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 One 
 
    Limp sails hung from the mast. The wind had died and a lone ship lingered in the same spot it had arrived hours before. 
 
     Sunlight beamed down, painting the Dark Heart in golden light as bodies moved in a slow swirl around the ship. Heads and bodies rose up, undulating through the calm, pristine waters. Sea elves chatted with each other along the surface before they dove down under, basking in the warm waters. Large light-blue bodies moved seamlessly with the nearly non-existent current while above them on the main deck, five elves and an Urth man lingered, their conversation floating into the air. 
 
    Jon sat cross-legged on the main deck. The young man looked to Zelda as she laid on her back and stared upwards into the clear, blue sky. Syndra was on her stomach, chin resting on her crossed forearms before her and her legs moving back and forth. The shadow elf had her eyes closed, but her ears were alert, listening to everything. Eryn stood with her blank eyes staring at Lilly’s soul as the Captain paced back and forth, her hands locked behind her and her brow a little firm. 
 
    “If we go back to the portal, the Empire will be waiting for us,” Eryn said as she smoothed down her dark cleric robe. 
 
    “As you mentioned before, you’re not sure the information is accurate,” Lilly said as she continued to pace. 
 
    The cleric sighed. “Some of the Empire’s sailors have come to the monastery before your arrival, confessing their concerns that the Emperor grows weary of the few remaining nations unwilling to join the empire. They fear one last war will put their families and themselves in great danger.  
 
    “While it is true much of the information is speculation, their fear is real. The Emperor has slowed down his need for conquest since the portal was created, but many believe he is hungry once again.” 
 
    Eryn bowed her head. “Whispers speak to Princess Cora Lufina’s abduction as the cause for reigniting his thirst to conquer again.” 
 
    Lilly stopped pacing and faced the blonde-haired cleric. “The truth will not ease the Emperor’s desires and will not stop us from what needs to be done. The Empire must fall.” 
 
    Jon watched as Lilly was visibly agitated. The beautiful elf’s body was tense and her eyes nearly oval slits. He could see her mind working, coming up with solutions and strategies, but she couldn’t find her answer. Their previous mission to free Zelda’s people was a success, but it also made sure they were noticed by the Empire again. 
 
    Zelda sat up and eyed Lilly, “Captain, we could return to hit and run raids, disturbing their supply routes like before?” 
 
    Lilly looked to her First Mate, her eyes taking on a sad edge. “It’s much too dangerous to return to those designs. The Empire will set traps for us and if any of us are captured, they will stop at nothing to get the princess back. We can’t risk it.” 
 
    Zelda nodded. “I could ask the clans if…” Lilly cut her off. 
 
    “You just freed many of your family. I won’t ask them to throw their lives away unless we can ensure victory.” 
 
    Lilly stepped over, her boots sounding off with each step until her shadow covered Zelda’s face. The captain knelt down and took Zelda’s webbed hand into hers, squeezing it. 
 
    “I thank you for the suggestion, but your family is my family now and I won’t see them harmed, not after what they went through,” Lilly said with a soft edge. 
 
    “How powerful is the Empire?” Jon asked. 
 
    Everyone turned their gaze to the lone man and lowered their eyes. Syndra opened her eyes and stared at Jon across from her. 
 
    “The Empire has always stood since the beginning of our civilization. The sun elves banded together quickly and formed alliances. They knew expansion meant power. My people stood up to them and were scattered to the seas,” Syndra said coolly. 
 
    Zelda let go of Lilly’s hand and leaned back on her palms. “My people used to outnumber all the other races. The Empire knew this and spent a long time demonizing and hunting us. Many of the clans move and wander in secret. We have always known if we band together, the Empire will not stop until we are eradicated.” 
 
    Eryn stepped closer with a bowed head. “It wasn’t always like this. There were many times in history where the Emperor was kind and just. It was several generations ago when a madness took hold of the Lufina family line, pushing them to war and conquest.” 
 
    Lilly stood up and touched her fingers to her chin. “That is their weakness. If we break the family line, we will topple the Empire and can start again.” 
 
    Jon looked to Lilly, “That is why Cora is so important. You want her to take the throne.” 
 
    Heads bobbed in agreement. 
 
    Lilly eyed Jon with understanding and compassion. “Cora is one of us. She can be groomed to be a great leader. She has a kindness and strength that many will follow. Despite the cruelty of the Empire, Cora has shown she is not cut from the same cloth. She rejected her father’s proposal by leaving him and joining us. Once you become part of our family, you can never leave it. 
 
    “The races and nations will follow her. The Lufina family line is worshipped by many and they are seen as divinity across Aquris. If she takes the throne, peace will be assured.” 
 
    “The Emperor, his sons and daughters must be sacrificed for the people of Aquris,” Syndra said in a low tone as she closed her eyes again. 
 
    Jon’s heart skipped a beat. “If I’m hearing this right, your rebellion hinges on killing Cora’s family? Does she know what you’re planning?” 
 
    Lilly stepped over to Jon and knelt down. The Captain eyed him as she seemed to gather the right words to say. 
 
    “She doesn’t know, not completely,” Jon said with a stern edge. 
 
    “She has an idea,” Lilly corrected. “Many of her brothers and sisters have some of the Emperor’s madness. After we learned about the dragon spirits that inhabit their blood, it makes sense that their power is somehow affecting them. It may be the root cause to their hunger for power and conquest.” 
 
    Lilly placed her hand over Jon’s hand, “Our ways are different from your ways, but we all want the same thing. We want peace and prosperity for all.” 
 
    Jon looked down at Lilly’s hand. “Our people are not that much different. It seems every realm has its power struggles.” 
 
    Jon turned his hand and clasped his fingers around Lilly’s hand. “I understand what you’re trying to do, but I grew up in a family where saving people was the most important thing someone can do. My parents always taught me to find another way when it came down to life or death. Death teaches fear. We should be enlightening others instead of ending their lives. Do you think Cora will forgive you if you kill members of her family? Do you think she will stay kind when you do exactly what the Empire has done?” 
 
    Lilly’s eyes hardened. “Kindness took my parents away when they should have fought. The Empire only understands strength. It is something we must show so they will back down and free the people of Aquris.” 
 
    Jon kept his gaze on Lilly’s green eyes. “I understand at the Worm Pit, everyone was fighting for their freedom against their jailors. Lives were lost on both sides, but I can’t agree to killing Cora’s family. I can’t agree to killing anyone. It’s part of my honor to not take a life.” 
 
    Lilly pulled her hand away and stood up, a simmering anger in her eyes. “When the wind returns, we will plot a course and set sail. I want to make sure the clans are safe before we attempt a return to the portal.” 
 
    Jon watched as Lilly turned on her heels, marched to the door to the lower deck, pulled it open hard and stepped down. The door slammed shut behind her. 
 
    Sadness touched Zelda and Syndra’s eyes. The sea elf and witch crawled closer to Jon before sitting and facing him. Eryn turned away and walked to the railing. She lifted her face to the sun and closed her eyes, basking in its light. 
 
    “She will cool down,” Zelda said with a reassuring tone. 
 
    Jon sat with small, dark shadows under his eyes. 
 
    I know we come from two different worlds, but I just can’t bring myself to slaughter others to restore some kind of balance. There must be another way where families don’t have to die? 
 
    Syndra sighed. “Jon, we all want the same thing, but the Captain’s fight is very personal. She’s spoken of times where she tried to be diplomatic and the very people she tried to help, turned around and tried to kill her. She measures her kindness to those she can trust and it takes a lot for her to trust someone.” 
 
    Jon nodded, not sure what else to say. 
 
    Zelda yawned wide and stretched her arms into the air. “Well, I don’t believe the wind is going to come back today and I need a swim.” 
 
    The sea elf lowered her arms and gave Jon a smirk. “Join me for a swim?” 
 
    Jon looked to the smirking sea elf. “I’m not sure…” 
 
    Zelda started laughing. “I wasn’t really asking. Strip!” 
 
    Syndra sighed and made her way to her feet. The shadow elf shed her cloak, letting it fall to the deck as she stood in her one-piece outfit. 
 
    “Better do as she says before she tosses you over the side,” Syndra smiled. 
 
    Jon made it to his feet as Zelda began shedding her clothes. The seven-foot-tall sea elf pulled off what little clothes she had until she was stark nude. She eyed Jon before crossing her arms against her stomach and tapping a webbed foot. 
 
    “Come on,” Zelda urged. 
 
    Jon smiled as he shed his coat. Next came his shirt, boots, leggings and lastly pulled off his bandanna. The young man stood on the deck in only his boxers, feeling exposed. 
 
    “Off with all of it,” Zelda commanded with a razor grin. 
 
    “Is he naked yet?” Eryn called over from the side. 
 
    “Not yet,” Syndra said with an amused tone. 
 
    “I think I’m fine in my boxers,” Jon said as he tried to not stand awkwardly. 
 
    “Take it off,” Eryn said as she stood with her hands clasped to each other before her chin and a wide grin on her face. 
 
    “You can’t even see me,” Jon said to her, perplexed. 
 
    “I just like to know if you’re naked or not. My imagination tells me the rest,” the cleric grinned.  
 
    “Take it off,” Zelda growled and reached for Jon’s boxers. 
 
    Jon was quicker, side stepping the sea elf’s advances and back peddling. Zelda rushed him, her hands trying to grab hold and missing him by inches. Syndra covered her smile as Jon raced around the deck with Zelda giving chase. Eryn blinked, only seeing two souls chase each other in a sea of darkness. 
 
    “Take… them… OFF!” Zelda roared and laughed at the same time. 
 
    Jon rushed to the edge of the deck and hopped up onto the square railing. Arms spun as he kept his balance. Turning around, he saw Zelda charging toward him with eager intent. 
 
    Jon kept his cool as the sea elf launched toward him with outstretched arms. Knees bending, Jon jumped into the air and spread his legs. Zelda’s oval eyes widened as she grabbed at air. Gravity took hold and she went diving down into the calm waters with barely a splash. 
 
    Jon landed on the railing, turned to see Zelda hadn’t surfaced yet. Peering down, he barely noticed Syndra’s shadow before her palm pushed at his rump and sent him flailing down to the waters below. 
 
    Jon hit the water hard. The shock ebbed and a calm serenity enveloped his entire body as he sank down underwater. The sensations tickled his skin and whispered sweet nothings to his soul. It was natural, beautiful and inviting. He had never felt so relaxed under water as he did now. 
 
     It feels like I’m home. 
 
    Jon closed his eyes, basking in the soothing waters. On he floated, the familiar feeling washing over him. When he opened his eyes, he looked down to the abyss below. It yawned, the inky darkness beckoning him to swim into its embrace. A song touched his heart and a thought spoke to him, telling him to swim down into the depths. 
 
    The moment was broken when Zelda swam up to him and kissed him. The instant her lips touched his, their bond flared. The pair savored each other, but Lilly’s image glowed in Jon’s mind. His heart beat a little faster, wanting to ease her pain, but not sure how he was exactly going to do it. 
 
    Bodies appeared in the surrounding waters. Jon and Zelda parted from their kiss to many smiling sea elves. Webbed hands reached out and touched the pair, a knowing happiness filling all their hearts as they enjoyed a moment with those who freed them. Zelda’s younger brother and sister, Jyn and Ryta, swam closer, touching Jon. 
 
    Jon wanted to stay here, enjoying the moment, when his lungs cried out for air. Kicking his legs, he surfaced and took in a deep breath. 
 
    “Watch out below!” Syndra shouted as she fell. 
 
    Jon turned to the falling shadow elf just as she hit the water and splashed into his face. The young man grinned as Syndra broke the surface and swam closer. A swarm of sea elves circled below, looking up as Zelda and Syndra swam closer to Jon. 
 
    “Jon, stay true to your honor. I’m sure the Captain will understand, with time,” the witch said as her wet white hair framed her dark face. 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Syndra swam closer and pressed her lips to his. Jon gave a small smile before webbed hands grabbed his boxers and pulled them down in nearly one smooth motion. 
 
    “I got them!” Zelda shouted with glee as she lifted Jon’s wet boxers into the air. 
 
    “Hey!” Jon shouted, feeling his manhood was now fully exposed to many sea elves below him. 
 
    “Swim Zelda! Swim!” Syndra laughed. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The First Mate dove underwater and kicked her webbed feet, her body moving like a torpedo through the water. Jon swam after her, smiling and laughing until he saw the sea elf swim away so fast, he would never catch up. 
 
    “My boxers… I need those,” Jon whimpered with a smile. 
 
    Jon slowly turned around to Syndra and a dozen sea elves swimming toward him. 
 
    “We are coming to get you,” the witch laughed with mischief in her crimson colored eyes. 
 
    “Crap!” Jon laughed as he turned and swam for his life, sunlight filling the world with brilliant warmth and light. 
 
    *** 
 
    Three moons slowly rose up from the horizon edge. Their shades were a muted red, a sublime blue, and a pale yellow. Their light cast streams of subdued sparkles along the calm waters. 
 
    The Dark Heart stayed where it was on the water’s surface. Around it, sea elf heads poked up as oval eyes looked to the moons in the vast distance. The luminous moons glowed with pleasant vibrations, a hidden song touching their hearts. 
 
    Jon walked along the deck as Syndra leaned on a railing, her crimson eyes looking to the dark heavens. The young man lifted a leg mid walk, shaking it as he felt drops of water roll down his legs. He hadn’t completely dried off since their swim. Jon lamented as he put his boot down again, knowing he was never going to get his boxers back. Zelda had passed them along to another sea elf and soon they were gone forever. The freedom he now felt made him a little uncomfortable, but he told himself he simply had to get used to it. 
 
    Jon stepped closer to the shadow elf before glancing to the side. To the bow of the ship, Zelda sat, half naked and a bottle of rum in her webbed hand. She was happy and drunk, blowing a kiss to Jon before she took a chug of rum.  
 
    Zelda’s so happy that she has most of her clan back. Maybe I will join her. 
 
    Jon turned his attention to Syndra as he stepped closer and leaned onto the railing next to her. The shadow elf leaned her head on his shoulder, letting out a small sigh as the couple looked out to the rising three moons. 
 
    “It’s so hard to believe your world has thirteen moons. I would think the gravitational pull would make this world a constant storm,” Jon said simply. 
 
    “Some are farther than others. Their orbits are different, some slow and some fast. Each one does have an effect on each of the thirteen seas, as far as our scholars have told us. It has been a long time since all thirteen occupied the same sky. Many believe if that happens again, it will be the end of Aquris,” Syndra said gently. 
 
    Jon looked to her, his arm around her waist and holding the shadow elf to his side. “What do you believe?” 
 
    Syndra looked up to Jon and smiled. “I believe death and rebirth are part of the same coin. We simply have to navigate its waters as the coin flips to a side.” 
 
    Jon nodded. 
 
    “You’re worried about Lilly,” the witch whispered. 
 
    Jon nodded again. 
 
    “Like Zelda said, she will cool down. All of this is new for her and for us. We have known love, but not like this. It has affected all of us. The Captain needs time to adjust. She adores you and knows she may have to bend when she’s never bent before.” 
 
    Jon’s grip tightened a little at the shadow elf’s waist. “You seem more relaxed than when we first met.” 
 
    Syndra nodded. “I dreamed of death for a long time. It haunts my people since we were cast out of society. I never thought I would live this long. Then I met you and now death has taken a step back, allowing me a chance to enjoy the warmth. I’m feeling grateful.” 
 
    “I feel pretty grateful too. I never knew my heart was big enough to love this much.” 
 
    Syndra leaned into Jon, “I knew you could, the first time I touched your spirit.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean the dragon within my spirit?”  
 
    Syndra gave a small laugh, “No. It’s your spirit. The dragon is there, but you as a person glow just as bright. Dragon spirits are forces, just like the elements. They sometimes align with others, but they are only part of the puzzle. Souls are not perfect energies. Sometimes they are a patchwork, bringing together a person. If there are too many opposing elements, it creates chaos and unrest in a person’s soul. If the elements align, it creates an understanding coexistence.” 
 
    “Much like the universe,” Jon said as he looked to the starry sky. 
 
    “Much like the universe,” Syndra repeated. 
 
    The moment lingered as the couple gazed on the moons. It was broken when Zelda burped. 
 
    “Come here and cuddle with me!” the First Mate shouted across the deck to Jon and Syndra. 
 
    Jon smiled as Syndra placed her hand over Jon’s hand, holding him in place. 
 
    “She can wait. I want to enjoy this moment a little longer,” the witch sighed. 
 
    Jon nodded as he held her close, the ocean calm as smooth glass in the perfect night air. 
 
    Deep below, bodies swam upwards. Webbed hands and scaled bodies rose up from the dark abyss, their sights on the hull of the Dark Heart and the many sea elves clouding the water around it. Silent as ghosts, they rose, a dark intent coloring their black eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    “If you two don’t come over here and cuddle with me, I’ll have you both scrub the deck for a week, naked!” Zelda shouted with a slight slur in her voice. 
 
    Syndra sighed as Jon smiled, the pair holding each other. 
 
    “I think we better do as she says,” Jon chuckled. 
 
    “She isn’t going to let us sleep tonight,” the witch smirked. 
 
    “How am I not surprised,” Jon chuckled again. 
 
    “I SAID…” Zelda shouted before she was interrupted. 
 
    “We’re coming!” Syndra shouted back. 
 
    Jon and the witch parted and turned. They looked to Zelda as she waved the bottle of rum in her hand to them, as if to entice them further. 
 
    “Ummm, the rum?” Jon said as he remembered how elven rum affected him. 
 
    Syndra smiled. “I’m sure Zelda and I can keep your spirit contained for the night.” 
 
    “I hope so. I feel like a different person when I drink elven rum.” 
 
    “I thought you were being more yourself,” Syndra winked. 
 
    The pair began walking across the deck, Zelda’s dark eyes growing brighter as they approached. 
 
    Sea elves filled the surrounding waters of the Dark Heart. Many of them lazily swam as they prepared to sleep for the night. A dozen of the older sea elves had already fallen asleep, their bodies floating underwater like they were standing. Regulating their internal buoyancy, they stayed right where they had fallen asleep while the rest of the pods and clans guarded over them. 
 
    Sea elf children clung to parents or caregivers, forming a linked bond to safely sleep. Other sea elves let their eyes slowly close as the three moons moved higher across the night sky. 
 
    From the deep, scaled bodies moved upwards to the edge of the abyss. They studied the floating sea elves and the lone ship. A song whispered in their minds, a tune they could not deny. They felt it when a lone soul touched the water and were drawn to it like a light in the dark.  
 
    One of the deep ones swam up higher, making sure all the others saw her. She eyed the area, her senses alive. A moment later, she let out a scream. 
 
    Others joined the scream, sending out a chorus of sonic waves through the water. Sea elves awoke just before the sonic attack slammed into their senses, stunning them. Many elves tried to move, but their bodies didn’t respond. The screams continued, further driving a torment and agony into the underwater elves before a surge of bodies rushed up from the abyss. 
 
    On the deck, Zelda held out the bottle of rum as Jon and Syndra approached. She eyed Jon like a piece of meat when sonic nails stabbed into her ears. Zelda let out a screech as she dropped the bottle, it smashing against the deck floor. Webbed hands clutched at the sides of her head as she tried to stand up. 
 
    Jon heard a small noise as he quickly turned to Syndra falling to her knees and clutching her ears. Loud moans fell from the witch and the sea elf as they struggled against the distant noise. 
 
    “What’s happening!” Jon shouted. 
 
    Syndra’s face was a mask of pain as she clutched at her ears. The shadow elf barely looked up to Jon’s shocked expression and tried to speak, no words coming out. 
 
    Jon turned around and a chill stabbed into his heart. Webbed hands grabbed at the railings. Dozens and dozens of hands took hold as slick bodies pulled themselves up. The entire ship shifted back and forth from the added weight, glistening bodies and webbed feet stepping onto the main deck, oval eyes turning in his direction. 
 
    Jon’s hands curled into fists as he watched two dozen men and women step onto the main deck. They had a humanoid shape, but scales covered their legs and arms. Webbed hands and feet looked similar to Zelda’s people, but their colors were different. Dim red, blue, or green scales covered parts of their bodies. Their faces looked elven, but their bodies were smaller than sea elf bodies. They were nearly the same size as Jon. With open mouths, they screeched. 
 
    “Sirens,” Syndra managed before she cast a spell. 
 
    The screeches deadened immediately as the spell took hold. The witch stepped closer to Zelda, whispering the same incantation and touching the sea elf’s head. 
 
    Jon stood guard, arms and fists up. The sirens centered their gazes on the one man, screeched and charged. 
 
    “I’ll hold them off!” Jon shouted and rushed toward the wave of sirens. 
 
    The tide of sirens crossed the deck, Jon meeting them and immediately bedlam erupted. Clawed, webbed hands rushed out to grab the lone man, only to miss by inches before his fists connected with jaws. Scaled bodies went sideways as Jon became a whirling dervish, knocking his fists and elbows into the horde of creatures. Screeches filled the night, as did grunts and groans. Jon’s body was like water, slipping into the fight, striking and moving like a ghostly boar. 
 
    The rune on his neck glowed and Jon found himself tapping into it. Energy flooded his muscles, joints, and tendons. His luck ability flared as his body slid into nimble power. The energy was intoxicating as Jon felt relaxed, his body spinning, bending and moving like a practiced dance. The sirens tried to grab him, all of them seemingly missing him like he was never there. 
 
    Get them off the ship and see to the elves in the water! 
 
    Jon switched tactics, grabbing a siren, spinning and sending her over the edge of the railing. Others pounced on him as he caught their bodies in midair, changed their direction and sent them over the edge by their own momentum. It turned into an almost drunken dance, but Jon was fully in control. Bodies flew off the ship, one, two and three at a time. 
 
    Syndra and Zelda were up. The witch whispered arcane words, water rushing up from the sides of the ship and forming orbs around her. Zelda’s body grew bigger and her limbs longer. Rows of teeth filled her mouth as she readied to counter attack. 
 
    The main door to the lower deck slammed open, Lilly stepping up with a pistol in hand and aiming. The Captain saw the remaining sirens, Jon fighting and Syndra and Zelda ready to attack. 
 
    “Repel boarders!” Lilly shouted a command and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The pistol flared with light as a spell round struck the back of a siren and ice covered her back, neck, and head. The creature clawed at the ice as Lilly ejected a spell shell and inserted another one with perfect grace. 
 
    Zelda rushed into the fray, grabbing a male siren and tossing him over the side. Syndra’s water orbs shot out, hitting with the force of a hammer and sending bodies spiraling to the deck or over the side. Lilly stepped forward with a calm determination, blasting a siren off the side as it wailed until it hit the water below. A storm of splashing rose up amid the chaos, sea elves grappling and fighting sirens. 
 
    Jon grabbed a siren and threw him overboard. When he glanced at the ocean, his heart nearly stopped. Thousands of sirens crowded around the ship, fighting sea elves and many others climbing the side to get on deck. 
 
    Lilly glanced to the side, seeing what Jon was seeing and her eyes narrowed. “Syndra! We need to move!” 
 
    “Captain, I need time to summon enough mana to move us!” the witch shouted over the chaos. 
 
    “We will give you the time,” Lilly shouted as she blasted one siren with an ice round and kicked another under their chin, sending them crashing onto their back. 
 
    Zelda roared as she slammed her body into a group of sirens, taking hold of limbs and lifting bodies up like ragdolls. She then began throwing them out to sea, a haunting cruel laugh spilling from her razor maw. 
 
    “The sea elves!” Jon shouted as he rammed a shoulder into a siren and sent them sprawling into a few others just behind it. 
 
    “We will save them too! We need to ready ourselves to counter attack these vermin!” Lilly shouted as she blasted another one. “Syndra, get us moving so we can circle back with cannons ready!” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” the witch shouted before beginning the incantation. 
 
    Jon’s body became a force, knocking away sirens left and right as more climbed aboard. The horde grew bigger, no matter how many they tossed overboard. The creatures began pushing their brethren, trying to move as one large force. Jon tried to knock away a few sirens when a row of them opened their mouths and screamed.  
 
    The siren scream was different this time. It became focused like a sonic laser. The air vibrated until Jon’s ears nearly ruptured. It was overwhelming as he tried to keep his balance. When invisible pulses struck him like cannon fire, his entire body was knocked into the air and he slammed down on the deck ten feet away.  
 
    Senses reeling, he fought to get back up. Reality faded in and out as the sirens charged. Zelda was swarmed as she threw bodies over her head. A sonic scream struck Syndra, the witch stumbling back and her spell fizzling. Lilly was swarmed as she shoved the barrel of her pistol into the attacking horde. Light flashed as sirens fought to remove the ice encasing their heads. Lilly kneed and kicked as she reloaded, the swarm of sirens closing in. 
 
    Eryn stepped up from the lower deck, her blind eyes seeing a storm of souls. 
 
    “Captain?” the cleric shouted. 
 
    “Stay below and lock yourself in!” Lilly shouted over the violence. 
 
    Jon managed to make it back onto his feet when a wall of sirens crashed into him. Dazed, he tried to punch and elbow them away. The screeches stabbed into his ears at point blank range and he lost all sense of balance. Webbed hands took hold, pushing with the might of a tsunami and in an instant, Jon was falling over the side. 
 
    “JON!” Lilly shouted as she watched him go over. 
 
    In a blink, the swarm of sirens broke away from the attack, diving over the side just as Jon’s body struck the water. Zelda and Syndra stumbled as their attackers turned and fled. Eryn hesitated her retreat as the many burning souls rushed down and away. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes narrowed as she rushed to the railing and looked down, Jon and sirens gone. 
 
    “Syndra, with me! First Mate, you have the command!” Lilly ordered. 
 
    “Captain, I should go!” Zelda pleaded. 
 
    Lilly shook her head. “Take care of your people and family. Syndra and I will go after them!” 
 
    The witch moved to Lilly’s side. A simple spell fell from her lips as she touched the Captain’s neck and her own. A light aura took hold as the two elves leapt over the side and into the dark water. Zelda rushed to the edge, peering down as the Captain and witch slowly disappeared. 
 
    “You are my family,” Zelda whispered with sorrow in her voice. 
 
    Underwater, Lilly and Syndra opened their mouths and took in sea water. The spell sank into their lungs, drawing oxygen from the water, allowing them to breathe. Syndra took hold of her Captain and whispered another incantation. The very current surrounded them before they burst downward into the abyss, their bodies vanishing into the darkness as Lilly reloaded her pistol. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jon’s lungs cried out for air as he was taken deeper into the dark water. Sirens surrounded him, their legs kicking in a blur. The pressure began to build as Jon’s very body felt like it was going to implode. Struggling to keep what little oxygen he had, the young man calmed his heart. The tension ebbed as his body relaxed, trying to reserve what few precious seconds of air he had left. 
 
    A light glowed from below. Jon turned his gaze to a fiery light, taking in the scene before him. A pyramid stood at the bottom, four pillars rising up, one at each corner. Magical firelight burned at the top of each pillar and on the point of the pyramid. Wild seagrass and kelp surrounded the temple at the bottom as Jon was pulled closer to it. 
 
    Despite relaxing his body, the last of his oxygen was used up. Darkness clouded his gaze as he slowly lost control and his instincts cried out for him to open his mouth and take a deep breath. 
 
    The moment he was about to black out, the sirens shoved him into a shimmering portal on one side of the temple. Jon’s body splashed through a wall of water and slammed down on a hard-stone floor. Mouth opening, he took in a deep gasp of air and coughed. 
 
    His senses slowly returned as he breathed in the stale air. Chest heaving, he gulped in more before rolling on his side. Time slowed down as he stared at the insides of the temple. Slanted walls rose up to a combined point. Runes covered every inch of the inner walls. Yellow flames danced on metal rods lining the walls. Craning his head, he noticed a single pillar in the center of the underwater temple, dimly lit runes covering its surface. 
 
    Jon slowly pushed off the rune covered floor. Energy returned to his muscles and he slowly stood up. He turned around to the shimmering water portal, dozens of sirens peering in but not entering. They floated, watching with interested eyes. 
 
    “I don’t suppose any of you can tell me where I am?” Jon asked. 
 
    The sirens said nothing, staring with hourglass pupils. 
 
    “Great talk,” Jon said as he shook his head.  
 
    Turning back to the inner temple chamber, Jon began walking and inspecting it. The runes were alien, nothing he had ever seen before. A quick stroll led him in a circle, eyeing the walls and finally stopping by the pillar. 
 
    “This seems important,” Jon said as he lifted a hand and touched the smooth stone. 
 
    The runes glowed a little brighter, but after a few long moments, nothing happened. 
 
    They brought me here for a reason. There must be a key or puzzle I have to solve. I just wish they could give me a little more information. 
 
    Jon turned back to the portal entrance, seeing the sirens pull away. Seconds rolled on and from the darkness, a large male siren swam closer. He was much bigger than the others and had flaming red scales along his body. The siren reached the water wall and peered in, a rage in his eyes. 
 
    “I doubt you’re going to be my guide,” Jon said as he backed up. 
 
    The siren swam through the wall of water and landed on webbed feet. He had a rudimentary belt and little else. A webbed hand reached behind his back and pulled out what looked like a bone dagger.  
 
    Jon lifted his hands, palms out to the hulking siren. “I’m not here to fight. I just want to get back to my friends and my ship.” 
 
    The siren either didn’t understand or didn’t care. It took a few wet steps forward before throwing the dagger down onto the floor with a small clatter. 
 
    Jon looked down at the dagger and looked back at the siren. The siren pointed to him with a clawed finger and made a slicing motion across its neck. It then pointed to itself and made another slicing motion against its own neck. 
 
    Jon got the meaning and sighed. 
 
    “I’m not about to fight to the death. I just want to go back to the surface,” Jon said, hoping the words would make some kind of sense to the male siren. 
 
    The siren’s eyes narrowed and took a menacing step forward. 
 
    Jon lifted his hands and made them into fists. “It doesn’t mean I won’t defend myself.” 
 
    The siren took another step forward and burst into a charge. Jon readied himself by taking a fighting stance. The siren lifted a webbed fist, ready to bring it down. Jon focused, caught the siren by the wrist and attempted to throw him over his shoulder. Jon’s eyes widened as the siren shifted his weight and drove a knee into Jon’s side. The strike was so hard, it caused all the air to leave Jon’s lungs and he stumbled back a few feet. 
 
    “Damn, you know how to fight,” Jon heaved as he took another fighting stance. 
 
    The siren stepped closer, an evil smirk appearing. Jon took a quick breath before the siren rushed him again. Practiced instincts took over, parrying the siren’s arm and driving his fist into the siren's side. The siren grunted but didn’t stop, his webbed fists blurring. Jon’s body moved with liquid grace, dodging the siren’s fists. The rune on the back of his neck burned and new energy sank into his muscles. Jon could feel where the fist strikes were coming and dodged them accordingly. It turned into a dance, the two opponents not landing a strike. 
 
    Tire him out. 
 
    Jon kept moving, dodging the siren until the creature opened its mouth and screamed. The sonic attack caught Jon off guard, striking his chest. Jon crossed his arms as he slid back. Ears ringing, he tried to keep his senses when a webbed fist struck his cheek hard. The power in the blow caused Jon to fly backwards and spin. Crashing to the floor, Jon rolled back onto his feet, the side of his face throbbing. 
 
    “You have a couple of moves,” Jon said as he rubbed his cheek. 
 
    The siren grinned with a razor maw and burst forward. The rune glowed along Jon’s neck and he easily dodged an incoming fist. Jon’s fists pumped into the siren’s side four times before he spun away. An ache filled his knuckles as he noticed it felt like he was punching a wall of meat. 
 
    The siren seemed unconcerned. It charged again and Jon slammed his heel into the monster’s knee. A crack filled the chamber as the siren took wide swipes with clawed fingertips. The siren grunted as Jon’s heel crashed into its unguarded knee. Stumbling back, the siren looked Jon up and down with a newfound respect. 
 
    “I really don’t want to fight,” Jon repeated a little louder. 
 
    The siren dipped down and scooped up the bone dagger. 
 
    “Shit,” Jon growled as he kept a wary gaze. 
 
    The siren screamed and charged. Jon’s body spun away from the scream, his boots sliding on the floor. Keeping his balance, he pulled back as the bone dagger missed his chin by several inches. The siren advanced, slicing at Jon with eager intent. Jon dodged each strike. When the siren left himself open, Jon leapt at him and drove his knee into its side. A grunt rose up as the siren elbowed Jon and sent him flying into a pillar. 
 
    Jon hit the pillar and slid down to his feet, throbbing aches filling him.  
 
    If he hits me a few more times like that, I’m not going to be able to stand. 
 
    The siren was on him, Jon dodging and the bone dagger cutting against the hard-stone pillar. Runes glowed as Jon measured his strikes, trying to wear down the brute. The siren moved with power and skill, fist and dagger flashing. An opening appeared and Jon stepped in closer. Fingers uncurled as the young man chopped at the creature’s neck. The siren made a strange gurgling sound before Jon unleashed a flurry of fist strikes. Each one hit a sensitive spot, Jon assuming that a humanoid creature would have the same weak points as an Urthling.  
 
    The siren lost his balance, stumbling back and Jon continued his assault. Jon bent low and swept the legs. The brute fell backwards and landed on his back. Jon was on him, fist raised when pain exploded. Jon turned to see the dagger deep in his arm and blood spurting. 
 
    Rage and fire blazed as Jon began pummeling the siren in the face. Power bloomed as his arm moved like a piston. The siren couldn’t react, bruises forming and flesh opening from the strikes. A fiery force took hold of Jon as he couldn’t stop himself. Blue blood rose up from broken flesh and the siren moaned as Jon continued his assault. 
 
    Jon took hold of the bone dagger in his arm, pulled it out, spun it around and held it up high, the point down. The siren stared with glassy eyes before it craned its head, ready for the deathblow. 
 
    Heavy breathing filled the chamber before Jon’s eyes widened in disbelief. 
 
    I’m not a killer. 
 
    Jon eased the tension in his arms as he straddled the brute’s chest. With a lazy toss, Jon threw the dagger away, the weapon clattering against the floor. 
 
    The siren blinked. 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you,” Jon said as he heaved. 
 
    The young man stood up and stepped away. He backed up to make sure there was enough room to counter attack if the siren wanted to keep fighting. 
 
    The siren turned onto its side and slowly stood up. It looked to Jon with bewildered eyes. Jon made a small smile, to show he was not a threat. The siren stared as it moved its jaw. Turning its head, it looked down to the rune covered floor.  
 
    Jon felt the throb in his arm from the dagger strike. He lifted a hand and held onto his numb arm as blood dripped onto the floor. The siren eyed the blood before it spit out a glob of its own blood onto the floor. 
 
    “Let’s call it even,” Jon smiled. 
 
    The siren gave him one long glance before turning to the chamber portal. The siren stepped into the shimmering water and swam away. 
 
    “I’m glad we could come to an agreement,” Jon whispered to no one. 
 
    Clutching at his bloody arm, Jon turned to the pillar. The runes glowed brighter and brighter as he raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “This doesn’t seem right…” Jon managed before lightning and fire exploded from the rune covered pillar. 
 
    Jon’s eyes widened as energy and light blasted his entire body. Screams filled the temple as Jon stood, energy coursing into him. Golden wings flared out along his soul. The rune on his neck glowed bright before pain stabbed right underneath it. Jon fought against the searing pain, something burning and carving along a spot on his spine. The world turned white hot and he let out another scream before the world turned black. 
 
    *** 
 
    Syndra clutched Lilly to her as they charged through the water. Light touched the shadow elf’s sensitive eyes, seeing the strange temple in the distance. Staying alert, she watched for sirens or any other creatures that may be lurking by. 
 
    Lilly held her pistol at the ready. Breathing in the cold ocean water, her eyes darted around to ensure there were no surprises. When she too spotted the underwater temple, she pointed to it.  
 
    Syndra nodded and they surged toward the shimmering entrance. A moment later, the pair of elves burst through the wall of water and landed on the temple floor. Their eyes made a quick survey, seeing the temple empty except for Jon laying on his stomach and his face turned away. 
 
    The two elves exhaled saltwater from their lungs as they took shaky steps forward. Lilly wanted to fall to her knees and push every drop of water from her lungs, but seeing Jon on the ground caused her to move to him. Fear colored her eyes as she stepped closer on trembling legs. When the last of the saltwater exited her lungs, she fell to her knees beside Jon, grabbing him and lifting his head onto her lap. 
 
    Lilly heaved in the stale air as she looked Jon over. Blood trickled from his arm, staining his coat and shirt. The elf grabbed Jon’s bandanna, twirled it in both hands and began tying it around his arm. She tightened it and tied it into a knot, making sure it stopped the bleeding. 
 
    Syndra stepped over with worried eyes. She looked down on Jon, ready to give some of her life force to save him. 
 
    Jon’s eyes shot open and he gasped for air. 
 
    Lilly’s lip trembled before she held him close. Jon’s arm weakly rose up and held onto her as the two embraced. 
 
    “I thought…” Lilly began. 
 
    “I know. I’m… okay,” Jon managed before coughing. 
 
    Syndra sank down to her knees, her eyes glassy with happy relief. 
 
    The three stayed for a long moment before Jon struggled to sit up. A burning sensation clawed at his back. He put his hand down the back collar of his shirt, fingers touching sensitive flesh.  
 
    Lilly spotted a new rune on his spine, just below the first one. Delicate hands reached up and pulled down his collar and jacket further, seeing the new tiny rune tattoo. 
 
    “You have another rune,” Lilly said as she studied it. 
 
    “That might explain some things,” Jon said before explaining what happened when he arrived. 
 
    Lilly and Syndra listened intently until he was finished. 
 
    “I think my blood and the siren’s blood may have activated whatever this temple is. He wanted me to kill him, but I couldn’t do it. The moment he left, it filled with lightning and fire before I blacked out.” 
 
    Syndra stood up and looked around. “This place looks like a dragon temple. They are myths, supposedly left behind from the dragons.” 
 
    “Can you read the runes?” Lilly asked the witch. 
 
    Syndra shook her head. “They are old and different from what we know of dragon tongue. Eryn might be able to, if we can bring her down here to feel the runes.” 
 
    “There are a lot of runes. It would take days,” Lilly said as she stood up. 
 
    Jon was next, rising up and looking around. He eyed the middle pillar, the structure pulsating like a living thing. Red runes glowed with subdued power. 
 
    “The siren could have been a guardian for this place?” Syndra said out loud.  
 
    Something caught Lilly’s eyes on one of the walls. The pirate captain stepped closer, looking up at a crude image carved into the stone. She lingered, studying it. A few points glowed with different colored runes. The red rune on it glowed with the same shade as the pillar. 
 
    “To me,” Lilly said. 
 
    Jon and Syndra stepped closer. All three looked at the crude map, many rough circles dotting the wide-open spaces. Thin lines seemed to outline the areas and within each one, a rune was carved in. There were thirteen runes, but five of them were glowing. 
 
    Syndra stepped closer, lifting a finger and tracing along the lines. “This is a map of Aquris. These lines indicate the thirteen seas. The glowing runes may be locations to temples in each of the seas.” 
 
    “Five of them are already glowing,” Lilly said with a dark edge. 
 
    Jon raised an eyebrow. “Maybe I activated the red one. I don’t know about the others.” 
 
    Lilly bowed her head. “Someone is searching and activating these temples. Four others were already explored.” 
 
    Syndra touched the area with the red rune. “This is the Fire Eyes Sea, the one we are currently in. They call it as such because of the numerous volcanoes that dot the underwater region.” 
 
    The witch’s gaze lingered on a section of the map, a rune glowing. “That rune is in the Dreaded Sea, former home to my people.” 
 
    Jon glanced over to the witch, seeing a sliver of pain in her crimson eyes. 
 
    Lilly touched a glowing rune in the center region of the map. “This is the Gold Sea, the seat of the Empire.” 
 
    “Why?” Jon asked. 
 
    Lilly and Syndra turned their attention to Jon. 
 
    Jon continued, “Why? What do they have to gain by finding these temples?” 
 
    “To tap their power,” Lilly said in a soft tone. “The royal family have dragon spirits, just like you. Activating a temple may be a way to activate their power. You gained a new rune on your back. The Emperor and his kin are doing the same.” 
 
    Jon shook his head, “But my first rune didn’t appear by stepping into a temple. It appeared from…” Jon trailed off. 
 
    Memories crashed into Jon as he stood, his eyes looking off to the side. He remembered speaking with his father about their abilities and powers, how they were activated through extreme sex or violence. His family didn’t have any runes on their skin, but the principles seemed to be the same. His ability was magical in nature, something he discovered when he fought Captain Wither in his home that fated night.  
 
    Are my family’s abilities and those who have super powers on Urth, connected to the dragons of this world? Are the two realms closer than we previously thought? 
 
    Lilly glanced to the map, seeing a strange mark by a temple in one of the seas. “We can discuss this further when we return and reach a safe destination. For now, we need everything in this temple.” 
 
    Jon instinctually reached for his cellphone and found nothing in his pocket. He let out an annoyed sigh, remembering his cellphone was in his pack on the ship. It wouldn’t have done much good anyway since the Dark Heart sank and was risen again. The saltwater damaged it beyond repair. 
 
    The witch spoke up, “I believe I can use water to remember the runes and the layout. I will need time to prepare and then we can take it with us.” 
 
    Lilly nodded her approval. 
 
    Syndra stepped back until she was closer to the pillar. Back facing the rune covered pillar, she lifted her hands and began an incantation. A dim aura surrounded her body as she closed her eyes. The arcane words dripped from her lips as she called on different energies to aid her. 
 
    Lilly and Jon stood side by side as the witch continued her spell casting. The Captain reached over and pushed her fingers between his. Jon took hold of the hand and looked at her. A drop of sadness touched the corner of her green eyes, but a happy glow filled the rest. 
 
    “I thought we lost you,” Lilly whispered. 
 
    “I thought I was a goner,” Jon smirked. 
 
    Lilly bowed her head. “I’m sorry for before. It was wrong to expect you to follow the same path I have followed for most of my life.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “It was wrong for me to impose my beliefs on you and the crew. Our worlds are different and my honor shouldn’t demand for you to conform to it. How about we try to meet in the middle?” 
 
    Lilly gave a wry smile and a light nod. 
 
    Syndra held out a hand as she mumbled her incantations. From the shimmering entrance, a large water orb broke away. It floated along in the air. The witch opened her eyes and made several gestures with her hand. 
 
    “The water will remember,” Syndra whispered before giving a command word. 
 
    The orb of water flattened into a wavy blanket. It rose up and touched the wall, water seeping into runes and moving on. It moved like a living thing, snaking along and touching every rune close to it. The witch’s fingers ran through gestures at a rapid pace, causing the blanket of water to move faster. 
 
    “Is it like a water copy machine?” Jon chuckled. 
 
    Lilly blinked, but said nothing. 
 
    “Um, never mind,” Jon said with a shake of his head. 
 
    Tens of minutes crawled along, the water running along the inner temple chamber. When it covered nearly every nook and carved stone, it swirled into an orb once again and floated close to Syndra. The witch kept her hand out, the orb hovering right above it. 
 
    “The information is in this orb. Once we are back on the ship, I will place it in a container. For the next step, I will need a lot of ink and blank parchments or a book.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “I know just the place to gain everything you need.” 
 
    “I will need to cast another spell for us to breathe and adjust to the pressure. I’m afraid it will be a long swim to the surface.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can handle it,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    Jon eyed the shadow elf. “You mean, I’m going to breathe underwater? You can do that?” 
 
    Syndra smiled. “I may be no mage, but I do have many tricks, spells, and remedies to aid us. After I cast the spell, try not to panic when you take in sea water.” 
 
    Jon tried to smile, but a nervous energy spiked. 
 
    “Syndra, you’re scaring him,” Lilly smirked. 
 
    “He should be scared. It will make him more alert,” the witch laughed. 
 
    “Will it hurt?” Jon asked. 
 
    “If it works, yes,” the witch said and laughed again. 
 
    Jon lifted his good arm and rubbed the back of his head. The three of them made their way toward the entrance. When they approached, they froze in their tracks. 
 
    A beautiful siren floated just beyond. Her features were exquisite and stunning as her limbs moved effortlessly in the water. Oval eyes peered through the standing water and her gaze connected with Jon’s surprised eyes. Lilly reached for her pistol as Syndra prepared a spell. 
 
    The siren lifted a webbed hand to her mouth, kissed it and blew the kiss in Jon’s direction. The beautiful siren winked at the man before she darted through the water and vanished from sight. 
 
    “What was that about?” Jon asked in bewilderment. 
 
    “I believe you just made a friend,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    “Every time I think I understand this world, something happens to confuse me even more.” 
 
    “As it should be,” Lilly said and smacked his butt. 
 
    Syndra moved closer to the Captain and the Cabin Mate. “Now hold still as I cast the spell or it’s going to hurt more than normal.” 
 
    Jon blinked as Lilly let out a warm laugh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    Zelda looked over the side, surveying the water. The reflection of the moons obscured her gaze and she noticed her nails were digging into the wooden railings. Pulling her hands away, she flexed her fingers before turning her attention to a dozen bodies on the main deck. Some of the older and very young sea elves had been hurt during the siren attack. They nursed their wounds as Eryn moved to each one and healed their injuries. The First Mate was relieved no one was seriously hurt or killed, but it did put the pods around the Dark Heart on extra alert.        
 
    Zelda turned back to the waters, several sea elves shaking their heads as they surfaced. They had been searching for over an hour and there was no sign of the witch, the Captain, or their beloved Shullkar. 
 
    “Where are you?” Zelda growled under her breath. 
 
    Several more heads surfaced. Sea elves smiled and waved to Zelda. The First Mate’s heart beat faster and she grinned wide as three familiar heads emerged from the dark waters. Grabbing the railing, she hopped over the side and splashed into the full waters. 
 
    Jon’s eyes bulged when they reached the surface. The initial pain of taking sea water to breathe was traumatizing, but he didn’t even think about getting it out of his lungs. When he reached the surface, the spell wore off and a mighty need to expel seawater took over his entire body. The young man retched and a thick stream of seawater projected from his mouth and into the sea. His body fought for air and he gasped hard. When fresh air touched his lungs, he heaved for more. 
 
    Lilly and Syndra did the same, but kept their presence of mind as they watched Jon struggle to expel the last of the sea water. The two elves swam closer, joined by many more sea elves. A crowd formed and soon webbed hands gently pulled the two elves and the Urth man closer to the Dark Heart. 
 
    Zelda swam up to Jon, grabbed him and hugged him close. Jon struggled, his face buried in her cleavage and happily suffocating in it. When Lilly and Syndra swam closer, the First Mate wrapped her arms around all three and hugged them tight in the water. 
 
    Eryn and a sea elf rolled out a rope ladder to the water. The crew of the Dark Heart swam to it and began to climb, one at a time. When they reached the main deck, all three collapsed and spit out the last of the saltwater from their lungs. 
 
    Eryn made her way closer, kneeling beside Jon and touching his back. Golden energy glowed as healing light closed up his arm wound. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jon managed as the pain drifted away. 
 
    “You can thank me by not getting hurt,” the cleric sighed, stood up and moved to Lilly. 
 
    “We are fine,” Lilly informed the cleric as she stood up. “Damage report?” the Captain directed her question to the First Mate. 
 
    “Minor casualties and no deaths,” Zelda reported. 
 
    “Good to hear,” Lilly said before a light breeze touched her soaked skin. 
 
    “The wind has returned. Prepare the ship and set a course to the Misty Sea,” The Captain commanded. 
 
    “Captain, the Misty Sea?” Zelda said with a confused tone. 
 
    Lilly moved to her First Mate and looked up into her eyes. “We need to get your people to safety. I may know just the place, but we have to hurry. Once we reach the edge of the Misty Sea, it will be just a day’s travel to a location. It will give us enough time to avoid the monsters and get us and your clans to a safe location. 
 
    “Are there any other questions?” 
 
    Zelda stood at attention. “No Captain.” 
 
    “Then let’s set sail,” Lilly shouted with authority as she made her way to the small steps leading to the upper deck. 
 
    “Monsters?” Jon whispered under his breath before Syndra caught his attention. 
 
    The shadow elf made her way to the main door to the lower decks, an orb of water floating by her head. She opened the door and made her way down. Stepping along the small, thin corridor, she made it to her room. She entered and made her way to a shelf with bottles. The glass containers came in all shapes and sizes, secured to the shelf. 
 
    The witch lifted a large glass container and popped the cork. With a wave of her hand, the orb of water sank into the open bottle until it was nearly filled. Placing and securing the cork to the bottle, she lifted it up and eyed the seemingly normal sea water. 
 
    “We have many secrets to discover,” the witch smiled. 
 
    On the upper deck, Lilly took the helm. The breeze grew and soon filled the sails. Zelda rushed to ropes, securing them with tight knots. When the ship was ready, the wind blew and the Dark Heart moved through the water. 
 
    “Follow my ship and we will bring everyone to safety!” Lilly shouted loud enough for the sea elves in the surrounding waters to hear her and pass the information along. 
 
    The pods moved as one swarm, swimming alongside the Dark Heart.  
 
    Jon stepped toward the bow of the ship, staring out at a moonlit sky and dark waters. Zelda moved to his side and curled her arm around his shoulder, pulling him close and nearly stuffing the side of his head against her covered breast. 
 
    “Don’t scare me like that again,” Zelda whispered. 
 
    “I’ll try not to,” Jon said with a reassuring edge as she loosened her grip. 
 
    The pair stared out, the wind in their hair as the Dark Heart cut through gentle waters toward the horizon. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun began to set, a bright flash filling the heavens before the very sky cooled into glowing embers. Jon sat on the main deck, his shirt pulled down and Eryn behind him, her fingers moving over the raised flesh of the new rune. The cleric moved her fingers slowly against the no longer sensitive flesh as Jon bowed his head forward. 
 
    The last few days and nights were relatively quiet. Lilly steered the ship, barely taking a moment to rest. The Captain was focused, steering the ship to some hidden location. She barely ate and only took small stretches of sleep before she relieved Zelda and took the helm again. 
 
    Zelda tended to the ship, making sure the ropes were secure. Occasionally, she would dive off the side and swim with the sea elves for hours before climbing back on and resuming her duties. 
 
    Syndra was locked in her cabin. The witch was preoccupied and only came out to gather food and retreat back to her room. Jon wondered if she was somehow studying the memory water from the temple. Every time he thought of visiting her, he hesitated. She had her reasons for secluding herself and he didn’t want to disturb her, especially if it was important. 
 
    Jon sighed as his thoughts went to the cleric, Eryn. For a blind elf, she followed him around like a lost puppy. It was endearing at first, but soon grew annoying as she repeatedly asked to feel the new rune. Being on the deck with his shirt pulled down, this was the sixth time she asked to feel it. 
 
    “Eryn, is this going to take much longer? You should know it by now,” Jon said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    The cleric stared at nothing as her fingers traced along the edges. “Every time I touch it, it helps my memory.” 
 
    Jon shook his head. He knew she was lying. The cleric was very touchy feely, one hand tracing over the new rune and the other hand moving across his shoulders, touching his ears and running her fingers through his hair. She used every excuse in the book to get close to him. The most obvious was when she bumped into him and took a second longer to pull back. She blamed her blindness, but Jon could see she was using it for a quick touch. 
 
    “Do you remember anything now?” Jon asked with an edge. 
 
    Eryn smiled behind him. “I may have to study it a few more times. Be patient.” 
 
    The journey at sea began to weigh on Jon and he had had enough. 
 
    “Eryn, you’re not fooling anyone. If you know what it means, tell me.” 
 
    The cleric kept her smile. “Shhh! I’m trying to understand the rune.” 
 
    Jon clenched his jaw before resigning himself to letting the cleric get her cheap feels. 
 
    Lilly turned the wheel as the ship moved through the darkening waters. A slender hand moved to a pocket. The Captain pulled out a small box, barely the size of her palm. With practiced ease, she flipped the top open and a crystal shard floated up. It turned slightly, one end pointing in a direction. Zelda stood at her Captain’s side, glancing down to the compass. 
 
    “By morning, we should be at the edge of the Misty Sea. It will give us enough time to reach our destination before nightfall,” Lilly said as she closed the compass and stuffed it back in her pocket. 
 
    “Aye Captain,” Zelda said with a nod. 
 
    Lilly’s gaze moved from the darkening horizon and glanced down at Jon and Eryn. Her pulse quickened as she saw him patiently sitting and Eryn feeling him up. The cleric’s other hand moved to his ear again and Jon growled. 
 
    “Eryn! The rune is below the other one! There is no rune on my ears!” Jon barked. 
 
    “Let me work the best way I know how!” the cleric shot back. 
 
    A smile formed and Lilly fought down a giggle. A wave of weakness touched her entire body and the elf captain struggled to hold onto the wheel. She leaned forward, exhaustion setting in and fought to right herself. 
 
    Zelda caught the moment. “Captain! You need to rest!” 
 
    Jon turned his gaze to the upper deck and saw Lilly struggling to stand up. Without a second thought, he was up and moving to the small set of stairs. Eryn let go and pouted. 
 
    Lilly gritted her teeth as Zelda was to her side. The sea elf helped her captain to stand, but the weakness continued to touch her eyes. Jon reached the upper deck and moved closer to the elves. 
 
    Zelda turned her attention to Jon. “She needs her rest.” 
 
    Lilly’s brow hardened. 
 
    Jon gave the beautiful elf captain a kind gaze. “She’s right. You need to rest.” 
 
    Lilly stood straight up with a stoic stance. “First Mate, take the wheel and keep this course. Follow the Azure moon until morning.” 
 
    In the distance, a dim blue moon began to rise. 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Zelda said. 
 
    Lilly turned her attention to Jon. “Cabin Mate, see me to my quarters.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    Lilly moved away from the wheel as Zelda took over. The Captain made her way to the stairs, Jon close behind. She stepped down and to the door to the lower deck. 
 
    Jon followed, watching as it seemed that Lilly was using every last ounce of strength to appear normal. In the time they had spent together, he knew she was trying to keep up appearances. When they were below deck and out of sight, Lilly’s legs shook and she leaned on the wall for support. 
 
    She won’t admit it to the crew or herself that she needs help. I have to help her. 
 
    Jon stepped closer and lifted the weary sea captain off her feet. Lilly stared at Jon with wide eyes as he cradled her to his chest. She was lithe and fit, and weighed practically nothing. Jon carried her the length of the corridor to the Captain’s cabin. He gently kicked the door open, stepped inside and closed it with his foot. 
 
    Lilly fought her instincts, but the long days and nights weakened her resolve. She pressed her head to his neck as he moved her to the bed. Jon stood for a long moment, enjoying the warmth of her head against his neck. The gentle rocking of the ship brought a sense of calm to their spirits and Jon gently laid her down onto the large bed. 
 
    “Attend to me, Cabin Mate,” Lilly said with a weak smirk. 
 
    Jon smiled and nodded. Taking hold of her boots, he pulled them off, one by one. Lilly watched him as he moved to her head and took off her hat and placed it on a nearby peg. A growing comfort filled the air between them as Jon moved to her clothes and began unbuttoning them. Her leggings came off before the small corset around her waist. The shirt was next. Wrappings and small clothes remained, Jon working the ties and gently removed them. Lilly simply blinked slowly as Jon removed the last piece of clothing and placed it on a nearby chair. 
 
    Jon stood at the edge of the bed, taking in Lilly’s beauty. Her crimson hair lay splayed around her on the pillow. Her pale skin glowed in the dim lantern light. Her nipples hardened as she made no attempt to cover up. Her thighs rubbed together slightly as a gentle exhale rose up from parted lips. She looked like a fever dream and Jon was entranced. 
 
    “I may need you close. Stay with me,” Lilly said coyly. 
 
    Jon nodded and began to undress. The sun elf watched as Jon removed his clothes. She admired his neck, strong shoulders and toned, fit form. When he removed his leggings and stepped out of them, he stood by the edge of the bed, his desires apparent. With one smooth motion, he slipped into bed and pulled the furs over their bodies. 
 
    Warmth bloomed between them as they snuggled close. Lilly closed her eyes, turned and pressed her body to his. Jon pressed his nose and lips to her hair, breathing in her scent. Lilly basked in his familiar heat, not wanting to pull away. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to let the gods take you away from me,” Lilly said softly. 
 
    “I doubt they could,” Jon smiled against her hair. 
 
    Lilly opened her eyes and stared at Jon’s neck. “I think I may have made a mistake bringing you here. The sirens took you away and it feels like we were lucky to find you again.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing we have luck on our side,” Jon said warmly. 
 
    The elf bit her lip. “Luck, like many things, can run out.”    
 
    “Is there something you’re not telling me?”  
 
    Lilly closed her eyes again and sighed. “Jon, we may be in more danger than the crew realizes. If what Eryn said is true, and there are imperial ships guarding the portal to Urth, we may not be able to return for a long time.” 
 
    Lilly pulled back, opened her eyes and looked into Jon’s eyes. “The Imperial Fleet is the strongest navy across all of Aquris. Every crew member of every ship has decades of experience. Their commanders are the best at sea tactics and strategies. I have fought them a long time, but my victories were always in one on one battles and we would win just barely. My father taught me much of their tactics but…” Lilly trailed off. 
 
    Jon’s thoughts filled with Cora and his parents. They were back on Urth, waiting for their return. The journey was supposed to be just for a few days, but they were now long past that. Jon knew concern and worry filled all three of their hearts, but they knew how important it was to make sure Cora was safe. 
 
    “We will handle it, one problem at a time,” Jon said warmly. 
 
    “I wish I had your bravery,” the elf said with a sad edge. 
 
    “You’re the bravest person I know,” Jon smiled.         
 
    Lilly touched Jon’s chest, her fingers sliding down. “I’m not sure we can beat this threat, not now.” 
 
    Jon touched Lilly’s side and ran his fingers along her hip before squeezing her thigh. “What do we need to get stronger?” 
 
    “Weapons and fighters,” Lilly answered. 
 
    Jon nodded but remained silent. He was no stranger to violence, but killing another didn’t sit well with him. 
 
    Lilly sensed the sudden shift along Jon’s pulse. Reaching down, she stroked his manhood slowly.  
 
    “I want us to be close,” Lilly whispered. 
 
    Jon leaned in and kissed her. The muddy thoughts fell away like dying leaves. Lilly’s touch and the warm moment spiraled brighter. He knew they had much more to talk about, but it would have to wait. An inner fire grew brighter and a hunger took hold. Jon’s fingers slid over her smooth thighs. When he touched her elfhood, wetness coated his fingers and he massaged her nub. A small gasp fell from Lilly’s lips as her hips moved slightly to his touch. The tender moment glowed before Lilly turned onto her back, thighs parted. 
 
    Jon sensed she was tired, but not tired enough to not be together. Like a hungry wolf, he was over her. He looked down on her with intent and she looked to him with a loving wanting. Jon’s member touched her wet valley entrance. He stayed above her, moving the head of his manhood against her, coaxing her permission. Lilly’s breathing quickened, the teasing driving her tired body to the brink. A dreamy haze fell over the couple. 
 
    “Take what you want,” Lilly whispered. 
 
    Jon gave the beautiful elf a warm smile before his hips pushed. Lilly’s eyes widened a moment, Jon’s member spreading her inner world. She squeezed him as he invaded her, an inch at a time. Her arms moved under Jon’s and clutched to his back as he gently forced his way down. Their souls entwined as did their bodies. The stress and exhaustion pulled back as a new light filled them. Jon touched her long, pointed ear and a coo fell from her lips. Lilly bit his shoulder as he began to thrust with slow, deliberate power. Wetness surged and Jon lost control, his hips working harder. The sounds of their joined bodies upped the tempo. The young man overwhelmed the Captain and she surrendered to him. 
 
    Jon was close, nibbling on her ear. Lilly moaned her delight, biting his shoulder a little harder. Wet inches appeared and disappeared between them as they sang their private song. Lilly used the last of her strength to cling to him as he grunted like a wild beast. The rest of the world fell away as if they were the only two beings in existence. It was enough for the couple to moan and groan louder. 
 
    Lilly’s arms shook and she let go. She fell the short distance to the bed as Jon pushed his thick sword into her tight sheath. The elf touched Jon’s chest as he buried himself deep in her. Gentle squeezes turned Jon on to the breaking point. Lilly smiled as she could see he was rapidly losing control. 
 
    A sultry moan rose up between them. Lilly’s body trembled as her inner dam began to crack. It snuck up on her and she was helpless to stop it. Her legs trembling, her oval eyes widened. When Jon buried his manhood deep within, it thickened and sent the elf over the edge. 
 
    Magical fireworks exploded along her body. A shudder rippled as she let out a long, gasping moan. The orgasm consumed her, pushing out all of her thoughts and making her body move like an animal in heat.  
 
    Jon could not hold back, his own resolve cracking before his member spurted molten seed. Bliss and ecstasy blossomed into a heavy cloud, the couple lost to their embrace. Bodies moved of their own accord, moans and cries filling the cabin. Time stood still before it came rushing back. Jon’s body gently lowered as Lilly gasped for more air. 
 
    The lovers held each other, not breaking the connection. They basked in their scents and body heat, never wanting to leave this moment. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we will be in our new home,” Lilly whispered into Jon’s ear. 
 
    Jon made a weak nod, his hips still moving slowly and his cock not wilting. 
 
    “One more time, so we can both sleep,” Lilly smiled.     
 
    On the upper deck of the Dark Heart, Zelda held the wheel steady, listening to the Captain and Cabin Mate moan. The sea elf looked up to the starry sky and blue moon, her own heart fluttering with love. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
    Tendrils of mists reached out as the Dark Heart and a swarm of sea elves approached. A cool breeze washed over the deck the closer it approached. Sea elves bobbed up to the surface, taking in the massive cloudy mists before diving down into waters. The mood was tense, sea elves alert as their instincts spoke of larger creatures deep below. 
 
    Lilly held the wheel, moving slightly from right to left. Jon, Zelda, and Eryn stood by her, eyeing the mists as the ship slowly entered. 
 
    The door to the lower deck opened and Syndra stepped out. The shadow elf made her way up the stairs and onto the upper deck. She moved to the group and stood by them, her voice silent. 
 
    Jon looked to the witch. Her face was a little gaunt and the edges of her oval eyes were tired. It looked as if she hadn’t eaten over the last few days and concern touched his brow. Syndra didn’t look at him, her gaze firmly on the mist drifting over the ship and consuming it. 
 
    “We will keep it steady and hold our course. If the wind holds, we should be there within a few hours,” Lilly said. 
 
    Jon looked up, surprised that the mist seemed indifferent to the breeze. The cloud didn’t move, but the sails were full, pushing the ship through calm waters. Sea scent filled noses and many pointed ears twitched, listening to the deafening silence. 
 
    Lilly smirked. “No need to worry about the monsters during the day. They don’t like the mists.” 
 
    “How do you know? All those who enter, never come back,” Eryn said with a frightful edge. 
 
    Lilly kept her gaze on the thick mists, barely able to see the bow. “The stories are completely true. I have traveled through these waters over a dozen times and I stand before you to tell the tales.” 
 
    Eyrn shook her head. “You are truly a demoness like they say. The Misty Sea is right before the Shadow Sea. It is a dark, cold place where behemoths lurk.” 
 
    Syndra spoke up, “The great monsters don’t like the mists. Something in it causes them to stay below. It is at night, when the mists part and the stars shine when the behemoths rise up to feed. Those foolish enough to sail these waters at night never make it to dawn.” 
 
    Zelda looked to her Captain with concern. 
 
    Lilly turned her attention to the First Mate. “Your people will be safe as long as they stay close to the surface.” 
 
    Eryn’s tight fists at her sides began to shake. With a sudden burst, she flung her arms around Jon’s neck and held on, nearly choking him. 
 
    “I’m scared! Hold me so the monsters don’t get me!” the blind cleric shouted. 
 
    “Eryn! Let go!” Jon struggled in her surprisingly strong grip. 
 
    “I don’t want to be swallowed by a monster! I should have stayed at the monastery! The sea is no place for a blind cleric! Vala! Protect us foolish souls!” 
 
    Syndra sneered as Zelda let out a laugh. Lilly smiled as she kept a steady course. 
 
    Jon fought to free himself from the cleric and she held on tighter. 
 
    “Eryn! We’re fine!” Jon growled. 
 
    “Best to take me below! Hide me from the monsters!” Eryn said with a hysterical tone. 
 
    Zelda shook her head. “I think there is only one monster Eryn wants and it’s in Jon’s pants.”      
 
    “Jon! Protect me and Vala will reward you!” Eryn shouted. 
 
    “We could throw her to the monsters so we can make a quick escape,” Syndra said with a cool tone. 
 
    Eryn’s hysterics stopped instantly as she turned her head in Syndra’s general direction. “Witch! You can’t bring yourself to simply love Vala. You must divide your worship between her and Hexnia! You walk the path of lust, love, and madness!” 
 
    Syndra crossed her arms against her stomach. “It seems my paths give me greater courage than yours. We see through you and your feeble attempts to seduce our Shullkar.” 
 
    Eryn let go, spun, and faced Syndra with a pointed finger. She couldn’t get an exact location of the witch, her soul wavering in the dark. Her finger pointed a few inches to the side of where Syndra was actually standing. 
 
    “I’m part of the crew! That makes Jon my Shullkar too! You can’t horde him to yourself, Witch!” 
 
    Jon regained his breath, “I believe I have a say in it.” 
 
    Eryn’s demeanor changed again, grabbing Jon’s arm and hugging it to her chest. “Of course, you do! It would be rude to think otherwise. You’re so strong and handsome. I just want to get to know you as well as they know you.” 
 
    Jon eyed the blonde elf as she smiled and rubbed her face against his arm. The mood shifts nearly gave him whiplash. The recent displays only confirmed his suspicions that the cleric was clearly not in her right mind some of the time. 
 
    Eryn continued, “We should go below and pray to Vala together. I’m sure she will impart divine knowledge in my mouth… umm… our spirits.” 
 
    Zelda gave herself a webbed facepalm and shook her head.  
 
    Jon blinked as he looked into Eryn’s smiling and cheery face. “You’re a little crazy, aren’t you?” 
 
    The cleric snuggled into his arm, “Yea.” 
 
    “If everyone has had enough fun, look alive! The larger monsters won’t come up, but that doesn’t mean the smaller one’s won't,” Lilly said with authority. 
 
    The crew moved from the upper deck to the main deck. Syndra moved to the port side. Zelda moved to the bow and Jon moved to the starboard side, Eryn still clinging to his arm. 
 
    The thick mists disrupted time and senses. Jon stared out, trying to penetrate the bright gloom. The water rippled, Jon glancing down to see sea elves close to the hull of the Dark Heart. Aside from them, nothing else stirred.  
 
    The mists played tricks, forming strange things before blending and swirling away. Jon wanted to say they looked like tentacles or teeth. He remembered many foggy nights in Southvale and he would let his imagination run wild. Here, it was a different story. A real fear of monsters touched his mind and sent a shiver down his spine. The sudden tremble caused Eryn to hug him closer, her hands feeling over his clothes. 
 
    The mist grew thicker, water vapor condensing on skin and dripping down. Jon noted how strange the mist behaved. It even had an unusual scent like cinnamon and black liquorice. It caused his nose to wrinkle a few times, his dislike for liquorice apparent. 
 
    Lilly kept her hands steady, glancing up at the glowing ball of light. The sun crossed the sky and the Captain used it to navigate the strange waters. 
 
    Boredom set in and Jon’s senses went numb. It felt like hours passed and he couldn’t stay alert forever. It seemed to be contagious. Eryn had let go of his arm and leaned on the wooden railing. She barely blinked as she watched the many flaming souls moving alongside the ship in the water. 
 
    “Eryn, you spent a lot of time feeling my new rune. Do you know what it means?” Jon asked. 
 
    The cleric sank down on the railing, her chin in her palm as her elbow kept her head up. “I think so. Again, my ancient dragon tongue is not the best, but I think the new rune says ‘Quick’.” 
 
    Jon’s brow wrinkled. “When did you figure it out?” 
 
    “The first time I felt it,” the cleric said with a tired, whimsical edge. 
 
    Jon’s eyes narrowed. “You spent the last few days already knowing what it said!” 
 
    Eryn lifted her chin and crossed her arms on the railing. She turned her head and laid it down on her arms, facing in Jon’s direction.  
 
    “Don’t be cross. I had to be sure. When I was in my cabin, I prayed numerous times to Vala, but the goddess hasn’t spoken to me. She would visit my dreams and whisper her knowledge, but she hasn’t in a while. I feel the goddess is preoccupied elsewhere in the universe.” 
 
    Jon’s brow softened. “You have that kind of insight to your goddess?” 
 
    Eryn nodded on her forearms. “The devout share an intimate relationship with their deity. Some are easier to talk to than others.” 
 
    The cleric stood up, turned around and leaned on the railing. “Jon, what’s happening to you is something not seen on Aquris in a long time. There are legends of people chosen to be warriors for the dragons. They were gifted abilities and powers and could pass it down their bloodlines.  
 
    “Many scholars believe the dragons enjoyed games, much like the gods. They would create or choose champions. When they left for the stars, their games ended and so did the purpose for those warriors. It’s a fairytale told to us as children, to make sure we follow through on our purpose or we would become lost.” 
 
    Eryn looked down. “The orphanage brow beat us with the story because they believed we were lost and had to find a new purpose.” 
 
    Jon eyed the elf as memories seemed to weigh on her very soul. “I’m sorry you went through that.” 
 
    The cleric gave a tired smile. “It’s ancient history. I have found my purpose in Vala, Captain Silk, and you.” 
 
    Jon blinked. 
 
    “Dragon spirits are rare here. It’s even rarer to see one in a man from another realm. I have spent much of my time helping the unfortunate and increasing my knowledge, but I don’t have the answers we seek. If we were back on Soul Drink, I might have someone we could talk to.” 
 
    Eryn sighed, “But instead we are in monster infested waters and may perish before dawn!” 
 
    “Shut up!” Syndra shouted from across the deck. 
 
    Eryn closed her eyes. “Bless the witch for she doesn’t know she’s a hag.” 
 
    A low growl filled the air from the other side of the ship before it faded away. 
 
    “What is it with you two?” Jon asked. 
 
    Eryn smiled. “She really didn’t like it when the Captain and I played a trick on her, similar to what we did with you. She forgave the Captain, but hasn’t forgiven me, yet.” 
 
    “I feel like I walked into a mess and there are more rooms to explore,” Jon chuckled. 
 
    “You have no idea how messy it gets,” the cleric grinned.  
 
    On the upper deck, Lilly eyed the mists. Dark shadows began to rise and a small, knowing smirk stabbed into her cheeks. 
 
    “Land ho!” the Captain bellowed. 
 
    All heads turned to the bow. Jon watched with wide eyes as dark, blunt spires began to rise. Zelda grinned as she looked out, the spires becoming defined and clear.  
 
    Small mountains appeared, covered in trees and vegetation. The closer the ship moved toward it, the more the mists parted. Hills and forests appeared just below the few mountains. Soon, the wall of mist was left behind as the Dark Heart sailed through calm waters. A medium-sized island stood, surrounded by a wall of mists. A structure appeared between hills beyond the beach. The beach was covered in white sand. 
 
    Jon made his way to the bow of the ship and joined Zelda’s side. The pair looked out to a building that looked like a chateau and a castle combined. Part of it was wooden while the rest was made with gray stone. It had several of its own spire-like towers, stabbing up from the main keep. A lush jungle surrounded the home as the sun penetrated the misty gloom to illuminate the island. A wide dock stabbed out from the beach and into the water. 
 
    “Welcome to Dream Hearth Isle,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    Jon and Zelda stared at the simple beauty of the island. The island looked like something out of a fantasy, secluded in a halo of mists. 
 
    “Prepare to dock,” Lilly bellowed. 
 
    Zelda and Syndra moved with purpose. The witch moved to the anchor pulley, her hand on the lever as the sea elf moved to the lines and began pulling on the ropes. Two sails deflated, the last one holding the wind as the ship slowed. When they reached the dock, Zelda pulled the last lines as Syndra pulled the lever. The anchor and chain rattled off, followed by a thick splash. The ship moved alongside the dock for a moment before it stalled. 
 
    Zelda rushed over to Jon, untied two mooring lines and handed one to Jon. 
 
    “Secure the ship with me,” the sea elf smiled. 
 
    Jon smiled back. The two jumped off the ship and landed on the dock. Jon raced to a metal hook and began tying it down. Zelda did the same about thirty feet away. Lines secured, Syndra moved to the pressure plate and stepped on it. The gangplank slid out and slammed down on the dock, the ship bobbing slightly. 
 
    Lilly pulled her pistol from the small of her back, loaded a spell shell and stuffed it back in her belt. 
 
    “Eryn, stay with the ship until we know it’s safe,” she commanded before making her way to the main deck. 
 
    The cleric bowed her head as Lilly moved to the gangplank and stepped down with Syndra at her side. Jon and Zelda approached. 
 
    “Zelda, get your people out of the water and onto the beach. The water isn’t safe for long periods. There are plenty of trees and vines. They can start constructing huts on the beach line. No one is to be in the water after dusk.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain.” 
 
    Lilly turned her attention to Jon and Syndra. “I haven’t been on the island for some time. There are no large animals here, but we should inspect the keep before we move our supplies in. This will be our home for a while and it may need some repairs.” 
 
    Jon and Syndra nodded. 
 
    Lilly took point and began walking. Jon and Syndra followed. 
 
    The air felt pure as it filled Jon’s lungs. He couldn’t believe such a place could actually exist. It was almost like a dream. The sand nearly glowed as they walked along the wood ramp to a stone path. The path curved slightly, leading up to the keep. 
 
    The closer they walked the more Jon could see the home had fallen into disrepair. One wall had a few cracked stones. On the roof, a jagged hole did nothing to keep the elements out. One window was nothing more than a few shards of broken glass and mossy vines snaked along the edges and clung to stones. 
 
    When the trio reached the double front doors, one was hanging by a single hinge. 
 
    Lilly pulled her pistol and pointed it down. “There are no large creatures on the island, but sometimes things crawl up from the sea. Be wary.” 
 
    Lilly stepped in, her pistol raised. Jon followed with Syndra close behind. The three of them entered the foyer, water dripping down from the hole in the ceiling. Jon noted, despite the neglect, it still had a homey feeling. A few statues were covered in sheets. Stairs led upwards to a second floor as small hallways stretched out to the right and left of the foyer. 
 
    Syndra whispered a spell and her crimson eyes glowed slightly. “Life has invaded the keep, but I can’t tell if it’s the jungle or something else.” 
 
    Jon’s senses were dialed to eleven. Despite the dim sunlight outside, long shadows filled the insides of the home. He followed Lilly as she moved to the right and walked down a small corridor. They stepped into the kitchen, pots and pans hanging from racks. Some grime covered the walls and several cabinet doors were partially open. 
 
    “I sense…” Syndra trailed off. 
 
    Jon glanced at the witch as her brow wrinkled. Noticing he didn’t have a weapon, Jon lifted his hand and unhooked an iron pan. Lilly’s eyes narrowed as she looked down to the dirty floor and saw strange, thin marks in the grime. 
 
    “Steady,” Lilly managed before something scuttled behind them. 
 
    Jon’s heart leapt in his chest as he spun around to nothing, pan in hand. “What’s that?” 
 
    Lilly kept her shrewd gaze, “I think you mean them.” 
 
    Jon was about to ask what she meant when a cabinet door burst open and an armored creature scuttled out. The image blazed into Jon’s eyes of a spider-like crab. It was the size of a dog, pincers snapping and its armored body covered in small spikes. A mouth folded open as vile salvia dripped. A blink later, it launched for Jon’s face. 
 
    “SHIT!” Jon shouted as he smacked the crab in the midair and sent it flying into a wall. 
 
    Cabinets burst open as a half a dozen of the creatures emerged and jumped. Lilly aimed and pulled the trigger, an air bolt blasting out her pistol and striking a crab in the air. The shell cracked and pieces blasted out as the bolt bore a hole through the creature’s body. 
 
    Syndra whispered an arcane word of power. Water leapt up from small puddles along the kitchen floor. They formed into spikes and in a flash, stabbed into three of the creatures as they were coming toward her. The witch smirked as legs, pincers and shells were cracked, killing the little monsters instantly. 
 
    Jon spun around to a crab leaping onto a counter. It hissed and frothed before it leapt toward him. Jon brought the pan down hard, slamming into the thing and smashing it against the counter it just leapt off of. The thing hissed and spurted, pincers trying to grab the pan. Jon lifted the pan and brought it down again, a crack filling the air and the legs going limp. 
 
    Lilly blasted another crab before opening her pistol and reloading another spell shell. The moment she cocked back the barrel into place, a crab leapt from behind a kitchen island toward the back of her head. 
 
    Jon turned to see the creature and his body moved. A rune on his neck flared and he was instantly to Lilly’s side, smacking the crab from the air into the wall. In another blink, he was next to the struggling crab, pan up. With protective fury, he slammed down the pan, cracking the creature’s shell and making it go limp. 
 
    Jon’s heavy breath filled the kitchen as nothing else moved. 
 
    Syndra eyed Jon and smiled. “I could barely see you move.” 
 
    “It seems I can go very fast,” Jon heaved. 
 
    Lilly reached down and picked up one of the crab creatures. She turned around and held it up so Jon and Syndra could see it. 
 
    “It seems we have dinner for the evening,” the Captain grinned.       
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
       Sea elves rushed onto the beach from the shallow waters, arms filled with large crab-like creatures. Smiles filled their faces as they moved by the dozens toward a stack of logs. The late afternoon sun glowed as other elves ripped down small trees and broke them over their knees. 
 
    Zelda carried a large boiling pot from the keep as Jyn, Ryta, and a few other sea elves helped with a few more pots. From a nearby small stream, elves scooped up fresh water with a few wooden pails and trudged closer to the stacks of wood. 
 
    A relieved happiness took hold of the clans as they worked together. Before long, big pots were placed on the wood, water was dumped in and the crabs were added last. Bodies moved with purpose until all the pots were filled with water and crabs, plenty of wood underneath. Zelda took out a piece of flint and steel, struck it a few times, sparks flying into the kindling. When the kindling took, smoke and flames began to rise as the sea elves cheered for the feast to come. 
 
    Many other sea elves set up makeshift huts and tents for the night, working like a well-oiled machine. Everyone from elders to children and in between pulled their weight, happy to be free of their long-term prison and enjoying the taste of true freedom again. 
 
    Jon watched from the castle, seeing the elves move with smiles on their faces. He could hardly believe the stark contrast from when he met them. They were prisoners just a few days ago and now they seemed to work with a new light in their eyes. He could only guess the pain and torment they had to endure.  
 
    Zelda turned from the growing bonfire and looked back to Jon with a shy smile. Jon’s heart beat a little harder in his chest. The First Mate was angry and broken when he met her. The self-loathing she felt colored her mannerisms and views on life. Now, she stood with her people and he had never seen her so happy. Jon could almost see the weight on her shoulders lifted and she glowed with loving warmth. 
 
    Jon took a step down from the stairs, ready to help when he noticed a dozen young sea elves kicking what looked to be an odd shaped ball. He focused his gaze, seeing their webbed feet knocking it around to each other like they were playing soccer. 
 
    His curiosity piqued, he made his way to them. When he approached, the sea elves stopped kicking it around and turned to the Urth man approaching. The elves seemed like they were teenagers, standing from five five to six feet tall. Their bodies were lean as they stood, seeing the man that helped free them. 
 
    “Hi!” Jon said as he approached.  
 
    “Greetings,” one the females said with a razor smile. 
 
    “I saw all of you kicking around a ball and I was curious what game you were playing?” 
 
    The sea elf smiled, picked up the strange ball and tossed it to Jon. Jon caught it and held it in his hands. He raised an eyebrow when he realized it wasn’t a ball. It was almost round, the surface of it was soft and it was pretty light. He turned it over in his hands a few times before looking back to the sea elf. 
 
    “It’s a Kala fruit. It has a soft outside, but a tough inner shell. Blades and rocks don’t work very well on opening it. The best thing to do is kick it or throw it around until it opens. We’re trying to get more of them open for the feast this evening. You’re welcome to kick it around with us.” 
 
    Jon eyed the strange fruit in his hand. He glanced at a pile of them nearby before looking at some of the trees along the beach. The trees looked similar to palm trees and the fruit grew like coconuts. 
 
    “You just kick or throw it around,” Jon said in a low tone as his mind worked. 
 
    Inspiration struck. 
 
    Jon tossed the fruit to the elf. “I have an idea that may speed the process along. Wait here.” 
 
    Jon turned to the docks. The new rune on his neck glowed and he burst forward into a blur. The sea elves watched as he ran faster than anything they have seen before. Jon noted he wasn’t moving as fast as some of the heroes he knew back in Spiral City, but he was quick like an arrow. 
 
    Jon rushed onto the Dark Heart and disappeared from sight. The sea elves on the beach looked to each other, some of them shrugging. A few moments later, Jon was rushing back with a thick net in his hands.  
 
    Jon dumped the net on the ground before rushing to a pile of wood. He grabbed two pole sized ones and rushed back. The elves watched patiently as he moved normally, stabbing one wood pole into the sand and then stabbing the other one not too far from it. Grabbing the net, he tied one end to a pole and then strung the net to the other pole and tied it tight. Next, he grabbed a small stick and dragged it through the sand and made a big square around it. 
 
    Jon dropped the stick and moved to the pile of Kala fruit. He picked one up and held it in his hands as he approached the young elves. 
 
    “I want to teach you a game from Urth. It may speed up the time to break the fruit. Welcome to Volleyball,” Jon grinned. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lilly and Syndra stepped into the Library. Sheets covered the bookshelves, tables, and chairs throughout the medium-sized room. The Captain began pulling down sheets and tossing them into a corner. She inspected the room as she moved from one sheet to the next. Thankfully, the elements had not made it into this room and it seemed untouched. 
 
    Syndra stood, a large jar in her arms filled with seawater. The shadow elf watched as her Captain finished clearing the sheets from the shelves and furniture.  
 
    Lilly moved to a small shelf and opened a box. She pulled out inkwells and shook them to make sure the ink had not dried up. She grabbed several and put them on a table. 
 
    “If you need more, tell me so I can find you some more,” Lilly said. 
 
    Syndra nodded. “That should be enough.” 
 
    Lilly moved to a shelf, pulled out a few books and opened them. The blank journals were just as she left them. She stepped to the table and placed the blank books down next to the inkwells. 
 
    “Is there anything else you need?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “This is fine. I will need a few hours before I’m finished,” Syndra said in a low tone. 
 
    Lilly nodded and was about to leave when she hesitated. She looked at the witch. The Captain noticed the gaunt lines in her face from before, but felt now was the time to address it. 
 
    “Syndra,” Lilly began. 
 
    The witch looked down. “Captain, I know you’re concerned. I tried to commune with Vala and Hexnia to gain insight on what happened to Jon. Despite my best efforts, neither spoke to me. It feels like the goddesses are avoiding me.” 
 
    Lilly smirked. “They do move in mysterious ways. I’ll have someone bring you some food while you work.” 
 
    Syndra nodded and lifted her gaze to meet Lilly’s, “I may have another method to gain insight to Jon’s abilities, but it may require some time with him. I may need Eryn to help us, if I have your permission?” 
 
    “Is the method dangerous?” Lilly asked with cool eyes. 
 
    “Physically, no. Mentally, I’m not sure. Eryn’s healing powers may help lessen any long-term effects. With your blessing, we will need a secluded place close to nature. The three of us should not be disturbed until it is finished.” 
 
    Lilly looked away for a moment before returning her gaze to the witch. “You have my permission, but you will have to ask Jon and Eryn if they will agree. There is a small cave at the base of the nearest mountain. I used to go there and daydream for hours. It should be safe enough for what you need to do.” 
 
    Syndra nodded. “Thank you, Captain.”  
 
    “Is there anything else?” 
 
    The witch parted her lips but hesitated to speak. 
 
    “You may speak freely,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    Syndra gathered her courage with a quick inhale of air. “I fear if Jon’s abilities grow, he may be noticed by others with a dragon spirit. Our ability to remain hidden may lessen as he grows his power. Our cause could end sooner than we expect.” 
 
    Lilly stepped closer to the witch. Lifting a hand, she touched Syndra’s cheek. The shadow elf leaned into it, basking in her Captain’s warm touch. 
 
    “Thank you for your honesty. I have thought over many things and how our Shullkar fits in our plans. Jon is a wonderful man and he is the key to unlocking the Empire’s grip on Aquris, but we must remain vigilant.” 
 
    Lilly stared into Syndra’s red eyes. “He is important to all of us. I know your heart beats for him just as mine does. We will do everything in our power to reach victory and keep us all safe. I swear it.” 
 
    The shadow elf nodded. “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    Lilly smiled and pulled away.  
 
    “I’ll have food brought to you, but I do hope you join us for the feast,” Lilly said with a hand wave as she left the Library and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Syndra let out a long exhale before turning to the table with the inkwells and books. Stepping around and sitting in a chair, she placed the jar of seawater on the desk. 
 
    “Let us begin,” the witch said with a faint smile. 
 
    Syndra uncorked the top of the jar and placed the cork on the table. Lifting up inkwells, she emptied them into the jar. The seawater slowly turned black as several wells were dumped in. When it turned black as pitch, the witch picked up a journal and opened it to the first page. 
 
    Sitting back, she closed her eyes and began an incantation. Arcane words dripped from her lips, the air shifting to her power. The inky seawater rippled before it slithered out like a living thing. The black water crawled over until it touched the first page. As it slid down the page, it left a trail of symbols behind it. The ink dried quickly and when the black sludge reached the bottom of the page, Syndra took hold of the paper and turned it to the next one. The sludge moved from the bottom to the top, sliding along and leaving more symbols in its wake. 
 
    The witch continued to guide the black seawater, a part of her thoughts shifting to Jon and heat touching her dark cheeks. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jon grinned as he watched the sea elves. More came to see what the commotion was and a crowd had gathered. The younger sea elves took to volleyball quickly after Jon showed them how to play. They hit, jumped, and spiked the Kala fruit with power and skill. When the first fruit cracked, they rushed it to Jon so he could try it. Jon took a bite of the soft fruit on the inside and his taste buds exploded with flavor. The best way he could describe it was as if a watermelon and a coconut had a child. 
 
    Jon continued to watch. He tried to show them how to keep score and create teams, but the elves were so happy just to play, they didn’t bother to follow the rules completely. They simply knocked the fruit back and forth over the net. When a fruit cracked, one side would catch it and everyone cheered. 
 
    I’m glad they’re having fun. 
 
    Several more elves joined in, imitating the ones playing. Soon, two crowds of elves knocked several fruits over the net. One elf jumped up high and spiked the fruit ball down into an opposing team member’s face. Jon took a step forward in concern when the elf held the fruit and spit out a sharp, bloody tooth into the sand. An instant later, the elf held up the cracked fruit and gave a triumphant shout. 
 
    Both sides cheered wildly. 
 
    Jon stepped away as they seemed to want to play it the way they wanted and looked for other ways he could help. Pots of boiling water filled the edges of the bonfire. Sea elves used sticks to push down the crabs trying to flee their demise. Others moved to the makeshift huts and tents. 
 
    Jon smiled as he walked to them and offered his help. The sea elves smiled and nodded. Before long, Jon was moving wood, helping with roofs of the huts and securing tents. The sun sank lower in the sky, obscured by the wall of mists. When it reached the horizon, a beach town stood and the glow of the bonfire touched all. 
 
    Jon wiped sweat from his brow as he turned to the misty sea. The sun set, casting an orange glow across the sky. Stars twinkled to life and the surrounding mists began to slowly fade away.  
 
    Jon was mesmerized as the Misty Sea shrank away. When the sun fully set, the sky was alive with stars, two moons beginning to rise in the vast distance. It was magical and awe inspiring as a gentle sigh rolled along every soul present. 
 
    Lilly emerged from the castle doors with a bottle in her hand, making her way onto the beach as many marveled at the starry evening. The Captain turned her gaze to Jon as he stood with sea elves, the young man captivated by the heavens.  
 
    Zelda stabbed a pointy stick into a boiling pot. When she pulled it out, a cooked crab hung lifelessly on it. She grabbed a leg, pulled it off and sucked out the delicious meat from one end. 
 
    “The feast is ready!” the First Mate shouted. 
 
    Bodies turned and moved to the bonfire. Some webbed hands grabbed from the piles of Kala fruit while others stabbed sticks into pots and pulled out smoking cooked crab. A sea elf helped Eryn along, bringing her into the group while others brought her food. Zelda continued to suck meat out of cooked crab legs and Jon stayed on the beach, taking it all in. 
 
    Lilly moved to his side, taking a swing from her bottle before passing it to Jon. The young man took it and took his own swig, enjoying the taste of elven rum. 
 
    “You know what this stuff does to me,” Jon smiled. 
 
    “I know,” Lilly said with a wicked smirk. 
 
    Jon sat down and patted the sand next to him. Lilly sat down with him before turning and laying her head on his lap. The bottle was passed between them as sea elves ate, talked and laughed. 
 
    “This is like our first date,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    Jon nodded and smiled. “It is. I believe I was laying in your lap, spilling my guts out about my parents.” 
 
    Lilly nodded, took a sip and handed the bottle back. “I suppose it’s my turn to spill my guts.” 
 
    “Only if you want to. I’m here to listen,” Jon smiled as he touched her long ear and massaged it. 
 
    Lilly let out a comforting sigh. “This was the island where my parents and I were meant to live our lives in peace. We used to visit here every year for upkeep, but the plan was to stay here, far from the Empire’s reach.” 
 
    The sun elf’s eyes darkened slightly as she continued, “When the Empire pushed for expansion, we were prepared to leave for here. We were a day away from boarding the Dark Heart and sailing here when Imperial ships arrived. 
 
    “My parents knew we all couldn’t escape. That’s when they pushed me to leave to save myself. They wanted to make sure everyone on our island home would be safe. If they left with me, many of the elves that lived there would have been tortured. It would have been a massacre. My parents gave up their freedom so everyone could be safe, including me.” 
 
    “Was everyone spared?” Jon asked. 
 
    Lilly closed her eyes. “Their lives were spared, but everyone on the island was rounded up and sent to work prisons. They didn’t care about me. They cared if word got out that the Empire was recruiting against the people’s will. 
 
    “My father spent a lot of time as a Captain in the Imperial Navy. He was given the promotion of Admiral, but he turned it down. He never told them why, but he knew the Empire was following a dark path. The dwarves in the Emerald Sea buckled to the Empire and they were once one of the strongest people to fight the Imperial expansion. With their surrender, it didn’t take long for others to fold and join the Empire.” 
 
    Lilly opened her eyes and looked up to Jon. “I’ve freed who I could find over the years. I’ve tried to gather any information I could on my parent’s whereabouts. It was almost like they were swallowed up completely behind the iron wall of the Empire. This island was meant to not only house our family, but also those who were allies and friends. The Empire dislikes the Misty Sea, much like everyone else. It’s a hard place to sail, but it does have its beautiful places, if you can find them.” 
 
    Lilly slowly blinked as she looked up to the stars. “I miss them, my parents. I miss them every night I lay my head to sleep. It burns at me that I haven’t found them yet or any sign that they are even still alive. Despite my attempts to free those under Imperial rule, I haven’t been able to penetrate the inner islands of the Gold Sea. The Empire has a vast fleet and there is no fleet that can stand up to them.” 
 
    Jon ran the back of his fingers along Lilly’s cheek. The pair grew silent, enjoying the moment. The bottle of rum was passed between them as sea elves danced around the bonfire. 
 
    “Jon,” Lilly broke the silence. “I’m worried we cannot win this fight.” 
 
    Jon looked down into Lilly’s almond shaped eyes. 
 
    “But I think we may have an edge. Can I show you something?” the Captain smiled. 
 
    Jon nodded and returned her smile. 
 
    The pair were up. They walked back to the castle as the sea elves danced and laughed. Once inside, they climbed the stairs to the second floor. Lanterns glowed with a comforting light as they stepped into a long, wide corridor. After a dozen feet, they arrived at a dark wood door. 
 
    Lilly pushed the door open and stepped inside. Jon followed. 
 
    “Welcome to my father’s study.”  
 
    Once inside, the door closed behind them. Jon observed the bookshelves lining the walls. A thick desk sat in the middle with a comfortable chair behind it. On a nearby hook, a pirate hat lay against the wall sideways, the elf skull and crossbones staring at him with blank sockets. 
 
    Jon couldn’t resist. He lifted up the hat and put it on his head. 
 
    Lilly looked at him and smiled. “It looks good on you. Despite my father’s work for the Empire, he spared many pirates, especially if they were trying to feed their families and friends. He sometimes would take their hats and flags so when they left his presence, they would have a better chance of making it back to their homes and families. 
 
    “That hat belonged to Captain Discord of the Demon Cutter. He was famous for a time because he raided ships for years to feed his extended family on a far-off island. He never took a life, only cargo. When he and my father crossed swords, the two men earned each other’s respect. Captain Discord saw my father’s honor and decided to give up piracy. He handed his hat to my father and the two parted ways, Captain Discord fading into obscurity.” 
 
    The sun elf’s eyes lowered, as if reliving a distant memory. “I could stay here forever, telling you about my father’s adventures but there is something more I want to show you.”    
 
    Lilly moved to a shelf, her fingers gliding over the spines of books. 
 
    “You have seen the mage tech weapons used by myself and the Empire. Mages create magical pistols and spell shells with elemental effects. The process is difficult, needing many mages to create one weapon.” 
 
    Lilly’s fingers stopped at a weathered book and pulled it out. “The dwarves have a technology called Steam Tech. It uses steam and magical heating gems to power some of the drilling and digging equipment. It is a near match for Spell Tech, but it might be a step below. But there is a technology that can beat them all.” 
 
    The sun elf put down the book and opened it to a dog-eared page. Jon looked down to a crude map of Aquris, several marks on the page and symbols by them. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Lilly smiled. “I came in earlier to look the Study over. I found my father’s journal he liked to write in, but I wanted to show it to you. As I said, my father is a learned general. He battled in many conflicts. During his career, he often liked to catalog many of the strange occurrences he saw at sea. 
 
    “One night, he led several ships through the Rotting Sea. It’s a terrible place where the dead sometimes crawled onto ships during the night. He would tell me you never forget the smell once you encounter it. Since it was another sea no one likes to travel through, he used it to secretly intercept a larger force sailing for the Gold Sea. The Empire was currently in negotiations with the orcs which my father told me was another way of saying that they were at war.” 
 
    Lilly turned the pages to many symbols filling a page. “He told me that during the night, they sailed under a moonless sky. Some of his soldiers were sick from the stench of the Rotting Sea. He led the ships through it for a surprise attack when something moved through the water.” 
 
    The elf looked over her father’s written words. “He wrote that he saw two glowing dots under the water. They were large and he assumed it was a behemoth, but wasn’t sure because those creatures tended to avoid the Rotting Sea. When one of his ships lagged behind, the thing under the water rushed it and rose from the sea. 
 
    “It was mechanical and about the same size as the vessel. It bashed into the side of the ship, my father seeing it as it all unfolded. It had the head and upper body of a turtle, but it was made of metal. It bashed again and again until my father gave the command to fire on it. The moment the cannons were loaded, the thing sank below and never resurfaced. 
 
    “He noted the location and what he saw. He was obsessed with it for years, trying to find out anything he could. He liked to talk to me about it for years. I believe he truly saw something unusual and he wanted to know more. He gathered everything he could find about the Rotting Sea and what the metal monster could be.” 
 
    Lilly turned the page and slid it closer to Jon so he could see. Jon looked down, seeing a drawing that looked like a mechanical dragon. It was made of metal parts and scales, clockwork cogs and unusual gems connected to it. 
 
    Lilly grinned brightly. “My father was able to piece together what he could over the years. Months before we were separated, he confided in me and my mother that he discovered that the dragons left Aquris technology before they ascended to the stars. He dubbed it Dragon Tech. He believed that it was meant to be discovered and bring our world to a higher state of enlightenment.” 
 
    Jon smiled as he looked at Lilly. “That sounds amazing.” 
 
    The Captain nodded, keeping her bright smile. “I believed for a long time that my family and I would discover the location of the Dragon Tech and bring it to Aquris, lifting everyone to a better life.” 
 
    Lilly’s smile faded slightly, shadows covering her eyes. “It was a wonderful dream until my parents were taken by the Empire. I spent so much time fighting the Empire and freeing people that the idea of searching for the tech would have to wait. It would be a quest for a much later time.” 
 
    The sun elf looked to Jon with renewed excitement. “But when you were taken to the dragon temple and we saw the map, I noticed markings on the crude wall map. I saw that the markings indicated a specific spot in the Rotting Sea and hope returned. I believe it may be the place where Dragon Tech is kept hidden. If we can find it, it might give us the edge we need to turn the tide against the Empire.” 
 
    “This sounds incredible!” Jon said, matching Lilly’s excitement. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes took on a warm expression as she circled the desk and hugged Jon. 
 
    “I have you to thank. When you entered our lives, I knew there was something special between us. I felt it from the first kiss.” 
 
    Lilly pulled back and they stared into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “I felt it too,” Jon said warmly. 
 
    The couple kissed for a long moment before they parted and pressed their foreheads together. 
 
    Dragon Tech? Mysterious robots? Fighting an Empire? I never thought in my life I would reach such a point. I thought I would be living a simple life as a dock inspector. Now, I’m fighting in a crusade to topple an evil empire. I would say this is a dream, but it’s a dream I never want to wake from. 
 
    Lilly touched Jon’s jacket and bit her lip. “We should go back to the feast or we may never leave this room.” 
 
    Jon smirked. “Maybe later we can be together, after the feast?” 
 
    Lilly nodded with pink cheeks and cupped his crotched. “I’m wanting.” 
 
    “Okay, definitely later,” Jon’s smirk turned into a smile as he lifted the pirate hat off of his head and placed it back on the wall peg. 
 
    The couple smiled at each other. They each took hold of the other’s hand and walked out of the study and made their way downstairs. 
 
    Jon felt light and Lilly’s cheeks were still pink as they excited the front door of the castle and stepped onto the beach. The dancing and singing continued, many sea elves still eating cooked crab. Zelda danced with her fellow people while Eryn clapped from a nearby log. The stars seemed to shine brighter as the moons were high in the sky. 
 
    Lilly looked out to the dark ocean and gave Jon’s hand a gentle squeeze. Jon followed her gaze and his jaw nearly dropped. 
 
    A light rose up from the black waters. It appeared to be a glowing orb, suspended by nothing. Heads on the beach turned and pointed to the glowing orb in the distance. It rose higher and higher, the light touching what looked like a black tentacle or stalk. Even at the great distance, it looked big, very big. 
 
    “I love when they come up to eat,” Lilly sighed and leaned her head on Jon’s shoulder. 
 
    Jon watched with unblinking eyes as the water churned. White foam splashed as something with a gigantic maw breached the surface. The light on the end of its stalk glowed brighter, showing massive amounts of wriggling sea life in its mouth before it clamped shut. The monster was enormous and its features nightmarish. It looked like it had the sharp head and light stalk of an angler fish, but the body of a thick eel. Comparing it to the Dark Heart in the dock, the creature was five times bigger. It crashed down back in the water, it’s bio luminous light shining like a small moon above the surface. 
 
    Many elves gasped in astonishment as they watched the creature. 
 
    “That’s a behemoth?” Jon asked with wide eyes. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “You hear about them all the time, but to see one is awe inspiring. They only come out at night and try to leave ships alone. I wouldn’t recommend swimming after sun down.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Jon said as he watched the stalk move through the water. 
 
    Lilly squeezed Jon’s hand again. “I think I may need to see another monster in my bed for the evening. Do you think you can help me with taming a sea serpent?” 
 
    “I’m sure we can try together,” Jon said with a happy smirk. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    Jon woke to the sounds of birds chirping. A peace touched his sleepy senses as a warm body lay against him. Feeling Lilly at his side, he held her close in his arm as she snuggled against his chest.  
 
    For a brief moment, Jon thought they were back on Urth and in his bed. The subtle warmth and closeness brought a degree of belonging that he had become very accustomed to. 
 
    I understand what it means when people say home is where the heart is. It’s the same feeling here as it is back on Urth. What if we just stay here and enjoy our lives on a hidden island? What if this becomes our world for the rest of our lives? Could I do it? Could we do it? 
 
    Jon’s eyes darkened. 
 
    Honor would never allow it. I couldn’t see my family. I couldn’t see Cora. Lilly would surely think it was ludicrous since her parents are still held captive by the Empire. Staying here would be a dream, and a lie. 
 
    Lilly stirred and kissed Jon’s chest. “I wish we could stay here forever,” the Captain murmured. 
 
    How does she do that? How does she almost know what I’m thinking when I think it?  
 
    Lilly slowly blinked and looked up to Jon as he looked at her. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing. Last night was such a reprieve from everything we endured. It’s tempting to stay.” 
 
    Lilly closed her eyes and gave a small nod. “It’s a nice dream. Maybe when it’s all over, we can all live here.”    
 
    Jon nodded and hugged the elf to him. The night was spent snuggling and making love. They laughed and talked between intimate moments. It was a blissful haze, rum filling their bodies and those bodies joining in a loving dance. 
 
    Shadows touched the couple’s minds as the reality of what needed to be done filled their thoughts. 
 
    “What is the plan from here?” Jon asked, his fingers in Lilly’s crimson hair. 
 
    Lilly looked away, “We have to go back to the Urth Realm. We cannot abandon Cora. We saved Zelda’s clans, but we have to return and prepare new strategies. There is still so much to do.” 
 
    “I’m with you, my Captain,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Lilly looked at him again. “I know, my love.” 
 
    A knock at the door caused the pair to look to it. 
 
    “Come in,” Lilly called out. 
 
    The door opened, a shadow elf stepping in and closing the door behind her. Syndra smiled brightly as she stepped across the lavish bedroom to the bed, a book in her hands. She crawled onto her knees onto the bed and sat on her ankles, next to the Captain and Cabin Mate. 
 
    “It’s finished. I have successfully transcribed the runes and drawings in the temple and filled every page of this journal. We now have a working map for what the dragon’s intended, once we have it translated,” Syndra beamed. 
 
    Jon and Lilly sat up, smiling to the shadow elf.  
 
    “This is wonderful news,” Lilly said. 
 
    Syndra nodded and presented the book to her Captain with her head bowed. Lilly took the book and opened it. Jon looked from the side, the pair looking over the intricate symbols and crude maps. When they reached a double page map, it held outlines of the thirteen seas and temple structures in each one. It didn’t give exact coordinates, as far as Jon could see, but it seemed to give close approximations to where each temple was located. 
 
    Jon looked to the witch, seeing the bags under her eyes. She was exhausted, but still held a brightness to her red eyes. 
 
    “We will need to sit and discuss how we are going to proceed. This book is invaluable to the cause but we do need someone to be able to read it,” Lilly said as she leafed through the book. 
 
    Syndra’s bright smile faded a little. “We do, but there is still one more thing I must do.” 
 
    The witch turned her attention to Jon. “We still need to discover more about your abilities. I think I may have a way to find out more, but I will need you for a few hours, if you will allow it?” 
 
    Jon noticed the hesitation in her eyes and tone. “What do you need, exactly?” 
 
    Syndra cut through the chase, “The runes on your back have appeared in different circumstances. The first one was under extreme stress and rum. The second one appeared after you and the guardian of the temple each spilled your blood. I have a theory on how we can unlock more of your abilities, but it will require me speaking directly to your dragon spirit, in a sense.” 
 
    Jon stared for a few seconds. “When we first met, you spoke to my spirit.” 
 
    Syndra shook her head. “I met your spirit, but I didn’t speak to it. The serendipitous dragon that aligns with your soul is crafty and cunning. I may have a way to bring it closer to me so I can speak to it and perhaps, unlock another ability.” 
 
    Jon sat, his mind working and absorbing Syndra’s words.  
 
    Do I want to keep unlocking my abilities? The more powerful members of my family became, the more enemies seemed to come out of nowhere to challenge them. I remember my parents talking about how easy it was in the beginning and every year after, the supervillains grew bolder, trying harder to take them down. Will I fall into the same trap? Will I be fighting for the rest of my life? 
 
    Lilly placed her hand over Jon’s hand. “It is your choice. It will always be your choice. You joined the crew of the Dark Heart and we support each other, but all of us must use our talents to overcome the evil in our realm. It is our pledge to each other and the realm.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like I have much choice at all,” Jon said. 
 
    The bedroom grew silent as all three sat on the bed. 
 
    I cannot give any half-measures of honor. It is all or nothing. We were brought together for a purpose and if I shrink from it, I am nothing. 
 
    Jon lifted his head and smiled. “When do we start?” 
 
    Syndra nodded. “We start now. We need to speak to Eryn and then we will commit to the ritual.” 
 
    “Speak to Eryn?” Jon asked. 
 
    Syndra’s tired brightness waned. “As much as I’d rather do it alone, we will need her as an anchor back to this realm.” 
 
    Lilly threw the fur blanket off her nude body, swung her legs over the side and stood up, book in hand. She continued to look it over as she stood naked before her present crew. 
 
    “I don’t know much dragon tongue, but I want to look this over. I will speak with Zelda and we will come up with a plan on returning back to Urth. The two of you have the day to perform whatever rite needed, but I want us to set sail by tomorrow morning. Syndra, will that be enough time?” 
 
    The shadow elf nodded. “It should be enough.” 
 
    “Excellent. I will leave you to it,” Lilly moved to her clothes on the floor and kicked them around, looking for her shirt. 
 
    Syndra turned her attention to Jon. “I promise it will be an enlightening experience for all.” 
 
    “I trust you,” Jon smiled and nodded. 
 
    Bodies moved, picking up clothes and getting dressed. In mere moments, the Captain and Shullkar were dressed. All three left the bedchamber and made their way downstairs. 
 
    Jon noticed the hole in the roof over the foyer was closed up. The stone floor was cleaned and the few paintings on the wall were straightened. Lilly peeled off from Jon and Syndra as the pair made their way into the kitchen.  
 
    Jon took in the delicious scent of cooking crab before seeing Zelda over a cooking pot and fire. The sea elf hummed with her back to them as she stirred the contents. By a nearby table, Eryn sat and stared at nothing, her lips blooming into a small smile. 
 
    “Jon!” the cleric nearly shouted before the brightness faded, as did her smile. “And Syndra.” 
 
    The witch scowled at the blind cleric. 
 
    Zelda turned around with the brightest razor smile Jon had ever seen on the sea elf. 
 
    “I’m making breakfast. Leftover crab soup is even better the next day!” the tall sea elf grinned before turning back to her stew. 
 
    Syndra marched up to Eryn and stood across from her on the other side of the small table. “Jon and I have need of you. We wish to unlock more of Jon’s abilities and as much as I hate to admit it, you would be a great help to us.” 
 
    Eryn looked to Jon’s burning soul. “Is this true, Jon?” 
 
    The young man nodded. “Syndra thinks we can do it, but it has to be the three of us.” 
 
    Eryn nodded with closed eyes. “Then it is Vala’s will to help.” 
 
    The witch growled for a moment before she nodded. “Before dawn’s light, I prepared a place for us. We leave now.” 
 
    Zelda picked up the pot by the hanging metal handle. On a nearby counter, she poured the contents of the soup into a clay pot. When it was filled, she covered it and wrapped it in a thin string several times. After she tied the knot, she picked it up, moved it to Jon and handed it to him. 
 
    “A morning gift so you may have strength the rest of the day,” Zelda said and bowed her head. 
 
    Jon took the clay pot. “Thank you.” 
 
    Pink touched Zelda’s cheeks and she hugged the smaller man to her chest. “All of you make me so happy. I just want to chew on your flesh!” 
 
    “Um,” Jon managed as his face was buried between her breasts. 
 
    Syndra stepped closer. The sea elf let go of Jon, touched Syndra’s cheek and kissed the witch. They lingered before Jon until they broke their kiss. Zelda moved to the stew again and stirred it once again. Eryn stood up and gently made her way closer. The moment she touched Jon’s arm, she curled her arm into his. 
 
    “Let’s be off,” Syndra said and led the way to the back door of the kitchen. 
 
    The morning sun shined down on the island, its brilliance sinking into wide green leaves of the lush jungle. The murmur of the sea elves caused Jon to turn his attention to the beach. Several nets had been set up and four groups of elves played their version of volleyball. He watched in astonishment as they leapt very high, spiking the Kala fruit at each other like it was some demented game of dodgeball. 
 
    Jon wanted to shout out to them, telling them that they were doing it wrong, but stopped himself. They were having fun and sometimes it just has to be that, having fun. 
 
    Eryn hugged Jon’s arm as they walked side by side. Syndra led them to a small path at the jungle edge. Jon’s hands were warmed by the hot soup in the pot. He took in a deep breath, the fresh air cleansing his lungs. When they entered the jungle, long shadows covered the area as shafts of light crisscrossed before them. 
 
    The sounds of strange birds filled the air, their songs sweet and endearing as they walked through. It didn’t take long before they reached the base of a tall, spire-like mountain, a cave at the base of it. Jon saw the gentle flicker of light inside the cave as they approached. 
 
    Syndra stopped before the entrance, turned around and faced Jon and Eryn. “Before we begin, I must make it clear, the two of you are to follow my every instruction. What we are embarking on may have some negative effects on our minds unless you do exactly as I say. Do you agree?” 
 
    Jon raised an eyebrow. “What kind of negative effects?” 
 
    The witch looked to Jon with serious eyes. “We will be flirting with madness, but if we follow my directions, we will come out of this with new knowledge.” 
 
    Jon noticed that the witch still looked very tired and concern painted his brow. “Maybe we should do this another time? You seem exhausted.” 
 
    Syndra shook her head. “I’m fine. I’ve been through worse and we are running out of time. The longer we are on this island, the less our chances of returning home intact.” 
 
    The witch sighed, her shoulders sinking down. “Jon, we need to know more about your dragon spirit. If I can bridge to it, I can find out more that may help all of us. It is the only way to be sure we are on the right path.” 
 
    Jon saw the passion in her eyes, despite the weariness of her spirit. It sang along her soul, a driving need to understand the mysteries around her. She looked at him with loving purpose and Jon found it impossible to say no. 
 
    Eryn hugged Jon’s arms tighter, “It’s okay. I can save us if the witch fails.” 
 
    Jon glanced at the cleric. “You’re not helping right now.” 
 
    “I am,” Eryn corrected. “Syndra wouldn’t have invited me if she knew I couldn’t.” 
 
    The witch rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Jon said, hoping it would end any further arguments between them. 
 
    Syndra nodded, turned and stepped into the cave. Jon and Eryn followed. 
 
    Cool air drifted from the cave as they entered. The walls were rough, but solid. The darkness was a welcomed respite from the bright sun as the trio stepped in further. Jon took in every moment, seeing small carvings and paintings along the cave walls. He noticed they seemed like they were created by a child, two elves painted on the walls and a small elf between them. The further in they walked, the more complex the carvings and paintings were. It was like walking through time and as Jon saw the drawn faces, he noticed the young elf looked eerily like Lilly. 
 
    The trio approached a dim, flickering light. The cave opened up slightly into a small chamber. Furs lay about on the ground, covering most of it. A lantern hung from an iron hook, its light within dancing to its own song. Several cups and a canteen stood against a rough wall. 
 
    Syndra made her way to the canteen and cups. She knelt down, took hold of the canteen and uncorked the top. With practiced ease, she poured some of its contents into two of the cups as she spoke. 
 
    “This place is far enough from others so their thoughts do not mingle with our own. It will give me the ability to concentrate as I commune with Jon’s dragon spirit.” 
 
    The witch put the cups down on the ground, turned around and sat with her ankles crossed. Jon and Eryn stood, watching her. 
 
    Syndra’s expression took on a calm edge. “The rite will require breaking down mental barriers, yours and the dragons. It may take some time, but it will happen the longer we try. There will be no physical damage, but we must be careful to avoid slipping into madness.” 
 
    Syndra eyed the cleric, “Eryn, you must be our anchor. That means, you must watch over us and bring one or both of us back. You cannot touch or engage us unless things begin to spiral out of control. You will know it when you see it.  
 
    “There is another cup here. Fill it and drink it if you see one of us become aggressive or agitated. If one of us passes out, you must try to bring the one still awake back to our realm. Touching and speaking are the best methods. Your healing will also draw us from the edges of madness. Do you understand?” 
 
    Eryn nodded with a strangely serious demeanor. 
 
    Syndra exhaled and looked to Jon. “Take off your clothes and I will begin the rite.” 
 
    Eryn pulled her arm from Jon’s arm. The young man stared down on the witch for a long moment before he took hold of his own clothes and began to get undressed.  
 
    I don’t think it will be very helpful if I tell her I’m freaking out. 
 
    Syndra closed her eyes, arcane words falling from dark lips. The shadow elf chanted, her mystical words echoing around them in the cave. It created a sense of calm and peace as Jon tossed the last of his clothes and boots to the side.  
 
    Eryn blinked, wishing she could see his naked body, but only seeing his soul hovering in the darkness. 
 
    Jon stood, an unseen force touching his senses. It pushed and teased along his skin before sinking into his waiting nerves and travelling along his body. His heart began to beat a little faster when the force touched it. 
 
    Syndra stopped chanting and opened her eyes. The witch turned her body and picked up the filled cups. Her legs unfolded and the shadow elf stood up. She sauntered closer, a heat in her red eyes. Her arm extended, she handed a cup to Jon. 
 
    Jon lifted it up and sniffed at it. A familiar scent touched his nose and it wrinkled.  
 
    “This is tentacle tea,” Jon said as he remembered the scent from his time as a prisoner aboard Sawblade’s ship. 
 
    Syndra nodded. “It has its medicinal values aside from keeping one in a subdued state. The tea will help bridge our souls so I can speak with your dragon. I know it doesn’t bring a happy memory, but we need it to help us. Please drink.” 
 
    Jon eyed the shadow elf before taking a long sip. He nearly drained the cup when he pulled it away and grimaced. The taste was bitter and odd, just like he remembered. As much as he hated taking it again, a warmth flowed from his stomach and filled his entire body. His muscles relaxed and he had an overpowering urge to lay down. 
 
    Syndra drank down her cup and put it with the others. When she stood back up, she took hold of her cloak and unbuckled it. The dark cloth fell away. Taking hold of the straps of her one-piece along her shoulders, she slipped out of them and snaked her body out. 
 
    Jon watched her, her nubile body free of clothing as she stepped out of it. Breasts defied gravity as her dark nipples stood erect. Her flawless dark skin seemed to shine in the dim lantern light. Her body was fit as her thick thighs moved, lifting her leg out of her one piece, followed by the other. She kicked it away, Jon’s gaze falling to the small tuft of white hair over her dark pink elfhood. 
 
    Syndra sauntered closer, her gaze on Jon’s fit form. She noticed the tea was working, Jon’s shoulders relaxed. When her gaze fell to his manhood, it grew thicker with each step closer. When she was before him, she pushed her body against his, their heat blending together and she looked up into his eyes. 
 
    “Jon,” Syndra said with a sultry whisper. “Our love will keep us together. If you have any doubts, remember our connection. Allow yourself to be free. It is the only way to truly commune with the spirits. Don’t let fear and concern override our spirit walk. I trust you with my heart.” 
 
    Jon’s hand rose up and touched her waist, keeping the shadow elf to him. “I trust you with mine.” 
 
    Eryn relaxed against the cave wall, seeing the two burning souls almost becoming one. 
 
    “I’ll be here to bring you both back,” the cleric smiled. 
 
    Syndra nodded before she kissed Jon’s chest. Her hands glided up, taking hold of Jon as he held her. Skin touched skin, the couple lost in the hazy moment.  
 
    Jon tried to fight through the haze. He wanted to be attentive and caring. It bloomed deep within, but it couldn’t reach the surface. The pulses along his body grew louder and longer. A dash of fear touched him before it sank away into the ether. He watched Syndra’s red eyes as they blinked. Time swerved as she was standing against him in one moment and in another moment, she was on her knees. Her tongue snaked out of her mouth, licking the end of his throbbing member before she kissed the tip. Heat filled the entire cave chamber as her lips ran along the edges of his head, licking and touching sensitive flesh. It was enough for him to groan before she swallowed his member. 
 
    Syndra closed her eyes as thick inches moved back and forth along her lips. She changed the tempo, sliding down to the base of his cock and the end touching the back of her throat. Deep desires bloomed as a tingling sensation filled her below. It grew with each gentle slide along his veiny member and the shadow elf gave muffled moans. 
 
    Jon swayed as he tried to keep standing. Bliss moved along his cock and seeped into his body. He looked down on Syndra’ masterful work, one hand holding the base of his cock while her mouth suckled on him, needing him. Her other hand was between her parted thighs, fingers trying to soothe her own heat. 
 
    The expression of their bodies desires brought them closer to the cliff of madness. Jon’s own control began to slip as the witch deepthroated him. She moaned louder, the vibrations running along his cock. She sucked, trying to pull his very soul to her. A drop of precome touched her tongue and her eyes rolled into her head, tasting his spirit like wine. 
 
    Despite the night spent with Lilly, there was no exhaustion to Jon’s needs. Syndra sucking on his member only reignited his urges like he hadn’t been with a woman in years. It slashed at his reason as the tea’s effects crawled into his heart and whispered of lustful desires. 
 
    Jon’s hand touched Syndra’s head, fingers sliding into her white hair. Fingers and hair bunching up, he kept her to him, his cock deep in her mouth. The witch looked up with dirty, wanting eyes, Jon’s member firmly in her mouth. 
 
    “Drink,” Jon hissed and his cock thickened. 
 
    Syndra’s eyes half closed as she moaned. Thick spurts of come filled the back of her throat and she greedily drank it down. She sucked as her own wetness spilled from between her fingers and down her inner thighs. An orgasm bloomed as she drank and massaged her clit into submission, but the desires would not submit. 
 
    Syndra pulled away and gasped for air. “Jon… take me.” 
 
    Jon pushed the elf onto her back as he fell to his knees between her parted legs. Syndra writhed like an animal in heat, her fingers between her legs rubbing herself into a frenzy.  
 
    Jon knocked her hands away as his cock bounced with power. It never wilted as he was soon on the elf, pressing his member to her tight valley. Syndra grabbed his ass, trying to impale herself on him. Jon’s strong hips pushed and the witch let out a long gasp, her inner world slowly opening to his thick advance. Wetness surged, but Jon could not be denied. 
 
     “Please Jon… I need… all of it,” the elf moaned loudly. 
 
    Darkness clouded the couple and when Jon reached the base of his manhood, he stayed. Fingers touched Syndra’s dark ears, massaging them. He stared down like a hungry beast as she squirmed underneath him, needing to move. The heat was overpowering and the witch cried out for more. 
 
    Waves touched their senses as Jon’s cock nearly drove her inner walls to the breaking point. With slow, subtle movements, he played the elf like a musical instrument. Each slow thrust brought a gasp while each slow pull back brought a sigh. She squeezed him, trying to form a vice on his cock and never wanting to let go. 
 
    What’s… happening… to… me? 
 
    Jon found himself losing control as he thrust with all his might. The shadow elf cried out for more. Jon’s hands grabbed at her breasts, squeezing and massaging them. His thumbs moved over her nipples and she cooed her approval. 
 
    The darkness around them grew and Jon found himself falling away as something else took over. 
 
    Syndra’s eyes opened and she found herself floating in the darkness. Bliss pushed at her body, but she felt like she was floating above it. It was hard to think as pleasure whipped at her. Looking down at her floating, nude body, wetness spilled down her inner thighs. 
 
    Golden wings flared in the darkness and soon, a dragon the size of a large cat appeared. It gave a mischievous smirk as it floated, flapping its wings. Yellow scales gleamed, despite there not being a light source.  
 
    “I’ve… come to speak,” Syndra said with a breathy tone. 
 
    The dragon simply hovered, its small arms crossed and legs dangling. 
 
    “Jon… must know what he is capable of. We must know,” Syndra said, but wasn’t sure the words came out correctly. 
 
    The golden dragon dipped its head and its smirk melted away. 
 
    Syndra fought through the waves of ecstasy. She could still feel Jon on her, taking what he wanted and driving his needs deep. The pit in her own soul was filled and threatened to pour over the sides, but the dragon seemed annoyed by her mere presence. 
 
    “Please… I love him. I only want him to be safe,” the witch breathed. 
 
    The golden dragon held out a clawed hand, opening its thin fingers and closing them, palm up. 
 
    Syndra’s eyes widened as she knew what the dragon craved and desired. 
 
    “You… seek payment,” Syndra whispered. 
 
    The dragon hovered with flapping wings as if waiting. 
 
    The witch knew deep down what it wanted and she moaned. 
 
    “I have given my heart to Jon. I have not given it to you. I offer a piece of my soul as payment,” Syndra said with confident determination.              
 
    The dragon smiled before it grew bigger.  
 
    In the darkness, Syndra fell to her knees. Wetness dripped down her inner thighs as she fought through the bliss. She watched as the dragon grew to the size of a horse. It changed from a mischievous little creature into a powerful golden dragon. It fluttered over the elf before landing behind her. 
 
    Syndra looked over her shoulder to the dragon’s member extending from a hidden place. It throbbed with need. 
 
    “You and Jon are one of the same. Take your payment,” Syndra said with a sultry hiss before falling onto her hands. 
 
    The dragon moved closer, pressing its thick member to her dripping valley. The witch exhaled before her entire world widened into paradise. 
 
    Jon watched from far away. He watched as Syndra was on her hands and knees in the dark place and in the cave. He and the dragon pushed into her, holding her by the hips. Their motions were in sync, driving deep and pulling away. It was dreamy, hazy, and blissful. Syndra orgasmed, bucking her head up and driving her ass toward them with each thrust. Wetness surged as she growled like a feral animal in heat. Back arching, she gave them unrestricted access as her very soul cried out for more. 
 
    “Jon… I love you,” Syndra whispered as she closed her eyes. 
 
    Jon’s cock and the dragon’s cock thickened. The sound of skin on skin filled their senses. The symphony reached a fevered pitch. When willpower cracked, Jon and the dragon roared. 
 
    Syndra’s eyes shot open, heat and come spurting into her tight, inner world. It did more than just fill her, it seeped into her heart, mind, and soul. It washed away everything as white touched the edges of her gaze. Her nerves tightened to the breaking point and released to magical explosions. The witch drifted into a sea of bliss, lost to its waves. 
 
    “I love you,” Jon and the dragon said with power. 
 
    The shadow elf gave a weak smile before her body sank below the surface, drowning in paradise. She sank deeper and deeper before something slashed across her heart. She willingly gave up a piece of her soul, a jagged shard falling into a golden scaled hand. It clutched it before the dragon kissed Syndra’s ear in the dark place and Jon kissed her ear in the cave. Thirteen symbols touched her mind and the shadow elf cried out in ecstasy. 
 
    Syndra whimpered as her body trembled. Her arms and legs gave out and she fell onto her stomach, the connection between them slipping away. Syndra tried to swim to the surface of her mind, but could not bring herself to do it. She passed out, smiling in the dark. 
 
    Jon looked down on Syndra as she lay on her stomach. She was covered in sweat, white seed dripping from her womanhood.  
 
    The wants, urges, and needs were still there. Part of him fought himself, barely able to maintain control when a white body moved over to Jon. A golden yellow tuft of hair was over a wet slit, pale thighs framing it. Jon was lost for a moment, seeing the unfamiliar sex before he looked up. 
 
    Eryn stared down, her eye sockets empty and bloody tears streaming down her cheeks. She smiled brightly with an edge of maddening needs. Jon tried to make sense of what was happening when pain burned into his back. 
 
    Below the two runes, something blazed white hot. Jon grunted as the torment seared into his flesh. He cried out as he looked up to Eryn. The blood and empty sockets were gone and replaced with her dark eyes. She continued to wear her cleric habit, but the rest of her was naked and glowing. Her breasts were larger than he thought they were, hidden in her cleric robes. Her pale nipples pointed outward as she brought her sex closer to his face. 
 
    “I’m here for you. Come back to me,” Eryn said with a soothing edge. 
 
    Jon’s hunger overrode everything else as he pushed his face between her parted legs and licked at her wet elfhood with eager intent. He lapped at her, his tongue caressing her pink nub and sending a shiver along her body. 
 
    “I am Vala’s vessel. Tell me your darkness and I will bring light to it,” the cleric said with an almost motherly edge. 
 
    Jon was unchained, pushing his mouth and face to her, wetness covering his cheeks and chin. It was maddening that she tasted like honey and he wanted to drink her for days. 
 
    “Jon, speak to me. Tell me where you are,” Eryn cooed as she touched his ears. 
 
    Jon growled, urges pushing him, wanting to spray his seed all over the cleric. 
 
    Eryn moaned before she pushed hard at his head. Jon nearly fell back, his hands catching him. He eyed the cleric like a reptile ready for a kill as she turned around, her round ass inches from his face. The cleric sank down, taking hold of Jon’s member and putting it to her sensual line. Gravity took hold as she rubbed his cock against her and when she relented, she sank down an inch at a time. 
 
    The cleric moaned her approval as she sank down to the base. Jon wrapped his arms around her, grabbing her full tits and holding the elf to him. Eryn giggled, moving slightly, trying to tame Jon’s fire. 
 
    “Come back to me. Speak to me. Tell me where you are.” 
 
    “I’m… here,” Jon growled as he buried his face into her blonde hair. 
 
    “Tell me more,” Eryn cooed as she moved on Jon’s thick manhood. 
 
    Jon fought through the confusion. Moments slipped by as he wasn’t sure where he was. The tea and bliss wrapped around him like a velvet blanket and he couldn’t find his way out. 
 
    Eryn moved, using her thighs to slide up and down on Jon’s cock. Jon’s hand drifted down her stomach and touched her pink flesh. Fingers found her clit and massaged it with deep circles. 
 
    “Jon, you feel magnificent. Worship me and you worship Vala. Use me, play with me. I’m here to listen. I’ll always be here to listen.” 
 
    A shard of fear stabbed into Jon’s heart. He began to speak before he realized he was speaking. 
 
    “I’m… afraid,” Jon whispered. 
 
    Eryn nodded with closed eyes as she bounced on Jon’s lap. “We are all afraid from time to time. You have many who love you. I can feel your love for them. I can feel the spark you feel for me.” 
 
    Bliss curled Eryn’s toes as her mouth hung open with heavy breath. 
 
    “I can feel greed in my spirit. I want more. I always want more,” Jon said as his mind slowly began to return. 
 
    “Every soul has greed in their hearts. You are no different than all others. The dragon within you wants as well. You… must understand and accept and everything will fall into place,” the cleric said as she fought against her own bliss. 
 
    Jon swirled two fingers against Eryn’s clit while he swirled a single finger with his other hand against Eryn’s nipple. 
 
    Eryn moaned her delight as she continued to take thick inches. “Jon, be yourself.” 
 
    “What if I can’t control myself?” Jon said as his thoughts became more and more real. 
 
    Eryn giggled. “We both know that is not true. No matter what happens, we will guide you back.” 
 
    Jon held the elf as she moved her back against his chest. One of Eryn’s hands reached over her shoulder and cupped the back of his head as she rode him in long, slow strokes. 
 
    “Jon… I’m very close. I need you to do something for me to help our spirits,” Eryn said with a breathy whisper. 
 
    “I’m here for you, Eryn,” Jon said with innocence. 
 
    The cleric nodded as she rose up and down on him, trying to catch her breath. 
 
    “Jon… I need you to fuck me in the ass. I need you to stuff that iron hard cock in my ass and fill it with your love. I need it so much,” Eryn heaved. 
 
    Jon’s eyes widened before he let out a loud laugh. The confusion was broken as he felt like himself again. Bliss filled every pore of his body as he couldn’t stop laughing. The tension broken, he leaned back and fought to control his laughter. 
 
    Eryn pulled herself up, Jon’s cock still standing, but slipping from her elfhood. The cleric took hold of the shaft again and sank down, pressing Jon’s wet and throbbing manhood to her tight asshole. Jon’s laughter died as Eryn pushed her body down on his rock-hard member and his cock into her ass. 
 
    “You… fucking piece of stone!” Eryn nearly shouted as her eyes rolled into her head. 
 
    Jon grunted as his cock fit snugly into her tight ass. She squeezed him all the way down. 
 
    “Vala, let Jon’s cock bless my ass with seed,” Eryn grinned and prayed as she sank down to the base. 
 
    Jon watched with wide eyes as Eryn moved with a fevered pace. She lifted her ass up and down, impaling herself on Jon. The tempo increased as she moaned and whined. 
 
    “Fuck! This feels good!” Eryn shouted. 
 
    Jon wanted to laugh but couldn’t, the half-breed elf treating him like her own personal toy. He almost reached up to grab her waist to slow her down when his willpower began to wane. 
 
    “I can feel it with that fat fucking cock! You want to dirty my ass and I want you too!” Eryn shouted as she drove her ass down to the base. 
 
    Jon’s world glowed as he was close to unleashing himself. 
 
    “Vala! I’m a fucking dirty disciple! I need your blessing! Make Jon come so you can forgive me!” Eryn screamed. 
 
    Jon lost all control. His cock thickened and spurts of come exploded from the tip of his member. Eryn ran her own fingers along her clit as Jon’s cock thickened. When she felt the magical heat of his come, her own world exploded into dripping chaos and bliss. It slammed into her soul as she couldn’t stop herself. The loud growling and screaming rattled the cave. 
 
    Syndra opened her eyes and slowly lifted her head. She looked over her shoulder to see Eryn riding Jon and screaming like she was being murdered. 
 
    Jon couldn’t think as his cock was milked of every last drop of come. When his manhood begged for a temporary respite, Eryn sank down, keeping him inside of her. 
 
    “Thank you, my goddess, for forgiving me. I promise to worship on my knees as Jon is now my Shullkar. May his seed forgive me of all my wanting urges. Bless our union and our hearts,” the cleric smiled with closed eyes. 
 
    “What… just happened?” Jon asked with a bewildered look. 
 
    “We sealed the deal,” Eryn said as she squeezed life back into his cock. “We are now blended. You didn’t think being a Shullkar was just about you. I am now truly part of the crew. Praise Vala!” 
 
    Syndra turned and sat, her hand to her head. 
 
    Eryn looked to the shadow elf as she slowly rode Jon. “I’ll heal what I can of your exhaustion. I just need a little more.” 
 
    The witch nodded. 
 
    Jon simply sat, trapped in the cleric as she treated him almost like he wasn’t there. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jon stood dressed in his leggings and boots. He wasn’t wearing his shirt as Eryn stood behind him, her fingers tracing over the new rune. The cleric’s blank eyes stared at nothing as her fingers took in every nuance of raised flesh from the rune. 
 
    Syndra watched over the cleric’s shoulder. A tiredness touched the witch’s eyes, but she did have a little energy from Eryn’s healing. The cleric spent her time healing them as they dressed. Her slight touch imparted energy, soothing tired muscles and worn-down spirits. The witch wanted to be annoyed, but she was secretly grateful to the cleric, no matter how much it burned her. 
 
    “I think this rune says treasure or fortune. I’m not sure,” Eryn said with a wrinkled brow. 
 
    Jon picked up his shirt and put it over his head. When it was fitted to his shoulders, he turned to the two elves. 
 
    “I think we may have to find out later. We should get back to Lilly and Zelda,” Jon said. 
 
    Heads nodded. Syndra picked up the clay pot of stew, opened it and took a long sip. She passed it to Eryn who also took a sip. When it was given to Jon, he drank the chunky crab soup and Zelda was right, it was delicious the next day. 
 
    The trio left the cave and stepped out into evening air. The sky was dark, the last ray of sunlight just disappearing from the heavens. On they walked, their legs a little shaky as they made their way down the path and emerged from the jungle. 
 
    Sea elves covered the beach, lounging and enjoying the evening air. The castle windows glowed with lantern light, calling for the three of them to come back. 
 
    A short time later, they stepped through the front doors, Lilly and Zelda greeting them. The Captain eyed them as Zelda rushed to hug all three. When she let go, they all gasped for air. 
 
    “Was it successful?” Lilly asked. 
 
    Syndra nodded. “We should sit down and speak.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before all of them sat in a comfortable room, a hearth illuminating the room and wine poured into glasses. 
 
    “Jon, his dragon spirit, and I communed together…” Syndra began. 
 
    Lilly and Zelda listened intently as the witch explained what she felt and saw during the vision. She spoke of giving a piece of her soul to the dragon as payment and the dragon revealing thirteen symbols. Jon listened, slightly uncomfortable that Syndra had paid his dragon spirit a price to learn from it. Eryn was silent, absorbing the witch’s words. Lilly showed no emotion as Zelda eyed Syndra and Jon with slight concern. When she was finished, the shadow elf fell back in her chair, exhaustion settling into her weary spirit. 
 
    Lilly looked away. “It seems we need someone to translate not only the Dragon Temple book, but Jon’s abilities as well.” 
 
    Zelda spoke up, “The Captain and I have discussed a plan to return through the portal, but it will mean taking on temporary crew members. Jyn and Ryta will be joining us on our journey back to Free Waters.” 
 
    Jon leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “What about the sea elves here?” 
 
    Lilly looked to Jon, “They are welcomed to stay on the island, but many of them have expressed a need to strike back at the Empire. It is something we can discuss on our journey back.” 
 
    Eryn lifted her blank gaze. “I think I may know someone in Free Waters that can help us. She was a regular at the monastery and confessed to me many times of her life and station.” 
 
    Lilly eyed the cleric. “Can she be trusted?” 
 
    The cleric grinned. “She can because I know her many secrets. She will help us if I ask.” 
 
    The Captain stood up and sipped her wine before addressing the group. “We don’t know what to expect on the way back to Free Waters. With any luck, the Empire will not be there and we can move freely before returning back to Urth.  
 
    “If the Imperials are there, it will make it difficult but not impossible to return through the portal. We will have to be vigilant and careful. One wrong move or if any of us are captured, will change all of our plans.” 
 
    Lilly looked to Jon and smiled. “We will get to the bottom of these mysteries and return to Cora and your family. Tomorrow, we will board the Dark Heart with fresh supplies and sail back.” 
 
    A snoring rose up. All eyes turned to the witch as she slumped in her chair, eyes closed and snoring loudly. 
 
    Smiles bloomed. 
 
    “Let’s get some rest tonight. We begin our journey home at first light,” Lilly smirked.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
     Four moons filled the night sky. Jon’s gaze moved from one moon to the next, a sea of stars between them. The alien sky never failed to take his breath away. He noted that two of the moons were very small, their distance much farther than the other two. The closer moons glowed with hues of orange and violet each respectively. The two that were farther appeared white, but Jon often squinted and noticed a slight glow of color. 
 
    The cool breeze washed over the young man as he lowered his gaze to the dark waters and lights in the distance. It had been seven days since they left Dream Hearth. The ship never slowed down, cutting through the sea on a course back to Free Waters.  
 
    Lilly and Zelda traded off taking the helm to ensure they were well rested for what was to come. Syndra had spent the week eating and sleeping. When she wasn’t doing those two things, she often locked herself in her cabin, studying the Dragon Temple book as best she could. The witch was obsessed as she mentioned to Jon from time to time. Her dragon tongue was less than Eryn’s knowledge. Jon suggested she work with the cleric and the shadow elf would make a face and change the conversation. It didn’t take long for Jon to see that the witch still didn’t like the cleric, but he thought it had to be a deeper issue than just a prank. 
 
    Eryn spent her time praying and wandering the ship. The cleric was unusually quiet for most of the journey and seemed to be wrestling with something of her own. Her usual perverted advances lessened, but they were still there. Eryn would bump into Jon and grab at him, pretending it was an accident. Jon’s eyes narrowed a few times as her hands always seemed to find his butt and his crotch. 
 
    Jyn and Ryta took to working the sails. Zelda’s younger brother and sister dedicated their days and nights to knowing every inch of the ship. They were quick learners, Zelda often showing them how everything worked. The First Mate grew very excited when she showed them how the cannons functioned. 
 
    On the command deck, Lilly moved the wheel in her hands, her oval eyes taking in the lights in the distance. She stared, drinking in what she could see and playing out scenarios in her mind. Zelda stood at her side. 
 
    “I need eyes in the crow’s nest,” Lilly ordered. 
 
    Zelda nodded and moved to the railing, overlooking the main deck. “Jyn, take to the nest!” 
 
    Jyn nodded as he rushed to the main mast. Fingers and toes slipped into carved, half circle holes and began to climb. The sea elf was quick, making his way higher and higher. When he reached the top, he sank down in the crow’s nest. Opening a small box in the nest, Jyn fished out a tube. The sea elf extended the spyglass and looked through it. 
 
    Jon, Ryta, and Zelda looked up to the nest as Lilly kept her gaze firm on the lights in the distance.  
 
    “Captain, I see four ships on this side of the portal. I may see more through the mists on the other side, but I’m not sure!” Jyn shouted down. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Stay up there and tell me anything you see.” 
 
    Lilly began turning the wheel, leaning into it.  
 
    Jon felt the Dark Heart shift as the bow pointed away from the misty portal in the distance. Keeping his balance, he made his way to the stairs and climbed onto the upper deck.  
 
    The Captain kept her gaze on the lights as the ship turned into inky dark waters.  
 
    “Has there been a change of plans?” Jon asked as he approached. 
 
    Lilly smirked. “We don’t want to show our hand just yet. We are taking the long way around. We will dock on the other side of Hylore and see Eryn's mysterious friend.” 
 
    The Captain continued to steer until they made a wide arc. She held the wheel, steadying it as the ship moved into a new course, away from the imperial ships. 
 
    “First Mate, munitions report?” Lilly asked. 
 
    Zelda nodded. “We still have enough rounds for an extended fight. We are down to seven of the twelve, heavy explosive rounds. Syndra informed me that five were used for the liberation of the Worm Pit.”    
 
    “If we are lucky, it might be enough,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    Jon looked to the Captain, “We really may have to fight our way through?” 
 
    Lilly stared forward as she spoke her smile fading.  “We will not be held back, even by imperial ships. I promised our return to Urth and we will do it with cunning or brute force.” 
 
    “Can the Dark Heart survive a run for the portal?” Jon asked as an extended fight with lives on the line didn’t sit well with him. 
 
    Zelda spoke up, “Imperial ships are heavy and well protected. The Dark Heart can navigate easily between them. We just have to avoid direct cannon fire and we have a very good chance of making it to the portal.” 
 
    “How many times have you made it through a scenario like this?” 
 
    Lilly and Zelda looked to each other for a second before they both looked to Jon. 
 
    “After we succeed in this run, it will be one,” Lilly said plainly. 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow. “You haven’t done this before?” 
 
    “We have fought two imperial ships at once. That is why we know we are more maneuverable than their ships. We managed to escape with one of the ships heavily damaged and the other one lightly damaged, that is why we know we can do it,” Lilly explained. 
 
    Jon rubbed his temple as a feeling of deep concern filled his eyes. 
 
    Lilly smiled. “Jon, calm yourself. As long as we stay to the plan, we have a fighting chance. As for now, we are not going to make the run. We need more information before we return to Urth.” 
 
    The Captain turned her attention to Zelda, “Ensure the cannons are loaded with fireball rounds. I don’t expect them to see us with our black sails, but we should be prepared.” 
 
    “Aye Captain,” Zelda said with a bow and moved to the stairs. 
 
    Jon stayed on the upper deck with Lilly. When the First Mate was gone from sight, Lilly turned her attention to Jon. 
 
    “I know you’re concerned about a fight if we can avoid one. We will do everything in our power to avoid a conflict, but with a large number of imperial ships guarding the portal, a conflict may be inevitable.” 
 
    Jon nodded with shadows under his eyes.  
 
    The Captain eyed her Shullkar, seeing the regret that they might be sailing into a firefight. Her heart beat with affection. 
 
    “Jon, your words against taking lives are still with me,” Lilly said with a reassuring smile. 
 
    Jon shook his head. “I’m not going to tell you what to do with your life. It would be wrong and hypocritical. I just can’t participate in ending another’s life. My family fights to save people. I have always known myself to agree with them and will fight to save a life, even a bad one. 
 
    “Those soldiers are following orders. Some of them can be bad, but many of them could be good. It’s not for me to decide.” 
 
    Lilly’s smile faded as she could see the conflict in Jon’s eyes. “My love, you don’t have to take any lives. Your luck is enough to help us if we must make a run for the portal.” 
 
    The sun elf looked down for a moment before raising her gaze to Jon again. “Will it help if I promise to not fire on anyone unless they fire on me or mine first?” 
 
    Jon stared into Lilly’s emerald green eyes, seeing that she was offering a compromise to a potentially deadly encounter. 
 
    The young man smirked. “I can agree to that, if you agree that if I can find a solution without taking a life, you will follow it?” 
 
    Lilly gave a wicked smile, “I will agree to your terms if you give me massages when I ask for them. I saw a commercial on TV about massages and I was intrigued.” 
 
    Jon smiled and nodded. “I can agree to those terms. As you say, we have an accord.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “We do.” 
 
    The Captain looked out as the ship silently moved through the water. “My shoulders are tense.” 
 
    Jon let out a chuckle. Moving behind the Captain, he reached up and began massaging her shoulders and arms. Lilly let out small moans as he worked out the tension. 
 
    She’s going to abuse this agreement, I just know it. 
 
    “I believe I have the lion’s share of the agreement,” Lilly said with a small laugh. 
 
    “Are there lions on Aquris?” Jon asked. 
 
    Lilly’s smile grew wider. “No. I heard the expression on TV and watched a wonderful documentary on lions. Fascinating creatures.” 
 
    Jon smiled. “We may have to make a trip to the zoo when we get back.” 
 
    “Sounds like a wonderful date,” the Captain sighed as her slender shoulders felt better with each rub. 
 
    The stars twinkled high above as night flowed on. The lights in the distance turned as the Dark Heart moved at a great distance away. The ship turned, making its way past the portal and the heavily populated side of Hylore Isle. When they moved beyond the sight of the portal and imperial ships, the Dark Heart veered to the side and made a direct course for the northern side of the island. 
 
    Jyn had climbed down from the nest and back onto the deck. The sea elf made his way to the upper deck and bowed before Lilly and Jon. 
 
    “Captain, with the spyglass I was able to barely make out the name of one of the imperial ships. It was named Frost Spear.” 
 
    Lilly’s expression darkened as she steered the ship. “This may be more challenging than we thought.” 
 
    Jon looked to Lilly. 
 
    The Captain continued, “Frost Spear is General Rabyn Lufina’s ship.” 
 
    “One of Cora’s brothers?” Jon asked. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “He’s dangerous. His cold logic has defeated many ships and won many battles.” 
 
    “Does this change the plan?” 
 
    Lilly shook her head. “No, but it means we will have to be extra careful when we make our run. General Rabyn can be tenacious and most likely why the Emperor has him here to gain some kind of edge on getting his daughter back. The Empire knows we are here and if one or all of us are captured, it will be all they need to get Cora back.” 
 
    The Captain looked to Jon, “Let’s hope your luck ensures our success.” 
 
    Jon nodded gravely as the Dark Heart set sail for a dark, deserted dock. 
 
    Eyes and ears were alert as the ship pulled into the dock. An elf was sleeping at his post, not bothering to wake up. 
 
    Zelda silently jumped off the ship and moored the lines. Lilly instructed to not drop anchor to ensure a swift get away. The gangplank slid down as the Captain and crew were on the main deck. 
 
    Jon glanced off the ship to dilapidated homes on the northern side of the island. There were some large cracks that ran along stone homes and the roofs were a little weathered. It didn’t look like the side facing the misty portal. Jon guessed that the rich and well-off citizens lived on the side where they could see the comings and goings of the portal. 
 
    Lilly checked her pistol before sliding it into a holster between her belt and the small of her back.  
 
    “First Mate, stay with the ship. Jyn and Ryta, you will stay and assist,” the Captain ordered. 
 
    Zelda, Jyn, and Ryta nodded, acknowledging the order. 
 
    Lilly turned to Jon, Syndra, and Eryn. “The three of you will accompany me. Eryn, do you have the location of your friend?” 
 
    The cleric nodded. “She lives on Cloud Street on the South side of the island. It’s a place for well to do elves. Even at this time of night, we may be noticed. The city guards don’t let just anyone walk around.” 
 
    Lilly grabbed her hat and tossed it to Zelda. The crimson haired elf tied her hair back as she talked. 
 
    “You will have to speak for us as we make our way there,” Lilly said. 
 
    The cleric looked to the side, seeing Syndra’s burning soul. “I can try, but I’m afraid they will stop and question Syndra once they see her.” 
 
    The witch’s brow hardened before she began speaking arcane words. Everyone one watched as Syndra’s dark skin melted into a fair white. Red eyes blinked and became a bright blue. White hair turned into a demure brown. The witch had her same features, only the colors were changed. 
 
    “It’s a simple glamour spell. It will stay with me until I dispel it or cast another spell,” Syndra said with a touch of annoyance to the cleric. 
 
    Jon took off his bandanna with the elf pirate skull and crossbones and stuffed it into his long jacket. 
 
    “How long will it take us to get to her home?” Jon asked. 
 
    “Less than an hour, if we keep a steady pace. The city is old and is a maze at times. I have come here, but I needed a guide to get around. Tell me any landmarks or streets you see and I will be able to find our way there,” Eryn said. 
 
    Lilly smirked. “No need. I have visited Hylore many times when I was younger. I will guide us there and we will speak with your friend.” 
 
    Eryn nodded. 
 
    Lilly’s smile faded away. “Cleric, if I feel your friend may betray us, she will be taken prisoner.” 
 
    “She won’t, but I understand,” Eryn said with a hesitant nod. 
 
    Lilly looked to everyone as Zelda stepped over with a small, leather satchel.  
 
    The Captain took the satchel and put it over her shoulder as she addressed the small group, “I don’t want us taking too many risks. If we are separated, make you way back to the ship.” 
 
    Heads nodded as the Captain looked to Zelda. “If we are not back by dawn, take the ship back to Dream Hearth. If I don’t return within a year, you are free of your oath. Live your life in peace with your clans.” 
 
    Zelda’s eyes trembled before she stood at attention. “Aye Captain.” 
 
    Jon watched the exchange, his heart beating faster in his chest. 
 
    She’s preparing for the worse. Could it be that General Rabyn has her on edge? She seemed so confident until she heard the name of the ship. Does she have doubts now? 
 
    “Let’s go,” Lilly said and moved toward the gangplank.  
 
    Jon, Syndra, and Eryn followed. Zelda, Jyn, and Ryta watched the First Mate looking on Jon and her Captain with a dash of fear in her dark eyes. She watched them step down the gangplank and walk along the dock, her own heart twisting in her chest, wanting to join them. 
 
    The sleeping elf didn’t wake, snoring like a cannon as three elves and an Urthling stepped past him without incident. 
 
    Jon’s heart raced in his chest, the sneaking around reminding him of playing hide and seek with his siblings. He fought hard with his own eyes, trying to keep them normal and trying to not look like a lunatic. 
 
    Lilly glanced over to Jon and noticed his ears. “Turn your bandana around and tie it back on your head. My symbol may give us away but so will your ears.” 
 
    Jon nodded as he fished the bandanna out of his jacket. He flipped it around and folded it, the elf skull on the inside. He tied it back to his head and tightened it. The plain black side covered his head and the tops of his ears as they stepped into a dimly lit street and turned. 
 
    Eryn held onto Lilly’s arm as they walked. Syndra was behind them, her blue eyes looking from side to side. Jon took up the rear, tilting his head and looking up at some of the tall homes. The stone and brickwork were flaking and some of the homes looked like they were going to crumble at any second. Elvish designs and symbols graced some of the walls and doors. When they reached an intersection, elvish signs pointed them to different districts.  
 
    Jon was lost, not knowing a lot about the elvish language. If he had his tablet, he could translate them by simply pointing the sensor to them. For a brief instant, Jon thought of home and he found himself missing his simple tablet. 
 
    I hope I have a job to come home to. I’ve already gone past my allotted time off. I’m sure my superiors are wondering why I haven’t come back. How do I tell them that I was on secret pirate missions? Do I tell them and just beg for my job back? 
 
    Jon’s shoulders deflated a little as they walked down a cobblestone street. 
 
    If I don’t have a job, how am I going to support all of us?  
 
    Scenarios played out in Jon’s mind’s eye. He pictured no light on in their home as they were on the deck overlooking the bay. A fire in a metal trash can flickered as they tried to heat up soup, a can he found in the gutter by Mario’s grocery store. 
 
    My parents wouldn’t let that happen, would they? 
 
    Jon’s heart sank lower in his chest, remembering how they told him he always had to work hard for anything he wanted in life. He pictured them looking down on him with disappointed gazes before kicking him out of the summer home and putting impossibly large locks on the doors and windows. 
 
    Jon sighed to himself as he looked up to take his mind off his future troubles. He gazed on the beam of light stabbing out from the tower on the highest point on the island. It glowed like a beacon in the night, letting everyone know Hylore was a safe haven for all, a guiding light to those lost at sea. 
 
    Jon wanted to visit the tower and see what could make a light so bright. Even at night, the light glowed but didn’t illuminate the city below. Darkness and dim street lanterns colored floors and buildings, but inky shadows were still everywhere. 
 
    Lilly’s body was relaxed as she led the group with Eryn at her side. Her eyes looked over to dark alleys as they stepped by. The streets were surprisingly empty. She figured they would have run into a guard patrol sooner. Despite Hylore’s decree as a safe haven for all, it was anything but. The nicer sections had plenty of guards to keep the peace, but the slums were a different story. If one was not careful, they would be robbed and left bleeding in the gutter, no one batting an eyelash. Desperate elves and other races prowled the streets at night, looking for an easy target. Lilly didn’t worry about the thieving trash, but the guards could get pushy, asking for coins so they didn’t arrest you. 
 
    “It sounds so quiet. Could it be that everyone is afraid of the Imperial ships?” Eryn whispered to her Captain. 
 
    “Lord Castellan has said that the Empire may not station their ships here for long. I assume the Emperor has pushed back at such a rule to ensure our capture,” Lilly answered. 
 
    “Are we walking into a trap?” Eryn asked with an edge. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “I assume so. Since I have not had any dealings with your friend, she will not be someone they wish to watch. If we reach her and she can help us, it will buy us time to prepare for the next part of our plan.” 
 
    The cleric stared at nothing as her grip tightened on Lilly’s arm. “I don’t like the idea of being tortured for the rest of my life. You said things would be different, but this reminds me of the early days.” 
 
    Lilly smirked. “My life was in greater danger than yours.” 
 
    “If they knew I was hiding you, we both would be in the bottom of Hylore Port, chains around our necks and fish eating our eyes,” the cleric scowled. 
 
    “For a blind cleric, you paint vivid and terrible possibilities,” Lilly grinned. 
 
    “Vala protects, but she doesn’t protect all the time. If I perish, I’ll be waiting by Vala’s side. When you arrive, I’ll be sure to push down on your head with my beautiful foot,” Eryn giggled. 
 
    “Careful, if Jon finds out your little darker side, he may be a little more cautious around you.” 
 
    “He suspects,” the cleric grinned as they continued down another street. 
 
    The group made their way down different streets, the pace slow and steady. A guard patrol appeared further down a few streets, the group slowing down and moving to the shadows. The guards didn’t look in their direction, moving on down another street. 
 
    The group picked up the pace, following the Captain and blind cleric. Syndra strolled along as Jon walked at her side. They looked from side to side until their gazes met. 
 
    The elf let out a small sigh as she stepped closer to him, curling her arm around his.  
 
    “Jon, I know we haven’t talked much since the cave. I want you to know, I gave payment freely so we could learn more.” 
 
    Jon looked forward, his other hand laying on the witch’s arm. “What exactly was the payment?” 
 
    Syndra looked down for a moment. “I gave a piece of my soul to your dragon spirit. You, the dragon, and I are now soul bound. With time, we will be able to sense each other and perhaps, hear each other’s thoughts.” 
 
    Jon glanced at the witch, “Is that what you wanted? To be closer?” 
 
    Syndra gave a small nod. “Dragons have greedy spirits. They adore any kind of precious gems, stones, metals, and currency. Your dragon spirit is no different. They enjoy bonding others to them. It makes them feel powerful and important. It was the only thing I could give to learn about you.” 
 
    Shadows covered the witch’s eyes as they walked. “I won’t deny it. I wanted to bind my soul to yours. Meeting Lilly was a bright point in my life. Meeting you, my soul soared into the sun.  
 
    “When I was in the water, after the fight with Sawblade’s men, I was dying. I gave up the last of my life to heal Lilly’s ship because it was the last thing I could do. But as life leaked out of my body, I thought of you and sorrow filled my soul. Seeing my end without you was the worst thing I could ever endure.” 
 
    Syndra’s eyes trembled. “I hope one day, you can forgive.” 
 
    Jon touched her chin and gently turned her head to him. The witch gazed into Jon’s confident eyes as he smiled at her. 
 
    “Syndra, you are very important to me. I wished you had asked me first, but I want you to know, I wouldn’t have said no.” 
 
    The witch’s eyes widened as they turned glassy. 
 
    “Syndra, I love you. You don’t ever have to worry about that. I know you had it harder than most, but you can always know, I will be there for you.” 
 
    “Jon…” Syndra said and a tear streaked her pale cheek. 
 
    “You awakened a rune and bound your soul to mine. If binding is a way to strengthen our bond, I’m willing to try it so you can sleep better at night.” 
 
    Syndra regained her composure as they walked. “I wish I could do more. I wish I could unlock more of your runes, but I fear our time in the cave was the only time we could. I have given up a piece of me, but if I give any more, it will steal my life.” 
 
    “Then, let’s just be together and see where life leads us. You don’t need magical bonds. We have each other and that should be enough.” 
 
    Syndra nodded. “You’re right, my love.”  
 
    The couple gave each other a quick hug before continuing on across the streets of Hylore. 
 
    Time spun on as the four of them walked. The neighborhoods began to change from slums and ghettos to nicer homes, bright paint on buildings and artistic statues along streets. Jon noticed as it was like night and day. The southern side of the island was posh and proper, the streets were clean and the air even smelled better. 
 
    The four of them stepped onto Cloud Street, turned and followed it. Eryn whispered to Lilly, the Captain nodding. It wasn’t long before they reached a three-story building with small balconies, wrought-iron fences along the balconies and white stone. A thick banded door stood, an intricate lantern hanging above it. 
 
    Jon and Syndra watched the street as Lilly lifted the round knocker, Eryn at her side. The Captain gave three hard knocks. The sound travelled, the group on edge. Nothing else stirred on the street for a long moment, relieved sighs falling from lips. 
 
    A short time later, a sound of a large bolt slid behind the thick door. A heartbeat later, it opened. 
 
    An elf with tanned skin peered out. Jon looked to her, seeing thin features with high cheekbones. Her hair was a dark purple with a widow’s peak at the top of her forehead. The hair was pulled back into a high ponytail. From the ponytail, her hair flowed down in a thick river with small curls at the end.  
 
    The elf eyed them as Jon noticed her tight white top that covered her breasts, but not her bountiful cleavage. The dress wrapped around her waist with a leaf-like design and the rest of the fabric flowed down to her ankles. The white cloth barely hid her small clothes underneath, Jon wondering why she was even bothering to wear a dress at all. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The elf’s gaze fell on Eryn and her eyes widened in surprise. “Cleric Moon! What brings you to my home this late at night?” 
 
    Eryn smiled. “Greetings Lusha. I didn’t know who else to turn to. My friends here have come across some rare texts that require translation. You came to mind and I brought them here so we can ask for your help. They have gold. 
 
    “There is a chill in the air. May we come in and talk further?” 
 
    “Of course! Any friend of yours is a friend of mine. Come in, come in,” Lusha said as she stepped back, opening the door wider. 
 
    Eryn and Lilly stepped in first, Jon and Syndra following behind. Once inside, Lusha closed the door and bolted it closed. Heads and bodies turned to the tanned elf as her hand slipped into a hidden spot along her wall and pulled out a pistol. 
 
    Lilly reached for hers, but Lusha’s pistol was already aimed at her head. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that,” Lusha said before pointing the pistol at Syndra’s head next. “Utter one magical word and there will be a crater where your face is.” 
 
    “Lusha! We’ve simply come for your help!” Eryn pleaded. 
 
    The elf eyed all of them while she spoke to Eryn, “Are you their prisoner? Did they make you come to me? I won’t be stolen away and returned to the Empire!” 
 
    Eryn stepped forward, her hands up. “It’s not like that. We need your assistance.” 
 
    The elf’s gaze burned as she looked to Lilly. “Assistance? Why is Captain Bloody Silk here with you?” 
 
    Lilly lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    Lusha nodded. “I know about you. I know about your witch.” Lusha glanced at Jon. “He’s new.” 
 
    Lilly spoke up, “Lusha, we are truly here for your expertise. We have a journal filled with knowledge in the ancient dragon tongue. We were told you could help us.” 
 
    Eryn nodded. “She speaks the truth.” 
 
    “Ancient dragon tongue,” Lusha said as her eyes widened a hair before narrowing. 
 
    “I assume you came this way in the middle of the night so you wouldn’t be spotted, not with Imperial ships surrounding the portal. The rumors are true that you kidnapped Princess Lufina and the Emperor wants her returned,” Lusha said with a cold edge. 
 
    “The princess arranged to be transported away from her father,” Lilly said sternly. “Eryn assured me you could help us with a translation. If this is a waste of our time, we will be leaving.” 
 
      Lusha kept her shrewd gaze on all of them. When her eyes lingered on Jon, her expression softened. A second later, she lowered her pistol. 
 
    Eryn and Jon let out a relieved sigh. 
 
    Lusha looked to Lilly. “Let me see it.” 
 
    The Captain lifted up the flap to her satchel and pulled out the journal. She handed it to Lusha’s waiting hand. The tanned elf opened it with one hand and looked down. When she saw the ancient symbols, her eyes widened as she put the pistol down on a nearby table. 
 
    Lilly’s hand snapped from the small of her back, a pistol barrel aimed for Lusha’s brow. “The journal is currently more valuable than your life.” 
 
    Lusha didn’t look up as she looked over the texts. “Knowing your reputation, you would have pulled the trigger already if you didn’t need me. I already took in the situation the moment you entered. I noted body language and intentions. I can see Eryn’s loyalty to you, Captain Silk. I also know the cleric will try to divulge information about my habits to dirty my name in the circles I visit.” 
 
    Eryn shook her head. “Lusha, we only want your help.” 
 
    The tanned elf nodded as she turned a page. “I know, Eryn. I knew one night you would try to use it for some personal gain. I was surprised it didn’t happen sooner, that’s why I liked you so much. You had the opportunity, but you never used it until now. I assume this is dire or you all wouldn’t have taken the risk.” 
 
    Lilly stared at the elf for a long moment before pulling her pistol back and sheathing it to the small of her back. 
 
    Lusha turned another page. “This is incredible. I know a dozen scholars that would give a fortune for this book. Where did you find it?” 
 
    “A long story, one I am willing to tell if we have an agreement,” Lilly said with confidence. 
 
    Lusha nodded. “Let’s move to the parlor to discuss further.” 
 
    Jon stepped closer to the tanned elf and bowed. Lusha turned from the open book and looked down on the strange man in her home. 
 
    Jon stood up. “Pleased to meet you. My name is Jon Song. Uh, Cabin Mate to Captain Silk.” 
 
    Lusha looked him up and down before smiling. “Your etiquette is welcomed, even if you are not from here. Greetings Jon Song, my name is Lusha Leafwhisper, Scholar and Diplomat for the Lord Castellan Lufina of Free Waters. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Lusha held out the back of her hand and bent her wrist. Jon swept her hand into his and kissed the back of it, remembering his experience with Captain Rose Thorn. 
 
    “Charming. You know our ways of a respectful greeting,” Lusha smiled before turning her attention to Lilly. “He is delightful. Are all Urthlings like him?” 
 
    “No Urthling is like him,” Lilly shot Jon a loving wink. 
 
    “A gem from the ocean. Color me intrigued, but we should get on with this current mystery in my hands. Everyone, follow me.” 
 
    Lusha stepped past them and moved to a spiral iron staircase. The tanned elf made her way up, the rest of the group following. Jon glanced around to the beautiful home. Many plants hung close to large windows. The curtains were pulled in for the night, but he pictured the sun flooding the home in the morning. 
 
    When they reached the second floor, Lusha sauntered along past an alcove entrance and into a large parlor. It was filled with comfortable seating, many paintings, a small table in the middle and a bar off to the side with rows of bottles and glasses. On the other side of the room was a single closed door. 
 
    “Please, help yourself to drinks,” Lusha said as she sauntered over to a high back chair, gently placed her rear in the seat and leaned back, open book in hand. 
 
    Syndra moved to the bar, grabbing glasses and putting them down. The witch scooped up a bottle of wine and began to pour as Lilly, Eryn, and Jon sat in chairs across from the Scholar and Diplomat. 
 
    “My fee can be expensive,” Lusha said without looking up. 
 
    “You will be paid when I feel the information you uncover is useful,” Lilly countered. 
 
    Syndra stepped back, placing filled wine glasses on the table in front of everyone and sitting down in an empty seat. 
 
    Lusha looked up and smiled. “Captain Silk, I am honored you came to me for a translation. Such an undertaking will take weeks, maybe even months to decipher the texts. Considering you arrived late and I can safely assume time is not on your side, you are asking for the impossible right now. 
 
    “Translating a book such as this will take more time then you currently have. I’m sure Eryn has said great things about me, but I am not a High Mage. You would have better luck if you found one to translate it through mystical means.” 
 
    Lilly kept her gaze steady. “Almost every high mage on Aquris is employed by the Emperor. They cannot be trusted. Eryn vouched for you and your skills.” 
 
    Lusha glanced at the blind cleric. “She means well, even if she doesn’t have the best judgement at times.” 
 
    Eryn blinked. “What of our times together, helping you through your stress? The things we did so you would have some relief. We prayed to Vala together so you can live a better life.” 
 
    Lusha’s expression softened. “Forgive me, Eryn. I don’t mean to sound bitter or rude. I had to know if you truly cared about me. Your sincerity spoke the truth. Those times were special and you are important to me.” 
 
    “What games are you playing, wood elf!” Syndra growled. 
 
    Lusha’s demeanor shifted, taking on an attentive but relaxed state. “My class is to bridge others, understand their desires and bring resolutions to conflicts, wants, or needs. I had to know if Eryn still cared about me. I had to know if your intentions were nefarious or genuine and I had to know the truth of this situation.  
 
    “You entered my home and I would be remiss if I didn’t dissect the encounter to the smallest detail.” 
 
    “You are a credit to your class,” Lilly said with a wicked smirk. 
 
    “I was trained by the best before I left the Empire. As for your book, I’m not sure I can help.”    
 
    Jon stood up and pulled off his jacket. All eyes turned to him as he threw the jacket onto his seat, turned around and pulled down his shirt, exposing the three runes on his back. 
 
    “Can you be sure what these runes mean?” Jon asked over his shoulder.  
 
    Lusha stood up and walked over. She put the book on a table before reaching up, one hand holding down Jon’s shirt and the other tracing over the small runes along his spine. The scholar lingered, drinking in each symbol. 
 
    “Nimble, Quick, and Fortune, each one written in ancient dragon. Where did you find these symbols?” 
 
    “They appeared when I was stressed,” Jon answered. 
 
    Lusha looked to Jon with wide eyes, “You have a dragon spirit!” 
 
    “It’s a long story, but yes, I have one,” Jon smiled over his shoulder. 
 
    Lilly stood, scooped up the book and stepped closer to Lusha and Jon. 
 
    “We don’t need a full translation right now. There are a few key points we need to understand. After that, we can leave your home and never return. Can you help us or must we look elsewhere?” 
 
    Lusha’s gaze remained on Jon for a long moment, the sound of her own heartbeat filling her pointed ears. 
 
    “I can help with a few translations. It still may take an hour or two. Let us sit in my study and discuss.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Syndra, you’re with us. Jon and Eryn, stay here and keep watch.” 
 
    “Humor, at my expense,” Eryn said with an annoyed scowl. 
 
    Lusha smiled and turned. She made her way to the door on the other side of the room and opened it. Lilly and Syndra followed. The three of them stepped into the study, one by one, the wood elf closing it shut behind her. 
 
    Jon fixed his shirt, put on his long jacket and sat down by Eryn on a small couch.  
 
    Eryn’s blank gaze lowered as she bowed her head. Jon looked to her, seeing sorrow paint her expression and her ears drooped slightly.  
 
    “Want to talk?” Jon asked. 
 
    The half-breed slumped in her seat for a long moment before she turned and fell into Jon’s lap. Blank eyes stared at the ceiling as she lay. The cleric grabbed Jon’s hand and held it to her stomach as she sighed. 
 
    “I thought Lusha and I had a better relationship. She seemed so genuine when she would come to pray. Now, I learned that she was just telling me things to see if she could trust me.” 
 
    Jon looked down on the cleric with attentive eyes. 
 
    Eryn continued, “I never would have told anyone important about her habits. I hoped the threat would be enough. I misunderstood her. I should have simply presented knowledge, it’s her greatest weakness and strength.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “Is praying often… intimate?” 
 
    A small smirk poked into Eryn’s cheek. “Praying to Vala is an intimate act. She listens and guides us in the throes of lust and passion. Our bodies are temples and gardens to her divine will. She will impart knowledge or bliss, depending on the state of your soul when you pray.” 
 
    “Sounds… fun,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Eryn smiled. “It is. It’s also freeing and exhilarating. It is why I devoted my life to her divine will.” 
 
    The parlor was silent for long moments. 
 
    “Eryn, I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation with Lilly before. If you don’t mind me asking, how did you both meet?” 
 
    The cleric kept her smile. “It’s a simple story, really. I was preparing for bed in the monastery when there was a knock at the door. Most of my fellow sisters were engaged in prayer so I made my way to the door to see if there was a lost soul that needed prayer. When I opened the door, Lilly stood, bloody and clutching her arm. 
 
    “She didn’t say anything, but her eyes told me what she needed. I brought her in and rushed her to my room. She took it upon herself to hide under my bed before more knocks came to the door. I rushed out and opened it to see a gang of elves, obviously looking for the Captain. 
 
    “They pushed their way in and began searching, despite my protests. I followed them as they looked around, forcing doors open and scaring my sisters. When they were close to my room, I stood up to them. A dagger was pulled and held to my throat but I wouldn’t back down. One of them stepped past me to my bedroom door and opened it. I kept calm, trying to appeal to their kindness I know every being has. When they didn’t listen, I pressed my neck to the dagger’s edge.” 
 
    Eryn’s eyes trembled as she stared at nothing. “The gang leader was surprised. He pulled the dagger back when blood began to trickle down my neck. I stood defiantly and it seemed to be enough. He called out to his men and they made a hasty retreat. 
 
    “When they were gone, I stepped into my room to see Lilly passed out under my bed from blood loss. I helped her into my bed and began to heal her. Despite closing her wounds, she didn’t wake for a day. I watched over her until I heard her stir.” 
 
    The cleric turned her head and faced Jon as she watched his golden soul burn bright. “She cheated the gang out of gold and tried to make a run for it. She didn’t realize there were so many members to the gang and was overwhelmed. It was the early days, before she became a pirate. She was just trying to survive. I knew Vala had a plan for our meeting and I decided to trust my goddess and Lilly.” 
 
    Jon let the story sink in as the pair stayed on the sofa. 
 
    Lilly has so many layers, I wonder if I will ever reach the center?  
 
    “Jon?” Eryn spoke up. 
 
    Jon looked down on the elf again. 
 
    “It’s been a long journey. Can I suck your cock while we wait?” 
 
    A perverted smirk filled Jon’s smile. “Sure.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Lusha stood over one side of the desk while Lilly and Syndra stood side by side on the other. The Captain opened the book and flipped it to a specific page with the crude map of Aquris. A finger tapped at a row of symbols before pointing to a small X mark in the Rotting Sea. 
 
    “I need to know what this says and if it’s connected with the location?” Lilly asked. 
 
    Lusha’s eyes narrowed as she read the dragon writing a few times. Concentration filled her brow as the wood elf scanned the symbols repeatedly. Time seemed to slow down as Lilly looked to the elf with bated breath. 
 
    “The nuances of the language make it a little difficult, but I think I understand the meaning. The text here indicates there is a temple that is not designed like the others on the map. It is a place of great knowledge,” Lusha said. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes widened a hair. “Can you tell me more?” 
 
    Lusha eyed the texts before standing straight up and looking at Lilly. “It says two or more dragons must be present to allow others to the fountain of knowledge. It also has the coordinates in ancient dragon, which we still use today.” 
 
    Shadows covered the Captain’s eyes as a wide smile bloomed. 
 
    “We will need Jon and Cora to access it,” Syndra said. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Lusha, we don’t have much time tonight. Can you translate…” the Captain was cut off when a loud crashing shook the entire residence.  
 
    Lilly pulled her pistol and Syndra prepared a spell. Lusha rushed to the door as she spoke. 
 
    “There is an escape ladder to the roof. Follow me!” the scholar said as she opened the door and stepped back into the parlor. 
 
    Jon was sitting on the sofa as Eryn nestled between his legs. He was just going to undo his leather pants when the loud crashing destroyed the moment. Jon and Eryn were to their feet when the door to the study burst open and Lusha, Lilly, and Syndra stepped out. 
 
    The sounds of shouting filled the floor below them as boots stomped toward the stairs. 
 
    Lusha moved to a small, nondescript door and opened it. A ladder stood against a wall, leading up. 
 
    “We are leaving,” the wood elf instructed before climbing up. 
 
    The group followed, each one climbing up. Jon and Lilly were last, the Captain motioning him to start climbing when elves in red and white uniforms stormed up to the second floor. 
 
    Lilly pushed Jon in and slammed the door shut behind her and locked it. The square space led up, Lusha nearly to the top. Jon began to climb, Lilly following him. The door shuddered as fists slammed on it, trying to force it open. 
 
    Lusha climbed with ease until she reached the top and took hold of the metal trapdoor. 
 
    “We will run across the roofs to safety. I know a place we can hide,” the elf said as she pulled back the bolt and forced the trapdoor open. 
 
    Several pistols pointed down at the elf, guards in red and white staring down in amusement. 
 
    Jon looked up, his heart dropping as they were trapped. Lilly hissed in defeat as there was not enough room to fight back. 
 
    “You are all being detained. Do not resist,” one of the elves grinned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    Jon’s heart sank lower in his chest as he, Lilly, Syndra, Eryn, and Lusha were marched down a long tunnel. Lilly had been relieved of her pistol and a gag was tied around Syndra’s mouth. The glamour spell she used had dissipated, her normal dark skin and white hair returning. Eryn held Jon’s hand as they walked the dark tunnel. Lilly and Lusha were in front and Syndra was behind them. Two dozen elves in uniform surrounded them as they walked, pistols and swords in their hands. 
 
    Lilly said nothing as she stepped with her chin held high. Lusha tried to talk their way out of it until a pistol was aimed at her face. 
 
    Jon remembered as they were ushered to the street. The area was filled with elves in white and red uniforms. Eryn mentioned they were the city guards before she was told to remain silent. Jon wasn’t sure what was happening as they were told to walk. The large group made their way through the city until they reached a tunnel entrance at the base of a large hill where the light tower stood. Hands pushed them into the tunnel as they made their way deeper, hope dwindling as the tunnel grew darker. 
 
    Eryn squeezed Jon’s hand in fear. Jon squeezed it back in comfort. 
 
    The marching seemed to go on forever until the tunnel widened into a large, round chamber. Jon, Lilly and the others were pushed into the middle as guards moved to the walls and faced them, pistols drawn and at their sides. 
 
    The sound of water dripping echoed as the damp air nearly clung to their skin. 
 
    Jon looked around to each of the guards. 
 
    There are a lot of them. I could try to take them out and give the others time to escape. I just don’t want anyone to get shot. 
 
    An old creaky door opened from the side. All heads turned in the direction of the door, a fat elf stepping out with a bright smile. 
 
    Jon raised an eyebrow, seeing the elf with green hair, a double chin and a cane in his hand. He used it to help him walk as he stepped to the edge with the guards. Despite the dreary chamber, the elf seemed to glow with a brilliant demeanor. 
 
    “I wish this was a pleasant meeting,” the elf said with a chuckle. 
 
    Lilly smirked. “Lord Castellan Lufina. It’s good to see you up and about.” 
 
    The Lord bowed his head to Lilly. “Captain Silk! It’s wonderful to see you! I love reading about your adventures to take down my cousin’s empire. I’m saddened that there aren’t as many adventures to read as you have made Urth your new home.” 
 
    Lilly nodded and kept her smirk. 
 
    Lusha stepped forward, “Lord Castellan, this is all a simple misunderstanding. The elves with me have committed no crime here on Hylore…”  
 
    “Silence, beautiful Lusha,” the Lord interrupted. “Your silver tongue is wonderful to hear, but do not use it on me.” 
 
    Lusha’s head bowed. 
 
    Lilly eyed the lord, “So, you’ve taken to licking your cousin’s boot when you said you never would. How the wind has changed.” 
 
    Castellan gave a grave nod. “You know my cousin can be persuasive when he wants something, or someone. I was informed of what happened at the Worm Pit and it was all thanks to you and your crew. I commend you, even if others think you massacred innocent guards and the warden.” 
 
    “Public opinion has never been on my side,” Lilly said plainly. 
 
    “But, among many in the shadows, you are a hero of the people. They don’t openly admit for fear of being taken away as dissidents. You know how it goes.” 
 
    Lilly glanced to the surrounding guards and the many more at the chamber entrance. “Is this where we are to be executed?” 
 
    Lord Castellan shook his head and his hands. “No, no, this is a place to talk. Once I inform General Rabyn of your capture, you will be taken to the heart of the Empire to be interrogated before you’re publicly hung for all to see. I despise the barbaric ritual of hanging, but the public continues to enjoy it.” 
 
    A guard stepped to the lord and handed him Lilly’s satchel. The fat elf opened it and pulled out two books. 
 
    “I’m curious about these books. One is filled with texts no one can read and the other is one of your father’s journals.” 
 
    Lilly’s heart beat a little faster as she kept her expression blank. “Have you heard or seen him? Is he and my mother well?” 
 
    Lord Castellan’s face grew serious and warm. “They are well and productive members of the Empire. My cousin doesn’t allow them to go far from the capital, but they are healthy. When I see them next, I’ll tell them you send warm greetings.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Castellan,” Lilly bowed. 
 
    The fat elf nodded as he put the books back in the satchel and waved off the guard. “It pains me for what is to come. The Emperor has ordered your capture. Once I give you over to his people, Free Waters shall remain a neutral territory for the next ten thousand years. It is something we desperately need as the Empire expands. A place where those who don’t belong, may belong.” 
 
    Lilly kept her firm gaze, “We both know the Emperor will never stay to his word if it doesn’t suit him. The Empire controls much of Aquris, but not all. His madness and lust for power will drown the entire world.” 
 
    Castellan put his hand over his heart and his face feigned pain. “Your words wound me and my family. It’s agreed, my cousin is a little heavy handed, but he just wants what is best for the people. Strong leadership is needed during these chaotic times.” 
 
    “The Emperor wants his daughter back so he can marry her. It’s unnatural and we all know it. She doesn’t want to be with him and it is her choice, not his.” 
 
    Castellan’s eyes narrowed. “This is a family affair and should be dealt with within the family. Princess Cora must see all sides of what the Emperor wants before she can simply deny him. It’s not her place to run when her father hasn’t had a chance to explain the benefits of his proposal.” 
 
    Lilly let out a stark laugh. “Proposal? The Emperor is mad! So many cower in fear, but we must all stand up to him or he will bring the end to all. I thought you were a learned elf, my lord. I see I was mistaken.” 
 
    Castellan lowered his head slightly. “It pains me that we must discuss such foul business. I was so happy to finally meet the infamous Captain Lilly Silk! Now, we must get to the meat of why you are here. Dreadful, simply dreadful.” 
 
    From the side door, an elf stepped through in a skin-tight, black leather outfit. An evil grin shined as she stepped from the shadowy door and moved to Castellan’s side. Her hair was tied back into a tight, small braid. A rifle was slung against her back and a pistol graced the side of each hip. She was lithe and athletic, but her eyes spoke of a monstrous evil as she looked to Lilly. 
 
    Lilly’s face remained blank. “Ashlyn. I wish I could say it was nice to see you again. Have you healed up from our last encounter?” 
 
    Ashlyn’s evil smile remained. “I healed just fine.” 
 
    Jon’s jaw dropped as he remembered the shadow enforcer with Captain Wyther when they invaded his house that night of the boardwalk. 
 
    The enforcer took a step closer but kept her distance. “I’ve been looking forward to this for days. The Emperor will reward me well for your capture.” 
 
    “I’m sure General Rabyn will take all the credit,” Lilly stated. 
 
    “We will all be rewarded. You should have just handed her over when you had the chance. Jon’s family cannot protect her forever. She will be coming home, sooner or later.” 
 
    Jon’s brow hardened. “My family can protect her forever! Cora is never going back to the Emperor!” 
 
    Ashlyn closed her eyes and shook her head. “Keep your Urthling on a short leash. He has power, but there is no power that can stand up to the Empire.” 
 
    “No. Jon has the right of it. Cora is never going back to her father. When you see him again, be sure to give him that message,” Lilly said with a confident smile. 
 
    “You overestimate your chances,” Ashlyn said as she opened her eyes. 
 
    “You underestimate my skill,” Lilly countered. 
 
    Lord Castellan lifted his hands to his chest. “Ladies, I’m sure we can discuss further when everyone is in chains.” 
 
    The plump elf turned his attention to Lilly. “Captain Lilliana Silk, as a criminal against the Illuminous Empire, you and your crew shall be taken into custody. You will be held in a cell, bound and gagged until General Rabyn’s soldiers escort you to the Frost Spear. From there, you will be transported to the Capital to see the Emperor himself and receive his holy judgement. 
 
    “For the record, what are your last words before you are gagged and lead to your cells?” 
 
    Lilly crossed her arms. “We will not be taken prisoner. We will leave this place, return to my ship and make our way to the portal.” 
 
    Ashlyn’s eyes burned with contempt. “You foul sea slime! There is no power on Aquris that can challenge the will of the Emperor!” 
 
    Jon readied himself for a fight. He glanced at the others. Eryn had fear in her eyes. Lusha stood with a bowed head. Syndra was relaxed, despite the gag in her mouth. 
 
    Lilly stood with a bored expression, lifting a hand and looking at her nails. 
 
    “Ashlyn, you bore me,” Lilly said simply. 
 
    The enforcer took a menacing step forward when the guards lifted their pistols and aimed them at the Ashlyn. The elf’s eyes widened in disbelief as many stepped toward her, fingers resting on triggers. 
 
    Lord Castellan grinned. “Captain Silk, your words have been noted in the record. Your declarations shall be honored and you shall be set free.” 
 
    Ashlyn whipped her gaze to the plump elf, “The Emperor will skin you alive and hang your corpse for treason!” 
 
    Lord Castellan shook his head. “My dear, this is Hylore of Free Waters. We don’t answer to the Emperor. We answer to the people.”                      
 
    Guards moved closer, several hands reaching forward and pulling the rifle and pistols from the shadow enforcer. Ashlyn growled as she was turned around and led to the door she came through before.  
 
    Ashlyn shot Lilly a despised look before she was pushed through the door and led away. 
 
    Lord Castellan approached Lilly. “Forgive my guards for the rough handling. Ashlyn was watching everything as it unfolded and I had to keep it genuine for as long as we could.”  
 
    A guard stepped to Lilly and handed her satchel back. The sun elf took it and slung it over her shoulder while smiling to Castellan. 
 
    “I guessed someone was trying to pull your strings,” Lilly said and bowed. 
 
    Guards removed Syndra’s gag while Jon, Eryn, and Lusha stared at Lilly and Castellan in disbelief. Jon’s eyes were the size of saucers as he couldn’t wrap his mind around what just happened. 
 
    Castellan glanced over to Lilly’s crew and bowed. “My apologies for the deception.” 
 
    Lilly looked to the crew. Syndra stood normally, but the other three continued to stare in confusion. The Captain moved closer to Jon and gave him a wry smile. 
 
    “Lord Castellan was my contact when it came to Cora’s flight from the clutches of her father. She worked with him to make the arrangements and he contacted me to ferry her away to safety.” 
 
    The plump elf nodded as he stood straight up. “Despite her reputation, Captain Silk has always helped the people. I knew she would have the contacts, wit, and cunning to safely take Cora from a wedding she wanted no part in. After a lengthy discussion over wine, fruit, and cheese, the beautiful Captain accepted the contract.” 
 
    “It was a wonderful evening, full of laughter,” Lilly smirked to the elf. 
 
    “Quite so,” Castellan chuckled. 
 
    Lusha shook her head. “You knew when the guards arrived that this would happen? Is that why you didn’t put up a fight?” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “I had an idea when I saw them. Since they were taking us closer to the main keep and the light tower, I thought we would enjoy the walk.” 
 
    Jon’s shock melted away and he smiled at Lilly. The magic of the beautiful elf glowed in his mind as he found himself falling deeper for her. 
 
    She had it all under control. Is there nothing she can’t do? 
 
    Castellan’s smile faded a little as he addressed the group. “As delightful as it is to catch up, I fear the situation may be a bit dire. General Rabyn will send many soldiers into Hylore streets to chase you out into the open. He is dedicated to stopping all of you from reaching the portal.” 
 
    Darkness filled Lusha’s eyes. “If they escape, the Emperor will invade Hylore and Free Waters.” 
 
    Castellan smiled. “Perhaps, but my cousin respects the family blood. I may be able to convince him not to, but that is something I must contend with at a later time. For now, escape is possible, but it will be very dangerous.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Lilly asked. 
 
    Castellan nodded. “I will have my guards escort you back to your ship. The sun will be up in just over an hour. I know it has been a long night, but sailing north of the island and turning along the east side may work in your favor. The sun will be at your back and in the blockade’s eyes.  
 
    “It may also aid your escape as Rabyn’s soldiers will be rowing to the docks of Hylore city to flush out the nefarious Captain Silk and her crew of despots!” 
 
    Lilly took Castellan’s hands into hers and squeezed them. “Thank you. The advice is most sound. I believe it will help our run for the portal.” 
 
    Lusha stepped closer, “This is madness. The Emperor will not stand for this. I have worked at the Capital and he will burn Hylore to the ground. It’s not going to be safe to be here!” 
 
    Castellan pulled his hands away and stepped closer to the wood elf. Gentle hands touched the elf’s shoulders as he looked her in the eyes. 
 
    “Lusha, my dear, it is not safe for many and it hasn’t been safe for a long time. My cousin grows more unhinged with each passing day. When you left the Empire to reside here, I took you under my wing because of your amazing skills and keen mind. You have grown strong, skilled, and powerful in many circles, but with recent events, you will be hunted just as the Captain and her crew are being hunted. I suggest you leave with Captain Silk. She can use your skills of diplomacy and your vast knowledge.” 
 
    Lusha’s eyes glistened in the dim light. “You… can’t send me away. I live to serve you.” 
 
    The elf hugged her close and she hugged him back. 
 
    “My dear Lusha, you will always be like a daughter to me. I have relied on your advice for a long time, but there are others who need you. It is only a matter of time before the Emperor’s spies tell of your involvement. If you are captured, they will torture you until you spill every last secret. 
 
    “I cannot bear to see or know of such a terrible fate befalling you. You are much too bright a star to be snuffed out by my family’s madness.” 
 
    “I can fight. I can fight by your side,” Lusha whispered with tears in her eyes. 
 
    Castellan ran his hand along the back of her head, his nose drinking in her scent. “I know you can. I know you would. It breaks my heart, but you must go with Captain Silk, if she will allow it.” 
 
    Lilly looked to the pair with understanding eyes. “I have room on my ship for a diplomat and scholar.” 
 
    Lusha pulled back and wiped away a tear. She gave a tiny nod as she wiped away another tear. 
 
    Castellan wiped away a tear from his cheek before he stood straighter and smiled brightly. “Before you go, I have a gift for the Captain.” 
 
    A guard stepped over with a medium-sized wooden box. It was covered in intricate carved artwork. The guard presented it to Castellan and the lord took it from him. Turning, he presented it to Lilly and bowed his head. 
 
    Lilly stepped closer, taking the wooden box and lifting the lid. The Captain’s eyes widened as she looked down on two pistols with gold and silver edges. They were finely crafted, but different from her usual pistol. These had rotating chambers, unlike her single chamber pistol. The ones in the box would fire a number of rounds before she needed to reload. 
 
    “I had them specially made for you, if you ever returned. A powerful Captain should have powerful weapons. Each pistol holds six rounds. The spell shells are smaller, but not any less deadly. In the bottom of the box is a belt with extra chambers, six in total. There are also instructions on how to make the smaller spell rounds. I’m sure your witch can understand and utilize it with time. 
 
    “I had fire, lightning, and ice shells made. If you flick this little switch here, the chamber will pop out and you can load a new one with relative ease. The whole set cost a small fortune, but for Cora’s guardian, no price is too steep. Take it with my blessing and let us both pray you never have to use them.” 
 
    Castellan’s eyes took on a faraway gaze as he smiled. “Cora is a wonderful woman. Out of all of her brothers and sisters, she made me laugh the most. She let her hair down around me and we talked for hours about dreams and adventure. She is important to me, just like many others. I hope one day, I can help my cousin see the error of his ways and regain some of his sanity in the process. His lust for power will break our world and the people of Hylore and Free Waters must make a stand.” 
 
    Lilly looked to Castellan with kind eyes, “Lusha is right. The Emperor will burn Hylore to the ground for what happened tonight.” 
 
    Castellan let out a hearty chuckle. “He is family. He will rant and rave, but our blood ties are strong. There is also the fact that I have one of his shadow enforcers in my custody. If the morning is as exciting as I predict it will be, his soldiers that step on Hylore ground will be taken into custody and held until an agreement is made. My cousin may be insane, but he is no fool. I have many friends in different seas. If something should happen to me, he will have a full-on revolt like Aquris has never seen before.” 
 
    The kind elf turned his attention to Jon. A guard handed Castellan his cane and the elf hobbled closer, his bright gaze on Jon. 
 
    “Ashlyn told me everything when she thought we were on the same side. You are the Urth man who fought her and helped protect Cora. I know of your dragon spirit and I thank you for being here. I take your luck as a sign there are powerful forces at work here and it cannot be denied. 
 
    “In the twelve years the portal has been open, I never thought a man from another realm would be the key to changing our world. Your presence means the gods are looking down on us again and I could not be happier.” 
 
    Jon smiled when the large elf hugged him. 
 
    “Thank you, Jon. I feel better knowing you are here, protecting the many people we love.” 
 
    Jon was stunned for a moment before hugging the elf back. The moment lingered before Castellan broke away and stepped back with a wide smile. 
 
    “Now, off with all of you. Dawn is approaching and you will need every edge in your favor if you wish to make it to the portal. I will do my part here, but you must all return to Cora and your new lives.” 
 
    Guards moved around the group, standing at attention and ready to escort them out. Lilly looked to Castellan as he hobbled back. The elf gave her a warm smile as his guards led him by the arm to the door. Emotions pulled at her as she wanted to speak to him more. He seemed to notice as he gave her a wink before he was escorted out and was gone from sight. 
 
    A shadow touched Lilly’s heart before she turned and began walking. The crew and the guards followed. It wasn’t long before they were once again outside, the dim morning light barely touching the sky. 
 
    The group picked up the pace, the guards double timing it. They moved like a cloud of bodies through the empty streets of Hylore. Birds moved onto branches of trees, ready to sing their morning song as bodies made their way to the northside of the island. 
 
    Jon moved in step with Lilly and the two of them led the way. Jon noticed the hardness in the Captain’s eyes. 
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    Lilly looked to Jon’s concerned eyes and gave him a small smile. “I am okay. I fear what may happen after today. Castellan has always been a champion for the people, no matter where they come from.” 
 
    “He seems very smart. I’m sure he has plans to keep himself and everyone else safe on Hylore,” Jon said, trying to be supportive. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “I know, but goodbyes are always difficult with him. He is special.” 
 
    “How special?” Jon smirked. 
 
    Lilly let out a laugh. “You know full well he is special, but not in the way you are to me. He and I have the same taste in men.” 
 
    Jon’s smirk turned into a grin, “I had a feeling, but I wasn’t worried. Now if he proclaimed, I was his Shullkar, we would have to talk. I know I’m a catch, but I have my heart on several beautiful elves, one of them has incredible red hair.” 
 
    The sun elf blushed. “Keep talking Cabin Mate, and I’ll have you servicing my needs until you pass out from exhaustion.” 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t think that is as much of a threat as you think it is?” 
 
    Lilly gave him a sly look. “It’s not a threat. More of a promise.” 
 
    “I like promises,” Jon grinned. 
 
    “Me too,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    Behind them, Syndra walked with a fast pace as Eryn moved to her side. The cleric had her head bowed as she stayed to the witch’s side.  
 
    Syndra glanced at the cleric and then looked forward, ignoring her. 
 
    “Syndra, can we speak?” 
 
    “There is nothing to discuss,” Syndra said flatly. 
 
    Eryn’s eyes grew heavy with sorrow. “I thought we may all perish in the chamber. I thought our lives had come to an end and I reflected before Castellan turned our capture into freedom. I thought about how we met and…” 
 
    Syndra cut her off, “As I said, there is nothing to discuss. You had your fun when we met. You laughed at me and never knew who I was. I forgave the Captain because we knew each other and she had the presence of mind to apologize to me. You never took the opportunity to do the same.  
 
    “It has been many years since that moment, but it still burns. Now that we had a brush with death, you seek to make amends now? Don’t make me laugh. Have Vala forgive you. You may be part of this crew now, but I don’t have to like it.” 
 
    Eryn looked up to Syndra’s stern face as she looked ahead. “You asked me to help you with Jon and I did it. I healed you when you were dying in the water. What else can I do to have your forgiveness? What more do you want?” 
 
    Syndra’s dark lips wrinkled and kept her gaze forward. “I wanted a friend, a fellow sister of Vala. The way the Captain spoke of you, I thought this was the beginning to something more. Instead, you behaved like every other sea scum across the thirteen seas. You laughed at me when people have been laughing at my people since we lost our home. Forgiveness is earned.” 
 
    Eryn walked, seeing Syndra’s soul burn bright and slowly move ahead. The cleric let out a sad sigh as she followed behind, struggling between using her senses to guide her way and wanting to sob in her hands. 
 
    Lusha was behind them. The wood elf picked up her pace and walked alongside Eryn. Arm out, she touched the cleric’s arm and Eryn took hold, letting the slender elf lead her along. 
 
    “I couldn’t help but overhear,” Lusha said in a whisper. 
 
    Eryn remained silent, her heart in shards. 
 
    The wood elf leaned in a little closer as they walked. “Sometimes, words and deeds together can change even the hardest of spirits. It’s something to consider.” 
 
    The cleric was silent as a tomb as they walked along the cobblestone street. 
 
    Night’s cloak began to fall away as a brightness touched the horizon. The crew and guards reached the Northern docks. The guards saw Lilly, Jon, and the others onto their ship; Zelda, Jyn, and Ryta waving to them with wide smiles. The guards waved as Lilly stepped onto her ship before turning and moving as one back into the city. 
 
    Zelda rushed the Captain and Jon, hugging them together, one in each arm. Lilly hugged her First Mate back. Jon hugged her too, but found it extremely difficult to breathe. Zelda let go of them before rushing to Syndra and hugging her. The shadow elf patted the sea elf’s back and Zelda let go.  
 
    Zelda had a sly grin as she grabbed Eryn and held her close. The cleric smiled before they parted. The first Mate eyed the wood elf and her smile vanished, replaced with suspicion. 
 
    “Lusha will be coming with us back to Urth. She has skills that may help us with the Dragon Temple book,” Lilly informed. 
 
    Zelda eyed Lusha up and down before giving a slight nod. Lusha bowed at the hip with a genuine, disarming smile. 
 
    “Orders, Captain?” Zelda asked as she turned to Lilly. 
 
    “Pull in the lines and ensure everyone is armed. We set sail for the portal, immediately,” Lilly ordered with a sharp smile.      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
    The Dark Heart cut through the small waves as the morning breeze picked up. Full sails powered the ship as it made its way around the north side of Hylore and toward the eastern sky. The last tendrils of night slipped away as the coming dawn gave the heavens a bright glow, the sun nearly upon them. 
 
    Zelda held the wheel as the crew was getting ready. Lilly stood by a locker on the upper deck, strapping a belt around her waist and her two new pistols sheathed to each hip. She reached down and picked up a double sheath of daggers, securing it to her belt, the pair of daggers were one over the other. The Captain lifted a belt with secured pistol chambers, each one loaded with glowing rounds. She put them over her head and let it hang over her shoulder and across her chest. Reaching down again, she lifted her hat and secured it to the top of her head. 
 
    Jon watched the Captain getting ready. His heart dropped with each weapon she added to her personal arsenal.  
 
    There is no peaceful way out of this. Lilly is getting ready for war. We are going to make it to the portal or die trying. I don’t know how I feel about this. 
 
    Jon turned his attention to the rest of the crew as Lilly moved to the helm and took over. Ryta and Jyn were securing short swords to their belts. The two sea elves seemed ready for a fight and showed no fear in their eyes. Jon could hardly blame them after what they went through in the Worm pit. It still cut at his spirit, knowing they were going to fight. 
 
    Syndra handed Lusha a sheathed short sword and belt. The wood elf took the belt and secured it to her thin waist, a hand laying on the pommel of her sword. Eryn stood among the group, her head bowed and eyes closed. Her lips moved in silent prayer, Jon assuming that she was blessing the ship and crew before battle. Syndra stood at the ready, her red eyes holding a calm courage as she waited for her Captain’s orders. 
 
    Lilly turned the wheel, the Dark Heart moving along the eastern coast of the island and making its way south. The glow along the horizon grew brighter. 
 
    The Captain cleared her throat before she addressed the crew, “Crew! We are going to make a run for the portal. As far as we know, there are eight imperial ships south of Hylore. General Rabyn Lufina is leading the small fleet. He is a cold and calculating General and, as far as we know, an elf with a dragon spirit. He may have access to abilities and powers that may slow us down.  
 
    “Stay to the plan. Our goal is to make it to the portal and return to Urth. Lusha, do you know how to load and fire a cannon?” 
 
    The wood elf nodded. “I have been trained in many forms of combat, artillery, and hand to hand. I can assist with the cannons.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “You and Jyn will be loading and firing the cannons on my orders. Ryta, I want you on deck until either I or Zelda give you orders.” 
 
    The sea elf nodded. 
 
    Lilly turned her attention to Syndra, “Save your strength until I give the order.” 
 
    “As you command, my Captain.” 
 
    Lilly looked to the cleric, “Eryn, stay below until we need you to heal any wounded.” 
 
    The cleric bowed her head. “As you command. I have already given Vala’s blessing to the crew and the ship. May she watch over us during these trying times.” 
 
    The Captain turned her gaze to Zelda, “First Mate, be prepared to take over command if I am incapacitated or fighting. I want hands on the wheel at all times. We cannot slow down or they will swarm us. Keep the ship moving at all costs.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Zelda said with a wicked sharp grin. 
 
    Lilly turned her attention to Jon. The Captain saw the edges of concern in his eyes. Heart beating faster, she wanted nothing more than to touch his cheek and tell him it was going to be okay. The truth of what was to come, stung like a scorpion stinger. 
 
    “Cabin Mate, stay by my side. You luck may be just what we need to win this day.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Jon said with his chest out. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes took on a soft edge before addressing the crew. “We will not start this conflict today! We will only defend ourselves. Let them fire the first round and we will bring the underworld to swallow their souls!” 
 
    “Aye!” the crew shouted. 
 
    Jon smiled. 
 
    She’s trying to comfort my honor. She will avoid bloodshed unless it is her last resort. She is truly an amazing woman. 
 
    “Prepare for our run! Today, we go home to our loved ones!” Lilly shouted with a demonic grin. 
 
    *** 
 
    General Rabyn stood on the command deck of the Frost Spear. The General was clothed in a blue and white uniform, impeccably sharp and his metal insignia on his chest to indicate his rank and status. White, spiky hair graced his head like frozen, alabaster flames. His features were thin and his stature T shaped. His cold, blue eyes stared out at the docks of Hylore as large row boats packed with soldiers began to disembark and took formations on the docks. They moved with mechanical precision as they marched into the city. 
 
    A captain moved to Rabyn’s side. “General, the troops have entered the city. Our spies indicate Lord Castellan’s guards have encountered the rebels and have been searching for them for the last few hours with no success.” 
 
    Rabyn gave a small nod. “Captain Vell, knowing Lord Castellan, he is playing us for fools. He is buying time.” 
 
    Captain Vell lifted an eyebrow.  
 
    Rabyn continued, “The Lord of Hylore is hedging his bets. He wants to see an outcome before he proclaims his actions are for or against the Empire. It is no secret that he dislikes the direction of the Empire’s expansion and our ships in Free Waters require his action or the people will lose confidence. Today will bring decisions that will have repercussions along these neutral waters.” 
 
    Captain Vell nodded. “What are your orders, General?” 
 
    Rabyn eyed the boats in the distance as all troops were offloaded and marching to the city. 
 
     “We stay to my directives. I want Captain Silk and her crew taken alive. Knowing the Captain, she will slip through the patrols and make a run for the portal. Should she make her run, I want six ships guarding the portal. The Frost Spear and the Spiked Hammer will intercept and disable her ship.  
 
    “If Captain Silk is clever or foolish enough to bypass us, she will not be able to take on six ships, no matter how many tricks she may have up her sleeves. Make sure the soldiers and crew are armed and ready. We will capture this pirate rebel and bring her to the Emperor with silver chains on her wrists and ankles.” 
 
    Captain Vell bowed, stood up, turned on his heels and addressed his lieutenants. 
 
    General Rabyn kept his icy gaze on Hylore as he watched specs move through the city streets. From his vantage point, the city looked deserted. Mind working, he knew they were being drawn in, that is why he sent a fraction of his soldiers to investigate. The rest were still aboard ships and below decks, ready to fight. 
 
    The General didn’t move until something touched his senses. It was an odd tingle, touching his temples before he felt a whisper against his heart. The sun elf turned his attention to the first rays of the rising sun. A large speck cleared the edge of the island and turned, the morning sun nearly engulfing it in light. 
 
    “Clever,” Rabyn smirked before addressing the Captain. “Captain Vell, it would seem Captain Silk is indeed making her run for the portal.” 
 
    Captain Vell moved once again to General Rabyn’s side, his eyes squinting in the morning sunlight as a small, dark shape moved in their direction. 
 
    “The cannoneers will have a difficult time with the sun in their eyes,” Vell informed. 
 
    Rabyn nodded. “Captain Silk has gained an advantage, but a small one. Have our seer contact Captain Nadarr of the Spiked Hammer. Load a fire round and prepare to fire a warning shot. We shall intercept the Dark Heart and be victorious this morning.” 
 
    “Aye, General,” Captain Vell said before he shouted orders. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jon stared with wide eyes, drinking in the ships and misty portal behind them. The Imperial ships were very large with five masts, the smaller ones to the bow and aft of the ships and becoming taller to the middle one that towered high in the air. A thick blue line of color covered each side of the vessels and came together at the bow of the ship. A metal statue of an elf with an outstretched sword covered the bow of each ship. High above, a blue flag with a white, four-pointed star flapped in the wind. 
 
    Jon counted eight cannon portals on each side of the ship and the young man assumed they had more. The ships looked very much like ships from Urth, hundreds of years ago when that was the only way to travel. There were some slight variations, but the resemblance was uncanny. 
 
    Jon glanced at Lilly as she held the wheel. The pirate Captain had a mad look in her green eyes as she stared at the fleet. 
 
    Jon turned back to see two ships break away from the fleet and moved toward them. 
 
    Lilly licked her lips before she spoke, “Crew! To stations! The sun at our backs have given us an edge, but their overconfidence has sealed their fate! They send two ships for us and they will be the first two to fall! To stations and wait for my commands!”  
 
    Eryn made her way to the lower deck, Jyn and Lusha following her. The cleric split off to a side room while Jyn and Lusha made their way down to the cannon deck.  
 
    Syndra stood stoically on the deck, her crimson eyes drinking in the enemies in the distance. Ryta moved to her side, looking on with the witch. 
 
    Zelda stood to one side of Captain Silk and Jon stood to her other side. The trio stared, taking in the sight before them. 
 
    Jon’s body was nearly rigid, concern painting his brow. The portal was in sight and they just had to make their way to it. Thoughts spiraled along his mind, asking his dragon spirit for help. The spirit did not answer and Jon tried to not think of it as a bad omen. 
 
    “Cannoneers! Load the forward cannons with high explosive rounds!” Lilly shouted to a nearby communication tube to the lower deck. 
 
    Below deck, Jyn and Lusha moved to a munition’s chest. Hands opened the top, Jyn grabbing one rune covered ball and Lusha grabbing the other. They raced to the bow section, opening the backs to the cannons and loading the rounds. Closing them shut and locking them into place, they waited with cannon portals closed. 
 
    On the command deck, Lilly turned the wheel with skilled grace. Her gaze never wavered as two imperial ships charged through the waters in their direction. The sounds of alien gulls filled the air, ready for the feast to come. 
 
    “I just want you all to know, I am proud of everything we have accomplished. Whatever happens, know this, I love you all. That love will bring us to victory,” Lilly said softly. 
 
    “Captain, we are with you,” Zelda smiled. 
 
    “We won’t let you down,” Jon added. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “I know. Prepare yourselves.” 
 
    In the distance, the Frost Spear’s forward cannon portals opened. Four cannons, two on each side slid out and aimed at the Dark Heart. The Spiked Hammer did the same, a total of eight cannons aimed at the approaching ship. 
 
    “Stand fast,” Lilly ordered. 
 
    Jon moved his hand to his only weapon, a dagger at his belt. 
 
    I won’t use it. My father and mother taught me to teach the lessons to others. There must be another way than taking the enemy’s lives.      
 
    “Cannoneers! Aim each bow cannon to each of the ships before us!” 
 
    Lusha took hold of the cannon and turned it to the Frost Spear as Jyn tuned his cannon to the Spiked Hammer. 
 
    Lilly eyed the ships as they drew closer, “Your move, General Rabyn.” 
 
    A plume of smoke and a crack of the cannon firing filled the air. A round exploded into a fireball, streaking over the water and crashing into the surface water, fifty feet from the Dark Heart. A plume of white water and steam stabbed up into the air as Lilly’s ship approached. 
 
    “Your overconfidence has wasted your shot,” Lilly whispered before she took in a deep breath. 
 
    “Fire!” Lilly shouted at the top of her lungs.  
 
    Jyn and Lusha slammed their palms down on the trigger buttons. A pair of cannons blasted out white hot rounds, each one streaking toward the approaching ships. 
 
    Captain Vell’s eyes widened when he saw the high explosive rounds. Rabyn kept his frozen gaze. 
 
    Each cannonball reached a ship and struck a faint blue barrier before exploding. The ships rocked to the side from the immense explosions. Crews grabbed onto what they could hold as the ships tilted to the side and then righted themselves. 
 
    The ship’s mages cried out as the feedback from the high explosive cannon balls sent a magical energy into their minds and hearts. The backlash sent the ship mages to the decks, writhing in agony. 
 
    “General?” Captain Vell shouted as he tried to keep his balance. 
 
    Rabyn was stock still, observing all when his lips parted. “Ice rounds. Fire at will.” 
 
    “Ice rounds! Fire at will!” Captain Vell shouted.     
 
    Rune covered cannonballs were loaded into cannons. A moment later, the forward cannons stabbed out with light as magical cannonballs exploded into elemental energy. They streaked over the water toward the Dark Heart. 
 
    Lilly pulled on the wheel and spun it. The Dark Heart swayed to the side, ice rounds missing it and hitting the water along the side of the ship. Water froze on impact, crawling toward Lilly’s ship and missing it as it charged forward. Lilly turned the wheel in the opposite direction, the ship swaying to the side and ice rounds striking the water. 
 
    “Forward cannons, fire rounds!” Lilly shouted. 
 
    Lusha and Jyn loaded their cannons and hit triggers. The cannons roared together, fire rounds bursting into fireballs. Each one struck a ship, a muted explosion going off. When the smoke cleared, the hull was scorched, but still holding. 
 
    Rabyn saw the smoke and watched as the Dark Heart was approaching fast. “Ice rounds on the bow of the Dark Heart. It will seal their forward cannons and slow them down.” 
 
    Captain Vell barked orders to the crew. 
 
    The forward cannons of the Frost Spear fired. Cannonballs exploded into white energy as they streaked toward the Dark Heart.  
 
    Lilly spun the wheel again, two rounds striking the water before the ship. Ice spread out across the surface before the Dark Heart crashed through it. Two more enemy rounds struck the bow of the ship dead on. 
 
    Jyn grabbed Lusha, throwing her to the deck and covering her body with his as ice crashed into the bow and spread over the cannons and into the cannoneer deck. Lusha’s eyes were wide as she glanced at the cannons to see them covered in thick ice. 
 
    On the command deck, Lilly’s lip wrinkled as she could feel her ship beginning to slow down. 
 
    Across the water, the Spiked Hammer rushed along at a fevered pace. Captain Nadarr smiled evilly before shouting commands to his crew. Forward cannons aimed at the slowing Dark Heart, ice rounds loaded. Other crew members moved to a large tarp covered object. Their hands took hold and pulled the tarp off, revealing a mechanical harpoon cannon. A crew member sat in the seat of the device as levers were pulled. The cannon turned and lowered, aiming for the Dark Heart. 
 
    General Rabyn looked across to the Spiked Hammer. “General Nadarr is a little too eager.”    
 
    On the Dark Heart, Jyn was up and scrambling to the communication tube. 
 
    “Captain, the forward cannons are no longer functioning!” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Load the starboard and port cannons with fire rounds. We hit them enough, the enemy ships will burn.” 
 
    “Aye Aye, Captain,” Jyn said as he moved to the chest and gathered fire rune cannonballs.  
 
    Lusha was up and helping, gathering rounds and rushing to the port side. The wood elf loaded cannons as she peeked through the cannon portal to the approaching ship. 
 
    Lilly eyed the harpoon cannon as it was aiming at her ship. “Zelda, do you think you can pull a harpoon that size from our ship?” 
 
    “I aim to try, Captain,” Zelda grinned. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Prepare to repel boarders. Once we are between the enemy ships, fire the cannons on my mark!” 
 
    “Aye Captain!” Lusha and Jyn shouted from below. 
 
    Lilly spoke to Jon while keeping her eyes on the battle. “Jon, we will need your luck. I trust you to find a weakness and exploit it. Once we fire our cannons, they will return fire at point blank range. The Dark Heart may not withstand the attack. We must counterattack and disable the enemy ships.” 
 
    “I’m ready!” Jon said, his heart beating like a hammer in his chest. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Stand fast! Enemy ships incoming!” 
 
    The Dark Heart cut through the water, the Spiked Hammer on her starboard side and the Frost Spear on her port side. As they approached cannons on the enemy ships turned and aimed at the Dark Heart’s hull while cannons on Lilly’s ship aimed at their cannon portals. 
 
    “They want us alive, that is why they will try to scuttle us. Disable their cannons and we will have a fighting chance!” Lilly shouted. 
 
    The ships moved closer, the crews on each ship able to see each other. Imperial soldiers and crewmembers stared at Lilly and her crew. The stench of mana burn filled the air as cannons aimed. 
 
    The air took on a silent tension as each side waited for their captains to give the order. 
 
    Lilly turned her gaze to General Rabyn and Captain Vell. The pair watched her, Captain Vell with a confident glare and General Rabyn with an ice-cold gaze. 
 
    “FIRE!” Captain Lilly and Captain Vell shouted at the same time. 
 
    Muzzle flashes went off in a carnival of carnage. Cannons boomed as cannonballs fired and burst into magical elements. Lightning blasted at the hull of the Dark Heart from each side as fireballs slammed into cannon portals. Shouts and screams went off, muted to the firing of cannons. Wood splintered and shattered. Cannoneers on the Frost Spear and the Spike Hammer shouted and cried out as fire blasted them. Elves clutched at burning faces and some felt limbs separate from their bodies. Cannons were shoved back into soft bodies, bones breaking and flesh rupturing. 
 
    On the Dark Heart, Lusha and Jyn fought to stay standing as they rushed to load more rounds. The ship shuddered and groaned as lightning bolts struck at the waterline of the ship and blasted head-sized holes. Jyn stuffed a cannonball into a cannon, closed the back and slammed his fist on the trigger, setting the cannon off. Amid the screams and shouts, the sea elf could hear the sounds of water invading the lower deck. 
 
    Jyn rushed to the communication tube when lightning struck a cannon portal, sending splintered wood into his arm. The elf grunted as he rushed through, explosions tossing him around as the ship rocked.  
 
    Lusha shouted in defiance as she loaded a cannon and fired. 
 
    Jyn rushed to the tube, blood dripping from pieces of wood imbedded in his flesh. “Captain! We’re taking on water!” 
 
    On the upper deck, Lilly remained calm as cannons went off. The Dark Heart tilted left and right as the Captain fought for control. The rudder was still functioning, her eyes on the prize as they reached the halfway point between the two enemy ships. 
 
    “Syndra! Damage control!” the Captain shouted. 
 
    The witch fell to her knees, hands on the deck. Her crimson eyes glowed red as she channeled her power and lifeforce. Waves of energy sank into the wood of the ship while explosions hit the right and left sides of the vessel. The very ship shuddered, as if crying out in pain and Syndra whispered to it, saying she was there.  
 
    Below deck, torrents of water rushed in and when Syndra’s power touched it, the water reversed. Wood grew, connecting and spreading out among the damage as water rushed back into the sea.  
 
    The shadow elf screamed as she poured power into the ship, but she didn’t stop. The holes closed and water slithered out until the hull was whole again. 
 
    “Keep firing!” Lilly shouted. 
 
    Jon was rocked back and forth, trying not to panic. The volleys at such close range hammered at each ship, neither side giving an inch. Chaos and smoke floated up as cannons roared. Zelda laughed as she seemed ready for a fight. 
 
    “Harpoons,” General Rabyn said calmly as his ship shuddered underneath. 
 
    “Harpoons!” Captain Vell shouted. 
 
    An elf in a seat cranked the levers until the harpoon cannon aimed at the Dark Heart’s deck. Another Harpoon cannon on the Spiked Hammer did the same. Fingers pulled triggers and elf sized harpoons blasted out. A thick rope flowed behind the soaring metal rods. The large arrow points gleamed in the sunlight before they struck the deck of the Dark Heart simultaneously. Wood blasted into the air as the prongs dug in deep, hooking onto wood and holding. 
 
    Imperial elves pumped fists in the air as levers were pulled on the Spiked Hammer. 
 
    “Reel in our catch!” Captain Nadarr shouted with wide eyes. 
 
    The ropes grew taut, but the Spiked Hammer began pulling the Dark Heart toward it. Wood and metal groaned as Lilly and her crew fought to stay standing. 
 
    “Rifles with stone rounds,” General Rabyn said coldly. 
 
    Captain Vell shouted the orders. Imperial elves in blue and white uniforms unslung single barrel rifles. They pulled spell shells from their belts and slid them into their rifles. Stocks closed shut, they took their positions along the railing of the Frost Spear and aimed. 
 
    Zelda launched off the upper deck and landed on the main deck. The sea elf’s body started to grow bigger as she lurched to one of the harpoons. Ryta rushed to her sister’s side and the pair took hold of a harpoon and pulled. Wood groaned, but the thick harpoon would not budge as long as the rope was taut. 
 
    “Aim at the sea elves!” Captain Vell shouted over the sound of cannon fire. 
 
    Jon’s concern and anxiety were blasted away as he watched rifles train on Zelda and her sister.  
 
    Heat flooded Jon’s body as his heart beat like an engine. Behind him, he barely heard Lilly shouting orders as Zelda and Ryta pulled with all their might. Death fluttered nearby, reminding Jon of the time a gun was held to his head and he felt powerless to stop it. 
 
     No. 
 
    A rune glowed along Jon’s back and he blurred forward. Lilly turned to see Jon’s blurry body reach the main deck, jump into the air and land on the taut rope connecting to the harpoon. The Captain smirked as Jon stepped quickly along the rope, toward the Frost Spear. 
 
    The runes on Jon’s back switched, the nimble skill filling every cell of his being. Jon rushed across the rope over cannon fire, the ships pummeling each other. Jon’s eyes were wide in disbelief as he stepped like a master tightrope walker, reaching the halfway point and picking up speed. 
 
    Imperial soldiers watched in disbelief as a lone Urth man raced across the thick rope. 
 
    “Fire on the pirate!” Captain Vell roared. 
 
    Rifles turned and aimed at Jon as he was nearly to them. Fingers pulled triggers and hammers struck spell shells. Rifles went off, blasting at the incoming pirate.  
 
    Jon teetered from side to side, but didn’t slow down. Small pebble stones missed him by inches, but none found their target. Several rifles jammed as other soldiers attempted to reload. Jon’s eyes were laser focused as he was within ten feet of the Frost Spear and he jumped. His legs swung overhead as he moved like an acrobat. Senses alive, he looked down as rifles went off, stone pebbles missing him as he soared. Body turning, he landed on his boots in the midst of the enemy elves. Eyes turned to him as he stood in the middle of a viper’s nest. 
 
    “Surrender!” Jon shouted to the elves on the main deck. 
 
    General Rabyn and Captain Vell looked down from the upper command deck on the lone man. The General’s expression didn’t change as he gazed on the Urth man. 
 
    “Slay him,” General Rabyn said without a hint of emotion. 
 
    “Kill the pirate!” General Vell boomed. 
 
    “Idiots,” Jon whispered as a mob of soldiers and crew rushed him. 
 
    The Nimble Rune glowed close to Jon’s neck. Muscles filled with light, bouncy energy as he became a living typhoon. Crew and soldiers rushed him, not seeing the fists slamming into cheeks and sending them crashing into others.  
 
    Don’t let them overwhelm you. 
 
    Jon’s body moved with power, skill, and purpose. His shoulder slammed into a chest while his body spun, knocking his elbows into unguarded necks and noses. The swarm of elves were knocked away as Jon pushed his fighting skills hard. Body moving like water, he spun and kicked. A pistol aimed at him before a boot came up, knocking it from a hand and sending it overboard. Jon’s palm rewarded the elf with a strike under their chin and sending them a foot in the air before falling back in a daze. 
 
    Lilly glanced over, seeing Jon knocking around elves like they were children in the wrong part of town. 
 
    On the Dark Heart, Zelda and Ryta heaved, trying to pull the harpoon out of the deck. 
 
    “Brace for impact!” Lilly shouted. 
 
    Zelda and Ryta’s webbed hands slipped as the Dark Heart was pulled and crashed into the side of the Spiked Hammer. Imperial soldiers raised rifles, aiming at the backs of the two sea elves. 
 
    Syndra rushed to the side and shouted a command word. Orbs of water shot up, striking under many rifles as they went off. Stone and lightning rounds went wild as the witch glared at the enemy elves with contempt. 
 
    Ryta grabbed the harpoon again and heaved. “I think… I… got it!” the sea elf grunted. 
 
    Zelda glanced to the side as an Imperial soldier aimed for Ryta’s back. The older sister stepped to her sister just as the rifle went off. A lightning round shot forward and struck Zelda in the shoulder. The sea elf grunted as burning flesh filled the air. 
 
    “Let’s get to safety,” Zelda whispered as she grabbed her sister. 
 
    Ryta let go, turning her head to see her older sister hunched over and a wisp of smoke rising up from her back. 
 
    “Zelda!” Ryta shouted. 
 
    “It’s a scratch,” the older sister smiled as she escorted her sister to the doors leading to the lower deck. 
 
    Ryta struggled against her sister, but Zelda smiled lovingly as she opened a door and stuffed her through it. 
 
    “Help Jyn and Lusha,” Zelda said and slammed the door shut. 
 
    Ryta scrambled to her feet when Eryn reached out and touched her shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s help the others, guide me down,” the cleric smiled. 
 
    Below deck, the enemy ship collided with the starboard side of the Dark Heart. Lusha knocked into Jyn and the pair went flying to the floor as three starboard cannons were knocked in and off from their roller grooves. Cannons cracked and wood splintered as the entire starboard side crashed in. 
 
    The wood and sea elf coughed as small flames singed wood. Lusha forced herself to her feet and stumbled to the communication tube. 
 
    “Captain… the starboard cannons are destroyed,” Lusha huffed and pulled a strand of hair from her soot covered face. 
 
    “I want the remaining cannons loaded and ready to fire!” Lilly shouted down the tube. 
 
    The Captain looked over the battlefield and her ship. Syndra used orbs of water to knock away soldiers, while Jon tossed elves over the side. The harpoons were still firmly in the deck. The three ships were connected and any speed the Dark Heart had before was lost to a slow crawl. In the distance, six Imperial ships stood between them and the portal. 
 
    “Zelda!” Lilly called out. 
 
    “I’m here, Captain,” the First Mate said as she stepped onto the upper deck, clutching at her arm. 
 
    Lilly took off her hat and tossed it to the floor. Hands up, she tied her hair into a ponytail. 
 
    “You have command of the Dark Heart. Keep her steady and when I give the signal, charge for the portal.” 
 
    “Aye Captain,” Zelda said as she approached the helm and took hold with one webbed hand. 
 
    Lilly looked over to the Spiked Hammer, the imperial captain eyeing her through the smoke and flames. The two captains locked eyes but it was the imperial captain who made a slow slicing motion across his throat and pointed to her. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes narrowed. “Syndra, stay on the ship!” 
 
    The witch nodded as she moved her hands like a conductor before a symphony, orbs of hard water slamming into rifles and faces. 
 
    “Captain?” Zelda called out. 
 
    The beautiful pirate captain closed her eyes for just a moment. She allowed the flow of energies around her to take root as her senses became alive. She thought of Jon and knew he could take care of himself. She thought of her crew, their lives hanging in the very balance. Failure meant death and the elf pirate was about to laugh in death’s boney face. 
 
    “First Mate, follow your orders. I’m boarding the enemy’s vessel,” Lilly said as she opened her eyes and gave a wicked smirk. 
 
    Legs pumped as the crimson-haired captain charged along the upper deck. A stray rope hung from her ship as the bow of the Spiked Hammer was just a few feet away. Hand up, the pirate captain took hold and jumped. 
 
    Zelda watched as Lilly swung high above the space between the two ships. 
 
    Lilly let go of the rope, her boots slamming onto the deck and facing the rest of the ship from the tip of the enemy bow. 
 
    Soldiers and crew turned to see the beautiful Captain as she stood. Lilly’s hands flashed down, taking hold of her two new pistols and drawing them in a blur. Two pistols aimed at the several dozen imperial elves on the main deck of the Spiked Hammer as the enemy Captain stared at her with interested eyes. 
 
    “I am Captain Bloody Silk and you have brought my wrath!” Lilly shouted as enemy pistols and rifles rose up and aimed at her. 
 
    “Prepare to paint your ship in the blood of the unworthy!” Lilly screamed as pistols and rifles went off. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    Lusha moved to the remaining cannons, shoving cannonballs into each one and slamming the back ends shut. Jyn was close by, clutching at his bloody arm. The sea elf found it difficult to move his fingers, let alone his arm. He watched helplessly as the wood elf moved with purpose, loading the last cannon on the port side. 
 
    Ryta and Eryn stepped onto the cannoneer deck. The blind elf could see Jyn’s soul wavering in pain. The ship shuddered and tilted as she made her way to him. Once her hand touched him, healing energy flowed. Jyn eyed the cleric as the shards of wood in his arm were pushed out and the wounds began to close. 
 
    “What’s happening topside?” Lusha asked as she wiped sweat from her brow. 
 
    “I think I heard the Captain and Jon were boarding the other ships. Syndra was fighting and Zelda took the helm,” Ryta explained. 
 
    “They are going to need our help,” Eryn stated. 
 
    Lusha nodded and turned to Jyn. “Fire the cannons when Zelda gives the command.” 
 
    The sea elf nodded as another shudder rocked the ship and the sounds of fighting filled the air outside. 
 
    Lusha turned to Ryta and Eryn, “We’re going topside to fight these imperial bastards.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jon’s body moved in quick strikes, every blow from his fists, elbows, and feet connecting. The imperial elves pushed at him like a wave, only for some of them to be tossed over the side while clutching at their faces, necks, or knees. Despite the pistols, rifles, swords, and daggers, none could land a strike and the frustration grew like a poisonous cloud on the deck of the Frost Spear. 
 
    General Rabyn’s cold gaze remained on the lone man fighting off an army on deck. He noted the sly movements and nearly drunken style the Urth man used. He slipped from them like water and returned with blows like a blacksmith’s hammer. 
 
    “General, he’s beating our soldiers,” Captain Vell said as he drew his pistol. 
 
    “It would appear so,” General Rabyn said without emotion. 
 
    “Orders?” Captain Vell asked with a timid edge. 
 
    “Stand down. I will handle this personally,” General Rabyn said and made his way to the stairs. 
 
    “Stand down!” the Captain shouted to the brawl on the main deck. 
 
    Jon spun and took a step back, his fists up and eyes wary. The elves on deck pulled back, some of them grabbing at their hurt compatriots. A circle of bodies formed, some holding pistols and aiming them at Jon. 
 
    General Rabyn stepped onto the main deck. He made his way closer, the crew and soldiers parting and making a path. The General’s ice-cold gaze stayed on Jon as he reached the edge of the circle and stepped into it. 
 
    “Jonathan Song. I have read the reports about you. You’re no ordinary Urth man as your parents are leaders in, what is it called, the superhero community?” 
 
    Jon stood his ground, cool fire in his eyes. “If you know so much, you know you can’t win this. We are returning to Urth.” 
 
    General Rabyn continued to stare like a dead body in the snow. “I do know much about you. Enforcer Ashlyn gave a detailed picture of you and your abilities. It would seem when you were fighting with Captain Strom Wyther, his little rare anti-mana necklace cancelled out your power. That is telling indeed, indicating your abilities are magical in nature. 
 
    “It is also telling that Ashlyn watched you fight on the boardwalk of your world. How when you push your limit, something bad would follow. The power of luck can be fickle, influencing outcomes but harder to control. The universe requires balance and your luck seeks it out.” 
 
    Jon kept his stance, senses sharp. 
 
    General Rabyn’s gaze was locked on Jon as his lips parted, “My sister is in your world. If she is not returned to us by diplomatic or shadowy means, force will be authorized and implemented. The Emperor can be a patient elf, but it dwindles daily.” 
 
    Jon’s eyes narrowed. “Any invasion will mean war. Your world doesn’t have the technology to stand up to ours and you know it. Cora is a free elf. She is not our prisoner. She is my friend. I will do everything in my power to protect my friends.” 
 
    General Rabyn gave a slight nod. “Commendable, if misguided. Your capture will ensure a bargain can be reached with your Urth diplomats.” 
 
    Ice crawled along Rabyn’s fists as he stood. “Your power is that of a serendipitous dragon spirit. As you may guess, my power comes from a frost dragon’s spirit. As I’m sure you may not know, dragon spirit power tends to cancel another’s power to a degree. It creates an even field so that disputes may be… settled a little more efficiently.” 
 
    Concern slipped along Jon’s spine. 
 
    General Rabyn lifted his ice-covered fists, his face a blank mask. “Shall we put it to the test?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Lilly’s body moved like a dancer in a lightning storm. Her pistols went off with deadly accuracy, lightning and fire blasting and burning imperial soldiers who fired at her. Wood along the bow was splintered and exploded into the air, creating a cloud of sharp debris as the crimson-haired sun elf moved with deadly intent. 
 
    Captain Nadarr watched from the other side of the ship, his hands gripping the railing as his crew and soldiers fired their weapons with extreme prejudice. The noise was deafening, elves shouting orders and rifles going off.  
 
    Captain Lilly remained silent as a ghost, taking in the aiming of enemy weapons and moving her body accordingly; dodging fire, stone, and lightning with defined skill. The sun elf rushed to the forward mast, pulling triggers. Hammers slammed down on spell shells and energy stabbed out from her pistols. The scent of mana burn filled the ship and when she reached the mast, a stone round struck her left arm and the elf spun. 
 
    A puff of red mist touched the air as Lilly spun and slammed her back to the wide mast. Glancing over and lifting her arm, she saw the stone round went through her arm and exited out the back, the wound clean for the most part. Blood bloomed along her white shirt as she put down her pistols, popped the used chambers. Hands moved with expert skill, shoving a chamber with fire rounds into one pistol and a chamber of lightning rounds in the other. Used chambers were placed in her pocket before grabbing her pistols and lifting them up. 
 
    The mast took heavy damage, rounds blasting holes into the thick wood, chipping away at it. When a number of pistols and rifles clicked empty. Lilly took a quick inhale. 
 
    The pirate captain stood up and spun her upper body to the side. She picked her targets as two soldiers lifted their weapons to fire on her. The elf squeezed the triggers, lightning and fire blasting out. The two soldiers managed to lift their weapons when a lightning bolt blasted through one’s chest and fire engulfed the other’s head. Tortured screams rose up from the elf with a whole in his chest before he slumped to the deck, dead a second later. 
 
    Lilly spun back as stones and lightning peppered the mast. Blood soaked further down her arm, the Captain wondering if the wound was worse than she thought. Ignoring the dim pain, she spun around the edge and fired off a few times. Each round struck, elves stumbling and blood painting the deck. Others fired, missing the elf by inches. 
 
    “Captain Lilly Silk!” Captain Nadarr shouted over the sound of rifles going off. “The Empire wants you captured, but I will be the one to lay your severed head at the Emperor’s feet!” 
 
    Lilly heard the Imperial Captain over the chaos. A swirl of emotion filled her heart as she stared out at the sea, her back to the mast. Images stabbed into her mind of her parents. Those very images swirled to her crew, knowing they were fighting for their lives. Their faces swirled into Jon’s kind expression. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jon. I can’t be a good person like you,” the sun elf whispered as she pulled the tie from her hair and began reloading. 
 
    From the deck of the Dark Heart, Syndra moved her hands in flowing motions, orbs of hard water smashing into imperial elves as they tried to reload. Others fired at the mast Lilly was behind. Several elves turned their weapons toward the witch, fingers on triggers when a scream pierced the air. Hearts froze as eyes turned to the forward mast. 
 
    Lilly emerged from behind the mast, pistols in hands and her hair like a living flame. Lips parted, she screeched like a demon from the underworld, each step forward strong and her body relaxed like she owned the very ship. Weapons turned in her direction as others fired. Syndra ducked down from pistol fire, but couldn’t take her gaze off her Captain. 
 
    Lilly pulled triggers and pistols went off. Time sped up as the sun elf rushed into the group of imperial elves. Lightning and fire blazed forth as their hands trembled, the reputation of the pirate captain fueling their fears that she was truly a demon from the dark. 
 
    Pistols fired, rounds striking elves like hammers to their chests and heads. Lightning blew apart an imperial soldier’s head as fire bore holes through chests. Bodies fell like low tide as Lilly rushed into the fray with a madness in her eyes. She took in a deep inhale of mana burn and relished it as her gaze bore holes into the strongest of the imperial elves. 
 
    Legs and hands trembled, years of battle conditioning failing. One soldier cried out in fear as he leapt over the side, Lilly drawing closer. Others backed up, trying to reload. They met their fate with lightning through their necks. Blood spurted and bodies fell. 
 
    A soldier lifted his pistol and pulled the trigger. A lightning bolt blasted against the side of Lilly’s outer thigh. The pirate captain stumbled forward a little. The soldier grinned, seeing blood spill down her leg and giving the crew a moment of hope. 
 
    Hope died when Lilly aimed both barrels at the soldier and squeezed the trigger with a manic grin. Lightning and fire struck the soldier dead on, his body crumpling to the deck and burning. 
 
    Captain Nadarr watched in disbelief as Lilly cut through his soldiers and crew like a scythe during harvest. The pirate grinned as she walked up to a soldier as he was reloading, struck him across the chin with butt of her pistol and as he fell, shot him. The light died from his eyes before he hit the deck. 
 
    Lilly turned and squeezed triggers. Her pistols clicked, but nothing happened. Scared soldiers scrambled to reload as Lilly calmly ejected the chambers. Hands moved on all sides, soldiers trying to reload as Lilly clamped in a new chamber into a pistol, one at a time. Weapons clicked and rose, only for Lilly to shove her barrels into two shocked faces and squeeze the triggers. 
 
    Other soldiers and crew watched blood spray into the air as the bodies slumped to the deck. Some of them leapt over the side to flee. Others fell to their knees and dropped their weapons. Lilly stalked closer to them, driving her heel into noses and sending male and female elves to the deck, clutching their faces. 
 
    General Nadarr pulled his sidearm, aimed and pulled the trigger. Lilly darted forward as lightning blasted at the spot she was a moment before. The sun elf raced to the steps, climbed them two at a time and leapt into the air when she reached the top, pistols blazing. 
 
    General Nadarr kept firing at the demonic pirate, missing her. A fire round struck his weapon, blasting it from his hand and burning his fingers. A lightning round struck his shoulder and sent him sprawling onto his back. 
 
    Lilly landed on the deck and stalked forward, both pistols aimed.  
 
    “No! Please! I’m just following orders!” General Nadarr cried out, holding up his burnt hand. 
 
    Lilly’s hard gaze softened. Thoughts flowed to Jon and her heart quickened. 
 
    The pirate tossed one of her pistols to the floor beside Captain Nadarr. “End your own life or try to end mine.” 
 
    Nadarr looked down and looked back up. “I… don’t want to die.” 
 
    “Kick the pistol away then,” Lilly smirked. 
 
    Nadarr eyed the pistol. He moved his leg to kick it when he feinted his movement and scooped it up. He barely raised it when a lightning round caved in his face and blasted out the back of his head. The Imperial Captain’s body slumped down and twitched as his soul left his body. 
 
    “I tried, Jon,” Lilly whispered before picking up her pistol. 
 
    The pirate Captain turned her attention to the ship, bodies littering the deck and the living ones long fled into the sea, swimming for Hylore. Lilly turned her attention across the way, seeing flashes of ice and light filling the deck of the Frost Spear. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nimble rune glowing, Jon jumped, spun and flipped from Rabyn’s attacks. Ice covered fists shot out, ice spikes firing from his knuckles. Jon could barely keep up, ice spikes missing him by inches as he tried to keep the General at bay. 
 
    He’s fast and I can’t seem to get a strike in. He’s going to wear me down before I can strike back. 
 
    Jon’s knees bent as he ducked down. Pushing power into his legs, he leapt to the side as ice spikes stabbed into the wood. 
 
    If I push my luck, I have no idea if his spirit will counter it. 
 
    Jon switched the rune power, the symbol for quickness taking over. He blurred around, trying to confuse the General. Rabyn took a step back, trying to keep his gaze on the Urth man. Ropes were pulled and fell toward the General and he punched out, ice spikes severing them. 
 
    “Chaos will not aid you,” Rabyn said coldly before a fist struck his lower back.  
 
    The General’s eyes widened a hair before the air swirled around him and formed into spikes. Jon was already running away when spikes blasted out in all directions. Elves watching the battle ducked, some of them quicker than others and taking sharp ice to their arms and chests. 
 
    Jon was about to blur to the side when an ice spike stabbed into his shoulder blade, the young man stumbling as a numbness took root. Rabyn turned and punched out. Two volleys of ice spikes darting across the deck. Jon stumbled forward, his boot slipping and landing on his chest, the spikes missing the back of his head. 
 
    Jon stared at the floor with wide eyes as realization hit him. 
 
    My luck seems to come into play if there is some distance between us. I just have to keep him away and maybe I’ll have a chance! 
 
    Jon pushed off the floor and darted forward, spikes stabbing into the deck where he just was. Legs pumped as he looked for anything to use against the General. Glancing to the side, he saw ropes that led to the billowing sails. Memories crashed into him as he watched Zelda undo the sails a dozen times. 
 
    Rabyn threw punches, ice spikes flying as many crewmembers darted behind barrels and masts. He watched as Jon’s blur reached a mast and another one. A shadow filled the area as Rabyn looked up, blue sails falling down. 
 
    Rabyn clasped his hands together and pointed them up, a large ice shard forming before it shot up like a cold spear. It sliced through the falling sails, but didn’t make a hole big enough for him. The thick sails covered him, his hand poking through the hole as ice formed points along his hands, ready to slash it across. 
 
    Jon was quicker. The Urth man darted at the standing mound of General Rabyn’s body, fists raised. Like jackhammers, Jon pummeled the covered form of Rabyn. He didn’t let up, knowing if the General managed to get free, he wouldn’t hold back. Fists hit the covered form, grunts rising up. Ice stabbed through the sails and spun. Jon pulled his fists back, but not before an ice spike stabbed between two knuckles in his right hand. 
 
    Jon grunted as blood spurted. He backpedaled as Rabyn growled, the sail over him cut to ribbons. 
 
    General Rabyn stood, shoulders heaving and icy fire in his eyes. 
 
    “You think you can play me the fool like some child!” Rabyn growled menacingly.  
 
    Jon ignored the trickles of blood from his hand and back. “No. A child is much smarter than you.”  
 
    The General’s eyes flashed white as he clasped his hands together and aimed them at the Urth man. Jon’s left hand grabbed a dagger from his belt, sorrow touching his brow on what he may have to do. 
 
    Show him the fight is over. 
 
    Cold mists swirled around the General’s hands before it exploded into a torrent of ice. Jon sidestepped and blurred forward, dagger in hand. Rabyn barely saw Jon appear to the side. A sharp point touched the General’s side, Jon smirking. 
 
    “Surrender,” Jon managed before his eyes widened. 
 
    Time slowed down as a dizziness touched Jon’s senses. He looked down, a weight on his ears. An ice lance stabbed through the side of his midsection. Jon blinked as he tried to move, feeling the lance had stabbed out his back. 
 
    General Rabyn eyed Jon with cold eyes. “Your attempt at mercy has doomed your fate.” 
 
    Jon thought of Lilly as Rabyn stared at him. 
 
    On the other ship, Lilly’s heart froze. 
 
    “JON!” the sun elf screamed. 
 
    Jon called on his dwindling strength. Lilly was firmly in his mind as his left arm tensed and he drove the dagger into Rabyn’s side. Blood spurted from the General’s stomach as he smirked. 
 
    “You do have a killer instinct,” Rabyn hissed, his cold breath touching Jon’s face. 
 
    “You… won’t… hurt… the ones… I love,” Jon coughed up blood as his limbs began to shake. 
 
    Lilly’s gaze connected to Syndra’s eyes. The witch knew what needed to be done. Arcane words slipped past her lips. Orbs of water rushed to Captain Lilly and took hold of her waist and limbs. Syndra turned and made a sweeping gesture with her hands and Lilly was airborne. 
 
    Ryta, Lusha, and Eryn burst onto the main deck to see an ice lance sticking through Jon on the other ship. 
 
    Zelda’s brow hardened as her heart hammered in her chest. Turning the wheel, wind blasted the sails of the Dark Heart. The thick rope to the harpoon went slack as the First Mate turned the bow of the ship toward the Frost Spear. Lusha rushed with a sword to the harpoon rope of the Spiked Hammer and sliced down. The blade bit into the thick rope, but it didn’t sever. Syndra called on her magic, nearby water flying up and forming a razor edge, cutting through the rope. 
 
    The Dark Heart was free of the Spiked Hammer. The Dark Heart turned, and rammed into the Frost Spear as Lilly soared across and landed on the enemy deck. 
 
    Captain Vell pulled his pistol and fired down on the Captain. Lilly turned and fired both of her pistols. The exchange lit up the area before a fireball slammed into the enemy Captain. His burning body was thrown over the side and hit the water like a sizzling ragdoll. 
 
    Lilly turned her attention to Jon and General Rabyn. 
 
    Jon started to sink down, but had the presence of mind to twist the blade in Rabyn’s gut. The General grunted as he slowly sank down, the two men caught in their deadly embrace. 
 
    “I can survive this,” Rabyn uttered. 
 
    “Then… learn from it. I love your… sister. I will… give my life to save hers. I will give it to save all… the people I love.” 
 
    Rabyn eyed Jon as blood ran down from their wounds. 
 
    On the upper deck of the Dark Heart, Zelda’s heart cracked. 
 
    “Jyn! Fire Port cannons!” the First Mate screamed. 
 
    Jyn slammed his webbed hands on triggers. Three cannons went off at point blank range. Fireballs blasted into the enemy vessel, cannoneers screaming and burning. 
 
    The Frost Spear shuddered from the explosions before Ryta helped Eryn over the small gap to the enemy ship. 
 
    Lilly marched up to Jon and General Rabyn as Imperial soldiers and crew abandoned ship. The pirate holstered her pistols, grabbed the ice shard and slammed her elbow into it, breaking it off. Her hands took hold of Jon and pulled him away, the dagger in Rabyn’s gut going with him.  
 
    Rabyn was on his knees, watching Lilly gently lay Jon to the deck floor. When she stood up, she pulled both pistols and aimed them at Rabyn’s chest. Tears filled her eyes and streaked down her dirty cheeks as she stepped forward, a fury growing like an immense storm. 
 
    “I gladly give my life for the Empire,” Rabyn uttered and closed his eyes. 
 
    Lilly’s fingers touched the triggers, gently squeezing them as her heart cried out for blood. 
 
    “Lilly,” Jon whispered. 
 
    The pirate captain stopped in her tracks and turned her head to see Eryn and Ryta by Jon. The blind elf poured healing energy onto the young man as he reached up with his hand, palm up. 
 
    “If you kill him, you give the Emperor all the reason he needs to hunt us down forever.” 
 
    Lilly turned her rage filled eyes back to Rabyn as he remained on his knees. “The Empire will always hunt us down until it is broken!” 
 
    Jon barely sat up, Eryn healing him and Ryta helping him up. “Cora, will never forgive you. Our life together, will never be the same.” 
 
    Lilly’s hands shook as she wanted to pull both triggers and be done with it. 
 
    Rabyn opened his eyes. “Has the great and terrible Bloody Silk grown a heart?” 
 
    The sun elf’s hands trembled until they became stock still. She lowered them and gave the General a wicked smirk. 
 
    “Tell your father, the Empire’s days are numbered,” Lilly said with amused eyes. 
 
    Rabyn lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “And one more thing, you may live but you will be broken, like the rest of the Empire when I’m through with it!” 
 
    Jon and Ryta watched as Lilly stalked forward, lifted her pistols and slammed the butt of each one down and across Rabyn’s face. The General grunted as the Pirate Captain beat him bloody, her arms moving in rapid strikes. Rabyn fell sideways to the deck and received Lilly’s boots to his face. She kicked at him until he moaned in defeat. Holstering her pistols, she took hold of his uniform and cried out as pure hatred fueled her limbs. She dragged him to the side of the ship a few feet away. She screamed as she struggled to lift him up and lean him against the railing. 
 
    Rabyn looked around confused as blood painted his face. Lilly screamed before driving her heel into his chest and sent him spiraling over the side and splashing to the water below. 
 
    Jon made it to his feet, wounds healed. The pirate Captain fell to her knees, crying out in sad fury. He rushed to Lilly and fell to his knees. He grabbed her and held her close as she sobbed into his chest. The sun elf fought through the tears for a moment as Jon held her. 
 
    “Captain!” Zelda called out. “We still have six imperial ships!” 
 
    Lilly wiped away tears as Jon helped her up. Jon had ignored everything else until the realization that he was stabbed through the body crashed into his mind. Eryn stepped closer, her hand touching the Captain and healing energy closing up the wounds along her arm and leg. 
 
    “Back to the Dark Heart,” Lilly ordered before she marched. 
 
    The crew followed. Jon stayed behind Lilly, keeping an eye on her as she climbed over the small gap and back onto her ship. The rest made their way over, Ryta helping Eryn over and onto a familiar deck. 
 
    Lilly didn’t look to Jon as she made her way to the upper deck. She stepped to Zelda, the sea elf letting go and stepping back. Lilly took the helm and looked beyond the bow to the portal in the distance and six Empire ships forming a blockade line. 
 
    Jyn came up from below deck. He saw his sister and rushed to her, the siblings hugging. Zelda looked down on her brother and sister with a warm smile before looking up to the ships in the distance. Eryn stayed on the main deck and Syndra stood toward the bow. Lusha moved over to the second harpoon, sword in hand. The wood elf lifted her blade and sliced down a few times, hacking at the thick rope. After a dozen hacks, the rope finally broke and the Dark Heart was free. 
 
    The ice along the bow began to crack and fall into the sea. The wind filled the sails and after a moment, the ship powered along toward the blockade and portal. 
 
    Heads turned to Hylore, weapons going off and a murmur of shouts filling the distant air. Jon looked over to see Hylore soldiers and guards tangling with Imperial forces. It appeared Lord Castellan had chosen their side and was fighting for Hylore’s freedom. 
 
    Lilly collected herself and looked out with her chin held high. “Damage report?” 
 
    Jyn stepped up to the upper deck and bowed. “Captain, the starboard cannons are damaged and can’t be used until they are repaired. I believe the forward cannons are still functional, if the ice is completely melted. The port side cannons are still operational.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “The hull?” 
 
    Zelda nodded. “Syndra repaired the hull and pushed out the water. We are seaworthy, Captain.” 
 
    Lilly looked to the witch on the bow, but gave no expression. Healing the ship always took a lot out of the witch and they needed her strength for what was to come next. 
 
    “Sea witch,” Lilly called out. 
 
    Syndra turned around and bowed her head. “I’m ready to fight,” she said loudly. 
 
    The Captain gave a small nod. “Jyn, load the cannons and wait for my commands.” 
 
    “Aye Captain,” Jyn said and climbed down the stairs and made his way to the door to the lower decks. 
 
    Lilly glanced at Zelda. The First Mate bowed her head and moved to the railing of the upper deck. She looked down on her sister and smiled. 
 
    “Time for a swim,” Zelda said. 
 
    Ryta nodded. A blink later, she rushed to the side railing and jumped over the edge. Jon heard the splash and she was gone. 
 
    Lilly addressed the crew, “We stay to the plan! We are making a run for the portal and no Imperial ships are going to stand in our way. I want everyone on deck and ready to repel boarders.” 
 
    Lilly’s gaze fell on Jon, “Cabin Mate, to my side.” 
 
    Jon glanced at Syndra. The sea witch had her back to everyone and didn’t look back. Jon wanted to be at her side. He saw that she had used her power several times. She confided in him back on Urth that using too much of her own mana would drain or hurt her. The witch barely had time to properly rest and if she was going to use her magic, it was going to herself in danger. 
 
    “Cabin Mate, to me!” Lilly commanded. 
 
    Jon made his way up the small set of stairs and onto the upper deck. He crossed the small distance and stood on the side of Captain Silk while Zelda took her place by her other side. 
 
    “Jon,” Lilly said in a low tone, “I know you can push your luck. If there is ever a time where we may need it, this is the time.” 
 
    Jon shook his head. “I’m not sure it works that way. I can push my luck around me, but I’m not sure I can affect a whole ship and the crew.” 
 
    Lilly gave Jon a stern gaze. “Jon, understand this, six Imperial ships will be difficult, even with our plan in place. I suggest you dig deep and see if your dragon spirit can help tilt the tide to our favor or none us are going to make it home.” 
 
    Jon saw the stark rage in her eyes with a sliver of fear.  
 
    She’s worried. She thinks we're not going to make it. Dragon spirit, if you can hear my thoughts, we need you just for this final push home. Help us make it and I will give you anything you want. I want to see my family return, safe and sound. 
 
    Nothing happened. Jon waited, hoping there would be some kind of flash or internal feeling, but he felt nothing. The dragon didn’t answer and Jon’s heart sank in his chest. 
 
    “Crew!” Lilly shouted. “The Imperials will try to stop us but we have luck, dragons, and the gods on our side. No matter what happens, we are going home and the Empire will not stop us. I swear it!” 
 
    “Aye!” Syndra, Eryn, Lusha, Jon and Zelda shouted. 
 
    The Dark Heart powered through the water. Full sails pushed the small ship toward the waiting imperial blockade. The faint sounds of fighting on Hylore floated across the waters as small plumes of smoke rose into the air. 
 
    In the distance, cannon portals opened along the bows of the imperial ships. Cannons slid out, four on each ship. They all pointed at the Dark Heart, waiting for it to come into range. 
 
    Lilly held the wheel, her steely gaze on the enemy and her heart beating with renewed faith. 
 
    “Syndra! The Maiden, if you please,” Lilly said loudly. 
 
    The witch nodded before she began a string of arcane words. Incantations fell from her lips as she concentrated. Power bloomed along her heart as she focused it into a desired effect. Hands up, she made arcane gestures, connecting the magical energies like a puzzle, forming a picture of what she wanted to happen. When the trigger word was spoken, mana flared and flashed. 
 
    All eyes turned to the blockade and waited. They didn’t wait long. 
 
    Sea water churned and bubbled. Faint blue shields engulfed the six ships as many watched the circle of bubbling water. Both sides waited with bated breath before a watery hand shot up, followed by another. 
 
    Syndra lifted her hands, taking control of the watery construct. Invisible power burned over the distance as the witch’s eyes turned from a crimson red to a glowing green. Syndra lifted her head, letting the power clamp onto her joints, limbs, and body. 
 
    The Maiden lifted herself up from the waters. Her naked form stood taller than the tallest mast. Breasts bounced as she and Syndra took a stance, ready to fight. 
 
    Imperial cannons changed their aim onto the giant water elemental. Once aligned, they opened fire. Cannonballs burst into fireballs, a few dozen coming together and striking the Maiden full on. Explosions rippled along her body as she took a step back. 
 
    Syndra cried out in pain as she too stepped back. A growl filled the brow as she took a step forward and punched down. 
 
    The Maiden stepped forward and brought her watery fist down on a ship directly in the middle of the blockade. A mana shield flared, the fist bouncing off. Cannons roared as the outer ships moved forward. They turned their bows slightly, forming a semi-circle and firing at will. Explosions bloomed in rapid succession as the Maiden punched and punched again, her fists striking shields but not breaking them.  
 
    Mages on the ships lifted their hands and unleashed lightning and fire. The attack was nearly deafening from magical explosions. The air vibrated and pulsed from the attacks, the Maiden taking the brunt of it. 
 
    Syndra cried out, already feeling her power begin to wane. The shadow elf cursed to herself, knowing she had used too much of her power to help defend against the other ships. Pain touched her heart and she grunted, ignoring it. With a hellish roar, she controlled the Maiden to punch at a shield again. This time, the shield shattered as soldiers and crew fired elemental rounds at the water elemental. 
 
    The pain stabbed deep into the witch. She screamed before falling to her knees, her fists still swinging. The Maiden also fell to her knees in the water, a fist smashing into the side of the one vessel without a shield. The watery fist hit the side, cracking the ship and tilting it, sending imperial troops into the water. 
 
    Zelda took a step forward, glancing to the Maiden and then to Syndra on her knees. “It’s not enough. She’s going to kill herself trying!” 
 
    Jon was to Zelda’s side and gripping the railing as he looked down on the witch. 
 
    “Syndra! Stop fighting! We will find another way!” Jon shouted. 
 
    The witch looked out with gritted teeth and one eye open. “No,” she whispered and threw another punch. 
 
    A shadow moved behind the witch and a timid voice touched her ears. 
 
    “Syndra, I can help,” Eryn said with sad eyes. “You don’t have to do it alone.”  
 
    “I… am… the Mistress of my own destiny! I will get us home!” Syndra shouted as she tried to hold her power together. 
 
    Eryn stood right behind her, hand out and hovering over her shoulder. “I can’t help you unless you allow it. Let me help you.” 
 
    Syndra gritted her teeth, the energies slipping away. “I… want no help… from you!” 
 
    Eryn stayed where she was, her hand a few inches from Syndra. “Please, forgive me. I didn’t know I would hurt you so much. Lilly told me how strong you are. I thought my teasing would be easily forgotten. I was wrong.  
 
    “I want us to be friends. I want us to be sisters. I want us to be… together. Forgive me. Allow me to help you and we may win this day.” 
 
    Syndra’s resolve began to crack. The pain turned into a storm and the witch’s lifeforce wavered. The loneliness and torment she felt for years washed over her entire being. Bright spots appeared, one for Lilly, another for Zelda. A larger bright spot appeared for Jon. It blended together into a mess as the shadow elf wasn’t sure she could let go of the pain. 
 
    “I… want a fellow sister of Vala,” Syndra whispered, a tear rolling down her cheek. 
 
    Eryn gave a heartfelt smile. “You will always have me as a sister. We can worship Vala, together. I promise to never take your pain lightly, ever again.” 
 
    A tingling sensation filled Jon’s heart. He looked down as he touched his chest. From deep within his soul, he felt the connection between him and Syndra. It opened further and further, golden wings spreading. 
 
    Syndra lifted her head as the Maiden was being pummeled by enemy ships. 
 
    “I forgive you,” Syndra whispered as another tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
    “I love you,” Eryn whispered and touched her hand to the witch’s shoulder. 
 
    Energy blasted into Syndra. Eryn opened her life force to the shadow elf, a torrent of power slamming into her and filling her heart with renewed mana. 
 
    A connection flared as Jon’s dragon roared. Jon gripped the railing as he felt power surge from his heart into Syndra’s heart. The connection burned bright as the sun as the witch was fueled by the power of those she loved. 
 
    Syndra stood up, energy rippling along her form. 
 
    The Maiden stood up, energy swirling along its entire body and a golden aura appeared around it.  
 
    “Bravo,” Lilly smirked as she watched. 
 
    The Maiden stood to her full height and stared down at the ships. Cannoneers slammed down palms on triggers. Confusion struck as many cannons didn’t fire. Those that did, misfired. Chaos filled the small fleet. Waves rose up and struck ships as the Maiden lashed out with a fist and slammed into a ship. The shield buckled, as did the side of another ship, taking on water. 
 
    The Maiden moved with renewed vigor, clashing with the ships and many scrambled to unjam cannons and get a clear shot. 
 
    Syndra’s oval eyes were wide as she moved like a new person. She laughed, punched and kicked at the air, the Maiden doing the same with spectacular effect. 
 
    Under the portal, sea elves looked up in astonishment as water rippled and cannons went off. From the misty sea, Ryta swam to the two hundred sea elves waiting below. She clapped her webbed hands together, giving the signal. 
 
    Brows hardened among the sea elves as they shot upwards through the water. Heads poked above the surface and looked to the outer ships as they continued to fire. Webbed hands took hold of the hull, bodies hoisting themselves up. 
 
    Crews shouted orders on the imperial ships, many watching the giant water elf bash a ship to kindling. They never saw the sea elves climbing over the opposite edge until it was too late. Dozens of sea elves rushed the distracted crews. Screams and blood filled the air and the decks as seven-foot tall sea elves rushed them and bit down on exposed limbs. The carnage was a massacre as the entire fleet fell into pandemonium. 
 
    Jon held onto the railing, his life force connecting with Syndra and to a lesser effect, with Eryn. The three of them felt it surging along. A small golden dragon laughed before it closed its wings over its body and sank deeper into Jon. 
 
    Jon gasped, not realizing he was holding his breath. His legs shook and he fell to one knee, Zelda rushing to his side. 
 
    Eryn let out a cry before she pulled her hand back, stumbled, and fell on her ass. 
 
    Syndra stood, watching the Maiden destroy a third ship as the remaining three ships were filled with sea elves tossing the imperial crews and soldiers into the water. 
 
    “We did it,” The witch smiled brightly before the last of her own energy gave out. 
 
    Eyes closing, she slumped to the deck, Lusha rushing to her and cradling her smiling head on her lap. 
 
    “We go home,” Lilly said as the Dark Heart powered for the portal. 
 
    Jyn made it on deck, seeing the destroyed fleet as listing ships drifted. Columns of black smoke filled the air as the Dark Heart pushed through the battlefield.  
 
    Ryta appeared in the waters, waving a hand to Lilly’s ship and calling out. Jyn moved to the side, looking down to his sister and then turning his head to his older sister. 
 
    Jon waved Zelda away as he slowly regained his strength. The First Mate stood up and looked over the side to her brother and sister. Unspoken words filled the space between. After a loving glance, Zelda nodded to them. 
 
    Jyn smiled and leapt over the side and into the sea. He burst up from the surface, swimming next to Ryta. The brother and sister waved to Lilly, Jon, and Zelda, their older sister waving back. 
 
    “We will return! Be safe!” Zelda shouted and blew them a kiss. 
 
    Lilly held the wheel firmly as the misty portal began to pulse. The lights cycled and blinked, faster and faster. The Dark Heart slipped into the misty tendrils, penetrating the thick fog. A blink later, the Dark Heart and her crew were gone from Aquris. 
 
    Floating in the sea, General Rabyn lay on his back. Cold eyes were turned to the portal, seeing the Dark Heart vanish into the mists. Turning his gaze up, he looked to the sky. A hand touched his side, feeling the ice covering his wound and his magical power keeping it in place. 
 
    Rabyn stared up at the beautiful azure sky, lost to the small waves and current. 
 
    “Interesting,” the sun elf whispered before closing his eyes and soaking in the morning sunlight.                     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    The tunnel of mists spiraled as the Dark Heart cut through mystical waters. Jon held his breath, watching the tumbling mists and hoping there was no last moment disaster that would stop them from returning to Urth. Orbs of lights floated along the edges of the portal, the area growing darker before a hint of light touched the end. 
 
    Lilly held the wheel, keeping her ship steady. Zelda looked on as Eryn and Lusha tended to the unconscious Syndra. The light at the end of the tunnel grew bigger with each passing moment until it was nearly to them. 
 
    Jon let out a long exhale as the Dark Heart crossed the event horizon and was greeted by the mid-day sun. Eyes closed for a moment, drinking in the scents of home, realizing just how different the realms were. When he opened his eyes again, his heart nearly stopped as he saw two large cannons aimed at them from a distance. 
 
    The harbor was a buzz of activity, small ships cruising along its waters. The city of Southvale stood like a metal, glass, and concrete beacon to the world. Light reflected off the tall buildings, some of it illuminating the large cannons to the right and left of the docks. They were imbedded in the small cliffside, overlooking the portal. The main portion of the tube cannons pointed down, while under and over the barrels, gunship mini-guns pointed at them as well. It looked like something out of a science fiction war movie, and Jon had to fight a chill on how real they were. 
 
    Several gunboats splashed along the small waves, making their way closer. Commander Locke was on the lead boat, his expression cool but his eyes drinking in the damaged ship and its motley crew. The boats slowed down and Commander Locke pulled up a mic and spoke through a loudspeaker on the boat. 
 
    “Captain, please steer your ship for the docks, immediately,” Locke said and hung up the mic. 
 
    Jon turned his head and glanced at Lilly. The Captain simply held the wheel, her ship moving toward the docks with a gunboat escort. 
 
    The Dark Heart slowed and moved into an empty dock. Zelda threw out lines as the anchor hit the water with a splash. Syndra woke up. She sat up before Eryn and Lusha helped her to her feet. The witch seemed weak, but her smile was positively glowing.  
 
    The gangplank slid out and slammed down on the dock. The crew gathered at the top, Lilly the last to join them. The Captain took hold of Jon’s hand, giving it a light squeeze before she let go and began leading the group off the ship. 
 
    On the same dock, Commander Locke and Agent Starling were waiting. The crew followed their Captain until they stopped about five feet from the Commander and Agent. 
 
    Commander Locke parted his lips to speak but Agent Starling cut him off, addressing the entire crew. 
 
    “We received word that there was a blockade on the Aquris side of the portal. It was explained by a letter that there was a belief of nefarious acts and piracy being conducted and the Empire was taking steps to ensure none of it spilled over into our world.” 
 
    Agent Starling glanced to the damaged Dark Heart before centering her gaze on Lilly. 
 
    “Judging from your ship, is it safe to say this is a true assessment?” 
 
    Lilly was about to speak when Lusha stepped forward with a kind smile. 
 
    “Greetings. My name is Lusha Leafwhisper, diplomate of Hylore. The information you received is true in a certain sense. You are aware of the neutrality of Hylore and the Free Waters sea? It was determined that Free Waters would not take part in any political climate and remain a place of freedom.  
 
    “Unfortunately, a rogue general from the Empire tried to seize the peaceful island in a staged coup. He commandeered a small fleet and caused general chaos. They blockaded the portal, preventing true information reaching your realm.  
 
    “As you can see, the coup was a failure. The people of Hylore and the Empire came together to stop it. Captain Silk was among many, fighting for Hylore’s freedom and we were successful. Control has been returned to Hylore and the blockade lifted. Passage between our worlds should return to normal after a few days.” 
 
    Agent starling blinked. “And we are supposed to just believe you, someone we have never met before?” 
 
    Lusha nodded. “I have worked closely with Lord Castellan Lufina for many years and was personally sent by him. I believe several more emissaries from Aquris will arrive to smooth out the details. If my word is not enough, please, send diplomats or emissaries to see if I am not speaking the truth.” 
 
    Agent Starling glanced at Lilly. The sun elf gave a slight head nod and a small smile. 
 
    Agent Starling turned her attention back to Lusha. “I will indeed bring this to my superiors so they can ensure what is being said is the truth. For now, you all look exhausted. We can have cars drive all of you up to your home.”  
 
    Lilly stepped closer, shaking her head. “I think we will walk. It’s wonderful to be home again.” 
 
    Commander Locke stepped closer to Jon, his eyes containing a sad pain. “Jon, there is something you should know.” 
 
    Jon’s heart stuck in his throat, expecting something had happened to his family or Cora. 
 
    Commander Lock sighed. “Your superiors spoke to me about you. They said you didn’t return before your allotted time away was up. Seeing you in pictures and news articles about what happened at the Temptation, they confided in me that they have lost confidence in you. There should be a letter waiting for you at home, but I was told that you cannot return to your job as Dock Inspector. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jon blinked at the Commander before he let out a long and happy laugh. Shoulders shook as he held his stomach, laughing like he just heard the funniest story of his life. Eyes squeezing shut, he went on for about twenty seconds before it trailed off. Lilly and crew smiled, seeing a relief wash over their Shullkar. 
 
    “Thank you, Commander Locke,” Jon said as he wiped away a tear. 
 
    Commander Locke gave a small smile. 
 
    Jon lifted his chin and chest up, “Let’s go home, everyone.” 
 
    Jon took the lead, the rest following with him.  
 
    The high afternoon sun shined down on the band of elves and one man. They exited the docks and began the climb up the hill. The sounds of cars filled their ears as they walked.  
 
    They walked past Mario’s Grocery Store, the owner waving to them through the window with a wide smile. Everyone waved back, happy to see the shopkeeper. A black cat jumped onto a trash can lid, purring loudly. Jon moved to the cat and scratched under its chin for exactly ninety seconds. When he was about to pull away, he changed his mind and scratched a little longer. The cat purred louder, enjoying the extra attention until it hopped off the trash can and sauntered away. 
 
    Jon beamed as he led the group up the hill, their home within sight. 
 
    Lusha walked beside Lilly.  
 
    “You may have bought us some time,” The Captain said out the side of her mouth. 
 
    Lusha smiled. “I bought us all the time we needed. Lord Castellan will echo my words to ensure there are no further wrinkles between our worlds. The trade route is too important and the Empire would risk too much if it doesn’t play along. No one wants a war or strained relations between our worlds. For now, it will be all smiles until the Empire takes bolder action or none at all.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “You are a credit to your class.” 
 
    Lusha bowed her head. “Thank you, but if this is my new home for now, we will have to make some changes so that we always come out ahead.” 
 
    “We will discuss further, when the time is right,” Lilly finished. 
 
    Jon’s eyes shined as he looked to his home. Picking up the pace, he nearly ran the last length of it. When he reached the front door, he was about to knock when the door opened. 
 
    William and Sandra looked to their son with wide eyes.  
 
    “Hi Mom. Hi Dad,” Jon said simply. 
 
    The parents rushed their son, hugging him fiercely. Sandra stroked his hair while William bear hugged all three of them. The moment lingered, Jon’s heart soaring. 
 
    Lilly and crew approached. Jon and his parents broke their embrace. William and Sandra eyed the elves and rushed to hug them too. Lilly smiled. Zelda let out a soft, loving giggle. Syndra nearly glowed as the parents hugged her. 
 
    Eryn and Lusha stood with small smiles. 
 
    William stuck out his hand to the two new elves. “William Song and this is my lovely wife, Sandra Song. We are Jon’s parents.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Lusha said as she took William’s hand and shook it, remembering what she learned about Urth customs. 
 
    Eryn simply bowed. 
 
    Jon moved to his parent’s side. “Mom, Dad, this is Eryn Moon and Lusha Leafwhisper. They are going to stay here for a while.” 
 
    “New girlfriends?” William smirked. 
 
    Jon’s brow rose up. “Um, yes, I think so?” 
 
    William clasped a hand on Jon’s shoulder. “My son is an animal!” 
 
    The elves laughed as Jon stood, red faced. 
 
    “William, stop it. They just got home. Everyone, let’s get inside. I believe there is a big story to tell and everyone needs a glass of wine,” Sandra grinned. 
 
    “Yes, lots of wine,” Syndra said cheerfully and stepped inside. 
 
    Jon followed and when he stepped inside the home, Cora stood. The thin elf blinked with wide eyes. Jon gave her a welcoming grin and the elf launched herself at him.  
 
    The two held each other, Cora pressing the side of her face to his chest with eyes shut. Jon’s arms circled her, holding her tight to him. Her scent touched his already alive senses and he forgot how much he missed her until this moment. 
 
    The front door closed as everyone was inside. Zelda and Lilly smiled at Jon and Cora. Eryn and Lusha stood off to the side as Syndra marched into the kitchen and pulled several wine bottles from the rack. Sandra moved to the shadow elf’s side, taking over and silently ushering the witch to take a seat and relax. 
 
    Jon and Cora parted, the elf looking up into Jon’s eyes. “I thought the worst.” 
 
    “So did we,” Jon smirked. 
 
    Cora glanced down at Jon’s outfit and then back up to him. “I like the look.” 
 
    “I may keep it,” Jon laughed. 
 
    Cora gave him a shy smile before her eyes widened and she took several steps back. “Your parents have shown me much of Southvale, but they also showed me how to control my dragon spirit to a degree.” 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow as Cora raised her palm up. Steam rose from her palm as she concentrated. A moment later, a flame leapt up about three feet into the air. Jon was caught in the flash of flames before his gaze lingered on the ceiling above, a few black marks scattered about. 
 
    “I see you have been practicing. I’m glad the place didn’t burn down.” 
 
    William stepped closer, “Yea, I was meaning to paint over those spots before you came home but… erm… forgot.” 
 
    Jon laughed and his father wrapped his arm around his son’s neck and pulled him in closer.  
 
    The moments flowed like a pleasant song. Wine was poured and everyone filled the living room. Everyone took turns telling of their side of their adventures. Syndra was the most vocal, laughing and talking like she was a new person. Lilly filled in some parts but remained relatively quiet. Eryn and Lusha listened. Zelda laughed and drank, telling William and Sandra how they all rescued so many of her people. William’s parents looked to their son and Lilly, telling them how proud they were of all of them. 
 
    Cora, William, and Sandra told of their adventures, exploring Southvale and helping Cora with her new power. She smiled as she explained she can only create flames and shoot them a few feet, but that she was confident with time, she will be able to do more. 
 
    The conversation changed to their fight back to the portal. The room took on a serious edge as Lilly and Jon spoke of the dangerous adventure to get back. Cora’s wide gaze stayed on her Captain and Shullkar. They spoke of General Rabyn and those tense moments and battles. Cora sighed in relief when she heard that the General was sent over the side and spared his life. 
 
    The conversation turned to the cannons above the docks. William explained that they were just completed recently. The people of Southvale have generally welcomed the cannons, since the entire city still talked about the sea serpent attack. It was generally known that the city would sleep better knowing the cannons were there. 
 
    Sandra was up and moved to a table by the front door, piled with mail. She picked up one envelope and walked back, handing it to Jon. 
 
    Jon took the letter, seeing that it was opened already. 
 
    “We thought it was important since it came from your job. We’re sorry,” Sandra said with a motherly edge. 
 
    Jon opened it and looked at the letter, seeing it was just a few sentences saying he was terminated from his position as Dock Inspector. Jon folded the letter, stuffed it into the envelope again and tossed it over his shoulder. 
 
    “We will make do,” Jon said simply. 
 
    “Your mother and I talked it over and we will help you out for as long as we can, until your back on your feet.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “Thank you, but I’m sure we will manage.” 
 
    The conversation turned again, growing lighter. Wine was poured and the sunlight through the windows sank lower. Time had lost all meaning, the glow of reuniting filling almost all of their hearts. 
 
    Syndra was up. With a drunken smile, she moved to the side of the couch and lifted her small, cotton candy machine. She hoisted it up and brought it to the kitchen table. She plugged it in and added the ingredients. 
 
    “I missed you,” the witch cackled before turning and addressing everyone in the living room. “Anyone want some?” she shouted. 
 
    Hands rose up, Eryn and Lusha raising their hands slowly. 
 
    Jon raised his hand when he noticed Lilly standing up and walking to the hallway. He stood up and followed her as Syndra made little happy noises, the cotton candy machine working and spiraling puffy sugar together. 
 
    Jon followed as Lilly was to the stairs and began climbing them. On the second floor, the beautiful elf stepped to her bedroom, leaving the door opened behind her. Jon stepped in after her, closing the door and looking to Lilly as she sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    The Captain’s gaze remained on the floor, slivers of darkness along the edges of her oval eyes. Jon stepped closer and Lilly patted the bed next to her. Jon complied, sitting beside the elf. 
 
    The room was silent except for the sound of laughter from below them.  
 
    She’s angry. She’s angry with me. 
 
    Lilly began speaking but didn’t look up. “Jon, I understand why you follow your family’s honor. I understand why you believe it is important to teach a life than to end it. Your beliefs speak of your world where you have the comfort and security of a population that many share the same values. It is wonderful to be part of such a world where these ideals are held high.” 
 
    The shadows under Lilly’s eyes lengthened. “It hurts… to tell you this. It hurts with every fiber of my being. I feel you were wrong about General Rabyn. I have fought the Empire for years. I have seen elves renounce their wicked ways and I’ve seen elves speak the words and never mean any of them.  
 
    “My mind cannot let go of the possibilities. By sparing General Rabyn, we have left a path open to him and others, hurting or killing us in the future. I love you. I love my crew. This is why it hurts so much. For now, we are safe, but I feel uncertain for the future.” 
 
    “Lilly, we needed to break the cycle. We need to show them that we are more than just pirates fighting their power. They need to know, we are not like them,” Jon reasoned. 
 
    Lilly bit her lip before she spoke, “Cora would have eventually forgiven me. I didn’t spare Rabyn because of Cora. I spared him because of you. I knew you would never look to me the same if I ended his life and I was so close to doing that. I saw myself pulling the trigger. I saw his lifeless body falling. I stopped myself because I knew you would be horrified by my actions. 
 
    “On the Spiked Hammer, I tried to follow your words. I shot those who shot at me. I spared those who cowered. It pained me the entire time because I knew, those soldiers who survived would come back with greater convictions to hurt others. They won’t cower for long. They will reignite their hatred for those who are not part of the Empire.” 
 
    Lilly turned her head and looked to Jon with wet eyes. “My love for you has grown and so has my weakness. I must tell you, if Rabyn kills anyone we know and love, I’m not sure how I will feel. I’m not sure how I will feel about us. I trust you. I don’t trust our realms.” 
 
    Jon was silent, soaking in Lilly’s words. 
 
    Lilly sighed. “I need time. I need time to mull over what happened. I need to understand it and come to peace with it. Jon, give me time. It is all I ask for now.” 
 
    Jon nodded, his heart sinking in his chest. 
 
    The mood in the room grew uncomfortable. Jon silently stood up and left the bedroom, closing the door behind him and not looking back. Lilly sat, staring at nothing as a tear streaked down her cheek. 
 
    Jon stepped to the main floor. Darkness shrouded his thoughts. He made his way past everyone and to the front door. 
 
    “Jon? Where are you going? We have cotton candy,” William said to his son. 
 
    “I need some air. I’ll be back soon,” Jon said plainly, opened the front door and stepped out. 
 
    Zelda and Syndra watched Jon leave, their hearts heavy as sadness touched their eyes. 
 
    The sun touched the horizon, Southvale sliding into evening. A few stars sparkled in the dimming sky as Jon walked down the hill, slowly. His mind became a gray cloud, reliving the several moments at once. He remembered Lilly lying in bed next to him on Dream Hearth. How she snuggled close and never pulled away. He remembered kissing her softly as she slept, her lips forming a small smile. Images played out of their bodies joined, calling out each other’s name in ecstasy and love. 
 
    The images changed, fighting and blood filling them. Seeing blood soaking into Lilly’s shirt. Seeing the madness in her eyes as she fought like a demon unleashed.  
 
    Before Jon knew it, he was standing in front of Mario’s Grocery Shop. The young man sighed and stepped in, not sure where else to go. 
 
    “Jon!” Mario beamed as he came around the corner to the counter and hugged him. 
 
    Jon smiled as the older man stepped back with a brightness in his eyes. 
 
    “I have seen your parents and the lovely Cora, but I haven’t seen you and your beautiful elves in a while. Judging from your clothes, you seem to be having many adventures!” 
 
    “You could say that,” Jon said, trying to be cheerful. 
 
    Mario gave a hardy nod. “Speak with me for a while as I handle the cash register. I want to hear about it!” 
 
    Jon nodded and he moved like a zombie to the side of the counter. Mario stepped behind it and stood by the cash register. A few customers mulled about within the shop, but no one approached the counter. 
 
    A flatscreen played above Jon’s head, the news on. 
 
    “Why do you seem so glum?” Mario asked. 
 
    Jon sighed. “I lost my job as Dock Inspector and I think I had a fight with Lilly.” 
 
    Mario’s smile faded. “I’m very sad to hear it, but don’t let these things worry you. There will always be other jobs. As for Lilly, all relationships have their ups and downs. I can see you two love each other very much. You’ll both survive this and your love will grow stronger for it. 
 
    “My first wife and I fought all the time, but we always made up.” 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow. “You’re divorced from your first wife. I mean no disrespect, but you didn’t come back together from that.” 
 
    Mario looked down and shrugged. “Sometimes, two people can be too passionate for each other.” 
 
    Jon’s shoulders sank down, his gloomy mood growing darker. 
 
    A newscaster from the flatscreen smiled above Jon. “Well, it's almost time! The record hundred million sooze jackpot numbers will be chosen in just a few minutes! I hope everyone has their tickets ready! It has been the talk of Southvale for a week and everyone feels like they will be a winner tonight!” 
 
    Mario looked to Jon’s dour expression as he heard the newscaster. “Jon, why don’t you play the numbers? It couldn’t hurt, especially a lucky guy like yourself.” 
 
    Jon shrugged. “My luck seems to be immune to money. I can find food, shelter, or avoid danger, but it never works with money.” 
 
    “Then, that means it couldn’t hurt to try,” Mario grinned. 
 
    Jon gave a faint nod before reaching into his pirate jacket. He felt around until he touched his wallet. He didn’t remember putting it in there but sure enough, it was there, in reach. He pulled it out and opened it. He pulled out two soozes and placed them on the counter. 
 
    “Do you want to choose the numbers or let the computer fill them in randomly?” Mario asked. 
 
    “Have the computer do it,” Jon said as darkness clouded his expression. 
 
    A rune glowed along Jon’s back, but he didn’t notice it. 
 
    Mario nodded. He picked up the soozes and placed them in the register. He hit a button on the lottery machine, picking eight random numbers. A ticket spit out and Mario took it, placed it on the counter and slid it closer to Jon. 
 
    The young man stood with blank eyes, but didn’t pick up the ticket. His heart began to bleed from terrible thoughts. He questioned everything he did and said, wondering if maybe he was wrong to push his ideas of honor on Lilly. He thought of Cora and wondered if the princess would have forgiven Lilly or would it have made everything worse. 
 
    I wish I had a sign that I was doing the right thing, even a little bit. 
 
    The newscaster smiled wide as he spoke, “Alright, the deadline is here. Now, let’s get to those winning numbers!” 
 
    Jon continued to stare at nothing, his world crumbling a little. If General Rabyn hurts or kills any of Lilly’s crew, she will never forgive him. Jon sighed, knowing he wouldn’t forgive himself. 
 
    “And the final number is thirteen! Check those tickets! I’m sure we will hear from the lucky winner soon!” the newscaster grinned. 
 
    Mario looked at his ticket and frowned. The shopkeeper glanced down to Jon’s ticket still on the counter. He looked over the numbers and looked to the numbers displayed on the screen. The older man’s eyes widened as his jaw dropped. He tried to speak but the words didn’t come out. 
 
    “Mario, I think I have to go home and speak to Lilly again. I can’t have this darkness between us…” Jon said before he looked into Mario’s wide-eyed expression. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Jon asked with concern. 
 
    Mario lifted the ticket and held it out to Jon. When Jon didn’t reach for it, the shopkeeper grabbed Jon’s wrist, held it up and crammed the ticket into his hand.  
 
    Jon looked to Mario with confusion painting his brow. 
 
    Mario found the words and shouted, “YOU WON! YOU WON THE HUNDRED MILLION SOOZE LOTTERY!” 
 
    The few people in the store turned their heads to the front counter. They rushed over as Mario danced behind the counter. 
 
    Jon looked down at the crumpled ticket before looking up to the flatscreen. He checked the glowing numbers three times before his heart began beating faster. People crowded around the young man, seeing his ticket and the numbers on the screen. Screams and shouts of joy filled the store as Mario did a jig in happiness. 
 
    Jon lifted his gaze up, staring at nothing. “I won. I WON!” 
 
    Hands clasped on Jon’s shoulders as many said words of encouragement. Jon stared in disbelief, his world spinning in delight as the bright sun sank below the horizon. Night cast her loving cloak across the city of Southvale in a divine embrace, the stars twinkling brighter along the vast cosmos. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
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