat grew with each passing moment, the four of them caught to primal desires. 
 
    Lilly pulled away from Syndra, breathing heavy. “I… need… his… cargo,” she uttered in the throes of lust. 
 
    The three elves grabbed Jon and pulled at once. Jon managed to glimpse the trio of elves as they pulled him onto the bed. Lilly shifted and Jon was thrown on his back. Jon was about to grab Lilly and force her on him when Zelda and Syndra took hold of his arms and pinned them down.  
 
    Lilly moved with caged power, crawling on all fours over Jon as his member stood at attention. A wisp of red hair covered one eye, but Jon could still read her intentions with the uncovered green eye. It spoke of mad lust. There was no reasoning with her and Jon had surrendered. Muscles relaxing, he laid in the bed as Lilly took hold of his member. 
 
    “I could have shot you,” Lilly said with insanity filled emerald colored eyes. 
 
    “No, you couldn’t. Not because you weren’t able to. You couldn’t shoot me because we love and trust each other,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Lilly stared for a long moment, the words rattling her spirit before a mischievous smirk formed. With a firm hold of Jon’s throbbing member, she sank down, impaling herself on his thick spear. Thick inches slid into Lilly’s tight, wet space. Worlds blended and bliss roared. When she reached the hilt, she stayed there, allowing herself a moment to adjust to his size. 
 
    “Release him. He is ours,” the Captain whispered. 
 
    Syndra and Zelda let go of Jon’s arms. The young man snapped up, his arms wrapping around Lilly’s waist and keeping her to him. Breasts shoved in his face as he looked up. Admiring her beauty as she struggled in his arms. 
 
    “Jon… I,” Lilly struggled to find the words. 
 
    Jon gave a smug smile, watching and feeling Lilly’s body betray her, trying to move on his manhood. The struggle continued until she grabbed at Jon’s neck and pressed her nails against the sides. Jon’s grip weakened and it was enough. Lilly slammed her palms against his chest, forcing him down onto his back. Jon’s hands clamped on her waist and the two moved to a lustful symphony.  
 
    Syndra ran her hands along Jon and Lilly’s bodies. The witch’s fingers touched sensitive spots along their rutting forms. When a drop of mana dripped from her finger and sank into flesh, Lilly and Jon cried out. Pleasure splashed against their souls and they were caught in its tide. 
 
    Zelda lay naked on her side, watching the loving affection and throes of passion. “I love our family. I wish it could stay like this, forever.” 
 
    The words hung in the air as all heard it. Sweetness and longing clashed into a soup of love and lust. Bodies reached the brink, all three of them holding hands in a dreamscape before they jumped. 
 
    Lilly’s body trembled before she sucked in air. Her nerves tightened to the breaking point and when Jon drove his member deeper, Lilly let out a soul crushing moan. The elf’s inner world lit up as the dam shattered. Light engulfed Lilly’s senses before a pounding heat caused her to melt into a puddle of distilled bliss. The climax flashed and a wave of ecstasy submerged Lilly’s senses. The moment the bliss began to recede, another wave smashed into her, sending her spirit tumbling along. 
 
    Jon clutched at Lilly’s hips as his cock thickened. He groaned loudly before his seed spurted into her tight world. The red-headed elf clamped down like a vice, milking Jon’s member with each push and pull of their bodies. The couple’s eyes rolled into their heads, their bodies moving to the needs of their own desires. Pleasure rained down as they continued until their bodies trembled in exhaustion.  
 
    Lilly let out a long moan before she fell onto Jon, not breaking the connection. Jon’s pinned hips continued to thrust, forcing the last drop of his seed into Lilly’s already full inner world. 
 
    Zelda gave an impish smile, watching them as they could hardly stop themselves. The scent of sex filled every corner of the room and the sea elf drank it in like it was life itself. 
 
    Syndra lay on her side, watching as the two slowly began to regain their senses. “Captain, permission to board?” 
 
    Lilly lazily lifted her head and looked down on Jon as he regained his wits. “Permission granted. You and the First Mate take what you wish. It’s going to be a long night and he has plenty of cargo to steal.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Syndra, Zelda, and Jon said in unison before all four broke into warm laughter. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two moons rose up into the black sky, their light painting a path along calm waters. The townsfolk of Soul Drink moved about, some laughing and others whispering sweet nothings in dark alleys. Rats scurried about under the moonlight, searching for a morsel of food from trash on the ground. 
 
    In the shadows of a thin alley, an elf stood. Her hat was wide enough for darkness to cover her eyes but locks of pink hair draped over her shoulders. Creamy cleavage glowed in the moonlight as a pink top and corset hugged her hourglass form. 
 
    The elf waited, a hand on her sword and her eyes taking in her surroundings. From across the way, another elf emerged from a dark alley and crossed the dirt road. Green spikes of hair formed a mohawk along the elf’s head. Black leather clothes covered his body. One hand flexed while something metal shined where his left hand should be. 
 
    The pink-haired elf waited until the other elf approached. The two stood in the shadows of the alley, the male with green spiked hair giving the pink-haired elf an angry and amused look. 
 
    “I almost left,” the female elf smirked. 
 
    “Yea, you know I have what you need,” the male elf said with a guttural growl. 
 
    “Give it to me,” the elf laughed. 
 
    The odd elf reached into a side satchel and pulled out a bag. He handed it over and the pink-haired elf hefted it in her hand. 
 
    “Feels light.” 
 
    “Count it. It’s all there.” 
 
    The female elf put the bag in her satchel and closed it shut. “They’re in the master suite of the Laughing Rat.” 
 
    The elf with the mohawk grinned, his eyes lightning up. 
 
    “The bounty only wants her alive, but I suggest you keep her crew alive as well. You may get more gold for whatever information they may have.” 
 
    “It depends on how quietly they surrender.” 
 
    The pink-haired elf shook her head. “The man with them, there is something about him. Be on your guard.” 
 
    “Getting soft or superstitious? It doesn’t matter. I’m going to get paid and my pound of flesh, all in one shot. Go back to your ship and forget we even met. Tonight, her rebellion dies.” 
 
    The pink-haired elf raised her gaze, catching the moons as they rose higher in the sky. 
 
    “If you’re right, may Vala watch over our cursed souls,” the elf sighed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    Oval eyes opened to a dark room filled with inky shadows. Lilly blinked, feeling warmth at her back and the gentle breathing of her crew. Shafts of moonlight filtered through the glass window and painted the wooden floor.  
 
    Lilly turned her body slightly and looked over to the others in bed. Jon slept in the middle, Syndra, and Zelda draped on him. The young man had a stupid smile on his face, even as he slept. Glancing to the others, they too had warm, happy smiles. Zelda whispered in her sleep, talking to dreams and snuggling closer to Jon. 
 
    Memories washed on the shores of Lilly’s mind as she remembered being exhausted as Zelda and Syndra couldn’t stop themselves. Jon seemed to have extra energy, the three of them making love even as Lilly fell to slumber’s embrace. She had her fill of lovemaking and knew she needed a good night’s sleep for the plans of the day. Biting her lip, she wished their time here was a little more relaxed. The thought of the four of them making love for days curled along her heart. It would have been magical, if duty didn’t dictate their futures. 
 
    A pointed ear twitched. Something touched Lilly’s senses and her warm smile vanished. Gently moving to the edge of the bed, her long legs bent over the side and touched the floor. She moved silently, picking up her satchel, clothes and pistol. With haste, she made her way to the private washroom and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Jon’s eyes fluttered open. He wasn’t sure why he woke up until he turned his gaze to the washroom door closing and Lilly no longer in the bed. Syndra kissed Jon’s chest as Zelda pressed her face to the side of his head. Trapped, he did nothing but lay there, enjoying their bodies pressed to his. Serenity filled his muscles, the hours of debauchery filling his thoughts and his manhood rising one again. 
 
    Not now or we’ll never get any sleep. 
 
    Despite Jon’s internal protests, his manhood refused direct orders, standing at attention and begging to wake the beautiful elves on each side of him. 
 
    Maybe one more time? Two more times? What time is it? Do we have enough time for three more times? 
 
    Jon silently chuckled to himself until a loud creak was heard in the distance. 
 
    Zelda and Syndra woke immediately. The two elves rose up, looking around and their long ears twitching. 
 
    Jon parted his lips to speak, only for Zelda to press a finger to him, signaling to be quiet. Syndra flowed out of the bed, grabbed her clothes and began to dress. Zelda and Jon moved to the edge of the bed when the washroom door opened. 
 
    Lilly stepped out fully dressed and her hat on. “Get dressed. We’re leaving,” the Captain said with a commanding whisper. 
 
    Everyone dressed in a hurry. Lilly moved closer to the door, pistol in hand. She stood silently, her ears taking in the sounds of boots and the drawing of blades and daggers. A click of a pistol caused her ears to stiffen. 
 
    The Captain lifted her arm and pointed to the window. Syndra nodded and stepped over. Fingers opened the lock and lifted it slowly, as to not make a sound. Another creak filled the building, followed by another.  
 
    Lilly’s eyes narrowed as she counted twenty, maybe twenty-five elves. Checking her pistol, tiny tendrils of mists flowed from the sides as a frost round was locked and loaded. 
 
    The last piece of clothing on, the crew stood with heightened senses. Syndra opened the window just as a loud creak filled the hall beyond the door. Lilly motioned them to move when something crashed into the thick door, shaking it violently. The sounds of stealth fell away to a storm of boots as several bodies banded together and rushed the door. Lilly pointed her pistol and pulled the trigger just as the door crashed opened. The frost round struck the edge of the door, ice blasting in all directions and momentarily halting the enemies on the other side.  
 
    With timed skill, the pistol clicked open, the spent shell ejecting and Lilly sliding in a new one. “Out the window, now!” 
 
    Syndra was about to go first when Zelda grabbed the witch’s shoulder. The lanky sea elf crawled out of the window onto a small ledge. With a simple leap, she was on the ground when several elves rushed out of the darkness and toward her. Webbed hands formed into fists as the elves charged, blades and daggers in hands. Zelda smirked as her long arm swung out, crashing into an elf’s cheek and sent him spiraling sideways. 
 
    Syndra was next, climbing out and jumping. She landed next to Zelda as several elves tried to cut the sea elf. Words of power bloomed as nearby water shot into the air, formed orbs and shot down to the witch’s commands. Zelda grabbed an elf, lifted him up by the shoulder and threw him at one of his compatriots when orbs of water spun around her, knocking away elves with each pass. 
 
    Upstairs, the door crashed open and sent ice shards across the floor. Elves rushed in as Lilly pulled the trigger. An ice bolt struck an elf in the chest, causing him to grunt and fly back into his companions. Lilly was already reloading and Jon was at her side. 
 
    “Get out of here!” Lilly commanded. 
 
    “Not without you!” Jon shot back. 
 
    The pair backed up as more elves spilled in, sizing up the situation. An elf with a green spiky mohawk stepped in, his mouth twisted into an evil smile. 
 
    “Captain Sawblade,” Lilly hissed as she and Jon backed up to the window. 
 
    “You remembered,” Sawblade grinned. “Here I thought you forgot about me.” 
 
    Lilly looked down at Sawblade’s left hand, seeing nothing more than a strange metal stump and a wicked looking round saw blade. 
 
    “I did, but seeing your stump again, I know you never forgot about me,” Lilly smirked. 
 
    Sawblade’s smile vanished and was replaced with contained rage. “I need you alive, but the bounty didn’t say anything about you being in one piece.” 
 
    Jon watched as the elf with the pointed green mohawk lifted his left arm. A gem along the metal encasing his stump glowed and the round saw blade began to spin like a carpenter’s saw. The vibrating whirl filled the bedroom as he took a step closer. 
 
    The rest of his crew stepped in just behind and to the sides of their Captain, bodies eager for violence. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Jon asked as he was ready to go toe to toe with the elves. 
 
    “We run,” Lilly smiled and pulled the trigger.  
 
    The frost bolt streaked through the room and shattered as Sawblade’s saw sliced in in midair. The resulting magical explosions stunned everyone, but Lilly and Jon as they turned and jumped out of the window.  
 
    Jon’s eyes widened as he fell. Zelda turned, arms out as she caught Jon and the Captain. The sea elf gently put them down as elves littered the road around them. 
 
    “To the ship! We are leaving!” Lilly commanded as she broke into a run and reloaded her pistol. 
 
    The group dashed down the road as bodies spilled out of the Laughing Rat. Sawblade growled as he gave chase, his crew close behind. 
 
    Moonlight painted the town between the lantern lights as three elves and an Urthling pumped their legs. Jon glanced back to see a large group of elves chasing them, one of them lifting a pistol and pulling the trigger. An energy bolt cut through the air, Jon pushing Lilly to the side and the bolt missing her by inches.  
 
    Lilly gave Jon a quick, small smile as they rushed through the town of Soul Drink. Zelda and Syndra moved behind Jon and Lilly. The witch commanded her water orbs to shoot backwards. Six orbs crashed into six elves with the force of heavy stones. Bodies were thrown back, their legs swinging into the air. Other elves pushed their falling comrades away as they pressed on, murderous intent in their eyes. 
 
    A small crowd of townsfolk were mulling about when Lilly, Jon, and the others ran past. Lilly made a sharp whistle, the group of townsfolk seeing them run with mugs of coffee in their hands. When they turned their attention to the large group of elves pursuing Lilly’s group, brows hardened. 
 
    “They’re trying to hurt Captain Silk! Get em!” one of the taller elves shouted. 
 
    The group came at Sawblade’s group from the side, tackling several of them and punching with reckless intent. Sawblade’s growl grew louder as he led the charge, half of his crew falling to townsfolk as an open brawl filled the dirt road. 
 
    “What the?” Jon huffed as he glanced over his shoulder at the fighting on the street. 
 
    “Never hurt anyone who brings gifts,” Lilly smiled as she swiveled her upper body, aimed and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Sawblade’s blade shot up, slicing away the frost round in another explosion of light and ice. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Captain?” Zelda asked as they continued to run. 
 
    Lilly turned, ejecting a spent shell and sliding in a fire round. She looked ahead to the docks, seeing the Dark Heart and on the other side of the very same dock, a larger vessel with a green flag and a round white saw blade. 
 
    “It’s going to be a fight. Board the Dark Heart. Zelda, pull up the anchor. Syndra, ready the cannons. Jon, stay at my side as we fight onto the ship and defend it,” Lilly shouted. 
 
    “Bloody Silk! I’m coming for you!” Sawblade howled as he pumped his legs. 
 
    Jon pushed himself to move faster when a memory hit him. “Sawblade is the captain whose hand you cut off!” 
 
    Lilly smirked and nodded. 
 
    Jon let out a laugh and a huff as they powered down the road toward the docks. 
 
    Syndra’s hands were up and arcane words filled the air. Water rushed up from nearby barrels and troughs, forming spears and darting toward Sawblade’s crew. Elves leapt to the side. One was skewered in the leg, his body collapsing and screaming in pain. Sawblade sliced one water spear down the middle, his eyes wild with manic glee as he was gaining on them. 
 
    Ahead, thirty elves stormed off Sawblade’s ship and filled the dock, blocking the path to Lilly’s ship. Chains filled their hands as they waited with confident sneers. 
 
    “Syndra, we need to get on our ship!”  
 
    The witch nodded as she whispered another incantation. Once the word of power was spoken, magical power flared. Large orbs of water burst up from all around. The orbs rushed to the crew of four. Water wrapped around arms and legs and with a small leap, all four were floating through the air. 
 
    Jon stared down as he sailed through the air. Zelda grinned as Lilly kept her eyes on the prize. Syndra grunted as she tried to maintain control. The four flew over the edge of town and soared closer to the ship.  
 
    On the dock, several elves pulled out crossbows, lifted them up and aimed. Lilly pointed her pistol at the dead center of the dock and pulled the trigger. Sawblade’s crew pulled on the triggers, bolts shooting up at the soaring crew. A fireball streaked down as bolts shot past it. The bolts missed as the Lilly’s crew began to descend.  
 
    The fireball streaked toward the dock, many elves diving for the water as it struck the dock and exploded. Lilly reloaded as flames and smoke billowed up from the dock, preventing Sawblade’s crew from climbing back on. 
 
    Jon and the rest landed on the deck of the Dark Heart. Syndra fell onto her hands and knees, breathing heavy as if she used a great deal of her power. 
 
    “We can rest when we’re dead! To your duties!” Lilly shouted. 
 
    Zelda helped Syndra up to her feet before rushing to the anchor mechanism. Webbed hands took hold and she began to push. 
 
    Syndra weaved as she made her way to the door to the deck below. She glanced over her shoulder to Jon and Lilly as they stood by the railing. The shadow elf turned her attention to her orders and rushed down the stairs to the cannons. 
 
    “Stay by me and put your luck to our defense,” Lilly ordered as she reloaded a new fire round. 
 
    “Gangplank is up, how are they…” Jon didn’t finish as a spear shot past him and stabbed into the deck floor.  
 
    Jon followed the rope attached to it, crossing over to high platforms on Sawblade’s ship. Elves shouted and laughed as a few more lifted up round cylinders, spear points gleaming in the firelight of the burning dock. With a shout, three more spears blasted out, two stabbing into the deck and another into the mast. 
 
    “Pull them out!” Lilly commanded as she aimed and fired off a round. 
 
    Jon rushed to a spear, took hold and pulled. Muscles strained and luckily, the spear came loose, Jon chucking it over the side. He rushed to another, but the moment he took hold, several more stabbed into the deck. 
 
    “There’s too many!” Jon shouted. 
 
    “Keep pulling them out! We just have to keep them busy long enough for the cannons,” Lilly shouted back over the chaos and fired her pistol. 
 
    Zelda grunted as she rushed to pull up the anchor. Thick chains clinked as the anchor slowly rose up. A spear shot past the sea elf’s head, but she stayed to task, pushing with all her might to bring the anchor up. 
 
    Below deck, Syndra moved to a chest and slammed it open. Hands took hold of a cannonball covered in arcane symbols. The witch moved to the starboard cannons, opened the first one and shoved the cannonball in. She closed it and cocked back the hammer before moving to the chest again and pulling out another cannonball. She glanced at the three cannons on this side, two more to load. 
 
    Outside, Sawblade rushed to the edge of the burning dock. With his good hand, he pointed at the flames. Several of his crew were at the railing of their ship, tossing buckets of water to douse the flames. Elves in the water, climbed onto the dock while others splashed water on the flames to put them out. 
 
    “I want them alive you fools!” Sawblade shouted as he watched the chaos before him. 
 
    On the Dark Heart, Lilly fired her pistol again, a fireball hitting the side of the ship and blackening a small section of the hull and forcing some of the elves along the railing to retreat from the smoke. 
 
    “Syndra!” Lilly shouted. 
 
    The witch pushed the last cannonball in, slammed the end closed and pulled back on the hammer.  
 
    “Fully loaded Captain!” Syndra shouted from below deck. 
 
    Jon pulled a spear loose as he turned. Light and smoke rose up from the dock as Lilly stared at the other elves with no hint of fear. The red-headed Captain aimed her pistol, her appearance making her powerful. Hope bloomed as Lilly’s mouth opened to give the command to fire. 
 
    Zelda pushed until she heard a loud click. The sea elf grabbed the chain and hooked it onto the anchor wheel. Turning around, she was ready to fight when pain stabbed through her shoulder. 
 
    Jon turned his gaze from Lilly, horror chilling his heart. A spear stabbed through Zelda’s shoulder as a webbed hand rose up to grab it. The rope connected to the spear became taut. Zelda’s gaze connected with Jon’s eyes before a hint of sadness touched her expression. 
 
    “Forget about me and keep figh…” Zelda managed before the rope yanked back and lifted the sea elf off the deck. 
 
    Jon watched as pulleys on the other ship trembled, pulling the tall sea elf over the smoldering dock, swinging over to the enemy ship and falling to the deck. 
 
    “Syndra! Hold your fire!” Lilly shouted. 
 
    “NO!” Jon shouted as he rushed to the edge of the deck.  
 
    Stepping on a pressure plate, the gangplank from the Dark Heart slid out and slammed down on the blackened dock, knocking one enemy elf back into the water. 
 
    Jon was already running down the gangplank, fists ready as he crashed into a bunch of elves and knocked them off their feet. Fists shot out, somehow missing him as he charged like a boulder. Jon’s heart beat like an engine as each swing of his fist connected, sending an elf crashing into others. Purpose and conviction blasted away any other thought as he barreled toward the enemy ship’s gangplank and set foot on it. 
 
    “Syndra! Rescue mission! Fire on my command!” Lilly said as she stepped over to a spear. 
 
    The Captain took hold of the taut rope, her boot slamming into the side of the spear and forcing it from the wood. Pistol in other hand, the rope pulled, sending Lilly straight into the air and swinging to the enemy ship. Eyes glowed like cold pools of light as Sawblade’s crew shouted for her to come down. Lilly swung, catching a glimpse of Sawblade marching across the dock and Jon fighting his way onto the ship. 
 
    Zelda rose up slightly from the deck before legs and fists came crashing down. The sea elf struggled, a dozen limbs pounding on her. Muscles gave out and she crashed face first onto the deck. 
 
    “Fucking sea trash!” an elf shouted, pulled back a leg and went to kick her in the face. 
 
    Zelda turned her face to the kick, her mouth instantly growing larger and rows of teeth stabbed out along the insides. The elf’s boot went into her mouth and the sea elf clamped down, severing the foot as blood sprayed across her face. The elf screamed as he fell, clutching at his leg. 
 
    Zelda swallowed the whole boot and foot as she rose up to her webbed feet, her face painted in blood. Her eyes turned black as the crew hesitated.  
 
    “Feeding time,” Zelda said with a bloody grin with the spear still in her shoulder before she charged into the fray. 
 
    The Dark Heart began to drift as Syndra stared out from the cannon portal. She watched as her friends and lovers fought tooth and nail, her body close to the firing mechanism. 
 
    On the enemy’s gangplank, Jon’s body was a typhoon, striking elves like they weighed nothing and sending them over the side. He pushed on, not a single hit touching his body. Making it onto the deck, he watched as Zelda moved like an unleashed monster. Blood painted her body as she grabbed an elf by the arm, snapped it and pulled. The limb came off with a sickening crunch, blood spraying across the deck. Screams punched at the air as Zelda roared. 
 
    An elf took hold of the rope still connected to Zelda’s body and pulled. A few others saw what he was doing and rushed to the rope and took hold. Zelda was about to grab another elf when the spear slid back in her shoulder and the barb stabbed again into her flesh. She lost her balance, stumbling to the side as a group of elves rushed her, fists raised. 
 
    Jon charged the elves with the rope. He leapt at them, his shoulder knocking into an elf cheek and sent him flying. Jon’s attack became a whirlwind, fighting elves as they tried to fight back. Their attacks almost seemed to slide off of him as he landed perfect strikes every time. 
 
    Lilly let go of the rope and landed on the deck. An elf turned to her just as she shoved her pistol into his stomach and pulled the trigger. The fiery explosion sent the elf’s lifeless body up and over the edge, falling into the water with a hissing sizzle. 
 
    The Captain of the Dark Heart charged into battle as she reloaded. The moment the shell slid into place, she flicked her wrist, closing the pistol chamber. An elf rushed her and was greeted with the butt of the pistol to his nose. Blood spurted before Lilly drove her heel into his knee and sent him crashing to the floor. 
 
    Jon fought through the tangled mess of bodies and blood, trying to reach Zelda’s side. The sea elf roared as she threw an elf thirty feet into the air and over the side. Time slowed down as Jon and Zelda reached each other. The two turned around and put their backs to each other, fighting off the gang of elves as they rushed them. Lilly appeared at their side, turning her back and the three fought like wild wolves. 
 
    Sawblade stepped onto his ship. He watched as the carnage bubbled, the man and two women fighting off his entire crew like they were new sailors who never stepped on a ship. 
 
    “Pistol,” Sawblade said and held out his right hand.  
 
    A pistol was placed in the waiting palm. The Captain aimed the barrel at Zelda’s head as she rose high above anyone else on deck. When she roared again, he pulled the trigger. 
 
    Jon turned his head, his fist ramming into an elf’s face when he saw an energy bolt cross the deck and slam into the side of Zelda’s head. Shock blasted his nerves as Zelda’s eyes rolled into her head and she fell like a sack of rocks to the deck floor. 
 
    “Reload,” Sawblade said with a wild grin as he handed the pistol back to one of his crew. 
 
    Jon turned to the grinning elf, fury causing his body to twitch before he charged.  
 
    On the Dark Heart, Syndra watched with unblinking eyes as she saw Zelda fall. 
 
    “No!” the witch cried out as she took hold of a cannon, tilted it toward the cannon ports of the enemy ship and slammed her hand down on the cannon’s trigger. 
 
    Light flashed and stabbed out as a cannonball burst into a flaming fireball and slammed into the enemy ship. The explosion rocked the vessel, everyone trying to grab hold of something as it shuddered. 
 
    Jon crossed the distance and rammed his knee into Sawblade’s stomach. The elf grunted as he fell back and sliced with his spinning saw. Jon’s body bent back, the saw missing his nose by an inch before he snapped forward and rammed his fist into the elf’s side. Sawblade grunted as he swung his saw wildly with Jon dodging each strike before delivering punches after each swing. 
 
    Syndra moved to the second cannon, aimed it and slammed the trigger. Another fireball shot out, striking an enemy cannon portal and explosions rippling. The witch moved to the third and last one, tilting it and her hand raised. 
 
    “Return fire!” Sawblade shouted as he tried to keep Jon at bay. 
 
    Jon grunted as he fought, nailing the enemy captain with blow after blow, his body working like a perfect machine. The image of Zelda falling haunted him, driving power into his punches and knocking the elf off balance. 
 
    Lilly was over Zelda, kicking, punching and blasting any elf stupid enough to fight her. She watched through the chaos as Jon was unhinged, fighting like a cornered animal. 
 
    Syndra’s hand slammed down on the trigger just as the remaining cannons on the other ship went off. The dock between them became no elf’s land as cannons roared at point blank range. One of the cannons on the enemy ship misfired as flames from Syndra’s blast engulfed the elves around it. 
 
    Syndra dove for the floor as the side of the Dark Heart blasted in from explosions. Fire licked at the witch as she tried to get back up. The ship rocked as she fought to stay standing. Smoke billowed, filling the deck. The witch coughed and hacked as she rushed to the steps. Blinded by smoke, she felt her way through the familiar ship. Taking the stairs, she clumsily took two steps at a time until she burst onto the main deck. 
 
    The witch stared as flames consumed one side of the Dark Heart. Fire leapt up to the sails and they caught. Flames ran along the fabric, turning it into ash right before her eyes. Syndra touched the side of her face, her cheek badly burned. She struggled to stand, making her way toward the burning side of the Dark Heart to see her friends. 
 
    Lilly blasted an elf, his body crumpling to the flames before a fist struck her head from behind. Lilly turned with a roundhouse kick, slamming her boot into a midsection before bringing the butt of her pistol down on the back of the elf’s head. The Captain fought with skill until shoulders rammed into her side. Lilly was knocked to the floor before several elves were on her, punching with brutal intent. 
 
    Sawblade swung his saw, cutting across Jon’s chest, slicing through clothes and barely nicking his chest. Jon backed off as Sawblade huffed. 
 
    “You’re beaten!” Sawblade growled. 
 
    Jon took a step forward, ready to finish what he began when Sawblade let out a manic chuckle. 
 
    “Fire again!” the elf Captain shouted. 
 
    Jon lifted his gaze to see Syndra standing behind the flames across the side of the Dark Heart. Jon watched the fear and sadness painting her expression. She mouthed something he couldn’t hear. 
 
    Cannons blasted out, thick fireballs striking the burning side of the Dark Heart and exploding. Shockwaves rippled across the dock, burning wood blasting into the air. An explosion rocked the mast and the entire ship shifted. Syndra’s body was knocked back before flames and smoke rose up, the witch gone from sight.  
 
    “Keep firing!” Sawblade laughed. 
 
    Something inside Jon cracked. The brightness of his spirit shifted to something darker. Pain needled at the back of his neck as the world around him took sharp lines. Pushing his luck to the breaking point, it shattered as he burst forward. 
 
    Sawblade aimed his saw at the charging Jon. The crystal along his wrist blinked out and the saw stopped spinning. Sawblade lifted his brow just before Jon’s fist landed. Sawblade’s back hit the railing as the cannons roared underneath him. Explosions pummeled the Dark Heart as it was set adrift, flames consuming it. 
 
    A large gang of elves rushed to their Captain’s side, watching as blood spurted from his nose and mouth as Jon struck him over and over again.  
 
    The world went silent, Jon only able to hear his own heartbeat in his ears. Sawblade’s face puffed up from repeated punches, but Jon couldn’t stop himself. Jon saw red as he punched Sawblade in the ribs and saw the elf twist in anguish. There was no reasoning as the people he loved were hurt or dying. He knew they wouldn't make it unless he shifted fate to his side. When several more explosions ripped through what was left of the Dark Heart, Jon’s soul cried out for blood. The needling pain grew as he pushed his body beyond its limits.  
 
    Several more explosions flared up in the small distance, the Dark Heart sinking. 
 
    Syndra. 
 
    Her name sent power to every cell of Jon’s body. The gang of elves were on him and were quickly greeted with Jon’s elbows and kicks. The lone man turned, fighting like a mad man. Jon glimpsed elves kicking and punching Lilly as she was down, her body covering Zelda’s unconscious form. 
 
    Golden light flashed along Jon’s eyes as he barreled into the gang of elves. 
 
    A tight rope to a sail snapped, as chaos stormed on deck. It shot like a whip as Jon punched in an elf’s throat. Rearing back his fist to take down another elf, the rope snapped against the back of his head. The strike was so hard and fast, Jon was sent stumbling forward, his world in muted pain. Heat and blood spilled from the back of his head as he stumbled into elves. Their fists rained down, punching with power. Overwhelming force pummeled Jon. Arms and legs shaking, he tried to stay standing. The daze and confusion drowned out his light. A punch to the temple, and Jon was spiraling down to the deck. When he landed, the attacks continued and bodies piled on him. The last thing he saw was a boot rearing back and smashing into his face. 
 
    *** 
 
    Syndra floated in dark waters. Eyes slowly opened before she realized she wasn’t breathing. The last of her air was used to whisper a simple spell. An aura engulfed her before she opened her mouth and allowed seawater into her lungs. Pain surged as she breathed. It hurt every time she cast that spell, but she quickly grew used to it, taking oxygen from saltwater. 
 
    What remained of the Dark Heart floated down not far from her. Stalks of sea kelp waved to the currents as the destroyed ship sank lower and touched the bottom. Silt bloomed as most of the ship settled down. 
 
    Syndra touched her cheek, skin raw and burning in the saltwater. The witch ignored it. Weakness filled her tired muscles, the witch feeling her lifeforce weakening. Looking down on her body, she saw that a thick piece of sharp wood had penetrated her side. Even in the darkness, she could see clearly with her crimson eyes her blood leaking out into the ocean. 
 
    My time in this world has come to an end. 
 
    Syndra smiled, knowing that fate had come for her at last. There was no fear or anguish. Just a simple understanding that her thread had reached its end. 
 
    Red eyes turned to the destroyed Dark Heart. 
 
    My Captain needs her ship. 
 
    The witch spoke arcane words. Power drained from the very sea and her life force, pulling together to Syndra’s command. The shadow elf pointed her open palms, fingers twisting to the incantation. A glow bloomed, surrounding the edges of the sunken ship. Syndra smiled as wood began to reform and connect. The ship’s broken parts moved through the murky water, connecting and fusing together.  
 
    Syndra’s hands moved like a conductor to a symphony, pulling the very ship together, piece by piece. Mirth touched her soul as she watched the ship reform and become whole. Lifting her hands, the ship began to rise. She watched as the ship blasted up from the water and floated, the remaining water snaking out to her commands. 
 
    When the ship was free of water, Syndra’s inner light grew dim. The witch felt the last of her lifeforce slipping away. She drifted underwater, closing her eyes and accepting her death, the ocean her tomb for eternity. 
 
    A splash above caused the sea witch’s eyes to barely open. A figure swam down, their pale skin glowing in the dark waters. 
 
    Syndra closed her eyes again, knowing it was far too late. The last bit of her life drained into the sea as the figure took hold of the shadow elf and pulled her close. The figure swam upwards, taking Syndra’s limp body with her. 
 
    Eryn surfaced, holding Syndra with her. The cleric swam to the shore and pulled Syndra onto land by her arm. The elf struggled, grunting and heaving, pulling the shadow elf onto the sandy beach. 
 
    The cleric fell to Syndra’s side, turned the shadow elf onto her stomach. Placing her hands on Syndra’s back, a pale white light engulfed Eryn’s hands. She stared down with blank eyes as healing energy soaked into the witch. Power forced the thick shard from Syndra’s side, the wound closing up. The cleric was on her knees, feeling the burns to Syndra’s cheeks melt away and be replaced with smooth, dark skin.  
 
    The cleric gave a wry smile as Syndra’s eyes opened and she coughed up a thick stream of sea water. The pale light around Eryn’s hands died and she fell back on her rump, breathing heavy. 
 
    Syndra coughed and gagged, clearing out the sea water from her lungs and taking a deep inhale of breath. 
 
    Eryn stood up and walked into the water up to her ankles. Her hands on her hips and her thin cleric robe clinging to her form, she stared at a large cluster of souls in a sea of darkness.  
 
    Syndra turned her head and stared out across the moonlit waters to a damaged ship sailing off into the night. 
 
    “We… have to… save them,” Syndra coughed as she struggled to sit up. 
 
    Eryn nodded. “We do. Thank the goddess I know where they are going.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
      The rocking of the ship soothed bruised muscles. Jon’s eyes slowly opened, taking in the worn, metal bars around him. Confusion colored his thoughts as he remained still, his eyes moving from side to side. A throbbing ache filled every part of his body. A lantern hanging off a peg, swayed to the gentle rocking motion. 
 
    Several cages stood, built into the ship walls. Most of them were empty, except for one where Zelda lay. Jon stared, seeing that her chest was moving but she didn’t stir. Her face was turned away as she lay on her stomach.  
 
    Jon’s eyes moved to the side, seeing Lilly almost naked and her wrists above her, clamped in chains. She hung forward, her long red hair obscuring her face. Dark purple bruises covered her body. Small clothes covered her womanhood and a wrap covered her breasts. Aside from that, she wore nothing else. The swaying of the ship caused the sun elf to sway with it. 
 
    Jon struggled to get up. Pain flared, but he forced himself to sit up. A metal cup of brown water sat in his cell. Thirst grabbed him like a scorpion’s stinger. A shaky hand reached out, picked up the cup and drank it down. The brown water was bitter, but it slaked his thirst for the moment. 
 
    The young man sat back, feeling the iron bars. He tried to call out, but his voice wouldn’t work properly. When he tried again, strange swirls filled his mind and gaze. It was slight at first, barely noticeable. Soon, it consumed him. The pain went away, but the lack of coherent thoughts caused him to slump in his cell and simply blink. 
 
    I have to wake Lilly. We have to get out of here! 
 
    The thoughts slid along his mind, but his body refused to act. The swirls deepened. The wood of the ship crawled and breathed like a living creature. Iron bars slithered like vertical snakes. The air tasted of salt and fish. The hay that lined his cage, moved like worms around him. Focus came and went like the tides, Jon lost for long moments. 
 
    On the other side of the chamber, a heavy door opened. Sawblade stepped in, several elves following him. The enemy Captain moved with regal confidence as he approached the cells. He looked down on Jon, a sneer forming. 
 
    “Had the tea I see. Good. It should keep you docile until we reach our destination. Don’t want you gathering your wits to try and escape,” the elf said with cruel eyes. 
 
    Jon tried to talk, but no words came out. 
 
    Sawblade turned his attention to Lilly as she hung against a thick, wooden pillar. “Wake her up.” 
 
    An elf picked up a bucket of water from nearby, lifted it and splashed water on the sun elf. Lilly didn’t move as drops of water dripped from her now wet hair. 
 
    “Smack her awake,” Sawblade growled. 
 
    An elf moved a step closer before he hesitated. 
 
    “I’m trying to sleep,” Lilly said as she slowly raised her head and looked to Sawblade and his crew with tired eyes. 
 
    Sawblade smiled. “Glad you're awake. It makes things a little easier.” 
 
    Lilly simply stared. 
 
    Sawblade stepped closer, his crewmember moving to the side to make way. The elf with the green mohawk stood three feet from Lilly, his crazy eyes scanning her up and down like she was hanging meat. 
 
    “I have contacted the Empire and they are very interested in you. They will be picking you up in three days. By then, you should be nice and broken so that you don’t give them any trouble. Once they have you, they will send the bounty payment my way. As we all know, the Empire always pays its debts. I wish I could be there when they put you on an Empire ship, but alas, I have an operation to run.” 
 
    Lilly kept her tired gaze, “Moving sea elves to the richer isles so they can be cut up and eaten? You’re a disgrace to the pirate code.” 
 
    Sawblade sneered. “They pay the gold and we supply the bodies. I’m not killing anyone. I’m just the middle elf.” 
 
    “You’re a bottom feeder and you will always be a bottom feeder,” Lilly spit on the wooden chamber floor. 
 
    “A living and well-fed bottom feeder. You could have been the greatest captain to sail the thirteen seas and yet, you decided to play hero. What a waste of talent.” 
 
    Lilly gave a sardonic smile. “I am still the greatest captain of the thirteen seas. And when the Empire is crushed, you will beg for a quick death.” 
 
    Sawblade crossed his arms and tut-tutted. “No, no, we don’t have to behave this way. We have some time before we reach the Worm Pit. Tell me exactly where the princess is on Urth. Tell me and I’m sure I can find a rock to leave you and your crew on. I’ll even leave enough food and water so if a ship wanders by, you may be saved. How about it?” 
 
    Lilly took in an inhale of breath before she spit in his face. 
 
    Sawblade smiled as he wiped away the spit from his cheek. “Principals and honor will only get you and your crew killed. By our code, I cannot take your life or every pirate captain will come looking for me. Blood for blood, bone for bone. The code keeps us alive, but your refusal will spell your death. Negotiate with me and I can tell the Empire you escaped.” 
 
    “You killed my witch,” Lilly said darkly. 
 
    “You killed several of my men,” Sawblade countered. 
 
    “I’ll burn your ship to light my way if you don’t free us,” Lilly said with shadows over her eyes. 
 
    Sawblade shook his head. “I wish it was that easy. Normally, I would have agreed to your request, but the Empire is paying enough gold to retire. I’m surprised not every captain across the thirteen seas hasn’t brought you in sooner. The code helps keep order, but we both know that gold is more valuable than honor. Don’t throw your life away for a bratty princess. She’s not worth it.” 
 
    “We will have to agree to disagree,” Lilly said sharply. 
 
    Sawblade nodded. “I see. Zelda is a strong sea elf. I’m sure she has mostly healed herself by now. Until we reach the Worm Pit, my men will beat her every day to an inch of her life to keep her under heel.” 
 
    The Captain pointed his right hand at Jon’s cell. “I have never seen an Urthling fight like him. He is dangerous, but we will keep him in line. He drank the Tentacle Tea and should be docile as a baby calf.” 
 
    Sawblade stepped one step closer, his gaze connecting with Lilly’s eyes. “You will be the Warden’s problem in a few days. You have that amount of time to consider my proposal. The moment I hand you over, your fate is sealed. Think about it.” 
 
    Sawblade’s demeanor changed as he looked Lilly up and down. “There is still one last thing we do before we throw you in a cell. You’re a dangerous woman and have to be searched one last time.” 
 
    Lilly gave a wicked smile. “Are you going to search me?” 
 
    Sawblade’s body stiffened before he caught himself and relaxed. “One of my men will search you,” the captain said and took a step back. 
 
    A grinning elf stepped forward, perversion dancing along his eyes. He grinned like a dog as he lifted his hands. Lilly lifted her head and relaxed in her chains. Jon sat in his cell, watching and his body not moving. He screamed and shouted for his body to move, but it remained still, lost to hypnotic swirls. 
 
    The elf grabbed Lilly’s breasts, squeezing them first before his fingers moved. He lifted them up, checking under her breast, touching every curve. Lilly simply looked up as the elf’s hands drifted along her stomach. The elf lingered on her skin, running hands down, getting closer to the apex of her sex. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Lilly asked the elf. 
 
    “Grin,” the elf grinned. 
 
    Lilly nodded as his hands ran over her covered elfhood and fingers pressed against her slit. 
 
    Lilly’s legs shot up, feet clamping on the sides of Grin’s head. Strong thighs burst with power as she wretched his head to the side, a snap filling the entire chamber. Grin’s eyes rolled into his head as his body spasmed. Lilly let go and he fell to the floor, body convulsing before it went still, his death rattle rising up for all to hear. 
 
    “By the goddess. Grin has had a terrible accident,” Lilly smirked. 
 
    Sawblade and the remaining elves around him looked on with shock, color draining from their faces. 
 
    “Anyone else want to search me?” Lilly asked with a wicked leer. 
 
    Sawblade lifted his saw and stepped closer. He held it an inch from her throat as he lifted his right hand. Lilly never broke her amused gaze. She watched as his hand moved closer and began to tremble. Lilly glanced at the saw at her neck. Sawblade did the same. Memories crashed into him and his lip quivered. 
 
    The captain pulled his saw and hand away. He stepped back with a sad hatred in his eyes. 
 
    “Throw her in a cell, now!” Sawblade commanded. 
 
    The elves by him swarmed Lilly. The sun elf laughed like a mad woman as two grabbed her legs while another slid a key into wrist cuffs. The moment the cuffs came off, Lilly headbutted an elf on the bridge of his nose. Blood shot out as he grunted. Lilly laughed loud and hard as hands gripped her. Sawblade opened a cell and Lilly was thrown in hard, her head bouncing off the inner iron bars and a cut forming on her forehead. Sawblade quickly closed the cell and locked it. The moans of the elf with the broken nose filled the chamber as his fellow mates picked him up and pulled him from the room. 
 
    Lilly clutched at her head, blood seeping into her eyebrow as Sawblade looked down on her. 
 
    “I should take your hand for all of your insults! The Empire wants you whole and that’s how you will be given. Enjoy the next few days. They will be the easiest before the Empire tortures you.” 
 
    Sawblade turned and stepped out of the brig, closing the door and locking it shut. 
 
    Lilly was on her hands and knees, giggling with mad glee. Jon watched her, his body not responding, but his heart in his throat. He tried to navigate the strange swirls, but they weighed him down. Not long later, he passed out. 
 
    Time came in waves. Jon woke up to Lilly sitting in her cell. She would call to him and he would pass out again.  
 
    Waking, he opened his eyes to see several elves beating Zelda with bats and the sea elf laughing at them. Her laughter silenced when a bat struck her head and she hit the floor like a rag doll. Pain crawled along Jon’s soul as he wanted to get up and find a way out. Instead, darkness flowed over him and he passed out again. 
 
    Reality lost all meaning. Jon would wake up thirsty. He would see a metal cup with brown water. He knocked it over and tried to fight the effects. He didn’t remember when he ate last or if they were even feeding them. Weakness caused him to pass out, Lilly saying soothing words. 
 
    Jon woke up to hands on him. One hand gripped his mouth, forcing it open and brown water spilled into his mouth. He choked and gagged, but his body cried out for water. After a short struggle, he drank it down and passed out again. 
 
    Waking again, the young man stared at a tiny gold dragon sitting on his leg. It was the size of a cat, like the one that greeted him every day before he went to work. The golden dragon turned its little head to him and gave a serpent smile. Jon found himself smiling, wanting to scratch it behind its head. The tiny dragon moved closer, sniffing at him first before rubbing its head against his chest. 
 
    Are you really here? 
 
    The words never came out, but the dragon seemed to understand, giving him an impish smile. 
 
    I need to save everyone. Can you help me? 
 
    The tiny dragon purred against his chest, settled down and wrapped its tail and wings around its body. 
 
    I don’t understand? You’re my dragon spirit. Why can’t you help me? Why can’t I use my luck to help us escape? 
 
    The little dragon closed its eyes and fell asleep. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Lilly asked with concerned eyes. 
 
    “My dragon,” Jon whispered and passed out again. 
 
    Golden wings filled his dreams, flapping and pushing down cool air on Jon’s spirit. He reached up in the dreamscape, wanting to touch those beautiful wings, but could never get close enough. It was bitter sweet, knowing that he and the dragon were connected, but it always seemed just out of reach. A stinging sensation touched the back of his neck and Jon wanted to scratch it. It began to burn and the young man sighed as he floated downwards into a dark abyss. The golden wings above him faded away. 
 
    Jon sank deeper and deeper, a cold touching his spirit. He turned as he slipped further down. Strange creatures moved just beyond his vision. Webbed hands reached out, just beyond the darkness before they pulled back. 
 
    I need to save them. I need to save everyone. 
 
    The words echoed through the abyss before a light glowed. Jon blinked as he sank lower. A strange temple glowed like a lighthouse on the shore. He floated closer down. The light was beautiful, calling like a siren’s song.  
 
    When he floated above the temple, he reached down to touch the top of a rune carved pyramid. A mouth appeared from the darkness, teeth gleaming in the light before they snapped down on Jon’s body. 
 
    Jon woke with a start, hands lifting him up. Chaos stormed as he tried to gain his bearings. Dragged from the cell, he was marched through the door. Jon looked for Lilly and Zelda but they were nowhere to be seen. The elves jostled him roughly, making him walk even if his legs didn’t want to work. They moved to a set of stairs and climbed them. When they reached a door, one elf opened it and a brilliant light flooded in. 
 
    Jon squinted, unable to take the bright sunlight as he was hauled onto the main deck. His eyes slowly adjusting, he noticed Lilly and Zelda standing, chains on their wrists, ankles, and necks. The two elves turned and gave Jon weak smiles as he was brought over to them. The rattle of cuffs and chains filled the deck as elves clamped them on the Urthling. Weakness soaked into every muscle as Jon could barely keep himself standing. When the cuffs and chains were firmly in place, Jon looked up. 
 
    A mile away, a rock of an island stood among turbulent waters. It stood like a mesa, sheer cliffs surrounding it. A castle-like structure was on top. A wall circled the top edge, dotted with towers. Cannon portals ran around the outside of the towers. There was no sign of vegetation and strange, vulture like birds circled the air high above. 
 
    “Welcome to the Worm Pit!” Sawblade shouted with relief. 
 
    The elf Captain turned and stepped closer to the three prisoners. He leveled his gaze on Lilly and smiled. 
 
    “This is your last chance. I can turn the ship around if you tell me everything you know about the whereabouts of the princess?” 
 
    Lilly smiled. “She’s right here, in my pocket. Stick your right hand in and see if you can find her.” 
 
    Sawblade’s smile faded and turned into a scowl. “Prepare to dock! The sooner they are off my ship, the sooner we can celebrate our victory!” 
 
    “Aye!” Sawblade’s crew shouted and moved into positions. 
 
    Jon looked over to Lilly and Zelda. Lilly stood stoically, most of the bruises along her face almost gone. The puffiness around her eye had subsided and Jon guessed she would be fully healed in another day or two.  
 
    Zelda stood with slumped shoulders. The chains and cuffs were much larger on her, weighing her down. Finger cuffs encased her fingers, Jon assumed so she couldn’t grow her claws. The slack on her ankle cuffs was small, clearly to inhibit her movement. 
 
    “The Worm Pitt?” Jon sighed as he tried to keep the swirls at bay. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “It’s a prison and a mine. They export stone. Most of the prisoners are sea elves. When they fall or are chosen, they are put on ships to be delivered to the sick royalty that likes to eat them.” 
 
    Zelda bowed her head, sorrow filling her eyes. 
 
    Jon remembered what Lilly had said before on Soul Drink. The connections fused and his eyes widened a little in his head. He stared out at the tall island. 
 
    This is it! This is where she wanted to go! They must have Zelda’s family there. How are we going to get out of this? It looks like a fortress. 
 
    Jon remained silent as his mind worked. 
 
    “Captain,” Zelda whispered to Lilly, “I can break these chains. We can fight.” 
 
    Lilly stared forward to the island in the short distance. “No. We stay the course.” 
 
    Zelda’s eyes trembled. “I… can’t.” 
 
    Lilly looked to her First Mate. “Be strong. We will get out of this.” 
 
    “I left them. I left them so long ago. They will hate me. They will despise me.” 
 
    “Zelda, you are my First Mate. Behave like my First Mate. I need you to be clear headed. If you can’t do it, you cannot serve under my flag and are unfit for your duties,” Lilly said firmly. 
 
    Zelda’s eyes widened before she stood at full attention. The chains seemed lighter as she looked forward with cold eyes. 
 
    “Aye Captain! I will stay true to my duties,” the sea elf said with conviction. 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” Lilly said. 
 
    Jon witnessed the exchange. His mind told him that Lilly needed all three of them to be strong, but his heart ached, seeing Zelda afraid to step foot on the island. He knew her story, escaping the nets that captured her family and swam away, afraid for her own life. He could only imagine the pain she felt as they drew closer to a place that could have many of her clan and family there. 
 
    The ship approached a simple dock. There was no one there to greet them as they approached. Elves swung from the ship and landed on the dock. They immediately tied down the mooring lines before the anchor splashed into the water. A gangplank slid out and slammed down on the dock. 
 
    “Move out!” Captain Sawblade shouted. 
 
    Hands pushed at the three prisoners. Jon, Lilly, and Zelda shambled along, down the gangplank and onto the deck. Jon looked up, seeing a thin, rickety wooden staircase zig-zagging up the side of the sheer cliff side. It looked weak, like it was barely holding together. 
 
    “Move it!” an elf growled before pushing Jon along. 
 
    The climb up was slow and steady. Sawblade led the way with some of his elves behind him; Lilly, Zelda, and Jon following and more of Sawblade’s elves behind them. The staircase creaked and shifted, tiny debris falling to the jagged rocks below. The higher they climbed, the more Jon’s heart sank in his chest. 
 
    When they reached the top, a thick door opened. The high walls blocked out any eyes from seeing in, but when the door opened, Jon stared as he shuffled in. 
 
    A small fence ran along a giant, spiraling pit. One side of the pit had a stone floor and castle connected to it. Cages hung from chains and thick wooden pillars. Most of them were empty, but two of them held sun bleached skeletons. Elves in red and black uniforms stood at attention, waiting as Sawblade, his crew, and the prisoners stepped in. The thick door closed behind them and a thick bar slid across, locking them in. 
 
    Jon listened, hearing the dim “Ting” of metal tools on stones. He looked over to the fence over the pit, wondering if that was the sound of sea elf prisoners working. 
 
    An elf in a regal, red uniform stepped from the formation of prison guards. He moved with a small scepter, his body was relaxed as he eyed Lilly and Zelda. When his gaze fell on Jon, his brow wrinkled. 
 
    Sawblade smiled. “Greetings, Warden.” 
 
    “Greetings, Pirate,” the Warden said with an annoyed tone. 
 
    Sawblade ignored the jailer’s tone. “As you can see, we have captured the infamous Bloody Silk. The Empire has informed us that several ships have been dispatched to retrieve them.” 
 
    The Warden nodded. “Yes, yes, the Empire contacted our seer and informed of their approach. They should be here in a day or two. You have done well. When the exchange takes place, I will hold your reward until your next return.” 
 
    Sawblade bowed. “Thank you, Warden.” 
 
    The Warden continued as if he didn’t hear Sawblade’s thanks, “I’ll have the shipment up to you in a moment. They have been beaten not too long ago and should be easy to transport. Lord Ducarr will want his meat fresh when it arrives so don’t kill them.” 
 
    Sawblade nodded. “They will be fresh for the Lord’s table.” 
 
    “Good,” the Warden said before turning to the three prisoners. 
 
    “I am Warden Kell. I am the master of this domain. The Worm Pit will be your home until the Empire’s ships arrive to take you away. This will not be a pleasant visit. All prisoners work. Your three shall…” the Warden stopped when Jon’s cuffs clinked and fell off his wrists. 
 
    Jon looked down and back up, “They must be defective.” 
 
    Warden Kell glanced to Jon’s ears and sucked in air in disgust. “You brought me an Urthling? Are you mad!” 
 
    “He was with the two prisoners. The Empire has forbidden death to any from the Urth Realm,” Sawblade explained. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what I already know!” Warden Kell shouted before centering his gaze on Jon. “We follow the Empire’s decrees. Guards! Put the Urth man in one of the cages. There he will stay until the Empire’s ships arrive and take him away.” 
 
    The Warden turned his attention to Lilly and Zelda. “You two will not be so lucky. Into the pit with both of you.” 
 
    A thick lock clanked opened. Many heads turned to a strong, metal gate. It opened, a guard putting away a key. Several other guards pulled on chains. Attached to those chains, four tall sea elves walked. They were skinny and malnourished. Their heads hung low as they stared blankly at the floor. Two of them had patches of hair missing and the other two had fresh bruises along their light, blue skin. 
 
    “Move it!” a guard shouted and cracked a whip across a sea elf’s back. 
 
    The elf cried out, the other three making no motion to comfort her. 
 
    Warden Kell turned his attention to Jon. 
 
    Sawblade stepped closer to the Warden, looking away, but talking out the side of his mouth. “This Urth man is strange. We gave him tentacle tea to keep him docile, but he seems to have some strange abilities. I suggest you continue to give him the tea until the ships arrive.” 
 
    Kell nodded. “Thank you for your advice. Now, take the meat away and I’ll handle Bloody Silk’s time here. Return after you deliver the shipment.” 
 
    “Aye,” Sawblade nodded before turning his attention to his crew. “Load them on the ship!” 
 
    Sawblade’s crew moved to the four sea elves, taking hold of the long chains and pulling hard. 
 
    Zelda looked at the four sea elves with wide eyes. Part of her was relieved she didn’t know them. A bigger part was saddened and disgusted that they were being carted away to be meals for a sick Lord. 
 
    Sawblade turned and stepped to Lilly’s side. “You should have taken the deal. It was nice seeing you again, Bloody Silk. I will always remember you.” 
 
    “Like the tingle along your left wrist?” Lilly said slyly. 
 
    Sawblade’s demeanor darkened. “Alright crew! Let’s go!” 
 
    The pirate elves and prisoner sea elves moved to the thick door. A guard pulled the bar away and opened it. Pirates and prisoners marched out, single-file. Sawblade was last to leave. He turned his head to Lilly before blowing her a kiss. He stepped out and the door was shut behind him. The bar slid into place and locked in, the guard pulling a thick key out of a lock. 
 
    Warden Kell eyed the three prisoners for a long moment. “Put the elves with the others. Put the Urth man in a cage.” 
 
    Guards rushed in. Hands roughly pushed Lilly and Zelda to the tall metal gate of the mine. Others grabbed Jon and pulled him along. Jon wanted to fight, but he hadn’t eaten in days, weakness filling his body. Exhaustion caused him to slump in the guard’s grasp as they moved him to a hanging cage. A guard unhooked a chain and lowered the cage. The Warden inserted a key into the lock of the cage and opened it. Jon was stuffed in, unable to stand up because of the size of the cage, he was forced to sit. The door was slammed shut and locked. Guards hoisted on the chain, lifting the cage high into the air until it reached the top. The chain was wrapped around a hook and the cage swung slightly in the air. 
 
    Jon watched as Lilly and Zelda were marched off to the pit gate. When the door opened, they pushed them in and marched them down. Lilly glanced back to Jon as he sat in the hanging cage. She mouthed the words, “I love you” before she disappeared over the side. Zelda’s head hung in sorrow as she marched down out of sight, the guards following her down. 
 
    Warden Kell looked up at the swinging cage. “I wouldn’t worry too much. The Empire will most likely return you to your realm. You people may be very strange looking, but tonight, you will tell me tales of your world. It will add a little extra spice to my memoirs I am currently writing.” 
 
    Jon looked down. “Fuck you,” he scowled. 
 
    The Warden nodded. “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    The Warden walked away with a half a dozen guards. The cage swung as Jon tried to see over the edge of the pit, the inner hope in his heart hanging by a single thread. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    Lilly took in her surroundings as they descended down the carved path. The wide path spiraled down the massive hole. Looking over, she spotted levels with sea elves using pickaxes in carved out tunnels. The constant ding of metal on stone echoed all around them as they made their way down. 
 
    The air was stale. Lilly guessed that the open top of the pit received very little wind this far down. Gray wisps of dust floated along and settled as carts with stones moved up the path. Sea elves walked like the undead, their gazes unfeeling and blank. No one turned to look to the newcomers, the prisoners focusing on their tasks. 
 
    When they reached the third level of the mine, guards unlocked the cuffs and chains and shoved Lilly and Zelda hard. The pair hit the stone floor as several guards eyed them with wide grins. 
 
    “Careful for the worms. Don’t want them biting any fingers off as you sleep,” a guard chuckled. 
 
    The other guards laughed and chuckled as they glanced at each other. 
 
    Lilly sat up and eyed them. “Does the Warden pay you enough to be traitors to elves everywhere?” 
 
    The guard’s chuckles died, but his smile remained. “The gold is enough to soothe those outdated feelings. The sea elves are lesser to us. If you knew that, you wouldn’t be here in the pit. Enjoy your time with the sea trash. The Empire wants you, but said nothing about your bottom feeder.” 
 
    Zelda sat with lost eyes. 
 
    Lilly smirked at the guard. “Wouldn’t it be safer to have me upstairs in a cell or a cage? What if I have an accident down here?” 
 
    The guards kept their amused smiles. “So, you can try to seduce one of us? No, the Warden knows your reputation. He wants you down here so the only creatures you can tempt is the trash. I wonder how long before the males have their way with you? I wonder what sloppy mess we will find in the morning?” 
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” Lilly said whimsically. 
 
    “No, you made the mistake when you stole the princess from the Emperor. She is meant to do great things and you cut that short. You deserve to be down here with the rest of them.” 
 
    Lilly looked around. “What if they kill me?” 
 
    The guards started laughing. 
 
    “You are so naïve for such a scary pirate. They know death is not allowed and is punishable by their death. They won’t kill you, but they will fuck you into submission. We are placing wagers on how we will find you in the morning. My personal wager is you will be unconscious, seed leaking from your ass.” 
 
    “I wager it will be dripping from her mouth,” another guard said. 
 
    “I wager you will be covered in their foul seed,” another guard laughed. 
 
    “I wager you will all be dead before morning,” Lilly laughed. 
 
    The guard’s laughter stopped and they all glared down on her. 
 
    “Start working or one of the bottom feeders will be whipped in your place,” the guard growled before all of them turned to leave. 
 
    Lilly stayed sitting, watching as the group of guards made their way to the stone ramp and began walking up. When they were out of sight, she let out a long exhale. 
 
    Sea elves on the level slowed their work. Some of them turned with weary eyes and haunted expressions to Lilly and Zelda. Others worked while some of them broke away and walked toward the two newcomers. 
 
    Lilly and Zelda curled their legs under them and stood up. They stood their ground as ten sea elves stepped closer. A few looked to Zelda, but the rest looked down on Lilly. Haggard expressions carved into their faces as they barely blinked. A sea elf handed a pickaxe to Lilly and another handed one to Zelda. 
 
    Webbed hands rose up and took hold of her shoulders. They marched the Captain and her First Mate to a wall. The sea elves began working again, carving out rock with each swing of a pickaxe. 
 
    “They watch us all the time,” a sea elf whispered. 
 
    “Word has already been passed as you both came down. We are searching for her family,” another one whispered between Lilly and Zelda. 
 
    Lilly nodded. 
 
    Zelda slammed the pickaxe tip into the wall, dust and debris floating up as she worked. Lilly joined her, swinging the axe. She didn’t have the power of her First Mate, but she managed to knock off a chunk of rock from the wall. 
 
    “How often do they send elves to the lords and ladies of Aquris?” Lilly asked with a whisper. 
 
    “Several times during a three-moon cycle. There is no end to their hunger for our flesh,” an old sea elf whispered. 
 
    “The two-moon cycle is ending. They will ship more of us in the coming cycle,” another sea elf hissed. 
 
     “What if I can save all of us?” Lilly said in a low whisper. 
 
    Heads shook from side to side. 
 
    “We tried many cycles ago. In our failure, they slaughtered an entire generation of our young to prove their point,” an elf said sadly. 
 
    Lilly glanced over her shoulder. It was then when she noticed the young children working alongside their elders. They moved stones to wagons, their expressions hollow. 
 
    “This cannot go on,” Zelda growled sadly. 
 
    “It cannot. We will all die here or on a lord or lady’s table. Enjoy your moments until fate decides,” a sea elf said softly. 
 
    Lilly worked the pickaxe, anger bubbling under her skin. Sparks flew as she hacked out small pieces of stone with nearly every swing. 
 
    “Zelda?” a voice said from behind. 
 
    Lilly and Zelda turned around. Zelda’s dark eyes shined as she saw a thin male and female sea elf. Their eyes watered as they rushed toward Zelda and embraced her. The First Mate grabbed them, holding them close as all three sobbed. 
 
    “Jyn. Ryta,” Zelda cried. 
 
    The two held on fiercely, not wanting to let go.  
 
    Lilly watched with sad eyes as the three sea elves trembled in their embrace. She spied the resemblance between them, Zelda’s taller height the only thing truly separating them. After a long moment, they parted, but still held hands in a triangular formation. 
 
    “Mother and Father?” Zelda asked with hope in their eyes. 
 
    The pair looked down.  
 
    “Taken away a long time ago,” Jyn muttered. 
 
    “We can’t tell you how long ago. Time is strange here,” Ryta sniffled. 
 
    Zelda’s eyes widened as she turned her head to Lilly. “Captain, they are my brother and sister, Jyn and Ryta.” 
 
    Zelda turned once again to her siblings. “I thought I lost you both forever.” 
 
    Jyn gave a weak smile. “We had hope. We knew as long as you were out there, we would one day see you again. Ma and Da knew it too, even as they were marched from here. They shouted to remember Zelda. That you would come to save us!” 
 
    The light in Zelda’s eyes died a little. “I’m so happy to see you both, but I don’t know if we can get out of here.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Zelda’s eyes. “I swam away. I should have stayed. I should have fought.” 
 
    “We shouted to you to flee!” Ryta said with an excited edge. “We knew we couldn’t fight the hunters, but those that escaped would eventually come back looking for us. We are just so happy it is you!” 
 
    Zelda wiped away tears, “And the rest of the clan?” 
 
    Sadness filled the two sibling’s brows. 
 
    “Half of the original pod is here. The others never arrived here or were taken away. There are many clans from many seas down here. There are rumors of other pits, some hidden away to supply stones and gems to the Empire,” Jyn answered. 
 
    Zelda sobbed softly, the realization breaking her down. 
 
    Lilly stepped closer to her First Mate and put a hand on her shoulder. “Zelda, I knew of this place. We were to sail here to free your family and your people.” 
 
    “Captain?” Zelda said with wide, wet eyes. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to give up hope until I was sure. I hope you can forgive me?” 
 
    Zelda’s arms shot out and hugged the smaller sun elf to her chest, her cheek on the top of Lilly’s head. “You are my Captain! I know and trust you to do the right thing. I have pledged my life to you. I know your reasoning and will never think of any betrayal of your plans. You have my soul and my heart!” 
 
    Lilly hugged Zelda tightly. The pair broke their embrace as several more sea elves moved in closer. 
 
    “I know it has been difficult here, but my plan has remained the same. We are leaving tonight. Spread the word among all who dwell here,” Lilly said with a commanding whisper. 
 
    “They will kill us if we try to escape. They will kill our children,” an older sea elf muttered. 
 
    Lilly looked up, Jon’s image in her mind. “I have a plan and an ally above us that will ensure our success. Spread the word. Tonight, the sea elves will be free.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The last rays of sunlight disappeared behind the horizon. Cool air drifted on gentle winds as stars began to shine in the darkening sky. An evening breeze swirled as a lone cage swung gently from side to side. 
 
    Jon sat in the hanging cage, his mind dripping with chemically enhanced chaos and confusion. The tentacle tea from earlier in the day continued to affect him. He was thankful that the blazing sun didn’t burn at him any longer, but the evening cool air sent a shiver down his entire body. 
 
    I have to get out of here. I have to help everyone who is a prisoner here. I need my luck now, more than ever. 
 
    Jon waited, watching to see if an opportunity would present itself, but nothing happened. Thoughts shifted from frustration. Syndra’s face appeared in his mind’s eye and terrible sorrow weighed him down. Weakness filled his entire body and the added pain of losing someone he loved only dragged him down deeper into his personal darkness.  
 
    I couldn’t save Syndra, but I can save Lilly, Zelda, and everyone else here. Don’t let Syndra’s death have no meaning. She fought for us till the end and we have to keep fighting for her, even if she isn’t with us anymore. 
 
    Jon stared out at the beautiful night sky. The stars seemed so much brighter to him and he saw the hint of moons rising up in the distance.  
 
    Thirteen moons for thirteen seas. This world would be so much better if the people weren’t trying to slaughter each other. 
 
    Jon’s gaze drifted down to the courtyard. Several guards walked with crossbows slung over their backs and furniture in their hands. One carried a chair while two others carried a small, wooden table. A fourth one carried a small case and behind all of them, Warden Kell walked with relaxed ease. 
 
    The guards set down the table and chair not too far from Jon’s hanging cage. The last one opened a case and pulled out a bottle and two cups. The dark bottle was placed on the table and two cups set down beside it. The guards turned to the approaching Warden, bowed and made their way back to the main keep. 
 
    Warden Kell stepped over. In his hand was a small, leather notebook. He placed it on the small table. Next, he un-belted a small short sword and laid it on the table. Next, a pistol similar to Lilly’s was placed on the table next to the sword. 
 
    Kell sat in the chair and looked up to Jon’s cage. “How are you this fine evening?” 
 
    “Room service is lacking. I’m going to have to give this place two stars,” Jon said with a deadpan expression. 
 
    “How droll. I assume that is Urth humor?” Kell said before opening his leather notebook.  
 
    The Warden produced a small inkwell and quill from an inner uniform pocket. “As you can guess, I don’t leave this place often. The work here is much too demanding, but I have procured some interesting books from your realm. They are hard to come by and I had to make expensive deals, but it’s worth it in the end. 
 
    “You are an unexpected windfall.” 
 
    Jon simply looked down to the blonde elf. “What makes you think I will tell you anything?” 
 
    Kell smiled. “I simply want to have a friendly conversation before the Empire ships arrive. Your stay here over the next few days can be a little more comfortable than how they are currently. I may even give you a room with a bed, under guard. You will be well fed and knowing the Empire, they will send you back so there is no hostility between our worlds. 
 
    “All you have to do is talk and tell me about your world. My memoirs have many of my experiences, but I know many more will want to read if they know about my interactions with an Urth man. Your people fascinate many in royal circles. Our talks may allow me to retire from this rock and perhaps purchase a small island for my own.” 
 
    Jon pressed his face between two bars and gave a weak smile. “You have my friends. I’m not saying shit.” 
 
    Warden Kell nodded. He pulled the cork from the top of the bottle and poured rum into each cup. 
 
    “You’re correct. You don’t have to say anything to me but, as you had eloquently put it, I have your friends. The Empire wants Captain Silk alive. The bounty on her First Mate is not so specific. She may end up with a missing limb or two. Perhaps her cold body will be loaded onto the ship, a victim of an unfortunate accident.  
 
    “So, tell me, do you think some polite conversation in exchange for your friend’s wellbeing is too high a price?” 
 
    Jon looked down. 
 
    Kell lifted up a cup and drank from it. “Fine rum for a cool night. I know some rum will help with the pain before I have meals brought out. I have another cup and am more than happy to share this bottle with you, after we speak a bit.” 
 
    Jon’s face remained blank as he looked to the smiling warden. “Is it true, you send sea elves to those in royalty so they can be eaten?” 
 
    Warden Kell nodded. “We do. Sea elf flesh is quite delicious. I have dined on it on several occasions. You haven’t lived until you have taken bites of their well-cooked meat.” 
 
    “Only monsters eat their own kind,” Jon said in a low, dark voice. 
 
    Warden Kell’s brow hardened. “Sea elves are not our own kind. They are nomads and barbarians of the sea. If they are not hunted, their numbers would swell. The Emperor was correct in declaring a need to keep their populations low. Feasting on them was simply an added bonus.” 
 
    The Warden’s brow softened and he sat back in his chair, cup to his stomach. “But we are not here to talk about my world. We are here to talk about yours.” 
 
    Jon gave a small nod. “We imprison and execute anyone who performs cannibalism. It is not considered a noble trait to eat those like us.” 
 
    “I’m sure there have been instances where eating your fellow Urthling was needed so others can survive?” 
 
    “Only in the direst of circumstances, but generally, it goes against everything we stand for. We try to help each other and grow as a community. What you do is evil.” 
 
    Warden Kell smiled. “I do know some of your history. I have read stories where circumstances have caused your people to act like mongrel animals. Do not judge us because we are ahead of the curve.” 
 
    “If you are so ahead of the curve, why are you a prisoner on your own island?” 
 
    Warden Kell sipped his drink, taking a moment to mull over the question. 
 
    “I have a hundred men and women here, guarding roughly eight hundred sea elves. They have families and must earn gold to support those families. Work is difficult and turning to piracy can be a death sentence to those not strong or quick witted enough to escape the Empire’s grasp.  
 
    “You may not approve of our methods, but they do produce results. Our world may not be as lavish as yours, but food fills bellies and work keeps the masses happy. I’m a leader and I must tend to my workers and those under my watchful eye.” 
 
    Warden Kell took another sip before he tapped his cup with a lone finger. “And if eating another is wrong, I will go to my grave knowing never wanting to be right.” 
 
    Jon’s shoulders sank down as he clutched at the bars. Defeat swirled in his heart as he looked up to the surrounding towers along the wall. Cannon portals faced outward and inward. Even if he could escape, the guards would rush out and kill him or the cannons would. 
 
    There must be a way? There must be a way to stop this madness?” 
 
    Jon’s belly growled as it was empty for days. 
 
    Kell took another sip before placing his cup on the table. He picked up the quill, dipped it in the inkwell and held it over the blank, notebook page. 
 
    “Now, let’s talk about your world,” The Warden smiled. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sea elves lay on thin, dirty mats along the mine edges. Their bodies didn’t move, but their eyes were slightly open. The starry sky filled the top of the pit, two moons just barely shining their cool light down the vast pit. 
 
    Lilly and Zelda sat and leaned their backs into a small cave wall. The pair were silent as they had been waiting for hours. Lilly guessed that it was slightly past midnight. Around them, sea elves laid, but their ears twitched as they listened. 
 
    Word had spread across the pit to every elf. Children were brought to lower levels, as well as the old and infirm. Those strong enough to fight were on the upper levels, pretending to sleep. 
 
    Lilly mulled over her plan. It was simple. She and Zelda would open the main entrance door and take out some of the guards before Zelda would give the signal. Once they had secured the courtyard and a cannon tower, the wave of elves would rush up and take out the rest of the guards. It was a solid plan, despite many elves saying the lock was impossible to break or manipulate. After the last uprising, the Warden had replaced it with a tougher lock and two guards stayed by the entrance at all times. 
 
    Lilly’s heart quickened, hoping Jon was okay. She knew once he was free, his luck could very much turn the tide in their favor, but his weakened state may also have an effect on it. It was a gamble, one where all their lives depended on it, but the sun elf trusted her instincts and her love for the Urth man in a cage. 
 
    Lilly turned her gaze to Zelda’s ever watchful eyes. “It’s time,” she whispered. 
 
    Zelda nodded and stood up. The sea elf moved to the small cave entrance and looked up. The pit was quiet. The faint outline of two bodies stood on the other side of the main gate. Zelda knew they had crossbows and she mentally prepared herself to take them out. 
 
    From her sitting position, Lilly moved onto her knees. Pulling down her raggedy leggings and her small clothes, she squatted slightly and pushed. Hands reached under her as she forced a small tube from her colon. It squeezed out into her hand and she gently pulled it free.  
 
    The sun elf sat, memories filling her mind of the night at the Laughing Rat. When she woke to the sound of movement nearby, she knew what was coming. Disappearing into the bathroom, she inserted the tube that was given to her from Captain Thorn. Repurposing it for the grand escape, she kept it inside her to ensure their success. 
 
    Lilly twisted the tube and opened it. She pulled out a small knife with an odd finger grip. She pulled out lockpicking tools and a tiny piece of Ambrosia fruit. The fruit was a last resort and Lilly put it in her pocket to give it to Jon. It would give him enough strength to bounce back from his hunger and maybe turn the tide. 
 
    The Captain made a small sound, indicating she was ready. Zelda nodded with her back to her. Lilly moved to Zelda’s side, the tiny knife between fingers and the small set of tools in her other hand. 
 
    Several elves pretending to sleep, blinked or nodded to the Captain and First Mate. 
 
    Like ghosts in the night, Lilly and Zelda moved low and stayed to the shadows. They remained calm as ice, moving from shadow to shadow, hunkering down every few moments before moving on. The climb up the widening stone path led them higher and higher up. 
 
    Lilly squatted, Zelda doing the same behind her. The Captain eyed the entrance a mere fifty feet away. The guards leaned their backs to the bars, their heads nodding as they fought to stay awake. 
 
    Lilly smirked, thinking this was much too easy. Not wanting to waste any more time, the sun and sea elf moved silently to the gate. 
 
    The guards fought slumber’s embrace, one of them yawning loudly. The moment he closed his mouth, a hand clamped onto it and a small blade sank into his neck. Panic and terror filled his eyes as blood spurted from his neck.  
 
    The other guard was just turning his head when webbed hands grabbed hold and covered his mouth. The other guard slumped to the floor as Lilly stepped over and drove the small blade in the remaining guard’s neck. Another steamy spurt of blood shot out as the elf’s eyes half-closed and gave a muffled death rattle. 
 
    Zelda lowered the guard as Lilly wiped the blood from her hands. Taking the bent metal pieces from her pocket, she inserted them into the lock. The Captain and First Mate glanced past the bars, seeing Jon’s cage swing gently in the breeze and the Warden laughing with a cup in his hand. Lilly worked the lock as Zelda stood guard, knowing it was all going to end tonight. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Marvelous! This is great material for my memoirs!” Warden Kell laughed with rosy cheeks. 
 
    Jon sat weakly in his cage, a dour expression filling his face. 
 
    Kell scribbled as he talked, “To know that President Dawn Chapman helped to bring prosperity from her administration and General Daniel Schinofen helped pave the way to military reform is just the kind of information to help understand your realm. Even a diplomat, what’s his name, Scottie Futch? He brought international ties closer so governments could work together instead of fighting each other is incredibly interesting!” 
 
    Jon gave a knowing, amused smile. He just repeated what he heard online. He had no idea if they had performed any of those things, but the Warden would have no clue if it was true or not. Jon had spent half the night telling the Warden half-made up stories just to keep him busy. Despite the Warden’s threats to harm his friends, Jon knew there was no way he could verify the information. If he managed to leave this island, he would have a lot of fanciful stories that may make no sense. 
 
    Kell blew on the ink to dry before closing shut his notebook. “Well, you have been a delight. I look forward to tomorrow night. I want to hear more about your realm.” 
 
    Jon moved to the bars again and looked down at the bottle of rum. “I am very hungry and some rum would soothe that hunger until some food arrives.” 
 
    The Warden stood and looked up. “Yes, yes. I will see if I can bring you some food and rum tomorrow night. You will be here a few days and I don’t wish for you to become too strong once you're fed. Tell me more stories and you may yet eat and drink!” 
 
    Jon’s brow wrinkled. 
 
    “Don’t be cross. I still have need of you and you will be paid when I have enough satisfactory information. For now, try to get some rest. You will need your strength for our next session.” 
 
    A match was lit along Jon’s spirit. Weak calm flipped into a blazing pyre of rage, fury and disgust. The Warden had no intention of keeping his friends safe or feeding him. It was plain on his cavalier grin as he picked up his quill and inkwell and placed them in an inner pocket. 
 
    A feeling touched Jon’s senses, causing him to look out across the courtyard. The two shadows moved along the gate as two elves lay slumped on the stone floor. The gate opened slightly, pushing a body away and Lilly stepped out halfway, waving her hand. 
 
    Jon’s anger and frustration drained away and hope glowed. 
 
    “I must get some rest myself. Tomorrow shall be a busy day and…” the Warden trailed off. 
 
    Kell looked up to Jon, turned his head and body to follow the young man’s gaze. He lowered his gaze to the main gate just as boots were dragged in, the gate still partially open. 
 
    Horror painted his eyes as his lips parted wide, ready to shout. 
 
    A strong breeze twisted the cage in the air. Jon held on as a link strained and snapped. The cage fell from its chain as Jon took in a deep breath. The impact shattered the cage in almost every direction, Jon sitting in the middle unharmed. 
 
    Kell choked on his chance to scream, the sound of the shattering cage blasting his nerves. The Warden reached for his pistol on the table, lifted it up and aimed it at Jon as he slowly stood up. A finger fell on the trigger as he aimed at Jon’s chest. 
 
    “Stand down!” Kell shouted. 
 
    “No,” Jon smiled and took a step forward. 
 
    Kell pulled the trigger and the magical pistol clicked. The Warden’s eyes widened as he looked at the pistol, the weapon seemingly jammed. 
 
    Jon darted forward with a wide smile. Kell dropped his pistol and snatched up his short sword. The blade cleared the sheath and shined in the moonlight before it slashed out at Jon. The young man easily dodged it by side stepping and moving in. A palm struck an extended wrist, sending the short sword from Kell’s hand and clattering along the floor. Another palm shot forward, striking Kell in the chest and sent him sprawling to the floor. 
 
    “GUARDS!” Kell shouted as he slid ten feet across the smooth floor. 
 
    Lanterns blinked on along the cannon towers. A bell soon rang as the doors to the main keep opened, guards in red and black uniforms rushing out with crossbows in their hands. 
 
    Jon stood as he slowly turned around, watching everyone scramble. 
 
    Zelda’s webbed hands clenched. “We have to save him!” 
 
    Lilly grabbed her First Mate’s shoulder, “No, not yet.” 
 
    Jon whimsically stepped to the table with the bottle of rum. He lifted it up and took a long swig. His throat massaged the liquid down into his stomach as Kell was to his feet and backing off. The Warden made a wide circle before standing to the side of the majority of his guards. 
 
    Jon lifted a finger, still drinking from the bottle. The instant the rum hit his starving stomach, it was absorbed. More rum poured in and Jon’s body lapped it up like a thirsty deer by a river. Nerves relaxed and his body nearly went slack. The chaos of the Tentacle Tea drained away and was replaced with warm comfort. 
 
    The guards turned their gazes to the Warden, waiting for his command. 
 
    Warden Kell’s eyes narrowed. “KILL HIM!” 
 
    Crossbows aimed and fingers pulled triggers. A volley of crossbow bolts shot forward as Jon faced them. A burning sensation touched the back of his neck before he leapt and twisted his body. The drunken feeling hit him hard, not sure exactly what was happening. Body falling, he landed on his feet as several dozens of bolts clattered on the floor behind him. 
 
    Eyes widened and mouths gaped as every bolt missed him. 
 
    “All of you have terrible aim,” Jon burped before he took an unsteady step forward. 
 
    Hands scrambled as many of the guards began to reload. 
 
    The Warden looked up to the cannon towers. “Lightning rounds! Wait for my command!” he shouted. 
 
    In every tower, two guards in each one moved with purpose. One loaded as the other aimed the cannon toward the courtyard. Hammers cocked back before a hand hovered over the trigger. 
 
    Jon tried to keep standing, his body moving in every direction, but what he wanted. 
 
    The Warden lowered his gaze on the drunk Jon, rage in his eyes. “Before you die, know this! I will feast on your precious Zelda before sunrise and hand her head to the Empire’s forces as proof of her capture!” 
 
    Jon stopped walking. The burning sensation at the back of his neck flared. Golden wings spread out from his heart as Jon’s soul screamed to the stars. An imprint formed and blazed before it cooled. Jon reached up and touched the sensitive flesh at his neck, fingers tracing over a strange mark. 
 
    I feel good, really good.  
 
    Jon grinned as he flexed his neck. 
 
    “OPEN FIRE!” Warden Kell shouted to the towers. 
 
    Hands slammed down on triggers. A magical surge followed a small tube until it reached a loaded cannonball. When the energy touched it, the ball exploded, forcing the lightning out the long tube. 
 
    Jon looked up as ten lightning bolts flashed, arcing down on his location. The young man relaxed before the bolts came down. In a blink, he jumped, pivoted, hopped, and spun as lightning struck the courtyard, cracking stone and sending up small stones and debris into the air. Jon chuckled as his body moved with the flow. Never in his life had he felt so relaxed. He was in control and not in control, moving like a drunk dancer through a lightning storm. 
 
    Elves reloaded their crossbows, lifted them up and aimed. They watched as lightning bolts struck the floor, the prisoner just stepping away from the impact. Watching him move with ease as death rained down caused many hands and arms to shake as they tried to maintain their aim. 
 
    “Fire, you fools!” Kell shouted. 
 
    Fingers pulled triggers. Crossbow and lightning bolts stabbed outwards and from above, Jon almost lazily contorting his body and dodging every single one. Stone dust and flashing lights filled the center of the courtyard as Jon moved, stumbled and turned. The onslaught was mesmerizing and hypnotic as the lone man seemed to be untouchable. 
 
    Lilly and Zelda watched, their hearts soaring as Jon moved with ease through the storm. 
 
    “The signal,” Lilly whispered. 
 
    Zelda turned to the pit and roared. Sea elves jumped to their webbed feet. Many grabbed pickaxes and makeshift weapons. Like a surging horde, they rushed up the spiraling path, quickly making their way each level, the night air sweet as they ascended. 
 
    Jon spun and spun again, his drunken senses shifted and he was in full control. The drunken stumbling shifted into precise movements, stepping with deft skill. 
 
    I’m in control. I’m in control! 
 
    Jon flipped and dodged the storm of lightning and crossbow bolts. Jon laughed as he felt everything coming toward him and seeing the patterns to dodge them. It became a song, the high notes pushing his body in one direction and the low notes begging him closer. When the lightning stopped and the guards started to reload, a small smoky mist filled the center courtyard as Jon faced the main force again. 
 
    “I can do this all night! Surrender and you will go free,” Jon said with a wicked smirk. 
 
    Warden Kell seethed and turned to his people. “Lay down your weapons and you will be added to the pit! Kill him!” 
 
    The elves nodded to their leader as they all lifted their crossbows and fingers touched triggers. 
 
    Jon stood with ease, but his expression darkened. “Don’t do this.” 
 
    Anger and rage touched the guards as they pulled back on triggers. Cannons stabbed out light as lightning bolts blasted down. 
 
    Jon bowed his head in sorrow as lightning and crossbow bolts blasted the spot he was standing. Smoky debris shot up and engulfed Jon. Warden Kell grinned like a mad elf as he watched with unblinking eyes. No matter what skill the Urth man had, there was no way he could dodge all of it, not forever. 
 
    In a tower, two guards reloaded and fired in quick succession. Sweat touched their brows as they worked. A figure came up the stairs and stepped behind them. The elves didn’t notice as they continued to reload. 
 
    Jon watched what they were doing, noting how they were loading and firing the cannon. He had never fired a cannon before, but he did remember firing a .50 caliber machine gun. The cannon seemed much simpler. 
 
    An elf glanced to the side and yelped as he saw Jon standing behind them and watching as brutal carnage struck the center of the courtyard. 
 
    “How?” the elf asked as the other elf was up and backing away. 
 
    “The door was unlocked,” Jon smiled. 
 
    The two elves seemed to regather their courage and pounced on the lone man. Jon sighed as he dodged their punches and drove his palm into unguarded throats. The elves choked and gagged before Jon lifted his leg and slammed his heel down on their shoulders, one after the other. The two elves were laid out before Jon moved to the cannon, re-aimed it to another tower and slammed his hand down on the trigger. 
 
    In the courtyard, Kell looked up as one of the cannons in the tower shifted and fired. Lightning streaked across the air and struck another tower. The explosion sent black smoke into the air, the elven guards flailing and trying to gasp for clean air.  
 
    “I won’t kill them, but I wish they had surrendered,” Jon whispered to himself as he loaded another cannonball, aimed at another tower and slammed his hand on the trigger. 
 
    Lightning burst forth, striking another tower and smoke rising up from the explosion. 
 
    “Aim at that tower!” Warden Kell managed before turning his attention to the side, his heart going cold. 
 
    A flood of sea elves rushed along the side of the chaos in the center of the courtyard, Lilly and Zelda leading the charge. Kell’s elves were in the middle of reloading when they turned to see the wave of sea elves. Many panicked, dropping their crossbows. Others tried to unsheathe their short swords, only to clear the edge of the sheath and be mobbed by sea elves. Pickaxes raised and came down with deadly accuracy, stabbing into heads and splitting skulls. Sea elves rushed the remaining towers, crashing through thick doors and racing to the top. A breath later, guards were flung from cannon portals to the courtyard below.  
 
    Screams, shouts, and cries filled the air as the guards were slaughtered in waves. Sea elves growled, some of their mouths opening and rows of sharp teeth gleaming in the moonlight before they crunched down on flesh and bone.  
 
    Lilly was with them, stabbing into necks and kicking out. Blood splattered across her face, a maddening smile formed as she moved from guard to guard, slicing their throats with manic glee. 
 
    Warden Kell turned and tried to flee. He made it about thirty feet before powerful webbed hands grabbed him. He flailed as Zelda took a firm hold and pulled him along. 
 
    “I’m sorry! I’M SORRY!” Kell pleaded as he couldn’t break from Zelda’s grip. 
 
    Zelda moved to the side of the courtyard, looking over the low fence of the pit. She lifted the Warden up and held him over the vast, deep pit, a conviction etched into her brow. 
 
    “I promise to set you all free! Let me live and we can all go on with our lives!” Kell pleaded. 
 
    Zelda gave a wide, razor smile. “We are already free.” 
 
    Kell gave a pathetic whine as Zelda let go and he fell. 
 
    The Warden turned and fell with shock filled eyes. He tried to grasp at an edge of a level, missing it. He tried to grab at the edge of another level, his fingers touching it. As the bottom of the pit drew closer, he extended his arm, clasped on an edge and his fingers slipped. The action was enough to slow his fall, his body spiraling and striking the edge of a level. He bounced and spun, hitting the edge of a lower level. Bones cracked and some broke as Kell lay. Blood spurted from between his lips, but he was alive, just barely. 
 
    The Warden let out a weak laugh when shadows came out from the darkness of the level. Kell tried to move, but his body refused to work properly. He was only able to turn his head as old and young sea elves approached. 
 
    “No… no… no,” Kell whimpered as he watched the blue-skinned sea elves get closer. 
 
    They stared with black eyes, the scent of Kell’s blood filling the air. Mouths opened as rows of sharp teeth stabbed out from inside. 
 
    “NO!” Warden Kell screamed as teeth and clawed, webbed hands bit and tore at his body with powerful fury. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Dark Heart cut through dark waters, sails full and bow pointed toward the Worm Pit island. 
 
    “I shouldn’t be steering the ship!” Eryn cried out as she clutched the helm. 
 
    Below deck, Syndra moved to a chest and opened it. “You’re doing fine! Stay the course and turn hard to port when I give the command!” the witch shouted up a communication tube. 
 
    “I’m blind! I shouldn’t be steering the ship!” the half-breed cleric cried out again. 
 
    Syndra ignored her. Dark hands took hold of five, small cannonballs. Memories drifted across her mind, remembering that the Captain had told her there was a limited amount of heavy explosive rounds and they should only be used in dire emergencies.  
 
    “This is an emergency,” the witch grinned as she lifted and cradled the five small cannonballs in her arms. 
 
    Moving swiftly, she loaded the two front cannons and the three starboard cannons. Closing each end shut and cocking back the hammer, the shadow elf looked over her work before stepping to the communication tube. 
 
    “Cannons are loaded! Wait for my command!” Syndra shouted. 
 
    Eryn made worried noises, her hands tight on the wheel. 
 
    “Vala, guide me and the sad witch below deck.” 
 
    “I heard that! Just wait for my commands!” Syndra shouted, covered the tube and laughed to herself. 
 
    Syndra moved to the forward cannons. She peered through the portals, her crimson eyes taking in the sheer cliff face. She glanced to the side and saw the rickety stairs far from where the ship pointed. 
 
    “It will have to do,” the witch smiled before slamming her hands down on two triggers. 
 
    The forward cannons stabbed out flashes of light as cannonballs exploded into white, hot fireballs. They streaked above the water, leaving a trail of light behind them. Syndra watched with shrewd eyes as the twin streaks reached the side of the mesa-like island and thundered with an explosion. The very side of the entire island cracked, stones breaking free and crashing into the water. Sharp spires along the waterline were obliterated from falling rocks. 
 
    “Hard to port!” Syndra shouted with manic glee. 
 
    Eryn shook her head before leaning into the wheel, spinning it in her hands. The Dark Heart turned, the ship tilting on its side and starboard cannons pointing along the thick cracks across the high island’s cliffside. 
 
    Syndra cackled as she slammed her hand down on triggers, one at a time. The cannon’s flashed, one after the other. Cannonball’s exploded in white hot energy as they streaked upwards. Each one struck with a thundering blow, the entire cliffside crumbling from the damage and spilling into the ocean below. Part of the island crumbled, creating a landslide into the sea. 
 
    Inside the pit, sea elves turned to see part of the pit falling apart as the very ground shook. Elves ran away from one side as dust and debris billowed. When it began to settle, starlight glowed as the pit opened up to the night sky. 
 
    Many cheered as they grabbed their loved ones and charged to the V shape opening. Screams of joy filled the air as sea elves rushed up the debris and down the other side. The ocean called to them and they answered by diving into welcoming waters. 
 
    Eryn moved to the side of the upper deck. She watched in the darkness, many balls of fiery souls appearing. 
 
    “We have come to liberate you! Swim to freedom!” the half-breed shouted and waved. 
 
    Syndra sat back and leaned on a cannon. She watched through the cannon portal as sea elves splashed and swam to freedom. 
 
    “Aye,” the shadow elf whispered, her thoughts shifting to Lilly, Jon, and Zelda and her heart beating with true love. 
 
    *** 
 
    The remaining guards rushed into the castle. On the other side, they boarded small boats that hung from chains. They pushed levers, the boats rapidly descending to the ocean waters. Oars slipped out and they began to row with fevered energy as freed sea elves shouted and called them cowards. 
 
    Jon stepped from the tower and into the courtyard. The entire island shook as explosions flashed in the night sky. Despite weary weakness, he managed to stay standing.  
 
    The courtyard was filled with many bodies of the guards that didn’t make it and some dead sea elves. Jon’s heart sagged in his chest, wishing this wasn’t the outcome he wanted, but one he had to accept. 
 
    From the crowd of sea elves, Lilly stepped out and walked toward Jon. The Captain was covered in dirt and blood. She eyed Jon as she sauntered closer, the little knife still in her hand. 
 
    Jon stared as Lilly approached. The two stood before each other, the Captain bowing her head. 
 
    “I must be a sight,” Lilly said in a small voice. 
 
    “A beautiful sight,” Jon smirked. 
 
    “Jon… I,” Lilly began. 
 
    “We can talk later. Let’s get everyone to the sea.” 
 
    Lilly nodded when Jon’s hand reached out, grabbed her arm and pulled her close. The two stared into each other’s eyes for what seemed eternity. 
 
    “I love you,” Jon said. 
 
    “I love you,” Lilly whispered back before she pressed her lips to his. 
 
    The two held each other close, kissing deeply as their souls burned bright. 
 
    Webbed hands reached around them and picked them up. Jon and Lilly broke their kiss as Zelda hefted them up and began running to the main entrance. 
 
    “The Dark Heart is below!” the sea elf giggled. 
 
    Jon and Lilly’s eyes bulged out of their heads as they were carried along. Sea elves raced alongside them to the entrance. 
 
    The door slammed open. Sea elves dived off the top and splashed into the waters below. Zelda put down her Captain and her lover, the three of them jumping many steps at a time as two elves waved to them from the Dark Heart below. 
 
    Syndra and Eryn smiled brightly as they waved. 
 
    Jon’s heart leapt in his chest, seeing the shadow elf still alive. Without a second thought, when they reached halfway down the stairs, Jon grabbed the simple railing and jumped off. Lilly and Zelda laughed as they did the same. All three dove down until they hit the water. 
 
    A soothing comfort washed over Jon as he opened his eyes under water and saw many sea elves swimming away to freedom. Kicking his legs, he burst through the surface water and began swimming, Lilly and Zelda at his sides.  
 
    The trio reached the Dark Heart, a rope ladder unfurling and splashing into the water. Jon was first, climbing the ladder. When he was on deck, he rushed toward Syndra’s open arms, grabbed her by the waist and lifted her up, joy in his eyes.  
 
    Lilly and Zelda rushed to them, all four hugging each other tightly. Tears welled up as they didn’t let go. 
 
    Eryn smiled as she stared blankly. Four flaming souls burned brightly in the darkness of the cleric’s gaze, almost forming a single soul. A sea of bobbing, magical orbs filled the dark beyond the crew of the Dark Heart with mystical light and unfettered love.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    Jon opened his eyes to the gentle rocking of the ship. He lay on the comfortable bed as colored light filtered in from stained glass. The young man lifted his head, seeing that he was in Lilly’s bedchamber. The bed was wide. A desk and table sat to the side. A rack of wine bottles was carved into a wall as upside down glasses hung from holders above. The room had Lilly’s scent, blended with the sea and Jon drank it in. 
 
    Memories flowed into his relaxed mind. He remembered being on deck and so happy that Syndra had survived. He remembered the tears from all of them, their hearts beating as one. A faint memory touched his mind’s eye, the thrill wearing off and his arms and legs turning to jelly. There was a moment of falling, Zelda reaching out to grab him and slow his fall. Lilly produced a piece of Ambrosia fruit and pressed it to his lips. The young man took the piece, bit down and chewed as everything started to go black. The last thing he remembered was Lilly smiling. 
 
    Jon blinked in bed as he stayed on his back.  
 
    The exhaustion must have been too much. I wonder if I was rested, I could have fought longer? 
 
    An odd sensation itched at the back of his neck. Jon moved his arm and touched raised skin at his neck. He felt it, indents and curved lines forming a circle and something within. It was so strange that he sat up and let his fingers linger on the spot. Glancing around, he saw an oval vanity mirror over a low dresser but no other mirror to reflect the image. 
 
    The sounds of the ocean outside brought him back as he sat, thinking about Lilly and the others. Throwing the blanket off of him, he saw that he was stark nude. On a nearby chair, his pirate clothes hung. With a leap, he was off the bed and taking hold of his shirt, smiling to himself as he heard the murmur of the crew above him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lilly manned the helm. The shadow of her hat kept the sun out of her eyes as she stared at the horizon. Sea mist splashed up as the Dark Heart made its way through ocean waters and a lightness touched her heart as five elves on the upper deck with her spoke to each other rather loudly. 
 
    “It could be a rumor. There is no possible way the Empire can create a blockade just for us,” Syndra said with her eyes closed and arms crossed along her belly. 
 
    Eryn was leaning against a railing, her hands holding onto it and her gaze downward. “I have blessed some who divulged these hints of plans. Some of the Empire’s sailors have spoken to me, confessing what is to come, days before you arrived. The Emperor knew you would come back and he prepared for it.” 
 
    “You should have told the Captain the moment we arrived,” Zelda said in a low tone. 
 
    “I told her to keep everything a secret until the time was right,” Lilly said in a commanding tone. 
 
    Ryta and Jyn were silent as their eyes turned to the red-headed Captain. 
 
    “Captain?” Zelda asked. 
 
    Lilly gave a wry smirk as Jon climbed the simple steps to the upper deck. A glow seemed to infect his entire demeanor as he stepped closer. Zelda and Syndra turned to their Shullkar and rushed him. Arms once again hugged Jon as they smiled. Eryn stayed by the railing, seeing Jon’s golden soul mobbed by two other souls. 
 
    “So glad you could join us,” Lilly grinned. 
 
    “Glad to be back. How long was I asleep?” Jon said as he gently broke the embrace and moved to the center, between all of the elves. 
 
    “A little over a day,” Lilly stated as she moved the wheel. 
 
    “I must have been more exhausted than I thought,” Jon smiled back. 
 
    The Captain nodded. 
 
    Zelda stepped over and curled her arm around Jon’s neck, pushing his face into the side of her boob. “Our lucky charm!” 
 
    Jon grinned as one eye was covered by Zelda’s cloth covered breast. 
 
    Syndra stepped closer and tapped Zelda on the arm. The sea elf smiled as she let go, Jon nearly losing his balance as he didn’t want to leave Zelda just yet. The witch’s fingers caressed the back of Jon’s neck, touching the strange rune-like tattoo inked into his skin. 
 
    “You didn’t have this before. I saw it when we laid you down, but the Captain told me you were never inked,” Syndra’s crimson eyes drinking it in. 
 
    “I felt a burning sensation when we fought Sawblade at the docks. I felt it again when I was dodging the guards in the courtyard. Once it fully burned out, I could move my body perfectly. I think the rum helped,” Jon explained. 
 
    “Let me feel,” Eryn said as she took an unsteady step forward. 
 
    Zelda moved to the blind cleric’s side and held out her arm. The half-breed elf took hold and Zelda guided her closer to Jon. Eryn let go and reached out, Syndra taking the cleric by the wrist and guiding her hand to the tattoo on Jon’s neck. 
 
    Fingers touched the raised skin of the tattoo. Eryn felt around carefully, taking in every nuance. The moment was quiet as Zelda and Syndra watched with interested eyes. 
 
    “Dragons have always loved elven rum and wines. It’s not that odd that your dragon spirit loved it too. It may explain why you could fight so well from what the crew has told me,” Eryn said as she continued to feel around. 
 
    Jon waited patiently as Eryn continued. When she squeezed his butt with her other hand, he knew she was finished. 
 
    “It’s a very old symbol. My dragon tongue is a little off but I believe the tattoo means Nimble,” Eryn said as her mind worked. 
 
    Syndra nodded. “It could mean that.” 
 
    Zelda looked to the cleric and the witch, “How do you know?” 
 
    Eryn smiled. “When I wasn’t blessing those coming to visit, I spent a lot of time reading. The monastery has an old library. And before you ask, ink is raised in books to allow those who cannot see to still read them. Some of the older tomes mentioned the dragons from long ago and even had some of their writings intact.” 
 
    Syndra nodded, “We will need to know more.” 
 
    Eryn shrugged. “There is not much else to tell you. I know about some runes, but all of this is beyond me.” 
 
    Syndra turned her attention to Jon, the young man staring at her with a happy smile. A blink later, he rushed her, wrapped his arms around her and hugged her close. The shadow elf didn’t fight, hugging Jon and not wanting to let go. 
 
    “I thought you were gone,” Jon whispered in her ear. 
 
    “I won’t leave you and the Captain’s side. We have so much work ahead of us and you owe me a date,” Syndra smiled. 
 
    “Many dates,” Jon corrected. 
 
    Zelda’s pupils were heart-shaped as her brother and sister watched the man and shadow elf with warm eyes. 
 
    When the pair broke their embrace, Lilly cleared her throat. 
 
    “Cabin Mate, to my side,” the Captain ordered. 
 
    Jon smiled as he stepped closer and took his place at her side. Lilly let go of the wheel with one hand and took Jon’s hand into hers. 
 
    “Thank you, for trusting me,” Lilly said in a small voice. 
 
    Jon nodded as he glanced to the crew looking over with knowing eyes. 
 
    “I told them everything,” Lilly said. 
 
    Jon nodded. “I guess I can know the whole plan?” 
 
    Lilly nodded and continued, “I had a plan from the start. I long ago tasked Eryn to find the location of Zelda’s family and her clan. When she did, she was supposed to give that information to Captain Thorn to bring to me. Rose owed me several favors and I knew she was quick to complete them so she was no longer in my debt. As much as we pretended to be rivals, our relationship simply ran its course. 
 
    “I had Captain Thorn ensure Sawblade would be the one to capture us. My prior dealings with him would ensure I had an edge every time we met. I knew his hatred for me and when I found out he was a courier between the Worm Pit and royalty, we would have our in.” 
 
    Lilly looked down, “The initial plan was to take his ship and sneak in. I wasn’t sure if we could do it. My back up plan was to hide lock picking tools on me and break out if we were captured. I didn’t account for the harpoons and Sawblade sinking the Dark Heart. When I thought we lost Syndra, it broke my heart, but we had to continue with the plan.  
 
    “The other back up plan was you.” 
 
    Jon looked to the beautiful Captain.  
 
    Lilly sighed. “There were a lot of moving pieces and I couldn’t chance anything slipping. If Sawblade had spies or anyone else overheard or were watching us, it would have undermined the entire mission.” 
 
    The Captain turned her gaze to Syndra and Zelda with a touch of sorrow. 
 
    Zelda beamed. “As we said, Captain, we love and trust you. We know you have our best interests at heart.” 
 
    Syndra shook her head. “Was it part of your plan to have the cleric molest me as she rescued me?” 
 
    “I saved your life,” Eryn grinned. 
 
    “If it was between death and you putting your hands on me, death would have been preferable.” 
 
    The cleric and witch smiled as they teased each other. Zelda let out a laugh. 
 
    Lilly looked over to her First Mate, “I knew your soul would never rest if we didn’t find your family. This was the best way to accomplish the goal.” 
 
    Zelda eyed her Captain with a razor smile. “I will follow you to the underworld and back and you never have to tell me why. I swear it to the gods.” 
 
    The Captain nodded before turning her attention to Jon. “I knew your luck would turn the tide at some point. I trusted it as I trusted you. If you had not distracted the guards, many more sea elves would have been killed by the cannon towers and the crossbows. You kept them busy long enough to free the prisoners and save us.” 
 
    “It seems we all saved each other,” Jon smiled brightly. 
 
    “That we did,” Lilly said with a hint of shyness. 
 
    Jon stared at Lilly’s beauty for a long moment before he raised an eyebrow. “Where did you hide lock picking tools?” 
 
    “She hid them in her butt!” Zelda shouted and laughed. 
 
    The Captain nodded. 
 
    Jon laughed. “I didn’t know you were into any of that?” 
 
    “There are many things you have yet to discover, my Shullkar. We have a lifetime to discover them together.” 
 
    Syndra sighed. “We still have to decide if we want the cleric as part of our crew?” 
 
    Eryn wrinkled her brow in annoyance. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Crew! We decide as one. Do we wish for Eryn Moon to be part of our crew and take on the position as Cleric?” 
 
    “Do I have a say in this?” Eryn grinned. 
 
    “No,” Syndra scoffed. 
 
    “What say you? Aye or nay?” Lilly asked. 
 
    “Aye!” Zelda, Jon, and Syndra said in unison, the witch saying it the loudest. 
 
    “It has been agreed upon. Eryn Moon, you now are a part of us and the Dark Heart for life!” Lilly shouted. 
 
    “Yay,” the cleric said with a slightly less than enthusiastic tone. 
 
    Jon grinned. “What’s the plan now, Captain?” 
 
    “There is a rumor the Empire will try to blockade us from entering the portal. For now, going home will be put on hold. We must find a safe place for the sea elf clans.” 
 
    Jon raised an eyebrow, “They are still with us?” 
 
    “They are swimming alongside the ship. If they returned to their home waters, the Empire will simply hunt them down again. No, they need to be safe until we can break the Empire’s reach.” 
 
    Lilly smirked, “That is why we are going to the Misty Sea. I just may know a place where they will be safe for a long time.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Jon smiled. 
 
    “I can’t speak for everyone, but I need a swim,” Zelda grinned. “What say you, Jyn and Ryta?” 
 
    The two younger siblings nodded and smiled. Zelda blew Jon a kiss before running to the edge of the upper deck, jumped and dived into the waters below. Jyn and Ryta did the same, rushing to edge and following their older sister. 
 
    Syndra turned her attention to Eryn. “I’m sure Jon will be starving. Let’s prepare a meal so he can regain his strength.” 
 
    “I’m fine here,” Eryn waved the witch away. 
 
    Syndra’s brow hardened. “You’re part of this crew. Come with me so we may prepare some food,” the witch said with a slight growl. 
 
    “Fine,” Eryn sighed as she reached out to Syndra’s waiting arm.  
 
    The witch and cleric moved to the steps and made their way down. Syndra gave Jon a quick smile over her shoulder before disappearing from sight. 
 
    Lilly steered the ship with one hand, the other hand still holding Jon’s hand. The couple stared out as thumbs glided over the back of hands. The moment was thrilling and warm, morning sunlight soothing their bodies. 
 
    “Jon, the Empire will make it very difficult for us to leave Aquris.” 
 
    The young man smiled. “We will face them together, as one crew. I trust you, my Captain.” 
 
    “As I trust you, my true love,” Lilly said with deeper shyness. 
 
    Along the Dark Heart, sea elves burst from the water’s surface and dived right back in. Jyn and Ryta splashed upwards from the surface, spun and dove into gentle waters. 
 
    “The water is wonderful!” Zelda shouted after bursting upwards, spinning with a wide smile and diving back in, many of her clan joining her. 
 
    “So is the company,” Jon grinned and squeezed Lilly’s hand. 
 
    The Captain did the same. The pair stared out to the sunny horizon, a new day casting a brilliant light on their entwined souls, the sound of sea elf laughter filling the air around them. 
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
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