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One

Late afternoon light glowed along the gray sky. Clouds filled the heavens from horizon to horizon, the threat of rain not stopping the people of Southvale from running errands or enjoying the cool, autumn air. 

Jon stared out the window of the cafe, his inner thoughts distracting him. His finger tapped at the small, round, wooden table with an empty chair opposite from him. His eyes caught glimpses of people walking past the large window, but his thoughts dragged him deeper down into a pit of memory. 

It had been a month since he, Lilly, and the crew returned from Aquris. It had also been a month since he had won the hundred million sooze lottery jackpot. A small smile formed as he remembered how happy Mario and the people in the store were, congratulating him on winning the prized jackpot. 

Images swirled of walking back to his home in a daze, stepping in and telling everyone that he won. He was greeted with silence before his mother and father rushed to him with elated joy. The elves didn’t understand what it meant and stayed where they were. When Jon’s dad explained it to them, their eyes and smiles widened as they were now filthy rich. 

The next few days were spent filling out paperwork with the Lottery Commission. They asked him many questions, asking how he wanted the pay out and bank information. Jon was in a daze, filling everything out on automatic. Before he knew it, they informed him he would have a lump sum in a few weeks. 

Jon blinked as he remembered that the Commission would take out large percentages of the winnings. A hundred million soozes was a lot of money and Jon expected to get half of it at the minimum. To his surprise, he was notified a week later, the Commission telling him that he qualified for a special circumstance. The Commission would have taken thirty to forty percent, but somehow, someway, Jon qualified as a new resident of Southvale. Despite being a resident of Southvale for five years, under the old laws, he had to live there six years to be considered a true resident of the city. This gave him a certain status which reduced the taxes and fees. Where he would have originally taken home about fifty million soozes of the hundred million, he was now entitled to eighty-nine million soozes. The Commission took their eleven percent and congratulated Jon on his winnings. 

Jon stared out at the people walking past beyond the glass and not truly seeing them. The Fortune rune on his back siphoned his luck and granted him greater chances at finding or earning currency, at least that was what Syndra, Eryn, and Lusha told him. 

 It still feels like cheating. 

Jon closed his eyes and let out a small exhale. Losing his job at the docks and having six elves living with him tipped the young man to begrudgingly accept the money. 

 I can still do a lot of good with it. 

Jon opened his eyes, the gray sky getting darker. A memory stroked his mind, staring at his bank account on his phone app and seeing the large sum. It was still unbelievable and he had a hard time accepting it, but it didn’t stop him from using it. One of Jon’s hands touched his inside jacket pocket and felt several plastic cards within. The young man’s shoe moved slightly, feeling the small shopping bag by his foot. 

Jon smiled, picturing everyone at home smiling when he and Lilly presented them with new gifts. 

A familiar shadow touched the edge of Jon’s senses. He turned his head and looked up to Lilly as she stepped closer, a latte in each hand. 

The pirate captain looked different, but her beauty was the same. She wore a plain, black T-shirt with black jeans and an unzipped hoodie, the hood up. Her red hair glowed from the confines of the hood, but her oval green eyes blinked with warmth. She sat down in the empty seat across from Jon and put a cup down in front of him. She lifted up her cup with both hands. The elf closed her eyes as she inhaled the aroma before taking a sip. 





Jon’s heart raced. Despite the windfall, she had been distant with him for over a week. They didn’t talk or discuss what was said in her room the night they returned from Aquris. A dark cloud touched his mind, remembering how upset she was by letting General Rabyn live because her heart listened to Jon. She denied her instincts to kill him and felt it was an error in judgement after they returned. 

 She didn’t kill him because of me. I wish I could say it was for the better, but I don’t feel like it was. Maybe I was wrong. I’m not from Aquris, but we are living our lives together. Isn’t the main part of a relationship, compromise? 

Jon relived the last month with Lilly not sleeping in his bedroom. 

She stayed in her bedroom, neither of them being intimate. Jon knew she was processing everything. He had seen it first hand, the elven Captain having to work out a problem until she was ready to confront it or move past it. Lilly continued to sit by him, hold hands and kiss occasionally, but when it was late, she would kiss him on the cheek before retiring to her room. This led to Syndra, Zelda, Cora, and Eryn taking full advantage of the situation, often waiting until Lilly was out of earshot and arguing who would be sleeping with him next. 

Lilly opened her eyes after taking a second sip, her gaze lingering on Jon. “What are you thinking about?” 

Jon blinked, returning back to his body. He leaned forward, picking up his latte and taking a sip before he gave the beautiful elf a warm smile. 

“Thinking about the last month and how much everything has changed.” 

Lilly nodded before taking another sip. 

“I think the crew will like the little gifts,” Jon said as low music played through the loudspeakers of the cafe. 

Lilly put her cup down. One of her hands reached across the small table. She took one of Jon’s hands and held it, their fingers curling into each other. Small warmth bloomed from the touch, Jon enjoying the loving sensations. 

“I’m sure they will love anything you give them,” Lilly said with a small smile. 

A tension eased in Jon’s shoulders as he basked in her glow. 

Lilly’s expression shifted, taking a serious edge as her fingers squeezed Jon’s. “I have wanted to speak with you for a few days. I just had to find the right words.” 

Jon leaned forward, his full attention on her. “We can talk about anything.” 

Lilly gave a small nod. “We have much to discuss about our future.” 

Jon’s heart beat a little faster, not sure what she meant. 

“Lusha has nearly translated all of the Dragon Rune book. From what I have read and compared to my father’s journal, we will have to discuss and plan an expedition back to Aquris.” 

Jon’s eyes darkened a little as his gaze fell to the small café table. 



Lilly saw the change, her small smile returning. “Not what you wanted to talk about?” 

Jon looked to the beautiful elf and mirrored her small smile. “For a moment, I thought we were going to talk about us.” 

“We are,” Lilly smirked. 

“You know what I mean,” Jon grinned. 

Lilly kept her smirk. “That is the third thing I wanted to talk about, but let’s focus on the first.” 

Jon nodded. “You have my full attention, Captain.” 

Lilly fought her inner squirm as she enjoyed Jon’s attention. “I have added to my father’s notes with the dragon translations and I do believe we may have the coordinates to the sacred dragon temple my father was searching for. It will be a long journey across several dangerous seas, but I believe it will be worth it. The dragons left many secrets on Aquris and this one could change the tide of the war and bring the Empire to its knees.” 

Jon soaked in the information as his mind worked. “Is it like the underwater temple we saw in the Fire Eyes Sea?” 

Lilly shook her head. “No, not from what was translated. The temples that enhanced your abilities are similar to each other. There is one of those temples in every sea, but the one we are searching for is different. Remember when I mentioned the dragon tech? I believe this temple may have it. 

“My father pieced it together from myth and legends about places where dragons left their secret teachings and technology. My people’s history has several instances where secret temples were found and knowledge was taken. The mage academies are filled with magic that was plundered from ancient dragon vaults and temples. 

“I believe this temple is still sealed and its contents are ready to be liberated.” 

Jon glanced around before talking in a low tone, “How can you be sure?” 



Lilly leaned in closer, their faces a foot apart and a sly smirk stabbing into her smooth cheek, “Because I have looked over the information nearly every night since we returned. Lusha has helped, but I dissected every translated piece and compared it to my father’s work. I believe I know the true location. 

“When we can reach it, we would have access to powerful dragon technology Aquris hasn’t seen in many millennia.” 

Jon looked away as his thoughts churned. The Illuminous Empire had dominated most of Aquris into submission and servitude. Their grip on every sentient race persuaded many to simply accept their rule without question. 

 If we can find this dragon tech, we might be able to end the Empire’s influence and free all the people of Aquris. 

Jon’s eyes refocused back to Lilly, “This sounds amazing, but can we pull it off? Syndra healed the  Dark Heart, but the port-side cannons are damaged and she can’t repair them without magical equipment from Aquris. Plus, the Empire is really not happy with us. If they have spies on Urth and they see us go through the portal, what’s to stop them from waiting for us on the other side?” 

“Castellan will give us a safe place and passage when we arrive. As for the cannons, Syndra will be able to repair them once we are docked in Hylore port. The  Dark Heart is much faster than the Imperial ships. If we calculate it just right, we will be well on our journey before the Empire knows we’re there,” Lilly said with confidence. 

Jon nodded. “How long do you think the journey will take?” 

“A few weeks or a few months,” Lilly said nonchalantly before lifting her latte and taking a sip. 

Jon lifted an eyebrow, “A few months?” 

Lilly changed the subject, “We should discuss the second thing. 

Lusha has not taken the oath to join my crew. She has evaded me, and the rest of the crew at every turn. We cannot risk bringing her unless she swears loyalty.” 

Jon blinked. “What happens if she doesn’t take the oath?” 



Lilly gave Jon a wicked smirk. “She is left behind or she disappears.” 

“What do you mean, ‘she disappears?’” 

Lilly let go of Jon’s hand, leaned back in her chair and took a long sip from her cup. The pirate captain placed the cup on the table, her gaze holding a mischievous gleam. 

“Must I explain?” 

Jon tilted his head forward, shadows covering his eyes. “No, I get it.” 

Lilly continued, her tone coming out silky smooth, “Jon, I have seen her gaze on you more than once. Help convince her to take the oath. I won’t risk our expedition by taking anyone who does not follow my orders, especially a homesick wood elf.” 

Jon kept his expression blank, “I don’t mean to belittle the oath, but she could take it and betray us later.” 

Lilly’s eyes narrowed. “She won’t. Despite her clever skills, she is an elf of honor. If we didn’t have a need for a scholar, I would leave her behind, but we need her knowledge in case we come across something unexpected. She is valuable, but I require her allegiance.” 

“I’m not sure…” Jon began. 

Lilly gave a devilish smile. “Be yourself and if the opportunity arises, nudge her in the right direction. This is all I ask.” 

Jon nodded, his mind and heart conflicted on what exactly he had to do. 

The beautiful elf leaned forward with both hands out. She took Jon’s hands into hers, her emerald colored eyes shining in the warm, café light. 

“Jon, everything we do now is for the greater good. Finding the dragon technology will change the wind and bring us many steps closer to stopping the Illuminous Empire. This expedition will help many across Aquris.” 



Jon squeezed Lilly’s hands and smiled. “I know. We can’t just stay here and hope it all gets better. I’m with you, my Captain.” 

Lilly smiled brightly. “Thank you, my handsome Shullkar. This brings us to our last thing to discuss.” 

Jon watched Lilly as she seemed to mentally prepare her words, café music filling the background. 

The elf turned her attention back to Jon, her full lips parting, “I have thought about what was said before, when we arrived back on Urth. I understand we both grew up with different ideologies in different worlds. 

I will admit, my past has colored many things with a cynical view. My spirit glows for you and our crew, but everything outside of that glow is met with distrust. 

“I have studied much of Urth in the last month. Your early history is filled with events not dissimilar to some of my people’s history. Despite that, many of your people have come to a shared agreement, or honor, that life is precious. Not everyone on Urth follows this honor, but many more do.” 

“Lilly, what I said before, was wrong. I had a personal belief that others can change for the better. My family has held that belief since the beginning of our bloodline. I experienced how difficult it can be on Aquris and knowing our ideals, and what we consider honor, is different to some degree. 

“I will never ask you to change who you are. I fell in love with you, all of you. If by sparing Rabyn comes back to haunt us, I’ll accept whatever fate may decide between us and take the blame.” 

Lilly’s eyes shined with affection. “Jon, this is why you are our Shullkar. Your spirit is true and you speak with your entire soul. That is why, I must admit, your honor speaks the truth.” 

Jon lifted his eyebrow. 

Lilly gave a small, shy smile. “Fate is beyond our control. We may try to influence it, change it, or bribe it, but it will do as it wishes. I searched my heart and discovered, I cannot blame you for what fate brings. All we can do is face it together.” 



The couple stared into each other’s eyes, lost to the moment. Jon saw the subtle inflictions in her eyes and voice, Lilly opening up in a way that surprised him. The longer they were together, the more her barriers began to slide away. 

“It seems we will change together,” Jon smiled. 

“Like two souls becoming one,” Lilly said in a low, sultry tone. 

The moment blended into a deeper connection, the two lovers understanding more than words could convey. 

Lilly broke the small silence with a warm grin. “That is why I will be moving into our bedroom.” 

Jon gave the elf a wide smile. “Don’t you mean…” 

“I know what I mean,” Lilly said playfully. 

“So, our relationship has taken the next step,” Jon couldn’t stop smiling. 

“It has,” Lilly said as she eyed Jon with a seductive gaze. “Besides, there isn’t enough rooms for all of us. Syndra and Eryn share a room. 

Cora is staying in my room with me because she doesn’t like Zelda’s snoring. Lusha made it clear that she needed her own room so she could work on the translations.” 

Jon’s brow wrinkled. “The basement floor is clean. It wouldn’t take much to furnish it, if someone wants it?” 

Lilly smiled. “No one wants the basement. They have already discussed it.” 

Jon nodded before a thought invaded his mind. “Our bedroom has been a little busy over the last month. How do we…” 

Lilly gave Jon a sly smirk. “Jon, do you think me prudish enough to stop what the crew desires? What I desire?” 

Heat rushed up Jon’s neck as he remained silent. 

Lilly let go of Jon’s hands, sat back and picked up her latte. She held the cup close to her lips, eyeing Jon with not so subtle desire. 



“We will have to see what happens, as it happens,” the Captain said with seductive flair and took a sip of her latte. 

A new energy filled Jon as he looked outside. The gray skies grew thicker, but it didn’t dampen the good feeling filling his body. His shoe touched the bag by him and Jon found himself smiling, thinking about everyone at home. 

“We should get home so we can give these out,” Jon said before taking a sip of his latte. 

Lilly’s eyes took on a warmth. “In a little while. I just want to enjoy the moment with you a little longer.” 

The couple sipped on their drinks, basking in the moment as the murmur of light conversation and low music filled the small café. 


***

The flatscreen glowed, newscasters talking about the daily events. 
Cora and Zelda sat on the couch, eating popcorn and barely blinking as they absorbed everything said. The two elves were silent except for the faint chewing between handfuls of popcorn shoved in their mouths. The newscasters talked and quipped about the storm approaching, calling it a monster storm and warning everyone to stock up for the next few days. 

Outside, the sky continued to faintly writhe to the approaching storm. Subdued light filtered in through the glass doors to the outside patio, facing the harbor. Several gulls flew by, squawking to each other as they soared along, trying to find a meal before the storm battered the coast. 

Syndra and Eryn sat at the dining room table, an odd object before the shadow elf. Syndra’s brow was furled as she etched a runic symbol along the device. Eryn stared blankly, seeing Syndra’s soul waver and spin in frustration. The blind cleric took in the scent of metal and mana as she kept the witch company. 

Syndra moved a thin piece of metal, the end of it glowing hot and carving into the odd device. A scroll lay on the table next to her, the shadow elf’s red eyes glancing to it to make sure she was carving the right design into it. 

“I can help,” Eryn said with a small smile. 

Syndra ignored her, adding another line and curve to the symbol she worked on. 

“I can see you’re frustrated,” Eryn said, her tone deflated. 

“I… OW!” Syndra said as the metal engraver slipped, the hot tip touching her finger on her other hand. 

Syndra dropped the engraver and looked at her burnt fingertip with a hard brow. 

Eryn reached over with a glowing hand and touched the shadow elf’s arm. Healing energy surged along the shadow elf’s arm and into her finger. The deep burn melted away, her finger completely healed. 

“I can work better if you’re not sitting there offering to help every few minutes,” Syndra growled as she picked up the arcane engraver and returned to her task. 

“Considering how much you burn yourself, I have to be here for your safety,” Eryn grinned. “Can’t have you burn the place down.” 

Syndra grumbled as she continued to work on the device. 

Eryn blinked. “Are you finished yet?” 

The shadow elf stopped what she was doing and gave the blonde cleric a hard glare. “Every day you ask the same questions! I would work in our room, but you follow me like a lost seal. Let me work!” 

Eryn gave an exaggerated frown. “I hate when we fight.” 

The shadow elf rolled her eyes and went back to carving a symbol. 

Zelda glanced over at the two elves, smiled and turned her attention back to the flatscreen. 

Syndra bit her lip as she ran the engraver along the metal. The device was a patchwork of mismatched parts. Runes covered it and a strange handle poked up from the top and tilted forward. Syndra concentrated as she carefully carved a few more lines. 



Eryn sat. “If we were back on Aquris, I know a blacksmith on Soul Drink who would have had everything you needed.” 

“We are not on Aquris. I wish you could see that,” Syndra said with a smirk. 

Eryn closed her eyes and shook her head. “You can be so mean.” 

“And you can be very annoying,” Syndra hissed. “I had to take apart one of the damaged port cannons to give me enough metal to work with. The molding of pieces took longer than I expected and the runes are very complicated. I would have finished sooner if you just kept your mouth shut.” 

“And you would have burned down the house if I wasn’t here to heal you,” Eryn shot back with an amused smile. 

“I dropped the engraver one time and put out the flames,” Syndra seethed with annoyance. 

Eryn giggled. 

Syndra continued to work, “I’m nearly done with the device and your endless prattling.” 

The cleric opened her eyes and nodded. “Good. Maybe you can finally relax.” 

“There will always be more work,” Syndra said with a whisper and a dismissive tone. 

The engraver tip glowed as the final mark was melted into the black metal. Syndra pulled the tool away, eyeing her work and a wide smile blooming. The shadow elf whispered an arcane word, the engraving tool cooling before she placed it on the table. Dark hands took hold of the heavy device, turned it and admired her own work. 

Eryn saw the flicker of triumph in Syndra’s soul and smiled. “You’re finished!” 

The shadow elf nodded. “The Captain will be pleased.” 

The lock to the front door turned and the door opened. Jon and Lilly stepped in, cold air following them until they closed the door. Jon saw Syndra and Eryn at the dining room table. Zelda and Cora turned their heads to the entrance, smiles blooming. Zelda lifted up the remote and hit the power button. Everyone stood up from their seats and faced the Captain and Shullkar as they stepped in. 

Jon visually drank in all of their faces. A light feeling touched his heart as the beautiful elves closed the distance, happy to see them. 

Eyes glanced down to the shopping bag in Jon’s hand before looking back to him. 

Syndra rushed to Lilly, her crimson eyes bright. “It’s finished.” 

Lilly turned her gaze to the strange device on the dining room table and smiled. “Have you tested it?” 

“Not yet. The runes need about a day to settle. I can start making spell shells for your pistols tomorrow,” Syndra said confidently. 

“This is excellent news,” Lilly said. 

Jon put the small shopping bag on the table. 

“What’s in the bag?” Zelda asked with a razor smile. 

Jon smiled. “Needed gifts,” the young man said as his hands dove in and pulled out small boxes. 

Jon worked, opening each small box and pulling out cell phones. He placed them down on the table, one after the other. All eyes were on him, except for Eryn who simply stared at Jon’s bright soul. When the last box was opened and the last cellphone was on the table, Jon addressed the group of elves. 

“These are cell phones,” Jon began. 

“We know what cell phones are,” Cora admonished him. 

Jon smirked, closed his eyes and shook his head. “Sorry, force of habit. I bought top of the line phones for all of you. They also work without a signal, able to communicate with each of these devices in a closed network. If we are out of coverage range, they can still communicate with each other at a distance of about two miles. Batteries can last about seven days between charges.” 

All eyes looked down at the different colored cell phones. 



“Take your pick…” Jon started and was lost to the sudden movement of hands and arms. 

Zelda snatched the blue one. Cora picked up the green one. Syndra grabbed the black one. All three of them turned on their phones, the glow of the screens lighting up their faces. 

Eryn simply stood, the yellow one still on the table. Jon reached out and picked it up. He stepped to the blind elf, gently took her hand and placed it in it. 

“This cellphone is specially designed for you. It has grooves on the buttons so you can navigate it. It also has wireless earbuds that you can detach from the side,” Jon explained as he moved her fingers over the different sections. 

Eryn stared at nothing as she memorized the grooves. 

“I also had your phone packed with many audio books, everything from sci-fi to fantasy and some books about Urth. I would listen to Blaise Corvin, Bonnie Price, Brandon Varnell, Randi Darren, Angel Roman, and Jamie Hawke. Their books are pretty amazing,” Jon smiled. 

Eryn’s eyes trembled before she closed them. Her pale hands lingered, one holding the phone and the other touching Jon’s hand. 

“This is truly a generous gift. I thank you,” the half-breed elf whispered. 

Eryn opened her eyes, her pupils heart shaped. “We should give thanks to Vala extra hard tonight.” 

Jon fought his instant grin and lost. “We can talk about it later.” 

A thought cut into the moment and Jon tried to pull his hands back. 

The young man felt resistance as Eryn didn’t let go of him. The cleric smiled with blank eyes as Jon tried a little harder to pull from her grip. 

When she wouldn’t let go, he turned his hands and pried her fingers off of him and was finally free. 

Eryn held the phone to her chest and gave Jon an innocent smile. 

“Yes… okay,” Jon began as he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a tiny stack of bank cards. 



All eyes turned to him as he held them up. 

“These are debit cards. Lilly and I stopped by the bank to pick them up. Since none of you have any form of ID or birth certificates, I had accounts made and added your names to them. I put fifty thousand soozes in each of your accounts. This will give you a little more freedom to get what you need or want. I…” Jon couldn’t finish. 

Zelda and Syndra each snatched a card from Jon’s hand. Cora was a little more reserved, taking her card and bowing to Jon. Lilly gently took a card and gave it to Eyrn. The cleric also bowed and slipped the card into her pocket. 

“As I was saying,” Jon chuckled. “I know it’s been a little quiet lately and we’ve barely left the house as one group. I know everyone needs more Urth clothes and personal items. Lilly and I thought it would be a good idea to go to the Mall tomorrow and do a little shopping.” 

“The Southvale Mega Mall?” Cora asked with a bright shine in her purple eyes. 

“Yea, that one should have everything we need,” Jon smiled. 

“The car isn’t big enough now to take all of us. How are we going to get there?” Zelda asked as she turned the card over and over in her webbed hand. 

“I’ll take care of that. I have an appointment in the morning. When I get back, we will take a trip to the Mall,” Jon said. 

“We do have another piece of news,” Lilly smiled to her crew. 

All attention snapped to the Captain. 

Lilly stood closer to Jon and wrapped her arm around his. “Jon and I will be sharing his bedroom from now on. Cora, you may have my bedroom as your own.” 

Smiles bloomed as the three of them rushed Jon and Lilly. The group hug was tight and warm, Jon loving the feeling. When they parted, all heads nodded in agreement. A simultaneous thought crossed their minds as everyone looked away. 

“Our bed is open to all you,” Lilly smiled. 



Their gazes moved to their Captain as they nodded their heads in agreement. 

Jon was smiling until he looked around and noticed someone was missing. “Where’s Lusha?” 

Smiles faded away and everyone stood awkwardly. 

Eryn spoke up, “She has been going to a bar down by the docks for the last few days. I believe it is called ‘The Seahorse.’” 

Jon kept his gaze on Zelda, Cora and Syndra. The three of them looked around like they didn’t want to say anything more. 

Lilly gave them a look and raised her eyebrow. 

Zelda broke first, “She hasn’t been happy adjusting to Urth.” 

“She’s been drinking more,” Syndra added. 

Cora remained silent. 

Eryn was last, “I think the stress has been getting to her. She has been avoiding me and she never used to do that.” 

Jon and Lilly looked at each other, the two of them knowing they had to find her and see if she was okay. 

Jon turned his attention to the cleric. “Eryn, since you know her better than any of us here, will you mind joining us as we go check and see if she is okay?” 

Eryn nodded. “Of course.” 

Cora broke her silence, “Captain, is Lusha being considered to join the crew?” 

Lilly gave the Cabin Mate a measured gaze. “I’m considering many things. Why do you ask?” 

Cora looked up to Lilly and Jon with neutral eyes. “I have seen her kind at Court. She is happy when she is part of politics and social gatherings. She may not be right for what we are trying to accomplish.” 

Zelda gave Cora a sideways glance, “You don’t trust her.” 



“She hasn’t taken the oath,” Cora said in a low tone. “Our quest is too important to leave it to chance. I’ve seen the conniving moves of scholars and diplomats many times. She is cut from the same cloth. 

Would you risk your life, standing by someone who may flee when you are at your most desperate?” 

Zelda gave the smaller sun elf a hard stare. “She fought alongside us in Free Waters. She risked her life with us.” 

“She did it because she had to. Now that we are all safe, she has distanced herself. I’m merely speaking my observations,” Cora said with a bowed head. 

Lilly addressed the group, “It is true, Lusha has not taken the oath to join the crew of the  Dark Heart  and my banner. Until she does, we will treat her as a guest. Ultimately, it is her decision. Everyone here has had the choice. If Lusha decides to join us, she will swear to the oath. If not, she is free to return to Aquris.” 

“Even though she has translated the dragon rune book and knows of our plans?” Cora asked. 

Lilly’s smile took on a knowing edge. “I said she would return to Aquris. I didn’t say how she would return.” 

Jon felt the dark edge as it sliced across the room. The crew nodded, understanding the meaning. Eryn looked away, a drop of sorrow in her eyes. 

 She said that to keep up appearances. I hope she said that to keep up appearances. 

Lilly looked to Eryn and then to Jon with a warm smile. “Let’s check on our scholar and make sure she is staying out of trouble.” 





Two

A cold wind washed over the hill as three figures made their way down. Cars sped along the double lane street. The gray sky continued to seethe like a living thing. The clouds blocked out the afternoon sun, creating a gloom across the entire city of Southvale and the harbor connecting it. 

Jon walked with Eryn close to his side. The cleric entwined her arm around his, leaning close as they made their way down the sloping sidewalk. Lilly walked on Jon’s other side, her eyes glancing between homes to the turbulent harbor waters. 

Eryn sighed as she enjoyed holding onto Jon and feeling his warm arm. She sometimes pressed the side of her face to his shoulder, nudging it like a cat. 

Jon smiled before his thoughts shifted to the cat he normally saw as he made his way down the hill. Glancing around, he saw no sign of the little creature. 

 I hope she’s safe and warm from the approaching storm. 

The trio walked past Mario’s Grocery Store. The older man turned to the window and waved to them with a bright, happy smile. Jon and Lilly waved back with happy smiles. Eryn ignored everything, trying to walk and snuggle against Jon at the same time. 

It was when they passed Mario’s store, that Jon noticed how much everything was changing along the harbor. New restaurants and stores seemed to spring up overnight. Small office buildings and apartments filled the empty lots, their views stretching out over the harbor, the portal and the rest of the Chimera Ocean. It spoke to the continuous changing face of Southvale. 

Jon’s thoughts clouded with memories, images of meeting Lilly and the crew. How they all fell together from happenstance and blind luck. 

How their affection for one another grew from those odd beginnings. It had been months since they first met and, in that time, the city seemed to change and grow. The sea serpent attack brought more visitors and new residents. Southvale was on a course to be a grand city, even greater than Spiral City. 

His thoughts shifting again, Jon thought about his parents. The last month had brought a lot of joy as they would visit often. They would split up, talking or going out with each of the elves. They showed them the sights or simply sat at the dining table and talked for hours. Jon dwelled on it with a small smile, seeing the elves he loved and his parents coming together to form their growing family. 

Jon woke up from his daydream as they reached the bottom of the hill, the bar further down the sidewalk and the dock entrance to their right. The water was turbulent, the  Dark Heart swaying and bobbing to the waves. The ship was already tied down and the hatches sealed. Lilly was quick to tell him that the ship had seen many storms and had remained seaworthy. Jon still wanted to buy those plastic canvas wraps to cover the ship, but Lilly vetoed it with a shake of her head. She knew her ship like the back of her hand and knew it would be fine. 

The trio walked past the dock entrance and toward the bar. Jon remembered his many years of working for the docks and a hint of sadness touched him. He didn’t have friends at his previous job, but he liked the work. It got him up in the morning and he always enjoyed the sea scent as he moved from ship to ship, inspecting their holds. 

 Maybe I should buy the dock and fire my superiors? 

Jon smiled at the thought. He would never go through with it, but it was nice to think about for a moment. 

The three of them walked closer to the weathered bar. It stood like a decaying monument from another time. The Seahorse had been in the same location for several generations. It had a sagging dark-green pointed roof. The outside stone walls were a sick gray, Jon assuming it was once white. A green trim ran along the edges and dirty windows graced the front, sides, and back. The curtains were always closed and from what Jon remembered, the owners and patrons wanted it that way. 

It was a watering hole for many of Southvale’s ageing barflies. 

Jon remembered visiting the bar a few times after work. He would sit at the bar for a few drinks. It tended to get rowdy after dark. The one-time Jon stayed late, a bar brawl broke out and he just made it out before sirens were heard in the distance. From that point on, Jon didn’t bother to visit as he didn’t want to push his luck. 

Jon stepped to the door and opened it. Music and loud talking spilled out. Eryn untangled her arm from Jon and took Lilly’s waiting hand. The two elves stepped in, Jon following and closing the door behind them. 

Jon wrinkled his nose as the stench of alcohol, rotting wood, and the faint scents of puke washed over him. Lilly and Eryn didn’t seem to notice, their faces neutral as they took in the inside. 

Wooden alcove seating and tables lined one wall. A long bar took up another wall. Several tables and chairs filled the middle. Petrified sea creatures hung from the exposed ceiling beams, turning slightly from the breeze through the tiny cracks in the roof. The floor groaned with every step. The walls were covered in broken nets, nailed down wooden swords, and a few too many fake starfish and seahorses. 

Several tired faces turned in the newcomer’s direction before returning to their drinks before them. Three older men laughed loudly in a private conversation. An older woman moved to an empty table with mostly finished drinks. She picked up the glass mugs, downing the rest and placing them on a tray before wiping the table down. 

“Reminds me of Soul Drink,” Lilly and Eryn said at the same time and laughed together. 

Jon shook his head as he was not surprised by their comment. 

At the bar, Lusha sat with her back to them. Her head was tilted forward and her shoulders were a little slumped. She was wearing her white outfit that barely hid her body underneath. Her ears were not covered and her hair was still tied into a tight braid. The rest of the bar patrons didn’t seem to care that an elf was sitting there. They carried on like it was a normal night of drowning their woes in spirits and beer. 

Jon and Lilly glanced at each other before the three of them made their way to the wood elf and stood behind her. 

“Lusha?” Jon said with a concerned tone. 



The wood elf lifted her head and her drink. She didn’t turn around as she guzzled the last of the contents and placed the opaque mug back on the counter. The bartender looked over with blank eyes. 

“Mead,” Lusha said with a slight slur. 

The bartender lifted a bottle from under the counter, walked over and began to pour into the empty mug. When it filled to the rim, he pulled the bottle away and put it under the counter. The large man eyed Jon, Lilly, and Eryn as they continued to stand behind the wood elf. 

Without a word, he stepped a few feet away and began cleaning a glass. 

Lusha stared at her drink for a long moment before lifting it up and taking a long gulp. 

Jon took Eryn’s hand and guided her to a barstool next to Lusha. He helped her onto the seat. The cleric smiled as she sat down with blank eyes. 

“We have been worried about you,” Jon said simply. 

Lusha didn’t say anything and took another gulp of her drink. 

“This isn’t you,” Eryn said in a small voice. 

The wood elf let out a small laugh. “This is me. The new me. 

Trapped in another realm. Unable to return to my former life.” 

Lusha turned her body and stared at Lilly, “And being pressured into something that could get us all killed.” 

Lilly stood with a blank expression, unmoved by Lusha’s words. 

The tanned wood elf turned fully around and laid her hands and arms across the bar edge. Her attention moved to Jon as he stood before her. 

“Why do you allow yourself to be manipulated by her? Bloody Silk is looking out for Bloody Silk. It’s the unspoken code of piracy and everyone knows it. Once she uses you up, she will throw you over the side to be chum for the beasts.” 

Lusha’s drunken eyes moved in small spirals as she tried to keep what little composure she had. “When I finish with the final translations, I’m sure there is a spell shell with my name engraved on it.” 

“Take the oath,” Lilly said plainly. 

Lusha closed her eyes. “So, I can be another lacky in your resistance? If your parents were not hostages for the Empire, I may have believed you. We all see your passion, but it is mired with your selfish desires.” 

Lilly’s gaze hardened as she stared daggers at the drunk elf. 

“Why don’t we talk about this at home,” Jon said diplomatically. 

Lusha opened her eyes, seeing the fury in Lilly’s gaze. “The fabled Captain Silk does have a few kinks in her armor.” 

Lilly’s right hand clenched into a fist. 

Lusha leaned her head back and blinked at a petrified pufferfish above her. “All my troubles will be over once I take the sacred oath. 

How nice it is to dream. To place my life in the hands of a thief, a seductress, and a killer. I’m sure I can use that currency when I appear in Umus’s Grand Halls. He will sit me down with all the honored souls, telling me that I did the right thing by following Bloody Silk. A pirate captain who has destroyed many lives to further her own gain.” 

Lilly’s eyes widened a hair, her storming rage growing hotter. 

Lusha lifted her head and wobbled her gaze to Jon again. “And you, handsome Jon. You follow and love her like some fool from a story. How lonely you must have been to be caught in her glow. To be an unwitting slave to a creature that will destroy your life just by being close to her.” 

“Jon is our Shullkar and my equal,” Lilly said through clenched teeth. 

Jon glanced to Lilly, the words striking him like a hammer. In private it felt like they were equals, but in front of the crew or anyone else, Jon saw that she postured like a captain and in full control. 

 I’ve never seen her get angry like this. Lusha is pushing all of her buttons and may push her over the edge. I have to diffuse this before one of them attacks the other. 



Eryn reached over and placed her hand over Lusha’s hand on the bar edge. “Lusha, we should return home. We can talk more in the morning after a good night’s sleep.” 

The wood elf shook her head. “No. It is not my home. I’m just a guest, or a prisoner. I see the paths before me and almost all of them lead to a watery grave. You may have joined her rebellion, but I am still a free elf of Free Waters.” 

Lusha’s eyes narrowed at Lilly. “And as a free elf, I will not finish the final translations until I return to Hylore or you make me an offer I cannot refuse.” 

Lilly was silent as a grave, her gaze frozen in anger. 

The wood elf kept her drunken gaze on the Captain until she closed her eyes and frowned. 

“I could stay here. It smells like Soul Drink. I’m sure Brad could give me a room since he likes gold coins. I could have all the drinks I want, even this poor excuse for mead.” 

Brad the bartender lowered his head in shame. “I told you I was trying to make better batches.” 

Lusha opened her eyes and looked over to the bartender, “I know you can do better, but this mead is beneath you.” 

Brad frowned, looked away and continued to clean the glass mug in his hands. 

“Captain,” Eryn began with a sad edge. 

“Eryn, follow my orders,” Lilly said cryptically. 

Jon raised an eyebrow, noticing something was being said without actually saying it. 

Lusha caught Jon’s slight confusion and grinned. “She hasn’t told you? Even as an equal, she still keeps secrets from you.” 

“Lusha,” Lilly said with a hard edge. 

The wood elf gave the pirate captain an evil smirk but didn’t say anything. 



Jon glanced to all three elves, wondering what exactly they were implying to each other. 

Lusha stood up from her seat and swayed while trying to keep eye contact with Lilly. “I know this journey at your side is a death sentence. 

The dragon rune book tells of guardians and monsters you cannot hope to defeat. And with the Empire wanting you captured or dead, speaks of how cursed you really are. 

“If you continue on this mad quest for technology that may not exist, you will doom all of us.” 

Lusha turned her attention to Jon, “And those you love.” 

Lilly’s anger drained away as her emerald green eyes took on a calm edge. “If you have all the answers and know every path, then take a small ship and return to Hylore and Castellan. Return to your social gatherings, parties, debates with other scholars, politics, and the leisure life you have grown so accustomed to.” 

The red-headed Captain’s eyes took on a knowing gleam in the dim, bar light, “And when the Empire drags you from your home, throws you in a cell, beats and tortures you until every last secret falls from your bruised and battered body, you can ascend to Umus and tell the God of Light and Justice how you squandered your chance to make Aquris better by returning to the lie that was your life.” 

Lusha’s brow pointed in contained fury. “My life was never a lie!” 

Lilly smirked. “The elves you paid to service your desires and keep your secrets would say differently. And to be true to the discussion, Castellan will never accept you as a daughter, no matter how hard you wish it.” 

Lusha’s eyes widened and her hand shot up. Jon barely saw the blur, Lusha aiming her open hand to Lilly’s cheek. His hand darted forward to grab it. Lilly’s hand was already up and caught the wood elf by the wrist, a few inches from the Captain’s cheek. 

Lusha’s entire body trembled in rage, the two elves staring at each other. 



“Maybe we should bring this discussion back to the house,” Jon began when chairs slid out from a few patrons on the other side of the room. 

Jon turned his gaze to see four older men stand up. They looked weathered, salty and beat down, but they moved as one. Hard gazes filled their eyes and brow as they stumble-walked over to them. 

“Lusha, do we need to throw these jerks out?” one of the older men said. 

Jon turned and faced the men. He couldn’t help but notice that they all looked like they could barely stand. One of them put a hand on his fellow patron and leaned on him. They tried to look menacing, but Jon felt they could get really hurt if they tried to start a fight. 

“Gentlemen, this is a private conversation,” Jon said with a cool edge. 

The men ignored Jon, all of them looking past him to Lusha. 

“Lusha?” one of them said gruffly. 

The bartender’s hands moved under the bar, looking to the group with unblinking eyes. 

 This is going to get out of hand. I just have to keep everyone nice and calm. 

“Lusha?” the older man asked again. 

The wood elf gave Lilly an evil drunken smile. “She’s hurting me.” 

The older men turned their attention to Jon. Jon raised his hands, palms out to show he didn’t want to fight. One man raised a shaky fist and threw it. Jon stood his ground, the fist missing his nose by an inch and the breeze of the failed punch following it. The other men growled like elderly seals and tried to rush the young man. Behind them, the bartender pulled out a baseball bat from under the bar. 

 Sigh. 

Jon’s limbs and body turned into a blur. He moved so fast, everyone else moved in slow motion. The four older men moved even slower. 

Jon’s hands gently took hold of one man, spun him around and sat him on a nearby barstool. He repeated it for each man, sitting them down beside each other on the empty barstools beside them, turning them around so they faced the bar. 

The bartender’s eyes widened as a blur reached him and his bat was yanked from his hands. The blur shot to the other side of the large room and darted back, the baseball bat in a chair and well out of reach. 

Jon slowed down, his hand reaching into his jacket and pulling out a debit card. He placed it on the bar top, standing between the seated, bewildered bar patrons and looking at the bartender. 

“The drinks are on me for the rest of the night,” Jon said with a small smile. 

The older men looked around in confusion as the bartender stood with wide eyes. 

“They drink a lot,” Brad the bartender said in a soft whisper. 

“We do drink a lot,” one of the men echoed as he tried to understand what just happened. 

Jon’s smile grew a little bigger. “Okay, cover their drinks for two nights.” 

The four men nodded their approval. Brad picked up the debit card like a well-trained zombie and ran it through the slot alongside the tablet cash register. Jon watched as the bill came out to nine hundred soozes. 

The Bartender looked to Jon and the young man nodded his approval. 

Payment was made and Brad put the tablet down in its slot by the bar. 

The men waited eagerly as Brad began pouring drinks from tap and placing them one by one in front of them. He then moved to a bottle of whiskey and poured a round of shots. 

The mental fog lifted among all of them as they almost timidly began drinking, no one wanting to address or explain what just happened. 

Lilly and Lusha kept their gazes on each other as the pirate captain let go of the wood elf’s wrist. 

Lusha let out a sad laugh as she sank down onto her stool. Her gaze shifted to the floor, the sad laughter falling away and turning into a sigh. 

Lilly looked down on the elf, her gaze softening a hair. “You know my way is dangerous, but it is the best path to bringing a new peace to Aquris.” 

“The cycles of peace, power, and corruption speak to our history and our future. Your hope for peace will sour with time, no matter who you put on the Emperor’s throne,” Lusha said in a low tone. 

Jon stepped closer to Lusha. The wood elf looked up, her brown oval eyes glistening in the small light. Brad timidly pushed over whiskey shots to Jon and the elves. He stepped back, not making eye contact. 

Jon picked up the four shots. He handed one to Lilly and one to Eryn. He hesitated at Lusha, the wood elf looking to him. She reached up and took it from his hand. 

“It will take more than this to make me sick,” Lusha slurred. 

Jon nodded. 

“Let’s take our own oath,” Jon said and lifted his whiskey shot. “To breaking cycles and creating a new future, for both of our realms.” 

“To breaking cycles,” Lilly smiled and took her shot. 

“To breaking cycles,” Eryn said before taking her shot. 

Lusha looked to Jon. “To breaking cycles.” 

Jon and Lusha took their shots at the same time. All four placed the shot glasses on the bar. 

For a small moment, there was a gentle peace between them. Jon enjoyed it as heat hit his belly and spread out. 

Lusha gave the young man a faint smile until her oval eyes bulged. 

Jon’s body stiffened as it was obvious the wood elf was going to vomit. 

A small bucket touched his arm. Jon grabbed it from Brad and held it to Lusha. 

The wood elf made a strange sound before she snatched the small bucket and shoved her face into it. 



The sound of churning liquids splashed into the bucket as Lusha groaned her dismay. Without taking the bucket away from her face, she managed a gasp before another stream of vomit splashed. 

Eryn reached over and rubbed her glowing hand against the wood elf’s back. “That’s it, get the demons out,” the cleric said with practiced understanding and affection. 


***

Lilly walked ahead with Eryn at her side. The cleric’s arm was entwined around the Captain’s arm as they made the slow ascent up the hill to the house. Jon and Lusha followed, the young man’s arm around the wood elf’s waist and her arm draped over his shoulder. She walked under her own power, just barely, leaning heavily on Jon. 
The sky had turned an ashen black as evening was approaching. 

The threat of rain hung over their heads, but not a drop had fallen from the heavens. 

Jon looked ahead, Lilly and Eryn nearly thirty feet ahead. When he turned his gaze to Lusha, the wood elf could barely keep her eyes open as they walked. Her heavy eyelids blinked slowly. 

Jon thought back to the bar, Lilly and Eryn cleaning up Lusha with the restroom door opened. She huffed and moaned her discomfort as they cleaned her face and hands. Eryn was dutiful in cleaning the tiny amounts of puke on Lusha’s hands while Lilly methodically wiped the wood elf’s cheeks and chin. Jon found it endearing that despite what took place earlier, the Captain found it in herself to still care for the drunk elf. 

 Clearly there is some kind of power game playing between them. I wonder if Lusha meant what she said about not completing the translations? I know Lilly is giving her every chance she can to join the crew, but I can’t help but feel she will do something terrible if Lusha doesn’t budge. 

“Jon,” Lusha whispered. 

Jon blinked and looked at her. 

Lusha kept her sleepy gaze forward as she whispered, “I’m sorry.” 



Jon smiled. “It’s okay. You should see me when I drink elven rum.” 

Lusha closed her eyes. “No, I’m sorry you’re part of this mess. You should be living your life and not with us, fighting a war we cannot win.” 

Jon’s brow softened. “I am living my life. Before all of this, I was just a man with a simple life. Now, I’m trying to help both of our realms.” 

“Both of our realms?” Lusha said and blinked. 

Jon nodded. “Many people on both sides of the portal will be affected by what is happening on Aquris. The sea serpent woke up the people of Urth to the dangers that may slip through. You know that Aquris won’t be truly peaceful until the Emperor is stopped.” 

Lusha turned her gaze to Jon, her pupils taking on star shapes. “I can see why they all love you.” 

The wood elf’s eyes darkened and she looked away. “I can see why Lilly is using you to get to me. She hopes your bright soul, luck, and handsome features will sway me to her cause.” 

“I think Lilly is looking out for everyone’s best interests. We all are,” 

Jon smiled. 

Lusha gave a weak nod and closed her eyes again. “I miss home. I miss reading about ancient and fantastic tales. I miss the Court where I could debate and maneuver to advance policies for Hylore. I miss travelling to different shores to aid the local peoples and tell them the splendor of Free Waters.” 

Lusha’s lip trembled. “I miss being touched.” 

Jon listened without making a sound. 

Lusha seemed to catch herself as she stopped leaning on him and walked under her own power. Some semblance of her normal self-returned as she pulled her arm back and walked without any aid. She lifted her chin slightly, her gaze firmly on Lilly’s back as she spoke to Jon. 

“This negotiation between Captain Silk and I have not reached a satisfactory conclusion. I wish to add you to our negotiations as an arbiter. Then, perhaps, we might be able to come to some kind of agreement.” 

“If it will help,” Jon said, not exactly sure what she was trying to do. 

Lusha nodded. “It may. Everything I have seen about you is honorable. Despite Captain Silk’s reputation as a pirate, she has shown mercy to those who yielded and is a hero to the common folk.” 

Lusha mis-stepped and lightly crashed into Jon. Jon’s arms moved automatically to grab and brace her. The two stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment before Lusha pulled away and tried to walk on her own again. 

“This quest she has chosen is sure to cost some or all our lives, but if the dragon rune book speaks true, it might be a gambit worth taking,” 

Lusha spoke like her old self. 

“It seems it can only help,” Jon smiled. 

Lusha looked over to Jon and a small smile formed. “Thank you, Jon. Thank you for helping me see what I have to do.” 

Jon nodded before he raised an eyebrow. “Wait, what do you have to do?” 

“Negotiate with myself before the three of us discuss what needs to be done,” Lusha said cryptically. 

The rest of the walk uphill was quiet. The three elves and Jon reached the front door and stepped in just as the first drops of rain fell from the darken sky. When the door closed behind them, the rain came down harder as a low white noise seeped into the warm home. 

Zelda, Cora, and Syndra looked over from the living room at everyone stepping in. Zelda stood up, but Lilly raised a hand, her palm out at her waist. The First Mate nodded and sat back down. Cora returned to watching TV while Syndra’s crimson eyes lingered on Jon as he, Eryn, and Lilly moved to the hallway. 

Lilly led the way, climbing the stairs to the second floor. Lusha’s strength gave out as her limbs trembled. She fought to stay standing as Eryn took her arm and helped her along. Jon followed as they stepped to Lusha’s bedroom. 



The bedroom was lived in with a desk, a chair, and comfortable bed. 

Several journals and notebooks spread along the top of the desk, scattered pens all over. The sound of rain patted against the lone closed window. 

Eryn guided Lusha to the bed and helped her to lay down. The cleric’s hands were on the drunk wood elf, helping her turn onto her stomach. Lilly and Jon stood as the wood elf closed her eyes and seemed to instantly fall asleep. 

“I’ll stay with her and watch over her tonight,” Eryn said as she looked to Lusha’s turbulent soul. 

“I’ll be right back,” Jon said and left the room. 

Lilly looked down on Lusha as she slept. Her lip wrinkled in annoyance before it gave way to concern. 

Eryn seemed to notice without looking at the pirate captain. “She is almost as stubborn as you.” 

Lilly barely gave a nod when Jon entered the room with a bucket. 

“I got it from the hall closet, just in case she needs to puke again,” 

Jon smiled and put the bucket down by the side of the bed. 

“Thank you, Jon,” Eryn said as she slid down to the side of the bed and stroked Lusha’s cheek. 

“Remember what was discussed,” Lilly said. 

“I remember,” Eryn said with a weak smile. 

Lilly turned and walked out of the room, Jon close behind. When the door closed, the pirate captain moved to her room. Jon stood at the doorway as Lilly picked up a large leather bag, her two rune covered pistols in their holsters, and a half a bottle of rum. She tossed the bag to Jon, it hitting his chest and his arms curling up to hold it. Jon stepped aside as she walked out the room and made her way to the stairs. 

The couple made their way down to the main floor. When they reached the living room, all eyes turned in their direction. 

“Cora, the room is all yours,” Lilly said as she and Jon walked to his bedroom door. 



“Aye, Captain,” Cora smiled. 

Lilly and Jon entered the bedroom, the sun elf moving to one side of the bed and placing the bottle of rum on the nightstand. She hung her pistols on the back of a comfortable chair before turning and falling into bed. 

Jon put her bag down by the dresser. He stepped to the bed and laid down. A single lamp was on, giving the room a comfortable glow. 

The sound of rain pounding the windows filled the bedroom as the couple lay side by side. 

“What was the discussion between you and Eryn?” Jon asked. 

Lilly closed her eyes as she talked, “Eryn is a Cleric of Vala. Her sacred oath is to help alleviate the darkness and urges that can cause chaos to a spirit. She drains those urges so that others can gain clarity and lead a better, pious life. 

“But, as one of my crew, I forbade her from tending to Lusha. Lusha has not taken the oath and I will not have dissention or division with my crew.” 

Jon turned onto his side. “Don’t you mean our crew?” he said with a playful, smug edge. 

Lilly opened her eyes and turned her body to face his. Her eyes shined in the dim light and heat glowed between them. 

“Jon, as Shullkar, you have as much power as I do, but you need to learn more about being a captain from Aquris. We must come together as one person, one soul to properly lead.” 

“It’s something I’m slowly starting to understand.” 

Lilly gave a small nod and brought up her hand, the backs of her fingers touching the front of his neck. “What did she say to you as we walked home?” 

Jon looked at Lilly’s curious gaze for a moment before he told her everything said. 

“She wants me to be an arbiter between the two of you,” Jon finished. 



Lilly blinked before she gave a small nod. “I agree and accept.” 

Jon raised an eyebrow. “Really? Just like that?” 

Lilly sat up in the bed, swung her arm around and grabbed the bottle of rum. She pulled it close and uncorked the top. She placed the bottle in her lap as she faced and looked down on Jon. 

“The quest is important, but so is the crew and their wellbeing. You know I want those final translations and you know I don’t wish to put a spell shell in her head. She can’t go back to Aquris because she will be tortured and killed for what she knows. She can’t stay with us if she doesn’t join the crew. The only option left is to join our crew. With you as an Arbiter, we might be able to come to some agreement that will aid all of us.” 

Jon nodded as he gazed on the beautiful elf. “Better to be with us than against us.” 

Lilly nodded and smiled. “Dead elves tell no tales.” 

Jon chuckled. “You watched Pirates of the South Seas without me!” 

Lilly grinned. “Only the first one. Johnny Deep is an amazing actor. 

The movie was well made for a fantasy tale.” 

Jon laughed. “Well, we have to see it together.” 

Lilly kept her grin as she lifted up the bottle of rum to Jon. “Drink and laugh with me.” 

“Anytime, my Captain,” Jon smiled as he took the bottle and gulped down a swig. 

Jon handed it back to Lilly, the captain taking a few gulps before wiping her mouth with her forearm. 

“And take off your clothes,” Lilly commanded. 

“Aye aye, Captain,” Jon chuckled as he and Lilly pulled at his shirt. 





Three

The droning sound of rain caused Lilly’s eyes to open. The sun elf stared as she saw the bed empty, save for herself. Her eyes closed, sensitive ears taking in the calm white noise of the falling rain. The blanket over her was warm, creating a moment of relaxation and calm serenity. It would have been perfect if Jon was there next to her. 

Lilly let out a small sigh before she reached over, took hold of Jon’s pillow and pulled it close to her naked chest. She buried her face in it and took in Jon’s scent. His musk swirled along her senses, as she breathed in deep and curled into a ball. 

Memories washed on the shores of her mind, the couple drinking and laughing before wanting urges took hold. The laughing slowly fell away as their hands caressed each other's bodies. Warm sighs fell from their lips before they kissed, nibbled, and suckled on each other. When the playfulness reached its crescendo, the couple took out their desires in passionate heat and loving moans. 

Lilly opened her eyes, the memory slipping away as plans and expectations reared their heads. Lists filled her mind and courses needed to be plotted. Being on Urth was magical as she and the entire crew earned some well-deserved rest. Lilly knew it wouldn’t last, and now the drive to right many wrongs caused her entire body to tense. 

An image of Lusha filled Lilly’s mind and she frowned. 

A hand flashed out, taking hold of the blanket and tossing it aside. 

Taking one last inhalation of Jon’s scent, she smiled and tossed the pillow back in its place. Lilly sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. When she was on her feet, she reached down to her clothes and picked them up. Putting on her shirt, jeans, and hoody, the redheaded elf turned, walked around the bed and stepped into the large bathroom. 

In the living room, Syndra sat on the couch next to Cora. The shadow elf’s head was back with her eyes closed. Cora watched the morning news, a bowl of cereal in her hands and scooping mouthfuls as she watched without blinking. 



In the kitchen, Zelda wore an apron that was much too small for her as she cooked breakfast. The tall sea elf hummed as she cooked eggs and sausages over the stove. 

At the dining table, Eryn cut Ambrosia fruit into slices on a cutting board. Beside the cutting board was a small bowel filled with oranges. 

The blind cleric worked as she stared at nothing, the knife in her hand moving like a scalpel with a surgeon's touch. 

On the other side of the dining table, Lusha sat with a steamy cup of tea and two pieces of paper before her. The wood elf looked over the letters, reading every word and checking it again between small sips. 

Torrents of rain fell from the sky beyond the clear patio doors. The sky was dark gray and rivulets of water streamed down the smooth glass. The wind picked up, causing the patio doors to vibrate a little. 

The bedroom door opened and Lilly stepped out. Cora bowed her head to her Captain as Syndra continued to sleep on the couch. Lilly walked into the main part of the room and looked over to the kitchen and dining room. Zelda gave her Captain a cheery, sharp smile and continued cooking. Eryn continued to cut fruit, her mouth forming a smile and she bowed her head. 

Lusha looked up from the papers and made eye contact with the Captain. The two elves held each other’s gazes for a long, uncomfortable moment before they gave each other the barest of nods. 

Lilly made her way into the kitchen as Zelda piled heaping amounts of eggs onto a large plate with more eggs. The sea elf kept humming, piling sausages onto another plate. 

Lilly made her way to the coffee machine, ready to make her eight cups of coffee when she hesitated, seeing the coffee was already made. 

“Just the way you like it, Captain,” Zelda said with a warm smile. 

The sun elf couldn’t hide her own happy smile as she took her favorite mug from the upper cabinet. Dark liquid poured from the coffee pot and into the mug. Lilly’s entire demeanor shifted into a relaxed state as she lifted the mug with both hands, took a deep inhale and took her first sip of the morning. 



“Zelda, please make sure we have plenty of supplies on the ship,” 

Lilly said with a soothing edge before taking another sip. 

“I think we may have some room for a few more bags. I’ll stop by Mario’s Grocery store for a few more,” Zelda said as she divided eggs and sausage into plates. 

Lilly nodded and walked back to the center of the living room. 

“Crew,” the sun elf said with authority. 

Cora picked up the remote and muted the sound. Syndra woke and lifted her head, turning her attention to her Captain. Zelda and Eryn turned their heads and gave her their full attention. Lusha took a sip of tea before she too looked up to the pirate Captain. 

“In seven days, we will return to Aquris. You are all aware of what we will be searching for. The  Dark Heart must be packed with supplies and ready to sail. We have had our rest, but we must spend the next week gathering what we need for the expedition. Our quest is far from over, but if we succeed, we will be that much closer to our destination, a new peace across Aquris.” 

“Aye, Captain,” everyone said in unison, except for Lusha. 

The wood elf sipped on her tea, her face a blank mask. 

Cora looked to the dining room and gave Lusha a small scowl. 

Lilly turned her attention to the wood elf and walked over to her. 

When she stood by the table, the Captain kept her gaze steady, but a rage boiled along her spirit. 

Lusha spoke like she didn’t notice any of it, “May we speak in private?” 

“Anything you have to say, you can say in front of my crew,” Lilly stated and took a sip of her coffee. 

The tension bloomed thick enough to cut it with a knife. 

Lusha regarded the Captain for a long moment before she put her teacup down and with one hand slid the two pieces of paper across the table to Lilly. 



“I thought about our current predicaments and I have come up with two contracts that may be beneficial to all parties.” 

Lilly looked down at the pieces of paper. One was written in common elvish and the other was written in common Urth tongue. The Captain picked up one and looked it over. When she was finished, she placed it down and picked up the other. Green eyes moved from left to right, drinking in the information before she put the paper down next to the first one. 

When the Captain didn’t speak, Lusha continued. 

“They are two contracts, one for you and the other for Jon,” she explained. 

Lilly looked to the wood elf, “I know what they are. The contract for Jon is something you will have to discuss with him. As for the other one, an oath cannot be split into separate pieces. You take the oath or you do not take the oath. There is no middle water between them.” 

Lusha kept her body relaxed as she spoke, “Captain, this is my best offer. I cannot join your crew and throw my life away. It is a simple clause, but one that will bring peace of mind.” 

Lilly’s eyes narrowed. “For you. It will not sit well with me, knowing you may flee when things become difficult. I’m not your nursemaid and you are not a petulant child.” 

Lusha’s expression softened as she leaned forward and pressed her elbows on the table, her fingers laced before her. 

“What happens to the oath when Cora becomes Empress? We don’t have to be coy here. I have been here a month and I have already deduced your plans. Once the Emperor has been removed, Cora will take his place to fill the void. 

“Since she has taken the oath to follow you, will the Empress still answer to you or will she be free of her promise?” 

Cora looked to Lilly, but the Captain didn’t take her eyes off of Lusha. 

“All I’m asking is when this expedition is finished, I will be allowed a choice to leave without any retaliation or obligation. In return, I will finish the final translations and be a full member of the crew for the duration of the expedition. As you know, the expedition could take months, more than enough time for all of us to decide if it’s a right fit.” 

Cora stood up with a sliver of rage in her purple eyes. “Once you take the oath, you’re bound to it for life!” 

Lilly turned her head and looked over her shoulder. Cora had tight fists at her sides, but she still managed to keep her rage contained. 

Syndra reached up and touched Cora’s fist. The Cabin Mate looked down and took a breath, diffusing her rage, but she remained standing. 

Lilly looked back to Lusha. 

“Captain, I don’t wish to make your life any more difficult than it already is. My place has been in royal courts for many decades. Allow me this clause, this chance, and we may all be better for it. You will have the remaining translations in two days’ time. Simply sign and you will have my full devotion until the expedition is over.” 

The Captain eyed the contracts on the table. Time slowed down as everyone watched. 

Lilly reached to the table and picked up one of the contracts. She rolled it up and stuffed it into her belt. 

“I will consider your proposal, if you complete this other contract with Jon. If he agrees and follows what you spelled out, it may sway me to acquiesce to your terms. Until then, I will not sign.” 

Lusha nodded. “Jon is our Arbiter. He will hear from both of us and bring clarity to a decision. Until everything is signed, I will not continue with the translations.” 

Lilly smirked. 

“Do we have a small agreement?” Lusha asked. 

“We do,” Lilly answered. 

The room was filled with the sound of air being expelled from their lungs as everyone seemed to have been holding their breath but the Captain and the Scholar. 



Pointed ears perked up as the sound of the garage door opened. It was a faint whirl of the mechanism that sounded off, but the next sounds were of something big and rumbling. All the elves could hear and feel the engine vibrations as something came into the garage and the garage door began to close again. 

Lilly strode to the garage door, the rest of her crew and Lusha following. The door opened and the Captain stepped into the garage. 

Lilly let slip a wicked smirk as the rest of the crew looked on with wide eyes. 

A large SUV sat in the garage, the engine turning off and Jon looking to the elves with a wide grin. The driver’s side door opened and he stepped out. Everyone else looked on in amazement at the SUV. It looked like a combination of a van and a truck. It was wide, black, and its engine growled like an oversized kitten before it was shut off. 

Jon closed the door and stood by the SUV, water droplets covering it from the rain storm outside. 

“What do you think?” Jon beamed. 

The elves blinked as they looked at the monstrous car. 

“What happened to the old car?” Syndra asked with wide, red eyes. 

“I traded it in. It’s much too small for our growing family,” Jon said as he looked at the new SUV. “This is one of the new, top of the line SUV’s. 

It can seat ten comfortably. It has an engine that can power through a horde of zombies, moon roofs, and over a dozen cup holders!” 

Jon slapped the hood of the car and grinned. “This bad boy can fit so many elves, we can start our own renaissance fair!” 

The elves moved in to drink in the giant vehicle. Jon looked at their bright eyes before he stepped to Zelda, took her hand and gently pulled her closer. The tall sea elf looked on him with a confused gaze as Jon opened the double side doors and stood by one of the seats. 

“No more sticking your head out the moon roof or cramping your neck. Check this out,” Jon smiled as he knelt down and touched a button. 



Zelda watched as the seat sank down into the floor, giving anyone who sat in it plenty of headroom. 

Jon stood up, “I had some modifications added. Now you can sit like a queen.” 

Zelda eyed the black leather seat before she turned and grabbed Jon. The young man laughed before all the air was pushed out of his lungs from Zelda’s tight embrace. 

“Thank you,” Zelda smiled before licking his cheek. 

“You’re… welcome,” he managed with a painful smile. 

Zelda let him go and stepped into the SUV. She sat down in the seat comfortably and looked around as it was made for her. 

Jon caught his breath and turned to the elves. “There are drawers under each seat so you can store anything you want. Individually temperature-controlled seats and vents. Headphones and their respective jacks to listen to satellite music. Plus, there is enough trunk space for four bodies.” 

Lilly covered her mouth as she tried not to laugh. Everyone else began exploring the monster car, sitting in seats, pushing buttons and lowering windows. Even Lusha was amazed, running her hands along the leather seating before sitting down and turning on the heat. Her eyes rolled into her head as she sank down. Cora and Syndra did the same, the three of them making the same face. 

Jon stepped to Lilly, took her hand into his and tugged her along with him. The couple moved to the rear of the vehicle. Jon ran his hand along a sensor and the trunk door opened on its own. 

Lilly looked down with curious eyes as the trunk door fully opened. 

In the back were several large pieces of equipment and some boxes. 

Silver metal gleamed in the garage light. 

“It’s a sonar,” Jon smiled. “It uses soundwaves to detect things underwater. This one has a state-of-the-art mapping and detection system. The main console is hardened and protected against the elements so we can have it on the upper deck of the ship. The equipment has a battery that will last for months and its wireless between the sonar dish and the console. 

“I thought I would buy one and install it on the  Dark Heart.  I could have had a team of people install it, but I didn’t think we would be comfortable with that. With Zelda’s help, we can install it after the rains pass.” 

Lilly looked to Jon with a loving gaze. “This is truly an amazing addition to the  Dark Heart.” 

Jon smirked. “And that’s not all. It’s against the law to add Urth cannons to an Aquris ship, but I found a loophole with the guys I was speaking with at the Aquatic Equipment store. In three days, we will have a harpoon cannon delivered to the docks. Harpoon cannons are not covered by the inter-dimensional agreement, so that means we can install one, for purely hunting large game fish,” Jon winked. 

“I know we can’t fix the port cannons until we are back on Aquris, but a harpoon cannon may give us some kind of edge in a fight. What do you think?” 

Lilly’s eyes shined bright before she hugged Jon. “These are amazing gifts. I’m so happy.” 

Jon held her close, the couple molding into each other. “I just wanted to make sure we have everything we need for the expedition. 

We can’t let the Empire get the edge on us. When we go back, we will be prepared.” 

Lilly pulled back and stared into Jon’s eyes. “We will be prepared and overcome anything, together.” 

Jon and Lilly let go of each other as the elves continued to explore the interior. 

The red-headed Captain crossed her arms against her stomach and gave the SUV a wry smirk. “What shall you name her?” 

“Name?” Jon said as he too looked at the monster SUV. 

“All ships have a name. Your car is your land ship. She should have a name.” 



Cora, Zelda, and Syndra looked back to Jon and Lilly with curious eyes. Eryn sank into her seat, lost to the warm leather. Lusha had headphones on and was listening to hard rock music. 

Jon smiled. “The Elf-Mobile.” 

Groans floated through the SUV as Lilly gave Jon a crooked smile. 

“Tough crowd,” Jon grinned. “Well, it’s called a Rogue Explorer, but I can’t help but think of it as a wagon for getting us around town.” 

“Rogue Wagon sounds nice,” Lilly said. 

Zelda, Cora, and Syndra nodded. 

Jon nodded. “Okay,  Rogue Wago n it is.” 

Zelda was smiling at Jon when her eyes widened. “Breakfast is ready inside! We have to eat before it gets cold.” 

Lilly and Jon nodded. 

“Zelda, help Jon with unloading the sonar equipment. The rest of us will prepare the table.” 

“Yes, Captain,” Zelda, Cora, and Syndra said and began moving out of the SUV. 

“Afterwards, we’re all going to the mall,” Jon added. 

The elves grinned. Zelda stepped out of the  Rogue Wagon.  Cora and Syndra were next, tapping on Eryn and Lusha’s shoulders before pulling them out with them. 

Jon glanced down at the rolled-up paper sticking out from Lilly’s belt. “What’s that?” 

“Something we can discuss later. For now, let’s eat and explore this mall Cora and Syndra are so excited about,” Lilly smiled. 


***

Jon and Lilly led the way, the rest of the crew following behind. They stepped through the mall garage and walked closer to the entrance doors. The sound of rain echoed along the concrete garage, but it was barely noticed by the group. 


Jon was all smiles as he led them to the doors, took hold of the handle and opened the door with a bow. Lilly took over, leading everyone into the mall. Once they were inside, Jon followed them in and grinned as their heads swiveled in all directions. 

A glass ceiling covered the entire mall, rain water hitting it and streaming away. Elaborate chandelier lights hung from the ceiling of the massive building. Three levels surrounded all sides and a great big open area was between the levels, giving it an open and inviting atmosphere. Signs glowed over storefronts as the smell of different kinds of foods blended together to make a distinct and mouthwatering scent. 

Indoor trees filled the middle of the open area as benches and tables dotted the near pristine and shiny inner courtyard. Many people walked, talked, and shopped, filling the mall like an indoor city. 

Syndra stepped forward, her crimson eyes taking in the splendor. “It reminds me of the cavern cities of home, except it’s much brighter here.” 

Cora stepped to the witch’s side. “I’ve seen this place in the news, but it is so much grander. I never believed such a place could exist. It reminds me of the holy temples on the Gold Sea.” 

Eryn closed her eyes, “The smells are delightful and the souls here are so happy.” 

Zelda blinked silently as she took it in. 

Lusha stepped closer to Jon, but didn’t break her gaze with the magnificent structure. “I… I had no idea Urth had such beautiful places.” 

Jon nodded. “This mall is okay, but the ones in Spiral City are much larger.” 

Lilly looked from place to place, mentally mapping it out as her heart raced a little in her chest. 

Jon stepped ahead, turned around and faced the beautiful elves. 

“Alright, we have a couple of hours to kill. You have your cards and your phones. How about we meet back here at about four thirty? That should give us enough time to explore. 



“If you’re hungry or thirsty, there is a food court in the center of the mall.” 

Heads nodded as all the elves were trapped in a trance. A moment later, they all split up, heading in different directions. 

Lilly lowered her head and was ready to walk with Jon when she stopped in her tracks. Lusha moved up to Jon’s side, curled her arm around his and they both began walking. Jon craned his head back to see Lilly as she stood. The pirate elf in plain clothes simply smiled and gave him a small nod. When Jon looked forward, Lilly gave Lusha an annoyed stare. 


***

Syndra and Eryn walked along, the cleric holding onto the witch’s arm. The shadow elf explained in detail what she was seeing. Eryn listened intently, her inner gaze seeing many bright souls floating along in the darkness. 
When no one from their group was within ear shot, Syndra leaned a little closer and spoke in a hushed tone. 

“What is Lusha trying to accomplish?” the shadow elf asked. 

Eryn’s head tilted forward, shadows covering her eyes. “She’s trying to gain some leverage. She’s used to being the star of her social circles. 

She would tell me stories when she would visit the monastery of how she defeated her rivals in policy or political games.” 

Syndra nodded. “If she pushes the Captain too far…” the shadow elf trailed off. 

Eryn nodded. “I know. I know. She has never held piracy in high regard. To join the crew is to admit she was wrong and Lusha does not like being wrong. I fear her stubbornness will be the end of her.” 

“What do you think of her?” 

Eryn kept her head low as she spoke, “She is a good soul. 

Considering the Captain wants to expand the crew, Lusha would make an excellent diplomat, scholar, and fighter. She knows her way around a ship and a blade. She just needs to understand her new role a little better.” 



Syndra looked to the blind cleric. “Many have come to Vala’s monasteries to unburden their desires. Everyone knows this, but why does Lusha visit them? Why did she visit you so often?” 

Eryn was silent as they walked. 

Syndra eyed the cleric. “I thought we were becoming friends and sisters, yet, you keep things from me.” 

“We all have our secrets. You haven’t talked to Jon about your connection, how it affects you.” 

Syndra slowed as her eyes narrowed. “He doesn’t need to know more at this time. It will muddy the waters as even I try to understand it.” 

Eryn nodded. “He needs to know. He needs to know that the payment you made to his dragon will only grow stronger over time. You learned about the thirteen runes, but you gave up your freedom for it. 

The two of you are tethered. I see it at all times, the thin strand between your souls.” 

“I will tell him more, with time.” 

The cleric lifted her head and looked to the shadow elf like she could see her. “Dragons and their spirits are greedy. Jon’s dragon spirit likes the taste of you connecting to him. It will want more. With time, you two will become so close, you will lose each other. I felt it when I tried to pull his greed and desire from you in the cave. 

“Jon is a good soul, but his spirit is something else. The serendipitous dragon will use him when it desires and it will use you as you are now bound to him.” 

Syndra smiled. “Let it come for me. Such a spirit is not one-sided. It will protect him and us. Jon may tame it, with time.” 

“A man taming a dragon?” 

Syndra nodded. “Anything is possible and as we stand by him, he will become more powerful.” 

Eryn looked away before she gave a light nod. 

“Lusha... likes to be punished,” the cleric said in a low tone. 



Syndra nodded. “That is interesting. Fear not my sister, I will keep it between us and Vala.” 

The cleric smiled as the two of them approached a shop. 

The name “Blaze Topic” glowed in neon colors. The glass window was filled with T-shirts, collars, and little figurines. Past the entrance, the store was filled with racks of clothes and counters with all kinds of strange and wondrous paraphilia. 

Syndra smiled as she guided Eryn into the shop. 

Inside, several clerks and customers mulled about. A woman behind the counter had bright blue hair, nose piercing and a tattoo of tentacles running up her neck. She stared off in boredom until a dark-skinned elf and an elf in a nun’s outfit stepped in. They approached the counter and she smiled. 

“Welcome to Blaze Topic. Visiting from Aquris? We don’t get many elves here,” the clerk said with a cheery smile. 

“Yes, and thank you,” Syndra said as she looked around. “Do all these shirts have sayings on them?” 

The woman nodded. “They do. I’ll be happy to explain them. You also might be interested in some of our witchcraft items in the back counter as well.” 

Syndra’s smile grew brighter as Eryn tried to not giggle. 

“Yes, I do want to see your witchcraft items,” Syndra grinned. 


***

Zelda stood in front of a store front, a sign glowing with the words
“Tall and Beautiful.” Shoppers walked by, seeing the seven-foot tall blue skinned elf and then looking at the shop. Many of them smiled, knowing it was the perfect place for her. 

Zelda took a timid step forward, followed by another. She slowly walked into the shop. Before she was five feet in, three large and tall women rushed to her with wide eyes. 

Zelda’s body tensed until they stopped and greeted her with smiles. 



“Welcome to Tall and Beautiful!” one of the shop associates started off. 

“We specialize in the clothing for the discerning body types,” 

another grinned. 

“You have come to the right place,” the third one said as she looked the tall elf up and down. 

Zelda’s expression softened. “I want to buy some Urth clothes.” 

The sea elf’s cheeks glowed pink. “I want to surprise my Shullkar…

um, my boyfriend.” 

The three associate’s eyes practically glowed with stars and hearts. 

Two of them moved to Zelda’s side, each one about nine inches shorter than the elf. They wrapped their arms around each of her arms. 

The middle one turned and beckoned with a curling finger. 

“Come with us and we will make sure he is stunned,” the associate said as she led Zelda and the other associates to the dress section. 


***

Cora stood in a sports store. The thin elf stared at the glass counter and the wall beyond filled with all kinds of blades and knives. Purple eyes moved from side to side, drinking in the different blades, her attention falling to a set of throwing knives. 
A man approached from the side and stood by her as she examined each item. “Anything I can help you with?” 

Cora nodded. “I’m going on a journey and I need a new set of throwing knives.” 

The associate nodded. “Must be a dangerous place.” 

Cora nodded again. 

“I’m not sure what you may run into, but may I make a suggestion?” 

Cora looked over to the man as he moved behind the counter. He lifted up a wood case and placed it on the counter. He lifted the lid and smiled. 



“Throwing axes are all the rage now,” the associate said as he presented a velvet covered display with two throwing axes in them. The silver axes gleamed in the store light. 

Cora eyed them before she looked up to the associate. “Can I practice with them?” 

The man gave a toothy grin. “We just added an axe throwing area. 

Follow me.” 

The man closed the box and left it on the counter. Stepping around, he walked to the back of the store. Cora followed, passing many racks of Urth sports equipment, odd shoes called sneakers, and equipment for everything from fishing to hunting. When they reached the back, there was a plexi-glass wall. On the other side was a large, chipped target. 

The associate stepped to the other end where a rack of throwing axes was sheathed on the wall. Cora followed and stood by him as he took out a throwing axe and handed it to her. 

“Just relax and take your best shot. The target is thirty feet away and I think you have what it takes to make it.” 

Cora gave a blank nod as she hefted the throwing axe in her hand. 

It was smaller than a normal axe. She could feel the balance between the axe-head and the handle. 

The associate watched with interested eyes as the elf looked at the axe like it was an alien object. 

Cora lifted the axe up and threw it. The axe spun in a blur before the axe-head sunk deep, dead center of the woodened target. 

The associate’s eyes bulged in his head. 

“Another,” Cora said as she held out her hand. 

The associate immediately picked up another one and handed it over. 

Cora threw it in a blink. The axe spun and sank into the wood, half an inch to the side of the first axe and well within the center circle of the target. 

Cora nodded. “How many do you have?” 



“We just got in a shipment of fifty,” the associate said as he tried to pick his jaw off the ground. 

“I’ll purchase the entire shipment,” Cora said simply. 

“Um, there is also a sheath harness to hold several of them on your person. I’ll throw it in as well.” 

“This is acceptable,” Cora said with a small nod. 


***

Jon and Lusha walked, the sound of music and idle chatter forming a cloud around them. Jon glanced to the wood elf as she looked from shop to shop. The sound of a fountain bubbled nearby and the young man found himself surprisingly relaxed. His thoughts shifted to Lilly and almost like she was reading his mind, Lusha began talking. 
“This place is awe-inspiring,” Lusha smiled. 

Jon nodded. 

Lusha looked to Jon with warm eyes. “Thinking about the others?” 

Jon smiled. “I’m always thinking about all of you.” 

“Even me?” Lusha said with an innocent edge. 

Jon shook his head. “Lusha, you don’t have to play games with me. 

You pulled me aside so you can have me to yourself. What’s on your mind?” 

Lusha kept her warm smile. “You have no idea how refreshing it is to speak plainly with someone. Direct and to the point is a lost artform among my people. We tend to be fanciful and imply our wants and desires.” 

The wood elf glanced over to the Food Court. “Shall we have a small meal and chat?” 

Jon parted his lips, but didn’t get a word out as Lusha playfully pulled him along. The entire area was encircled with different food shops. The two made their way over to a salad and taco place. The wood elf looked up and told the person behind the counter she wanted a salad. Jon asked for two fish tacos. The cashier nodded and after Jon paid, she indicated it would be brought to their table. 

Lusha pulled Jon along to the middle of the food court. Tables and chairs filled the open, middle space as they were surrounded by other people at different tables. The mood was light as everyone dined and talked, some eyes glancing over to the young man and the tanned elf in a sheer white dress. 

Jon and Lusha had just sat down when Jon’s cell phone dinged. Jon looked down as he fished out his new cellphone. Moving his thumb along the glass surface to unlock it, he checked his messages. An image popped up and Jon’s eyes widened a hair, but he tried to play it off. 

A picture of two sets of bare breasts stared back at him. One pair was a little big and heavy, nipples erect. The other pair was a dark and a creamy violet color. Black and pink nipples stood erect as the pair of chests were close together. Hands were holding onto each other’s waists. In the small space past their shoulders, a mirror and hook filled the background. 

 It’s good to see Syndra and Eryn getting comfortable with their phones. Where are they? 

Jon tried to not smile, but when he looked up, Lusha was eying him with her own smile. He felt his own small smile, but didn’t find it necessary to hide it anymore. 

“Something interesting?” 

Jon slipped the phone into his jacket pocket and leaned forward. 

“You could say that, but I thought we were going to talk?” 

Lusha nodded with a shy smile. “Tell me Jon, what is it you want most?” 

Jon blinked. “Big question for just talking.” 

The wood elf nodded. “It makes for the best conversation. Despite spending so much time in my room, I have seen and heard much over the last month. The gentle whispers, discussions, moans, and harmony are just a few things I have witnessed. I have deduced and heard what almost everyone is going through. 

“Zelda has been happy, much of her family and clans have been freed from their prison and are in their new home. She eyes you like a lost seal, her great and terrible reputation falling away like leaves on the wind. 

“Syndra and Eryn have been thick as thieves, their friendship growing and often laughing together on how they will seduce you at times. 

“Cora acts like royalty with almost everyone else but you and the Captain. She has broken down some walls and has become more of the person she wants to be.” 

Lusha focused her gaze on Jon’s eyes. “And then there is you, the Shullkar. Despite having a dragon spirit and activating your powers and abilities, albeit one rune at a time, you have come off the most mysterious during these truly strange times. I cannot help but wonder, what does the great Jon Song wish for in his life. He is surrounded by beautiful elves and has overcome many challenges, but has not indicated what he wants out of being part of this… diverse group of individuals.” 

Jon noticed Lusha’s hesitation. He figured she had another word in mind, but he let it go. 

“Is this part of the game? Trying to understand what I want most and manipulate me and the others so you can find your way back to Aquris and the life you had?” 

Lusha’s warm smile faded a touch. 

Jon continued, “It’s no secret that you’re not happy here, not happy with us. Everyone has a place in our group, but you feel like you don’t belong. I understand that if you return to Aquris, your time with us could put your life in great danger. This conflict between all of us is only hurting us. I’m not asking you to simply go with it. I am asking, what do you want when there aren’t many options left?” 



Lusha’s eyes looked away for a moment before turning back to Jon. 

Her expression took on an uncomfortable edge as a small silence filled the space between them. 

Guilt filled Jon as he looked on the elf. “Lusha, I’m sorr…” 

A server stepped to their table, a tray filled with food in her hands. 

She placed down a salad in front of Lusha and a plate with two tacos on it. She placed down two cups of water and asked if they needed anything else. Jon told her they didn’t as Lusha picked up a fork and poked at her leafy salad. 

When the server left, Jon was going to continue when Lusha spoke up. 

“You misunderstand my intentions. It’s not difficult to see that because I have spent so much time masking my intentions. It’s… rare that I can allow myself to be seen.” 

Lusha made eye contact with Jon again. “I am trying to find my place in the group.” 

Jon gave Lusha his full attention. 

The wood elf continued, “Jon, I know my life will never be the same. 

I spent a long time building my life, piece by piece. I learned, fought, and experienced much so I could get to where my life was bearable.” 

Lusha took a deep breath. “I was an orphan, not wanted by anyone. 

I grew up in an orphanage until I was old enough to leave. In Aquris culture, without a family to speak of, you are a lost and untrustworthy soul. They believe your intentions are greedy and selfish and without consequence because you don’t have a family to help bring clarity or affect your reputation. 

“When I wasn’t working at the docks, cleaning ships, I was often at the Hylore Library. I spent much of my time reading and learning. It was like a second home, other than the shack I slept in. I improved my mind as I worked my body to the bone, cleaning disgusting ships from long journeys. You haven’t known revulsion until you have scrubbed shit from the side of the ship from sailors and pirates relieving themselves.” 



Lusha smiled slightly as a memory caressed her thoughts. “One day, Castellan arrived at the Library. He moved with his entourage and spoke to them of a book he was looking for. I couldn’t help but overhear the conversation. Before he and his group could ask one of Librarian Elders, I pulled the book from the shelf and brought it to him. 

“Castellan’s entourage scoffed at me as I approached, two of them ready to snatch the very tome from my hands. I remember my heart beating in my chest as I was sure to be punished for approaching the Lord of Hylore.” 

Lusha’s eyes gleamed. “I remember Castellan’s smile as he waved them down. He approached me and let me put the book in his hand. 

“I thought that would be it, but he asked to sit down with me. He started by asking me questions about the book and when I told him I had read it and knew it well, we fell into an hour of talking and discussing it. The conversation changed to me, Castellan asking me about my life. I was embarrassed to say the least, but I was honest and forthcoming. Castellan heard every word and when I finished, he offered me a position in his Court. 

“Castellan wanted me to become his personal Librarian Elder. I was happy, living in the Keep in a real room. I had plenty to do and felt like I was part of something bigger. 

“When I would visit Court, I often found myself annoyed at some of Castellan’s supposed scholars. Their egos were often so big, they couldn’t admit when they were wrong. I sometimes spoke with Castellan in private and informed him of such mistakes without embarrassing the scholars on the floor. When I backed up my thoughts and claims with what I have learned and read, Castellan was impressed. He had me learn from many scholars and after several years, I was named Scholar to the Court of Hylore.” 

Lusha smirked. “Not everyone was pleased with an orphan wood elf becoming part of the Court. I fought tooth and nail with others who talked down to me or dismissed me. I found my new tribe as many others were drawn to me. I grew comfortable in my own skin for a time. 

The demands of the Court were always difficult and maddening. 



Navigating personalities and seeking answers to move policies along can be very trying. 

“When I wasn’t in Court, I was sent on diplomatic missions for Castellan and Hylore to bring needed treaties and discuss trade routes.” 

Lusha’s smile brightened before her eyes dimmed. “I thought I knew where I was meant to be, until Captain Silk and you arrived at my doorstep.” 

The thin shadows remained under her eyes as she kept her gaze, “I asked you what you wanted most, not to manipulate you or the others. I asked you what you wanted because, much like how Castellan asked me, I very much want to know.” 

Jon regarded Lusha, her expression genuine and her eyes holding a deep curiosity. 

 It feels like she is telling the truth, but she could be just a really good liar. 

Thoughts floated to Lilly. The Captain seemed to want Jon to nudge the wood elf to join her crew. Was it because she needed her or was it something more? 

“I want to understand my destiny,” Jon said simply, unsure how else to express it. 

Lusha nodded. “Vague, but I understand wanting to know more before committing an answer to a question you’re not comfortable with.” 

Jon’s mind worked as his heart whispered a little more. “It’s not that. 

My family has a long history of being heroes. I was taught to fight for others and bring justice to those who need it. Honestly, it never completely sat right with me. I never felt like it was my true calling. I actively shunned it, despite the training and learning more about what my family held true.” 

Jon smiled. “You could say I’m trying to find my place in the universe.” 

Lusha gave a slight nod as her eyes shined. “A spiritual and noble goal, one I understand. From what I have read of the dragon rune book, it holds many hints as to what it means for you and your abilities.” 



Jon raised an eyebrow, “You may understand what it all means?” 

“Not everything, but the book does speak of many things from the early history of Aquris. The dragons were like gods to our world. Gods you could interact with if they allowed it. Why they left is still a mystery, but what they left behind gives us hints as to what they envisioned.” 

Jon eyed the elf across from him. “Something you will tell me in exchange for something else?” 

Lusha sighed before reaching across the table and placing her hand over Jon’s hand. “It is difficult to allow myself to be free with another. 

The scars are still there, reminders of just how terrible others can be if you open your soul to them. 

“Jon, may I give you something to read and we can discuss?” 

Jon was still for a moment before he gave a slight head nod. 

Lusha’s hand slipped into her belt and pulled out a thinly folded paper. The wood elf unfolded the paper, placed it on the table and smoothed it out. She slid it across the table to Jon. Pulling her hands back, she reached into her belt again and pulled out a pen. Lusha placed the pen on the table beside her and bowed her head. 

“Take your time. Read it fully and we can discuss.” 

Jon looked down to see what looked like a contract written in common Urth tongue. He picked it up and began to read as Lusha took small bites of her salad with her head bowed. 

Long minutes flowed on as lightning flashed across the transparent glass ceiling of the mall. The rain came down in torrents, rivers cascading over the outside of the mall while many shoppers and visitors walked around in relative comfort. When Lusha was nearly finished with her salad, Jon put the paper face down on the table, looked from left to right and leaned forward in his chair. 

“Are you serious?” Jon asked with an edge. 

“You don’t approve?” Lusha said without emotion. 

Jon looked around again before he spoke, “It’s not that I don’t approve. I’m fine with what anyone wants to do in their private lives, but I have little to no experience in what you’re asking. Why me?” 

Lusha nodded. “I used to have my needs serviced by others and most often, by Eryn. She knows my tastes and just how to help me relieve my…desires. Captain Silk has forbidden Eryn to help me with my requests. She has not seen to restrict you.” 

Lusha kept her demeanor cool as she continued, “The Captain has informed the crew that we will be returning to Aquris for the expedition in seven days. I assume it was a ploy to force me to make a decision to finish the translations or end our current agreement. I knew she would attempt such a maneuver and during the night, drafted what I wanted if I were to join her crew.” 

Jon opened his mouth to speak when he received another alert on his phone. Fishing it out, he unlocked it and stared at a new image of a single, dark breast and the words, “Miss your mouth.” 

Heat flushed Jon’s face as he put the phone back in his pocket, not sure if he should laugh or give the witch a stern spanking. 

“Are you okay?” Lusha asked. 

Jon nodded. “Yes, I think so.” 

Lusha continued, “Jon, we all want to know our place in the universe. I want to know my place in Captain Silk’s crew. If this is going to be my new life, I have to be sure. You can show me, once we agree and sign the contract.” 

Jon turned the contract over and scanned it again. “There is a real big part of me that thinks you and Lilly should just sit down and talk this out.” 

“Captain Silk is a powerful and driven woman. It is something we both share in common. Where she handles conflicts with a blade or pistol, I handle conflicts with written words and politics. As our Arbiter, you can bridge us together while saving the two of us of unneeded embarrassment.” 

Jon scratched his head. “I think I understand, but this may take a moment to get used to.” 

Lusha’s ears perked up. “It sounds like you’re considering it.” 



Jon gave a small nod while looking at the contract. “I am, but again, I’ve never done anything like this. It’s new territory for me.” 

The wood elf gave Jon a sly grin. “I believe once you truly commune with your dragon spirit, it might be easier than you think.” 

Jon sat back with a serious gaze. “Lusha, pushing all these politics and games aside, the crew of the  Dark Heart does need someone like you. Your knowledge, diplomacy skills, and fighting abilities make you perfect for what we need to help overthrow the Emperor. Aquris needs a new leader, one that can save that world from itself. When this is over, Cora will need someone like you at her side, someone she can trust.” 

“Jon, I want to believe in Lilly’s intentions. I want to believe this quest is for the best interest of everyone on Aquris. For me, I need to know it’s right. I have to feel it or from this point on, it will always be a stain on my spirit.” 

Jon watched her eyes plead to him. She was laying herself bare and at his feet. She wanted to believe, but Jon couldn’t tell if it was tradition or stubbornness holding back the wood elf. 

Jon leaned forward, “Lusha, I’m willing to do anything to make sure we come together for the greater good. I will sign this contract. I will attempt to fulfill your needs, but you must join the crew. Take the oath so we can put this behind us and work together to save Aquris.” 

Lusha’s eyes trembled slightly before they became still ponds. “I have already given Captain Silk a contract so that we may move forward, together. The only thing it requires is our time together before we can agree.” 

Jon nodded, reached over and picked up the pen. Pulling the top off, he scribbled his signature at the bottom line. Jon handed the pen to Lusha who took it and deftly scribbled her name under Jon’s name. 

 Why do I feel dirty and I haven’t done anything yet? 

Lusha looked over the contract before folding it up and slipping it into her belt. “Speak with Eryn if you would like to know my tastes. It adds to the moment if I don’t dictate it to you.” 



Jon nodded. “We are going to need a few things. Good thing the mall has just the place to find them.” 

Lusha reached across the table, slipping her fingers into Jon’s hand. 

“Thank you.” 

Jon squeezed her hand. “We can talk about thanks when we are all one happy crew.” 

From behind a corner fifty feet away, Lilly watched the hand holding. 

Her eyes were blank as she slowly stepped back and disappeared from view. 


***

Shadows covered Jon’s eyes as Lusha walked at his side, her arm curled under his. They had finished eating in relative silence as Jon digested what the contract touched upon. The longer he thought about it, the more it tantalized and embarrassed him. He knew he was making it a much bigger deal in his head. Considering how free many people of Aquris were with their sexuality, Jon had to admit he had only dipped his toe in the shallow end. As they walked along, lonely, deviant memories surfaced of the perverted videos he used to watch. Sometimes he was so disgusted with himself afterwards, he swore to never be like that again until ten minutes later he was ready to travel down the horny rabbit hole. 
 Am I the horny one or is it my dragon spirit? 

The couple approached a storefront with blacked-out windows and a pink neon sign over the entrance that read “The Pink Kitty.” 

 It’s me. It has to be me. 

They approached the entrance when a pair of elves walked toward them from the opposite direction. Jon immediately saw that it was Syndra and Eryn. The cleric’s arm was wrapped around the witch’s arm. 

Both of them held a big shopping bag in their other hands. The two were talking when they both turned their attention to Jon and Lusha. The shadow elf smiled as Eryn saw the couple’s familiar souls in a sea of darkness. The four of them met before entrance to The Pink Kitty. 



Jon’s gaze drifted down to what the two elves were wearing. Both of them had large T-shirts on that fit almost like short dresses. Syndra’s black shirt had writing on it that said “Give me the D!” and an arrow pointing down. Eryn’s black shirt said “Peace was never an option.” 

Jon grinned as he fought back his laughter. “Interesting shirts. Blaze Topic?” 

Syndra nodded and smiled. “The women there are well informed on social trends. They told us that these and many other shirts are in style.” 

“We bought a few dozen for the entire crew,” Eryn stated. 

Syndra kept her smile. “Jon, you never told us your world was so advanced in the ways of magic.” 

Jon’s smile faltered as he raised an eyebrow. 

Syndra’s hand dove into a bag and pulled out a small, clear plastic bag with differently colored stones. “Blaze Topic has a section dedicated to witchcraft. These stones each have a spell effect to help in daily lives. 

Some bring calm energies and others bring luck and good fortune. I know we don’t need luck since we have you, but we could use these stones when not in your presence.” 

Jon’s shoulders deflated a little as he had to break the news. 

“Syndra, those stones don’t work. They sell them so they can earn extra soozes. They’re just rocks.” 

Syndra shook her head and opened the bag. She fished out a dark orange and red stone and held it up. 

“Nonsense. This is garnet. It brings passion and love into a relationship. It just needs a little mana to activate it,” Syndra said and stepped forward to press it to Jon’s neck. 

“Syndra, I’m telling you, these stones don’t…” Jon shut up when the stone touched his neck. 

Energy swelled along his body as the world around him took on a warm haze. His heart beat strongly in his chest before the familiar feeling of getting a hard on took over. He looked to Syndra with equal parts disbelief and desire. Then, the energy wore off and he felt like his normal self, but the hard on remained. 



Syndra gave Jon a wicked smirk. “It doesn’t last long, but as you can feel, it does work.” 

“She used it on me in the dressing room and took a picture of our breasts to send to you,” Eryn said like it was the most normal thing to ever say. 

Lusha looked over with a knowing gaze, but remained silent. 

Jon let out a long laugh, his voice echoing off the smooth walls of the mall. 

 Since when did all of this become normal? When did I cross over into crazy town and decide to buy a home here? 

Jon’s laugh slowed and soon turned into amused chuckles. 

Syndra looked over to The Pink Kitty and her eyes soaked in the front. “I’ve seen this place in commercials.” 

Syndra dragged Eryn with her into the adult store. Jon continued to chuckle to himself as he and Lusha followed the witch and cleric. 

Inside, the store was far bigger than it seemed on the outside. The walls were covered in every kind of sex toy. Shelves and racks filled the middle, complete with chains, whips, handcuffs, leather outfits for every occasion and gimp masks. A bored clerk stood behind the main counter, not even looking up from a dirty magazine as a man and three elves traipsed through the store. 

Jon’s face was hot as he remembered he had visited this very store a few times on those nights where he needed something a little extra to tame his urges. 

Syndra looked at the multitude of sex toys on two shelves, one for men and one for women. The shadow elf moved to the men’s section and grinned. The witch picked up a fleshlight and held it up over the shelves in Jon’s direction. 

“This is just like the one you have at home!” 

Jon face-palmed himself as he turned away. 

Eryn reached out and felt around now that Syndra had left her side. 

Fingers touched a shelf and soon she picked up phallic dildos, one in each hand. The cleric moved her fingers across each one, taking in the well-made and realistic design. 

“This one feels like Jon’s,” Eryn smiled. 

Syndra stepped over. “It looks like his, but his is not blood red in color.” 

Eryn put the other one back on the shelf and held the red dildo to her chest. “I want this one.” 

The witch stepped closer and picked up another one. “We can buy many of them,” she said and flipped a small switch. 

The vibrating dildo buzzed gently. Eryn reached out and touched it. 

When she felt the low but strong vibrations, her eyes widened. 

“I want that one too!” 

“I’ll buy one for all of us,” Syndra said before moving to a small stack of shopping baskets and picking one up. 

Jon pretended he didn’t hear the shadow elf as he walked around. 

 Why do I feel I need to buy stock in batteries? 

Jon spotted Lusha as she stood by another counter. The wall was covered in different kinds of chains, collars, bindings, and cuffs. A woman had come out from the back in a tight leather top and was speaking to the wood elf. The pair of them were deeply engrossed in a conversation as Jon approached. 

“I fully recommend this for all your needs,” the woman said and pointed at an open catalog on the counter. 

Lusha nodded. “On Aquris, we use light but strong metals. Can these withstand rigorous use?” 

The woman gave Lusha a wicked smile. “Honey, I’ve used these many times and not once have they broken or fell apart. These are top of the line and often used in certain, special clubs throughout the city.” 

The woman looked Lusha up and down. “You seem the adventurous type if you and your man want to be invited. I have extra invitations to a few places.” 



Lusha was about to say something when Jon was next to her. 

“Thank you, but we tend to keep to ourselves,” Jon said rather quickly. 

The woman shrugged. “If you change your mind, my name is Kandy. I’m always here.” 

Lusha nodded. “Thank you, Kandy. Please have the items we discussed delivered tomorrow.” 

“Sure thing, Honey,” Kandy said and gave Jon a long wink before stepping away. 

Jon leaned closer to Lusha. “You already found and picked something you wanted?” 

Lusha nodded. “I saw it in the catalog and knew I had to get it.” 

Jon looked down on the catalog to see what she was talking about when the wood elf closed it shut. 

 My luck must be on vacation because I’m missing stuff I should know! 

Two figures approached from the side, Jon and Lusha turning to see Lilly and Cora. Lilly had a small smile while Cora was at her side, sheathed throwing axes across her back and their handles above her shoulders. Four more axes were strapped to her thighs, two on each one. Jon couldn’t help but think she looked like she was decked out for war. 

“Nice axes,” Jon said as he looked at each one. 

“More of them will be shipped to the house tomorrow. We can use them for the expedition,” Cora stated. 

Lusha nodded. “We also have a shipment that will arrive tomorrow.” 

Lilly looked to the wood elf. “Did your discussion go well?” 

The Scholar nodded. “We have agreed and signed the contract. 

Once we have our experience, we can discuss your contract.” 

The two women nodded before turning their attention to Jon. 



Pressure pushed on Jon’s mind and spirit as he realized that if anything went wrong, this could turn out badly for everyone involved. He wanted nothing more than the whole crew to work together, but with Lusha knowing so much important information and Lilly leading them on a dangerous journey across Aquris, they all had to come to an agreement they could all live with. 

Syndra and Eryn stepped to the group, the shadow elf holding a basket with a dozen vibrators, dildos, and various smaller devices Jon wasn’t sure what they were. 

“The Paradise Isles would envy this place,” the witch smiled from ear to ear. 

“Paradise Isles?” Jon asked. 

Lilly nodded. “There are a small cluster of islands in the Gold Sea where any desire can be met with welcomed arms. It is often reserved for royalty or those with enough gold to buy their way in. Many stay for years, following every drop of desire.” 

“Sounds like a nice place to visit,” Jon joked. 

Lilly eyed Jon with warm eyes. “Why visit when we can have our own paradise?” 

“Ah,” Jon said as he felt the air around him become very hot. 

The next fifteen minutes were elves picking up and checking out various items before moving to checkout and paying. Jon found himself holding several shopping bags as everyone else’s hands were full of bags with T-shirts and magical stones. 

The group stepped out of the Pink Kitty, Jon taking a deep inhale in relief. They all turned to head back the way they came when a tall figure walked toward them. All eyes focused and smiled, expect for Jon. His heart quickened as his breath was taken away. 

Zelda approached with a shopping bag in one hand and a shy smile across her lips. Pink touched her cheeks as she walked toward them. 

Her bare shoulders and neck were exposed as a midnight blue dress adhered to the sea elf’s tall frame. It hugged her top, exposing an inviting line of cleavage. A belt that accommodated the outfit cinched her waist. The dress flowed out to her knees as she stepped along. 

Jon was taken aback at just how feminine Zelda appeared. He dropped the bags of sex toys to the floor and strode forward. When he stood before her, he looked up to her wide eyes. Zelda blinked, her dark eyes wanting to look away, but she couldn’t upon seeing Jon’s adoring eyes. 

“You look beautiful,” Jon smiled. 

“I didn’t believe the women at the shop. They said you would be awestruck. I thought you would find it funny,” Zelda said in a small voice. 

Jon shook his head while never taking his eyes off of her. “No chance. You are beautiful, in and out of the dress.” 

Zelda blinked before she leaned forward. The two kissed with heat flaring between them. 

Lilly glanced over to Lusha as she stared with concerned eyes. 

“The next few nights should be interesting,” Lilly smirked. 





Four

The drive back through the rain was peacefully quiet. The windshield wipers moved back and forth, pushing away the heavy rain. 

Lights from cars in the other lane glowed like ghostly orbs before they moved on. The dim hum of the engine and the dark, rainy day eased their spirits as the  Rogue Wagon turned onto a street by the coast and travelled east. 

Jon glanced at his rearview mirror. In the back, Syndra and Eryn talked and giggled in soft whispers. Jon smiled as he saw that they were getting closer with each passing day. 

Jon’s gaze shifted to Lusha. The wood elf sat silently. She looked out the rain covered window, her mind elsewhere. Jon couldn’t tell if she was simply relaxing or thinking about what they agreed upon. Jon’s own thoughts fell back to the contract and he gripped the wheel a little tighter. 

 What Lusha is asking for is not really that weird. I just have to assume the role she wants in her fantasy. I just wonder if it will become our fantasy. 

Jon focused on driving, glancing back to the rear-view mirror. Zelda and Cora sat behind Jon and Lilly. The Cabin Mate had a throwing axe in her hands, her purple eyes admiring the craftsmanship and running a thumb lightly along the blade. Beside her, Zelda sat comfortably, her eyes looking up and making eye contact with Jon. He could still see the top of her dress, hugging her body. He found her beautiful, but to see the change from a powerful protector to shy and girly set his soul on fire. 

It reminded him of when the others opened up to him, allowing their true selves to be free in his presence. 

Lilly reached over and put her hand on Jon’s thigh. Jon glanced down to her warm hand before looking back to the street. She squeezed him and he smiled. 

The  Rogue Wagon turned right from the street and slowed into the driveway. The sky was nearly pitch black as evening approached. The garage door opened as the large SUV rolled in. Once inside, the door closed behind it. 

The SUV’s doors opened and everyone stepped out with shopping bags. Jon helped them, taking some of the bags before everyone marched into the house. Warmth flowed over their tired bodies as they made their way in. Cora marched into the living room, picked up the remote and turned on the flatscreen. Syndra, Eryn, and Lusha climbed the stairs to the second floor with their bags and disappeared from sight. 

Zelda moved to the kitchen, picked up a bottle of wine and a corkscrew. 

She stabbed the corkscrew into the cork and began to twist, a small tune humming in her throat. 

Lilly’s hand grazed Jon’s hand as she stepped past him. Jon looked to her to see the red-headed elf glance at him before making her way to the bedroom. Jon dropped the bags in his hands and followed her. 

Once they were inside, Lilly closed the door behind them and stepped over to the bed, pulling Jon with her. The two sat on the edge as rain pelted the bedroom windows as the storm gave no indication of letting up. 

“I’m glad you wanted to come in here. I feel like we have some things to talk about,” Jon began. 

Lilly nodded. “We do. I want to begin by saying, you don’t have to sacrifice your honor or well-being by trying to entice Lusha to join our crew.” 

Jon looked to the beautiful Captain with understanding eyes. “Thank you, but I think this whole situation is deeper than my well-being. Lusha has important skills we could use if the plan is to unseat the Emperor and replace him with Cora. Can we still consider her if she doesn’t take the oath?” 

Lilly eyed Jon before placing her hand on top of his. “I know we have talked about death and honor. I know you’re concerned that I may have to kill her if she doesn’t take the oath. Such discussions are never pleasant, but they must be had. I allowed Lusha to join us at Castellan’s urging and as a friend to him. I would be more at ease if Lusha would simply join the crew, but she has been difficult. She knows she has leverage and she may feel that when the translations are complete, I will no longer have use for her. She doesn’t trust us because of our backgrounds, but I believe she will trust you.” 

“I want her to join the crew. She can be an asset. I will do what I can to help bridge that trust, but I have to know, do you really want her to join us?” 

Lilly looked away for a long moment. The room was eerily silent before Lilly turned her gaze to Jon, staring into his eyes. 

“I have seen what you see. I know she is valuable for what we are trying to accomplish. I know her skills and knowledge are needed to ensure a stable future. I…” Lilly trailed off. 

Jon watched as Lilly’s face betrayed a sliver of pain and he understood. 

“She has to put her trust in you first before you can trust her.” 

Lilly looked down and remained silent. 

Jon nodded before squeezing her hand. Lilly looked up and saw Jon’s knowing small smile. It set her heart ablaze with love as she saw that he understood. 

“Just like when you met me, it took time before you could open up. 

It’s not enough to simply fight beside you, others have to take the first step before you can allow them into your heart.” 

The sun elf gave a tiny nod. “When I was younger, I remember being so innocent. I gave of myself to help so many others. It felt natural and wonderful. I ignored everyone who told me otherwise. I couldn’t believe the world could be so cruel when you gave people a chance.” 

Lilly pulled her hand back and hugged her waist as she looked off. 

“When my parents were taken, the first year was very difficult. I lost what little gold I had. Friends of our families would have nothing to do with me. I was alone. When I reached my lowest depth, I knew I had to rise, swim for the surface or I would drown. 

“It cost me my innocence, but taught me a valuable lesson. Others have to be genuine and trustworthy to me before I can give them the same. After many years, it became my true rule. I know it when I see it. 



My instincts have kept me alive this long. If I break the rule for anyone, it endangers everything we are trying to accomplish.” 

Jon nodded. “You and Lusha would get along very well if you both sat down and talked.” 

Lilly turned her gaze to Jon, sorrow touching her eyes. “I watched you and Lusha talking from afar.” 

“Spying on me?” Jon smirked. 

Lilly smiled. “More like protecting my Shullkar. Lusha has many skills and fighting is one of them. If she hurt you and attempted to flee, I was ready to chase her down. I know you can protect yourself, but she is the kind of elf that will attack another when they are at their most vulnerable.” 

“Just so you know, I don’t mind light stalking. It’s kind of hot,” Jon joked. 

Lilly’s smile grew wider as her eyes half closed. “Neither do I.” 

The couple stared at each other before Jon tilted his head forward, shadows covering his eyes. 

“Lusha mentioned that she gave you a different contract.” 

Lilly nodded. “She did. She wants to see if you can truly be our Arbiter. If you succeed, she will take the oath under the condition that once the expedition is finished, she will have a chance to decide if she wants to stay with us or leave without any repercussions.” 

“What are the repercussions if someone decides to break the oath and leave the crew?” 

“The oath is for life, but if a pirate wants to leave, depending on their time and service, they may be scarred, broken, or dead. Scarred is the easiest and least painful decision. An X is cut somewhere on their body, by their choice. It helps identify a former pirate and for others to leave them be. 

“Broken is a little more serious. The entire crew punches, kicks, and beats the one who wants to leave. They do not gain a scar and, if they survive, all contact between them and the crew will cease. They will be an outcast for the rest of their lives. Sometimes, a few fingers or an eye are taken as payment. 

“I don’t believe I have to explain death,” Lilly finished. 

Jon gave a grim nod. “What happens if or when Cora becomes Empress?” 

“She knew what she agreed to. She accepted the possibilities and told me she had no issue with anything I might do if she moved on. 

Between us, I will give her a tiny X scar, just to remind her where she came from when she joined the crew of the  Dark Heart,” Lilly said with a small smile. 

Jon mulled over what Lilly said. He understood why the wood elf would be hesitant to take the oath and join the crew if it meant gaining a scar or being beaten to within an inch of her life. Lilly was loving, but from what he remembered of what she said she did to Sawblade by chopping off his hand for grabbing her breast, the pirate captain had a cruel streak to anyone who crossed her. 

“Jon,” Lilly said in a soft tone, “We will be leaving for the portal in seven days’ time, with or without the full translations. I have an idea on where to search and if we have to find or kidnap another elf to finish the translation, we will do it. 

“I am being honest, I want Lusha to join our crew, if not for her sake then for Castellan’s sake. He is a friend and I trust his judgement on an elf’s character. 

“Lusha must accept the oath before we leave or I will do what needs to be done to ensure our enemies do not learn of what we are trying to do.” 

Jon eyed Lilly, seeing the serious look in her eyes. Her dedication cut at Jon’s reasoning. This was not a compromise that could be broken down into finer points. It was an ultimatum and potentially Lusha’s very life in the balance. 

“Lilly, the crew is our crew, right?” Jon asked. 

The sun elf nodded. 



“What if I found another way to have her join us? Would you and the crew be open to taking a different approach?” 

Lilly gave Jon a shrewd look before her mouth twisted into a wicked smirk. “What do you have in mind?” 

Jon mirrored her smirk. “I have an idea brewing, but I will need help from Eryn and maybe Syndra, if that’s okay?” 

“As I said before, I don’t control my crew’s lives. Ask them anything you wish. I won’t stand in your way.” 

Jon nodded and smiled before there was a knock at the door. 

“Come in,” Jon and Lilly said in unison before they laughed. 

The door opened. Zelda stepped in with a wine bottle in one hand and three wine glasses in the other. She kicked the door closed and stepped closer. The sea elf handed a glass to Lilly and then Jon. Pulling the cork from the bottle, she began to pour into each glass until all three were full. She put the bottle on the nightstand before kneeling down with her glass out. 

“I thought we would have some wine tonight,” Zelda smiled. 

The three of them clinked their glasses and took deep sips. Jon noticed that Zelda couldn’t keep her eyes off of him. The mood slowly shifted into a warm haze as they sipped their wine. 

Zelda stayed on her knees, her eyes still meeting Jon’s gaze as he sat on the bed. “Jon, I have something to ask in the morning. I want to ask it during the day because it is bad luck to speak on such things at night.” 

Jon eyed the sea elf and smiled. “You know you can ask me anything.” 

Zelda nodded before her light blue cheeks turned a shade of pink. “I also wanted to tell you both how happy I am. I never thought I would see my family again. Knowing Jyn and Ryta are safe has calmed my spirit.” 

Zelda’s eyes shined as she looked to the man and elf. “I just want to say that I love you both.” 



Jon and Lilly looked to each other with small smiles before looking to the sea elf. 

“We love you too,” the couple said in unison before all three took deep sips of their wine to the sounds of falling rain. 


***

Golden wings flapped in the darkness. Jon stared into the abyss before cracks appeared and beams of light stabbed at the void like white lances. In seconds, the darkness and golden wings vanished as Jon slowly blinked. 
The sound of rain continued to batter outside the home. Jon turned his head to see Lilly draped on him. The sun elf’s mouth was open, drool dripping from her lip and onto his chest. 

Jon stayed very still, gazing on the sleeping elf with loving eyes. 

After another drop touched his already wet chest, he grunted and shifted slightly. Lilly lifted her upper body in a sleepy daze. She glanced around with almost closed eyes, not sure what was happening until Jon pulled her close to his chest, mashing her cheek in her own saliva. 

“Good morning,” Jon said cheerfully as Lilly struggled in his grip. 

When the sun elf broke free, she wiped her cheek and smeared it all over Jon’s face. Lilly blinked as Jon laughed. He looked at her, seeing her disheveled flame red hair and confused eyes. 

“You’re a drooler,” Jon said with an impish grin. 

Lilly yawned as she scratched the side of one of her bare breasts. 

She looked down on Jon and gave him a shrug before turning over and pulling a blanket over her head. 

Jon slipped out of bed and grabbed a shirt and jeans from a nearby chair. He dressed and looked over to Lilly, the sun elf covered and not getting up. 

A faint ring of the doorbell touched Jon’s ears. 

Not wanting to push his luck with the dangerously beautiful Captain, Jon slipped out of the room and closed the door behind him. 



Jon stepped into the living room and a storm of activity. The front door was open, Lusha and Syndra bringing in boxes. Cora was in the kitchen, making breakfast. The scent of pancakes and eggs filled his nose. Jon turned to the patio windows and saw Zelda standing out in the rain in her new midnight blue dress, her back to the house and her face tilted up to the sky. 

Eryn sat on the couch, staring blankly as she had earbuds in and her cellphone on her lap. She turned her blank gaze to Jon and smiled. 

Syndra hefted a box with a pink cat symbol on it to the basement door and disappeared from sight as she made her way down. 

Lusha held a box in her hands and stepped to Jon, her expression a blank mask. 

“Jon, we have something else to discuss. Can you go to my room and wait while I put this box downstairs? It will just take a moment.” 

“Sure,” Jon smiled. 

Lusha’s face didn’t change as she turned, walked to the basement door and stepped down the stairs. 

Jon walked through the main floor, slowing down when he was passing the kitchen. Cora looked up from her cooking and gave Jon a warm smile. The young man nodded as he continued to the stairs and climbed the steps. 

Energy filled every cell of Jon's body. The morning felt new and full of possibilities. Even the rain couldn’t dampen his mood. He confidently walked down the long hallway and stepped into Lusha’s room. 

 I assume she will want to talk about what we are going to do. Plus, those boxes were from the Pink Kitty so whatever is going to happen, it’s going to happen soon. 

Jon looked over at the pile of papers and pens. A minute ticked on before he heard someone approaching the room. Lusha stepped in and closed the door behind her. The wood elf’s previous blank expression had shifted to glowing excitement. She crossed the room and moved to her desk. Her hand darted into the pile and she pulled out several sheets of paper before handing it to Jon. 



Jon took the sheets and looked down, seeing paragraphs written in Urth tongue. 

“I worked on it last night,” Lusha beamed. “You don’t have to follow it to the letter but it should help you through our session. The boxes have already arrived and I will be setting up the basement for our experience. It will take most of the day, but it will be ready by tonight.” 

Jon nodded as began reading, his eyes getting a little wider with each passing paragraph. When he reached the bottom of the first page, he saw that there were two more pages. 

“We must agree on a serenity word. Mentioning it will stop all activity,” Lusha said with an excited edge. 

“On Urth, we call it a safe word and I do agree. It has to be something we wouldn’t normally say, but both understand the meaning when we say it.” 

Lusha nodded. “I like the word Green Tea, because it has become my favorite Urth tea, but I’m open to any suggestions.” 

Jon knew this was serious to Lusha and fought back his urge to chuckle. “Green Tea works for me.” 

Jon looked at the second page as Lusha eyed him with a smile. 

“Jon, thank you,” Lusha said in a small voice. 

The young man looked up from the written pages and saw the bright shine in Lusha’s eyes. This was the first time he had ever seen the wood elf so happy and it was a little odd to experience. She normally carried herself with poise and class, but now she stood with stars in her eyes. 

“Happy to help,” Jon smiled. “About our session, may I bring Eryn into it since she has had some experience with you before?” 

Lusha’s bright eyes dimmed a slight bit. “Captain Silk has forbidden her to partake in our sessions.” 

Jon kept an understanding smile. “True, but the crew answers to me too. If I want Eryn there, I will have her there, with your permission.” 



Lusha gave Jon a long look before she nodded. “I welcome Eryn to our session. As master, you may change what you see fit to enhance the session. If it goes too far, I will say the seren… safe word and end it.” 

Jon nodded as he looked down at the hand-written sheets. “And what if I say the safe word?” 

Lusha blinked. “Safe words are usually for the submissive partner. 

Why would you say it?” 

Jon kept reading and didn’t look at the wood elf. “This is my first time doing this. If it becomes too much for me, I would like to know I can end it as well.” 

“I find it difficult to believe you would wish to speak the word, but I see no harm in it. We may need a few sessions to truly understand one another.” 

Jon nodded and looked up to the wood elf. “Lusha, I look forward to our time together. No matter what happens, I want you to know that we don’t need this to decide if you wish to take the oath or not. I’m happy knowing you trust me enough to do this with you. You have every valid reason to not want to become a pirate, but I want you to know, we can be the family you always wanted.” 

Lusha was taken aback, her gaze wide and lips parted. “Jon…” she began. 

“See you when you’re ready,” Jon cut her off, turned around with the papers in his hands and walked out of her bedroom. 

Lusha stared blankly as Jon was gone from sight, her heart thudding in her chest as warmth curled around her soul. 

Jon made his way to the main floor. He walked down the hallway and saw Cora preparing plates of food in the kitchen. When he reached the living room, Syndra and Eryn sat on the couch. The witch blew Jon a kiss as Eryn leaned her head on Syndra’s shoulder, still listening to something with her earbuds in. 

Jon looked out the patio windows to see Zelda was still standing in the rain. Without a second thought, Jon moved to the glass patio door, put the papers on a nearby shelf and slid the door open. He stepped out into the torrential rain, closing the glass door behind him. 

Cold rain immediately seeped into his hair, shirt, and jeans. Hair matted down as a chill caused his entire body to shiver. Jon fought through the wet and the cold, stepping closer to Zelda and standing beside her. He lifted his face to the rain and closed his eyes. 

 It has been so long since I simply enjoyed the rain. I feel like a new person with a new life. Was meeting Lilly and her crew my destiny? 

 Were we meant to be the family I always wanted? Was I meant to fight a real evil and change Aquris for a better future? 

Zelda sighed before she spoke and fingered the single shark tooth necklace around her neck, “I remember when it rained for days along the surface of the deep oceans. I would lay on the surface for hours, letting the rain touch me as I floated. I would be miles away from any pods, basking in the purity of it. It felt like the rain was washing my soul clean of darkness and filling it with water from the gods.” 

Zelda lowered her head, her dark eyes staring at the Harbor and beyond. “After I lost my family, it was a year before I went for a swim in the rain. I thought I would have that same feeling of being cleansed. 

“It wasn’t the same. The darkness didn’t leave my soul. The gods didn’t wash it all away.” 

Zelda turned her face and looked down on Jon. “Then, a pirate captain and an Urth man helped save my family and my people. We fought side by side, destroying the oppressors and freeing so many captured souls.” 

The sea elf looked to the sky once again, basking in the rain. “As I stand here, in the rain, I feel the darkness again washing away and hope filling my soul. I feel lighter, happier. I want to drown in this light. I want to drown and sleep for a thousand years.” 

“We would miss you,” Jon smiled. 

“You would be with me,” Zelda smirked. “My family would be with me, sleeping together until the world needed us again.” 



Zelda turned around and faced Jon. Jon did the same, turning and looking up at the tall sea elf. Rain washed over their bodies as they stood. 

“Jon, I have something to ask,” Zelda said and lowered her body to her knees. 

The moment was genuine as he looked into her eyes and she looked into his. 

“I have been the protector of the  Dark Heart and her crew. I have used my strength and power to watch over our ship and our love, but it is not enough. I have seen you fight with your bare fists and you have taken on enemies much stronger than any would believe.” 

Zelda bowed her head, shadows covering her eyes. “Jon, teach me your ways of fighting. I want to learn. I want to be your disciple, your student. I want to learn your family’s technique and I want to honor it by fighting any who would side with evil.” 

Jon looked down on Zelda with warm eyes. Memories floated into his mind of those who discovered their powers and begged to learn from the Star Dragons. Jon remembered thinking they were foolish and a little crazy, but those old memories floated away. Seeing Zelda, a sea elf that he loved, kneeling before him to learn how to fight like him nearly broke his heart in half. She respected him, adored him, and wanted to learn from him. It filled the young man with new purpose, arming the ones he loved with new ways to fight so they could vanquish any enemy that may cause harm. 

Zelda stayed on her knees, her head bowed. Water soaked into her new dress, the fabric clinging to her body. 

Jon touched her shoulder and she looked up to him. 

“Zelda, it would be my honor to teach you my family’s fighting technique. I can’t think of anyone else who is more deserving than you.” 

Tears welled up in Zelda’s oval eyes before they blended with the rain. The sea elf stood up and grabbed Jon. She held him close, her embrace nearly crushing him, but Jon was surprisingly okay with it. She pulled back slightly and the two kissed in the rain. 



Syndra watched from behind the glass patio door, a tear streaking down her cheek. 

“Did he accept?” Eryn asked with a whisper. 

“He did,” the shadow elf said in a quiet voice. 

Jon and Zelda pulled apart and looked into each other’s eyes before they both turned their attention to Syndra behind the glass. 

“Act natural,” Syndra hissed as she threw her ass back onto the couch, next to Eryn. 

The glass door slid open and two soaking wet bodies stepped in. 

Jon and Zelda smiled as Syndra ignored them and Eryn blinked. 

“Let’s towel off,” Jon said and led the way, Zelda following. 

The pair stepped into the bedroom. The blanket continued to cover Lilly as she slept. Jon smiled as he walked into the large bathroom. 

Zelda stepped in and closed the door behind her. 

Jon began pulling his wet shirt over his head as Zelda moved to the immense bathtub. She sat on the edge and turned on the water. The faucet surged with hot water and the tub began to fill. 

Jon dropped his soaked shirt to the tiled floor with a wet plop. He took hold of his pants when he saw the steam rising and the tub filling up. Zelda sat on the wide edge of the bathtub, but her gaze was purely on Jon. 

“I thought we were getting dry?” 

Zelda’s gaze remained on Jon as she shook her head slightly. 

“There are other ways to warm up from the cold rain.” 

Zelda’s words caused Jon’s urges to growl in agreement. 

He stood in the center of the bathroom as a warm mist rose up. 

Zelda’s claws grew an inch before she began tearing at her clothes. Her sharp nails ripped through the fabric and swaths of her dress came off. 

A dripping hunger filled her eyes as the last piece of fabric fell to the bathroom floor. She stood up, her naked body exposed to Jon as her nails retracted back into her fingers. 



Jon admired every inch of the beautiful sea elf from the tips of her pointed ears, to the gills along her neck, her large breasts, webbed hands, smooth stomach and down to her webbed toes. Her toes were flexed as if she was fighting every urge to not attack her lover. 

Jon took off his jeans, his boxers going with it. His manhood was already at attention and he made no move to hide it. 

“Please, sit in the water,” Zelda said with a faraway voice. 

Jon moved toward the bathtub, but when he reached Zelda’ side, he took her hand and pulled her with him. The couple stepped into the deep tub and sank down into the soothing, hot water. Zelda stared for a moment as they settled down, before her webbed hands touched Jon’s chest and smoothed down over his body. When her hand dipped below the water, she grazed his manhood and it bounced to her touch. 

Jon leaned back against the tub edge. His arms lay on the sides as Zelda crawled a little closer. He took in her beauty, his gaze falling from her hungry eyes and seeing her dark blue nipples as they stood erect. 

He reached over with one hand, touching her smooth skin and running his fingers along her naked breast. His thumb caressed her nipple and the seven-foot tall sea elf shuddered. 

“To our agreement,” Zelda whispered before her head dove under the water’s surface and took Jon’s member into her mouth. 

Jon leaned his head back as Zelda slowly licked and sucked on his throbbing manhood. Water filled her gills as she lingered, taking long, slow strokes with her lips. The sensations blazed along Jon’s cock as he fought back a groan. He gripped the tub edge as Zelda increased the tempo. The water splashed with small waves as her head bobbed underwater. 

Hot water continued to pour into the tub, making it deeper. Jon couldn’t focus beyond the loving sensations of Zelda’s mouth. Gone were the days where he feared her biting him. Now, they were replaced with a calm comfort and trust. 

The water began to churn as Zelda slowed with powerful strokes. 

She never broke contact, her tongue moving along his member like a snake. She closed her eyes, tasting the man in her mouth and her body crying out for more. 

Water rose up and soon, it spilled over the edge. Jon barely noticed it, a thought telling him that there was a drain in the center of the bathroom floor. 

Zelda let Jon’s cock touch the back of her throat before she rose up, water dripping off of her. 

“Jon, take me,” Zelda whispered with hearts in her eyes. 

The hunger had become a tidal wave as Jon sat up and gently pushed. Zelda’s body went with his touch, falling back into the water and Jon fell on top of her. He lay above her, his face a few inches over water. Her thick thighs parted as Zelda was submerged and she gave him a razor smile. She stayed underwater as Jon’s hips moved of their own accord, his cock searching for her waiting slit. Her webbed hands took hold of his ass and with a hip shift, his throbbing cock pushed at her tender valley entrance. Thick inches speared her, forcing her open as his strong hips pushed gently. 

Zelda arched her neck as their connection blazed bright. The sound of blood pumped in the sea elf’s pointed ears as she gasped underwater. 

Jon watched as Zelda writhed to his invasion. She moved with him, tub water splashing as their bodies made waves. The hot water and joined bodies blazed like a fever dream. Jon could barely keep back his own inner urges as Zelda’s mouth made a perfect oval in bliss. 

Zelda made muffled, underwater moans, a frenzy igniting her desires. Jon’s member pushed and she squeezed, not wanting to let him go. She tried to hold back her orgasm, but Jon’s cock forced her closer and closer to climax. The water turned hazy as Zelda looked to the handsome man on top of her, feeling him deep inside her. He smiled a knowing, happy smile before pushing his manhood to the hilt. 

Zelda’s eyes rolled into her head as her body shuddered. Tight nerves released the tension along her tall frame before a tsunami of bliss crashed into her. A watery moan escaped her open mouth as she squeezed Jon and shuddered. 



Jon felt his body react as he watched the sea elf writhe in ecstasy. 

Without a second thought, he took a deep breath and submerged his head underwater. The young man kissed her and she clutched at him, holding him to her body. 

Jon pulled away from the kiss and bit her neck, hard. His cock thickened as Zelda let out a long, watery moan. She continued to clutch him to her, his hips driving home his manhood in powerful thrusts. 

Jon lost all sense of himself as his cock thickened. He tasted her flesh in his own frenzy before spurts of his seed shot forth like a cannon. 

Hot come filled her thin valley and she licked at him underwater. The two moved and writhed to the connection, lost in throbbing bliss. 

For several seconds, Jon and Zelda held each other underwater. 

Their hearts pumped with affection and time stood still. 

When his lungs cried for air, Jon pulled away and surfaced. He took in the deepest breath of his life as Zelda rose up on her elbows. Her face was above the water’s surface, watching Jon as he gasped for air. 

“My master,” Zelda said with a sharp smile. 

“My student and lover,” Jon smiled as he breathed. 

The bathroom door opened and Lilly stepped in naked. She glanced at Jon and Zelda as they turned to look at her. The Captain stepped to the counter and picked up her toothbrush. She put toothpaste on it and brought the brush close to her mouth before looking to the couple in the overflowing bathtub. 

“Cora said breakfast is ready,” Lilly smiled before brushing her teeth in the misty, bathroom air. 





Five

Rain, lightning, and thunder filled the outside world. Few cars were on the road and even less people moved about in the torrential rains. 

The sky cracked with light and thunder rumbled from short distances. 

The city of Southvale Harbor ground to a halt as the large storm continued to move across it, washing away anything caught in its natural power. 

The sun began to set behind the clouds, the gray sky turning darker with each passage of time. 

Inside a home at the top of a hill, Jon took a moment to look around at the elves gathered around the dining room table. Everyone at the table was eating, drinking, and enjoying the company. Syndra smiled as she ate her rice and seasoned chicken soup. The shadow elf was wearing another of her new T-shirts that had “I’m with Stupid” and an arrow pointing to her right. Eryn was sitting to Syndra’s right, oblivious to Syndra’s shirt. The shadow elf had made it a point to sit next to her and seemed to be enjoying that the cleric had no idea what was on her shirt. 

Eryn wore one of her new T-shirts, “My parents went to Aquris and all I got was this stupid T-shirt” written in small letters across the front. 

Jon couldn’t help but notice that the shirt hugged the elf across her rather full chest. The “parents went to Aquris” part was stretched over her robust breasts as she silently ate her food. 

Zelda ate like a monster, filling her mouth with food and barely chewing. She would glance at Jon sometimes, smile between bites and go back to gorging. The sea elf chomped down on large pieces of chicken and often chewed the bone. She sucked out the marrow on a number of pieces before chucking what was left into her wide mouth and biting it into smaller pieces. 

Cora ate her meal rather quickly, hoping to catch one of her shows. 

She had opened her TV viewing to more than the news and porn. The sun elf had become addicted to teen dramas with monsters and witchcraft. She managed to see all the back catalog of one of her favorite shows and now eagerly awaited the new, weekly episodes. 

Everyone at the table knew not to disturb her during Brina, The Teenage Witch Hunter. It was during an episode two weeks ago when Zelda tried to take the remote to see if anything else was on and a throwing dagger stabbed at the wood coffee table and another one was in Cora’s hand. 

Zelda backed off and found something else to do while Cora relaxed and continued to watch her show. 

Lilly was quiet, almost reflective during the day. The pirate Captain seemed to be enjoying the rainy day, as far as Jon could tell. She spoke little and lounged for the most part. Jon wondered if she was thinking about what they had to do or maybe she was simply resting up for their journey back to Aquris in six days. 

Jon’s gaze shifted to the basement door. Lusha had only appeared once throughout the whole day. She picked up a large plate of food, said nothing as she carried it to the basement door and made her way down, closing the door and locking it behind her. 

 I really hope this all isn’t some ploy to trick me downstairs so she can murder me and dismember my body. 

Jon wanted to smile at his own joke but the smile never came. He remembered the script she handed him, reading it over a dozen times and trying to memorize key parts. It was clear to Jon that Lusha liked fantasy. He had no real issues with roleplay, but the wood elf had a dark streak that Jon had to tell himself over and over again was just a fantasy. 

Jon remembered the look in Lusha’s bright eyes as she handed him the few pages. She had been needing a release and she wanted to go all out. Jon wanted to ask her how often she performed such fantasies, but the wood elf barely left the basement long enough for them to talk. 

He thought to ask Eryn, but the moments fled as Syndra and Eryn talked about the expedition and Vala. The pair had grown closer with each day and Jon felt like he was intruding on their time together. 

 I’m going to have to just go with it and hopefully it will be fine. 

Jon looked across the table to Eryn as she stared blankly and ate her food. 

“Eryn,” Jon began. 



The half-breed’s pointed ears perked up in Jon’s direction. “Yes, Jon?” 

“I may need you later, to help with Lusha,” Jon said simply. 

The cleric seemed to understand as she gave a slight nod and continued to eat. Elven eyes shifted across the table, gazing at the others before everyone fell back to eating their dinner. 

 Eryn has been restrained over the last month. Once this session is over with, I’ll have to ask her if she is okay. 

Jon guessed the strange world of Urth might be too much for her sensitive senses. He often found her wincing at loud cars passing by on the street. Spending most of her time in the monastery must have been calming and peaceful to her senses. It didn’t occur to him until now that Southvale might be a little harsh on the cleric. 



“I think the rain is going to let up tomorrow. A bunch of us can visit the  Dark Heart and start implementing the new equipment and supplies,” Jon smiled. 

Lilly spoke up, “If tonight goes well, I’ll be looking over the translations of the dragon rune book. Everyone else will be free to help you.” 

Heads nodded in agreement. 

Jon looked over to Lilly. The sun elf looked to him and gave him a loving blink. 

 No pressure. I really hope tonight’s plan works and no one dies. 

Jon closed his eyes, pushing away his anxiety. 

 Have fun and Lusha will have fun too. This is all a game. A wild sexual game, but just a game. 

Cora finished her plate and hopped up. She dashed to the sink, nearly throwing her dish in there before darting into the living room and turning on the flatscreen. The Cabin Mate flopped onto the couch with attentive eyes. 



Zelda leaned back in her chair, her hand on her stomach and a satisfied look in her dark eyes. 

Syndra, Eryn, and Lilly continued to eat. Jon was ready to pick up his empty plate and deposit it in the sink when the basement door opened. Jon faced the door as Lusha stood within the frame, her gaze on him. 

“It’s time,” the wood elf said simply, before she turned around and descended down into the basement. 

Lilly was up and took Jon’s plate from his hands. “Enjoy yourself,” 

the pirate captain said with a sly edge before moving to the sink. 

“I want to hear all about it when you’re finished,” Syndra smiled. 

Zelda nodded to Syndra’s remark. 

“Is… stuff like this normal on Aquris too?” Jon asked. 

“Vala teaches all the many and various ways to unburden your darkness. Her teachings fill hundreds of tomes for those who follow her ways and those willing to learn,” Eryn said with a small, wicked smirk. 

“A lot of people like to learn,” Zelda laughed as she picked at her sharp teeth. 

“Even more use it to reach Vala’s enlightenment,” Syndra added. 

Eryn looked up to Jon with blank eyes. “If you are willing to follow Vala’s path, I would be more than happy to show you the many ways to her divine touch.” 

“How deep does Vala’s path go?” Jon said without thinking and regretted the choice of words. 

“Deep,” Syndra, Eryn, and Zelda said at the same time. 

Jon watched the three elves as they laughed. 

“When the time is right and Jon is ready, we can all show him Vala’s ways. For now, he needs to concentrate on what needs to be done,” 

Lilly said over her shoulder before glancing to Jon. “Save some energy for later,” Lilly smiled before washing her own dish. 



Jon nodded before he found himself turning and around and walking toward the basement door. 

“I’ll listen for you,” Eryn said as Jon hesitated at the basement entrance. 

Jon nodded again before closing the door and making his way down the stairs. His thoughts turned into a jumble with each step. The basement was clean from what he remembered. He only had a few items stored down there, but there was plenty of space for someone to actually live down there. It had its own bathroom that was never used and small, covered windows along the top of the concrete walls. 

When Jon reached the bottom of the stairs, he was greeted with dim, lantern light. He quickly saw that it was actual lanterns hanging from the ceiling boards. The lanterns were from his camping equipment that he stored down here, but the thought was soon lost to Jon as he took in Lusha’s work with wide eyes. 

The basement was filled with several pieces of equipment. An X-rack was against one wall. A leather bench was standing to the side. 

The top part of it was covered in cushioned leather, but the rest of the frame was wood. The only thing he could compare it to was a sawhorse. 

On the back wall were dangling chains with cuffs at the ends. The other ends of the chains went through metal rings twisted into the wood and attached to the wooden pillars of the basement. Folded blankets were to the side of a medium-sized chest. The entire basement had been turned into what looked like a medieval torture chamber and in the middle, standing by an odd chair, was Lusha. The wood elf’s eyes shined in the dim light as she stood in her almost see-through white dress. 

“Everything here came in just boxes?” Jon asked as he took a timid step in. 

Lusha nodded. “The equipment needed to be assembled. You didn’t see the many boxes that arrived before you left your bedroom this morning. Syndra helped a little, but I did most of it. It brought a sense of home as I put it together. Do you like it?” 

Jon stepped closer, drinking it all in until he looked over to the strange chair. The chair was one of Jon’s extra dining room chairs, but Lusha had turned it into what appeared to be a makeshift throne. Items were either glued or nailed to it to give it a somewhat regal appearance. 

The work was impressive, Jon wondering if he actually owned a chair like this. 

Lusha bowed, one hand on the chair. “Your throne for our session. I worked with what I could find. I did see an actual throne to buy, but it would have taken days to arrive and I know time is of the essence.” 

Jon watched as she stood up. “This is very impressive. I still can’t believe you did most of this yourself.” 

Lusha nodded. “Desire is the cornerstone of ingenuity.” 

The wood elf stepped closer to Jon. She lifted her hand and touched his chest while gazing into his eyes. 

“It has been so long, I feel like it is my first time. I’m trembling in anticipation, but I want you to enjoy your role in our play. This is important to me and I’m happy knowing you wanted to share this together.” 

Jon could see and almost feel that the elf was truly trembling. The shine in her eyes spoke to her excitement and Jon found it difficult to say no. He lifted his hand and touched hers, keeping her hand on his chest. 

“Lusha, I want what we all want. Let tonight be our first of many adventures,” Jon smiled. 

Lusha kept her gaze, “Do you… mean that?” 

Jon nodded. “From what you told me yesterday at the mall, I think you are in perfect company.” 

The wood elf’s gaze lowered and she pulled her hand away. “We can discuss more after our session. Do you remember the safe word?” 

“Green Tea,” Jon said. 

Lusha stepped back and pointed an open hand to a table off to the side. Jon followed her pointing hand to see a small table with two wine bottles and a single glass. 



“I know this kind of play can make someone nervous. Please, feel free to take a drink or two to get you in the mood.” 

Jon turned his gaze to Lusha and smiled. “Maybe later. Right now, I’m here for you. I’m here for us.” 

Lusha stared into Jon’s eyes for a breath before looking away. “Let’s begin.” 

The script filled Jon’s thoughts as he tried to organize it within his mind. Scenarios mentally played out and a small, nervous feeling sank into his spirit. 

 Be who she wants you to be. Don’t overthink it. Have fun and she will have fun. 

Lusha knelt down to her knees, her face becoming a calm mask. 

The fire of excitement in her eyes seemed to dim and a sliver of fear took its place. Her body stiffened as she stayed on her knees, not looking up. 

Jon’s brow smoothed out as he stood before her. Something touched his soul, small claws running down his heart as if to prepare him. A golden light and a nodding, serpentine head moved from within, goading the young man to act and take his part seriously. 

Jon’s eyes half closed and a dark edge filled his voice, “Lady Leafwhisper, your people have been killed and your lands have been taken. You no longer have a home or people to help you, to protect you. 

From this point on, your title, your heritage, your very name shall be stripped from you.” 

Jon kept standing over Lusha, looking down on her with mild disgust. “You will address me as Lord Dragon. You shall never look me in the eyes unless I command it. You are now my plaything and must earn your way from nothing. If you resist me, you shall be punished. 

Nod if you agree.” 

Lusha gave a small, timid nod. 

Jon gave her an evil smirk. “We might make a proper slave out of you yet.” 



Jon stepped back and stood before the makeshift throne. “My first order is pour me a drink.” 

Lusha slowly stood up with her gaze to the rug-covered floor. She made her way to the small table and picked up a wine bottle. The cork came off easily as it was already opened. The wood elf poured into the empty glass. When it was full, she stepped over to Jon and presented the glass of wine with her head bowed. 

Jon took the wine glass. He swirled the dark wine as he looked Lusha up and down. “Now, let’s have a proper look at you.” 

Lusha hesitated, her gaze moving up but only to Jon’s chest. 

“Undress,” Jon said simply. 

Lusha’s eyes took on greater hints of fear and excitement as she raised her hands. Fingers took hold of her white dress. She pulled it down at the shoulders. The fabric loosened and fell as she held it to her chest, protecting her last moment of modesty. Jon watched with keen eyes as she pulled it away. Her hands moved to her waist and she snaked out of the dress, letting the shear fabric puddle at her feet. 

The wood elf stood, her toned and tanned body in the flickering shadows of the lantern lights. Her medium sized breasts defied gravity as her small, brown nipples pointed in excitement. Her skin was silky smooth in the light, practically glowing and wanting to be touched. She wore a simple white thong, covering her elfhood, but Jon could see the line of her sex. Even with the thong, Jon could see that she was completely hairless between those strong, inviting thighs. 

“I said, undress,” Jon said with cruel flair. 

Lusha’s fingers slid into the sides of the thong along her hips. They took hold and pulled them down. The thong slipped down her legs and laid with her dress. 

“Turn around for me,” Jon ordered. 

“Lord Dragon, there must be some kind of agreement we can discuss,” Lusha said in a small, almost mousy voice. 

“Our agreement is you belong to me. You have no say until you earn your title as slave and even then, it will be a small say. Turn around, slowly.” 

Lusha didn’t look up as she slowly turned around. 

Jon’s heart began to beat in his chest, heat rushing up to his face. 

He tried to keep his expression dark, but the moment began to take root. He watched as the wood elf slowly turned around, showing her firm but plump backside. Her entire body practically vibrated in desire and Jon resisted wanting to take hold of her and hug her close. 

Lusha finished turning and faced Jon, her head bowed. 

Jon took a sip of wine as he admired her beauty. “You may be of further use to me. Would you like that? Would you like to serve me?” 

Lusha’s brow hardened. “I would rather die for my beliefs.” 

Jon raised an eyebrow, seeing this as part of the script. “You dare speak to me like a commoner? You still have that fire of rebellion. 

Should I call my Whip? She has mentioned how she would gladly teach you a lesson in respect and servitude. On your knees.” 

Lusha sank down to her knees, head bowed. 

Jon stepped closer, his wine glass in hand. His other hand reached out and ran his fingers along Lusha’s smooth skin. She looked away as he touched her ear. His fingertips glided along her pointed ears, feeling every nuance and curve. 

The rush of power touched Jon’s spirit and its flame began to grow. 

Lifting up the glass of wine, he poured it over her hair and head. Lusha stayed on her knees, looking away as rivulets of wine streaked down her face. She made no sound, her body rigid like a statue. 

“For defying my rule by speaking to me when I gave no such permission.” 

Lusha remained still, her eyes taking on a faraway gaze. 

“Whip!” Jon shouted as he put the wine glass down. 

The dungeon was silent for a long moment before the basement door opened. A figure stepped in and closed it behind them. Eryn made her way to the bottom of the stairs and crossed the room. She saw two souls in the dark, one blazing like golden fire and another glowing with heat and passion. 

“Yes, Lord Dragon,” Eryn said as she stood at his side in her black and white robe that looked like a nun’s uniform. 

“My plaything has not learned her place yet. She must be taught her proper place.” 

Eryn nodded. “What are your orders, my Lord?” 

Jon looked down on Lusha, “Put a collar on her and cuff her wrists and ankles.” 

Eryn nodded. The blind cleric had mapped out the room in her head earlier as she helped Lusha prepare the dungeon. She moved to the chest where beside it, several cuffs and a collar lay. Eryn picked them up and brought them over to Lusha’s burning soul. With practiced ease, she placed the cuffs on her wrists and ankles. The cleric’s last action was putting the collar around Lusha’s neck and clamping it closed. 

Lusha remained on her knees, wine dripping off her chin and her eyes shining. 

“Plaything, go to the chest and choose your punishment,” Jon ordered. 

Lusha was up and stepping to the chest. She opened it and gazed down at the many different kinds of vibrators, dildos, whips, and clamps within. Sex toys filled the chest, each in their own little pockets and indents, keeping it organized and neat. The wood elf reached down and picked up a purple vibrator. When she stood back up and turned around, Jon nodded with approval. 

“To me,” Jon said simply. 

Lusha made her way to him and sank down to her knees, vibrator in hand. 

“Good, you are beginning to know your place. You have earned a reward. You may touch yourself, but you cannot turn on the vibrator.” 

Lusha was on her knees, legs parted. She hesitated before her hand moved along her own inner thigh. Fingers moved across smooth skin before they touched her budding slit. Her fingertips barely moved as she touched her growing wetness. Her eyes looked down in shame as her fingers ran along her pink folds before grazing her own clit. 

Jon moved to the throne and sat down. He put his loose fist before his chin, watching as Lusha made timid movements between her thighs. 

“Whip, to me,” Jon ordered. 

Eryn nodded and moved to Jon’s side. She sank down and leaned on his leg, her blank eyes staring at nothing. 

“Whip, this one has promise,” Jon said. 

Eryn smiled and nodded. “I have dealt with her kind before. They have to be broken and taught their place. She can be trained for you, my Lord.” 

Jon’s heart hammered in his chest as Lusha rubbed herself. The wood elf’s fingers moved with heated desire. She kept her gaze low as she caressed her clit. The rubbing caused a small gasp to fall from her lips as wetness dripped from between her legs. 

“Whip, snuggle to your lord,” Jon said with a sneer. 

Eryn’s smile grew before she pulled it back to normal. The cleric moved between Jon’s legs and pressed her face to his groin. She closed her eyes, rubbing like a beast to his straining manhood. Eryn took in Jon’s musk, letting out a small moan that she wanted more. 

Lusha looked up to the back of Eryn’s head between Jon’s legs. 

The sight was intoxicating as she rubbed herself in magical circles. The tingling grew into a storm and a deeper exhale fell from her parted lips. 

“My Lord, your cock smells so good,” Eryn said with a heated gasp. 

Jon said nothing, watching Lusha’s hand move with passionate intent. The wood elf took the vibrator and ran its smooth surface along her dripping valley. She looked down, lost to the swirls of bliss rampaging along her body. 

“Keep your gaze on my Whip,” Jon commanded. 

Eryn kissed Jon’s covered cock between his legs. She could feel his needs as his cock throbbed and strained against his jeans. 



The shift moved along Jon as he watched Lusha and Eryn. A new understanding filled him with each passing moment. The play of power grew deeper as Lusha tried to keep her gaze on Eryn and pleasure herself. 

The self-abusing touch reached its crescendo and Lusha let out a long gasp, her body shuddering as an orgasm blasted her nerves. 

Lusha’s eyes closed, taking in the sweet sensations as her body let out another shudder. 

Jon’s brow hardened. “I didn’t give you permission to enjoy it.” 

Lusha looked up with wide eyes. 

“I did not give you permission to look at me,” Jon growled. 

Jon was up and Eryn gently fell back on her rump. Jon stepped around the cleric and stood before Lusha. He reached down and took her by her hair. Lusha didn’t make a sound, her face turned upwards to Jon but her eyes looking away. 

“Up.” 

Lusha was to her feet. Jon held her by the hair and gently pulled her over to the leather covered sawhorse. With firm but guiding hands, he pushed her onto the sawhorse. 

Lusha was on her stomach, arms and legs over the sides. Jon knelt down and clamped small chains to Lusha’s wrist and ankle cuffs. The sound of clinking metal filled the dungeon, the final clink from the collar chain to the end of the sawhorse. 

The elf was bound and prone. Lusha stared ahead, afraid to make eye contact as Jon’s hands ran along her body. She still clutched the vibrator in one hand as Jon’s hand slid over sensual curves. When she glanced to the side to see him, Jon’s expression was one of approval, her body for his to command. 

“You must be punished,” Jon said as he couldn’t believe the words coming out of his mouth. 

Lusha let out a small moan and her eyes closed. 

“Whip,” Jon said simply. 



Eryn was to her feet and stepping toward the chest again. She reached down and took hold of a small whip. With practiced ease, the cleric unfurled it and slowly made her way to Jon’s side. 

Jon’s hand rested on Lusha’s ass before he let go. He bent down at the hips and snatched the vibrator from Lusha’s hand. He moved behind her parted thighs and looked to her dripping valley. Lusha’s honey ran down the large, leather covered sawhorse, her elfhood quivering. 

Jon turned on the vibrator, a small buzz touching the air. He took it and pressed it to her elfhood, allowing it to linger and rub against her. 

Lusha let out a sultry moan as she moved her hips. Jon watched as she struggled in her binds, her hips trying to push against the vibrator. Her eyes rolled into her head, her body restricted but her spirit wanting more. 

“Whip, punish my plaything,” Jon ordered. 

Eryn nodded as she lifted her hand with the whip and brought it down. The leather whip struck across Lusha’s back and she let out a heated gasp. 

“Again,” Jon said in a neutral tone. 

Eryn lifted the whip and brought it down across Lusha’s back again. 

Jon waited, expecting to hear her say the safe word, but it didn’t come. Lusha writhed with pent up energy. Her hips moved not to the vibrator, but to the actual sawhorse. She rubbed herself on the smooth leather, trying to ease the pain with pleasure. The dance of tortured bliss caused her to struggle in delight, her moans deep and guttural. 

Jon pressed the tip of the vibrator to her dripping slit, coating the end with her honey. Bringing it up, he pressed the buzzing machine of delight to her puckered asshole. 

Lusha let out a small cry as she lifted her head with wide eyes. 

Jon gently pushed the vibrator, the tip sinking in as her puckered hole relaxed. Inches pushed deeper in until the device reached near the end. With slow, deliberate strokes, Jon used the vibrator like a bow to a violin. Each stroke caused Lusha to buck against her restraints. She lifted her hips, giving Jon better access as he continued to play her like an instrument. 

“Again,” Jon commanded. 

Eryn lifted the whip and brought it down with a crack. 

Lusha let out a strained cry, her hands in tight fists. The deep pleasure from behind and the sting of the whip caused her to lick her lips. Her breathing intensified, each push and pull of the vibrator sending tendrils of bliss along her body. A tear of happiness rolled down her cheek. 

“You may speak,” Jon said as he continued to play with her. 

“Lord Dragon, I promise to serve,” Lusha seethed. 

Jon grimaced. “You have not earned your place.” 

Lusha grunted and moaned, her hips moving with vibrator deep in her. 

“You are not fit to have my seed spilled in you,” Jon said before letting go of the vibrator. 

Lusha fought to keep her mind as her body betrayed her. She felt the gentle pulses echo through her body as she felt the dam to heaven begin to crack again. 

Jon moved to the chest and pulled out a thicker vibrator. It looked just like a man’s cock with thick veins along the sides, except that it was a dark green in color. He turned and stepped over to Lusha’s exposed bottom. 

“Tell me, how would you serve me?” Jon asked. 

Lusha fought through the foggy bliss when her eyes widened. A second, thicker vibrator entered her thin valley entrance. The slow invasion caused her to moan louder, her very body ready to fall into blissful pieces. 

“I… would do as you ask,” Lusha huffed as she could barely think. 

Jon tut-tutted. “I don’t believe you. You would betray me at my weakest.” 



Eryn lifted the whip and brought it down again across Lusha’s back. 

The elf let out a cry as she arched up and fell back down on the leather sawhorse. 

Jon watched her, concern and worry bleeding into his eyes. This felt cruel and he wasn’t sure she was actually enjoying it. He noticed the long, raised red marks along her back, but the skin wasn’t broken. 

“I would… stay on my knees. I would suckle my Lord’s cock whenever he desired,” Lusha said in a low whisper. 

“I will,” Jon corrected. 

Lusha moaned as the vibrators pushed her to the edge and threw her off. The wood elf’s spirit fell into the abyss as pleasure spiked. 

Wetness surged from between her legs, her hips and thighs trembling. 

“Will you come for me?” Jon asked in a low tone. 

“Yes, my Lord,” Lusha whispered as spirals of bliss filled every cell of her body. 

“Come for me,” Jon said with a simple order. 

Lusha let out the deepest moan Jon had never heard before. Her entire body trembled as another orgasm rushed to the surface of her body and she shuddered violently. The metal bindings creaked as she fought against the tidal waves of bliss crashing into her body. Wetness dripped as two vibrators buzzed with indifferent power. 

Jon came around and looked down on Lusha. The elf stared at nothing, her body lost to waves of paradise. Her eyes barely registered that he was there, but Jon noticed she continued to listen for anything that may come next. 

“I do not believe you,” Jon smirked. 

Lusha lifted her head and looked up to Jon. “I have nothing. I will belong to you and only you.” 

“You will belong to me, but yet, you still defy me. You dare look me in the eyes.” 

Lusha looked down, “I apologize, my Lord.” 



“Whip,” Jon said. 

Eryn lifted the whip and brought it down across the wood elf’s back. 

Lusha cried out in pain before it was followed by a deep moan. 

“She resists,” Eryn said like an evil subordinate. 

“I do see her resistance,” Jon smiled. “She holds onto her former life. She needs further lessons. I shall show her what it means to serve as my plaything. Whip, to me.” 

Eryn made her way around the bound Lusha, her hands running along the wood elf’s back until she stood before Jon. 

“Whip, on your knees,” Jon ordered with authority. 

Eryn grinned and licked her lips. The blind cleric sank down to her knees before Jon. Lusha watched as bliss vibrated into her soul. Jon and Eryn faced sideways to her, the cleric’s face eye level with Jon’s bulge. 

“Show our plaything what it means to serve me,” Jon smiled evilly. 

Eryn nodded as she placed the whip on the floor. She reached up and took hold of his zipper, pulling it down. Once it reached the bottom, she unbuckled his pants and pulled them down. Jon took off his shirt as the cleric pulled down his boxers. Eryn kept her smile as she felt Jon’s cock nearly jump out of his boxers. Jon stepped out of his clothes and stood in his naked glory. 

“Kiss me and you shall be blessed,” Jon said to Eryn. 

“I live to serve, my Lord,” the cleric said before her pointed tongue snaked out and she licked up his standing, rigid cock. 

Jon looked to Lusha, ignoring the cleric. Lusha stared with intense eyes, watching as Eryn licked Jon’s member with relish. She hadn’t seen it before and found herself moaning and licking her own lips as Eryn kissed and licked the throbbing member. 

“My Lord is soooo good to me,” Eryn whispered before taking the head of Jon’s member and sucking on it. 



Jon kept his expression blank, despite Eryn’s masterful skill. The cleric sucked the end, her tongue licking at the tip. Tight firm lips remained around the tip, gently sucking with power. The sensual heat in the basement, now turned dungeon, had grown into a firestorm. Jon found it difficult to think as he was turned on to the breaking point. 

Lusha stared and mumbled between moans. 

“You may speak my plaything,” Jon said in a cool and controlled voice. 

“My Lord Dragon, please, do not do this. Do not keep your blessing from me,” Lusha said with seething bliss. 

“You dare make demands,” Jon growled. 

Lusha cried out as another orgasm blasted her already frayed nerves. “No, my Lord. I want to please. I want to be yours.” 

Jon looked down on Eryn as she suckled on his cock. “Give me the whip.” 

Eryn didn’t break the connection as she picked up the whip beside her and lifted it up. Jon took it and held it at the ready. 

 The script said a minimum of three whippings from me. I don’t know if I could ever get used to something like this. It seems too cruel. 

Lusha looked up with begging eyes. 

“You must be punished,” Jon said darkly and lifted the whip. 

The first strike was soft. Lusha barely moved as she kept eye contact with him. 

 She’s testing me. She wants to know if I really have it in me. 

Eryn gave a muffled, seductive moan as she took another two inches into her mouth. 

Jon lifted the whip and brought it down, this time harder. 

Lusha flinched, but continued to keep eye contact. 

An inner golden glow burned along Jon’s heart. 

 Is this me? Is this what I want? 



Jon’s brow sharpened as he lifted the whip and brought it down with power. The leather whip struck Lusha’s back and she let out a loud cry. 

The wood elf huffed as pain spiked and was soothed away with bliss. 

Her lips parted to continue the play when the whip came down again. 

Lusha’s body shuddered as a string of orgasms bloomed. Her nerves fired off with magical explosions as a surge of wetness burst from between her spread legs. The vibrator in her valley slipped out and hit the floor, but the one in her ass remained. 

A dreamy haze fell over Jon’s senses as he watched Lusha writhe like a bound snake. She lifted her ass and begged with her eyes for him to take her, punish her. Instead, Jon lifted the whip and cracked it over her ass. 

“YES!” Lusha screamed. 

Jon stood at the ready as Eryn continued to suck on his cock. She slobbered on him, taking it deep into her throat and blocking out the rest of the world. The cleric made maddening moans as Jon stood like a statue, his gaze purely on the writhing Lusha. 

The dungeon grew into sharp focus as Jon grunted, his cock thickening. Eryn’s lips touched the base of his cock when it expanded. 

Thick spurts of come filled her throat and the cleric greedily drank it down. She kept him deep in her mouth and throat, sucking out another volley of spurts. Eryn moaned in delight, drinking Jon’s seed down and power flaring along her own body. A goddess smiled and caressed the cleric’s heart. 

Jon kept his focus on Lusha, “Tell me again, what would you do to please me?” 

Lusha fought through the heavenly fog and parted her lips, “My Lord, I will be the hearth to your soul. I will be the blanket when you are cold. I will be the mouth to drink your seed. I will part my legs at your command. I will be the sheath to your sword. I will be your plaything to tease, punish, and bless. Your seed will be my holy water and I will drink it while on my knees and give thanks to only you.” 

Jon stared, his manhood remaining rock hard as he couldn’t deny the passion in her words. 



“You will worship me?” 

Lusha gave a dizzy nod. “I will cast away all other deities and only worship you, my Lord Dragon.” 

Jon kept his expression blank as he felt himself getting close to another orgasm. “Let’s put it to the test. Whip, remove my plaything and put her to the rack.” 

Eryn made a small moan before pulling away and licking her lips. 

The cleric was up and moving to the leather sawhorse. She undid the chain links to each of the cuffs and collar. 

Lusha barely slid off, her arms and legs shaking. She fell to the floor and tried to regain her wits. Eryn took hold of the small chain to the collar and pulled. Lusha followed behind the cleric on all fours. 

Jon watched as Eryn brought Lusha to the X rack. She reached down and helped her to her feet. Lusha moved like a whipped animal, stepping to the rack and onto the foot rests. Eryn moved with practiced skill, connecting the bindings with tiny chains and securing the naked wood elf to the rack. 

Lusha stood with her arms up and out. Her legs were parted as wetness dripped down her inner thighs. The X rack held her in place as she writhed to the vibrator still within her ass. 

Jon approached the squirming elf. A hand reached down between her legs, his wrist grazing her dripping valley. Lusha whined as she tried to please herself on her lord. Jon took hold of the vibrator and slowly pulled it out. With a flick of the wrist, he tossed it aside. 

Lusha looked down as Jon stood before her. He watched her like a predatory beast and she moved like she wanted him to eat her alive. 

“You said you would be my sheath. Let’s see if you can be,” Jon hissed as he stood closer to her. 

The heat of their bodies was overwhelming. Lusha could barely understand what was happening until fingers touched her slit. Arms and legs flexed in the binds, unable to stop Jon’s touch. She fought against her binds, but they held fast. 



Eryn was on her knees next to Jon. She lifted her robe skirt, her fingers finding her special spot and rubbing her throbbing nub. Fingers swirled as she breathed heavily, listening to Lusha’s gasps. 

A greedy hunger filled Jon. He touched and caressed the bound elf, her whimpers filling him with pleasure. The heat grew as Jon could barely control the darker impulses under his skin. Lusha continued to whimper and moan, her hips moving to his touch. Fingers swirled and soon pressed across her clit. Fingers and toes curled as Lusha leaned her head back, closed her eyes and let out a deep moan. 

“Please me and you may have your uses,” Jon said in a low, menacing tone. 

Lusha nodded with her eyes closed until something thick pressed at her valley entrance. The wood elf’s mouth made a silent, perfect oval as thick inches speared her quivering elfhood. As each throbbing inch forced her open, her hips moved to contain his size. Lusha cried out for more and was rewarded with a deeper invasion. 

“Speak your heart,” Jon said as she squeezed him between her parted legs. 

“It… hurts… so good,” Lusha said with a lustful edge. 

Jon watched as she became crazed, holding onto her binds and moving her body on his rigid cock. He simply stood as she couldn’t control herself. Wetness dripped from their union as she huffed and gasped for more. Jon’s own hips betrayed him as he gently drove his spear deep within and pulled back. 

Lusha cried out, feeling Jon’s breath on her as she tried to entice him. Metal creaked and wood moaned as the rack could barely contain Lusha. 

“I… want to be yours,” Lusha said with a seductive whisper. 

Jon remained silent, his cock thrusting to the hilt again and again. 

He lifted his hands, grabbing her breasts and squeezing them hard. 

Lusha cried out for more as his fingertips buried in her soft flesh, but not breaking skin. Jon licked at her body while his cock forced her inner world nearly to breaking point. 



Lusha opened her eyes and looked into Jon’s hard eyes. “I am yours.” 

Jon pushed deep before his seed burst from the tip of his member. 

Come filled the tight space instantly before it came leaking out between them. Lusha gasped as she moved, milking Jon’s cock of every drop. 

When another spurt filled her, an orgasm shook her very soul. 

Lusha’s eyelids fluttered as her eyes rolled into her head. Her body squeezed and moved, lost to the intimate union. Cloudy sensations ran along her entire form and she was lost until Jon pulled his cock from her. The emptiness returned and she whimpered. Hands took hold of her simple locks and undid them. Lusha’s arm fell to her side and soon the other. Her legs were set free. Jon stepped back and Lusha fell forward. He caught her and gently brought her to the floor before letting go and standing up. Jon stepped back to his throne and sat on it. 

Lusha looked up with dazed eyes. She saw Jon sitting on his throne, his thick cock still hard and covered with liquids from their union. 

She took ragged breaths as she crawled across the room, toward him. 

Eryn was standing with whip in hand. She saw Lusha’s burning soul, lifted the whip and brought it down. 

Lusha grunted, but kept crawling. The wood elf only had eyes for Jon. The whip cracked again and she grunted in pain. 

“Enough,” Jon commanded. 

Eryn let her arm drop to her side and bowed her head. 

“Get the others,” Jon ordered the cleric. 

Lusha was in such a state, she didn’t hear anything said. She crawled to Jon’s feet and sat between his legs. 

“You have earned a reward for being so strong, my plaything,” Jon said as he too was lost to a strange bliss he never felt before. 

Lusha nodded before lifting her head and taking Jon’s wet cock into her mouth. She lingered, her tongue sliding under it and pressing it to the roof of her mouth. She gave a muffled moan as she gently sucked on him like he was the only spring of water within a dry desert. 



Jon’s hand touched the side of her head as she bobbed on his manhood. Fingers moved and caressed her ears as she lovingly sucked on Jon’s cock. 

Time lost all meaning as Lusha stayed to task. Her heart burned with welcomed desire as she felt truly alive. The pain along her body danced with pleasure. She wanted to smile, but her Lord needed her to please him. She surrendered herself as Jon’s cock thickened and come spurted into her mouth. The heat and taste caused her to moan. She drank it down, feeling it slide down her throat and completing her broken soul. 

Lusha’s eyes fluttered open. She looked up in a haze as Lilly, Zelda, Syndra, Cora, and Eryn stood around Jon. They looked down on her with warm and understanding eyes. 

Lusha closed her eyes and remained where she was. She sucked on Jon and was lost to their private connection. 

“Lusha, stop,” Jon commanded. 

The wood elf did as she was told, sitting back and barely able to stay sitting up. 

“Look at me,” Jon ordered. 

Lusha lifted her gaze to him, seeing a kind and warm smile. 

“Green Tea,” Jon smiled. 

Lusha’s eyes widened a little and she shook her head. 

“No… don’t stop it. We were… just beginning,” the elf said in an exhausted breath. 

Jon slid to his knees before the wood elf. “Lusha, I stopped it because I want everything to be your choice. You want a family, one where you can always rely on and trust. We can be that family.” 

Lusha shook her head weakly. “You’re pirates. You have no true code. You’ll send me to the deep when I am of no more use to you.” 

Lilly sank down to her knees, green eyes filled with understanding. 

“Lusha, the oath binds us. It becomes the bond of a true family. You have lived your life in Court, fighting snakes of every kind. Their politics will never allow them to be trustworthy, but we will be. We will be your family.” 

“Your sisters,” Zelda smiled. 

“Your confidants,” Cora said with a blank expression. 

“Your truth among lies,” Syndra said with a small smile. 

“Your faith,” Eryn smiled. 

“Your guiding hand,” Lilly said and touched Lusha’s cheek. 

The wood elf pressed her cheek against Lilly’s warm palm. 

“You’re family,” Jon finished. 

Lusha slowly opened her eyes. “I want to… believe,” she whispered. 

Lilly stared into Lusha’s eyes with confidence, “You will. Take the oath and I will allow you to decide your future when the quest is over.” 

Lusha stared up at Lilly, eyes shining. 

“This is not a play or a session. I have ended it so you can decide, do you want to be one of us, or go back to a life you never truly wanted.” 

“Jon…” Lusha whispered as tears streaked down from the corner of her eyes. 

Lilly kept her hand against Lusha’s cheek as she spoke, “Lusha Leafwhisper, you join us of your own free will to serve, fight, and love by our sides. You accept me as your Captain and the crew as your family by blood. The  Dark Heart is your home and you are part of its soul.” 

Lilly pulled her hand away and stood up. The sun elf towered over Lusha as she stayed on the floor. “Crew, what say you? Do you accept Lusha Leafwhisper into our family and our hearts?” 

“Aye,” everyone said in unison. 

Lusha’s eyes widened as she looked up to them, her heart growing bigger in her chest. 

“I, Lusha Leafwhisper, join the crew of the  Dark Heart, ” Lilly said. 

“I, Lusha Leafwhisper, join the crew of the  Dark Heart,” Lusha echoed. 



“To serve, fight, and love by our sides,” Lilly said. 

“To serve, fight and love by our sides,” Lusha said with conviction. 

Lilly smirked, “Until the day all sail freely to the heavens and beyond.” 

“Until the day all sail freely to the heavens and beyond,” Lusha sat up straighter. 

“What say you? Aye and nay?” Lilly said with robust flair. 

The basement was silent as Lusha looked up with warm eyes. The crew looked down with a brightness in their eyes. Jon reached out, took Lusha’s hand into his and gave it a gentle squeeze. 

Lusha smiled. “Aye,” she said and collapsed. 

Jon caught the wood elf, curled his arms under her and picked her up. Lilly and the crew reached out, their hands on the naked elf as she cuddled to Jon’s neck. They stood as one, everyone cementing the bonds of their new family member. Eryn’s hand glowed with healing power, healing the small amount of damage and pain to the wood elf’s body. 

Hands pulled away and Jon turned and made his way to the stairs. 

He led the way, carrying Lusha up the stairs to the main floor. The rest of the elves trailed behind him. A line marched to Jon and Lilly’s bedroom. 

 She needs tender care. She needs to be home. 

Jon marched into his bedroom and laid the elf on the middle of the bed. 

“Bring us water, rum, and food,” Lilly commanded. 

The crew nodded and slipped out of the room. Jon was by the bed, looking down on Lusha as she laid like her body was present but her mind was long gone. Jon raised his gaze when he saw Lilly beginning to undress. 

“She needs us,” Lilly said in an affectionate tone. 



Jon nodded as clothes fell away from the elf Captain. When she was completely nude, Lilly slipped into bed. Jon did the same from the other side. The blanket was pulled up as a single lamp lit the room in comforting dim light. Hands and arms embraced the wood elf into the middle and their bodies pressed close. 

Lusha weakly turned onto her side, facing Lilly. Jon snuggled closed from behind, kissing the wood elf’s neck. 

Lusha opened her eyes and stared into Lilly’s eyes. “Lady Dragon,” 

she whispered before her fingers touched Lilly’s elfhood. 

The sun elf smirked before Lusha’s fingers massaged the Captain. 

A small exhale fell from Lilly’s parted lips as Lusha snuggled closer, her face pressed to the Captain’s inviting cleavage. 

“We’re here for you,” Lilly said with a motherly edge. 

“We are,” Jon said as he held the wood elf. 

“Thank you,” Lusha said in the barest of whispers before she passed out to Lilly and Jon’s warmth and love. 







Six

A beam of sunlight touched Jon’s closed eyelids. The young man squinted and turned over, his back to the window. Soreness crawled along his entire body and he tried to ignore it so he could snatch just a few more minutes of sleep. 

Faint memories danced along his tired mind. The night was punctuated with moments of sleep and other moments of ecstasy. The mood during the night was of playful desire. Jon often found himself waking up to Lusha riding him. She acted like he wasn’t there, taking what she wanted. She would cry out with each orgasm before falling to his side and drifting back to sleep. One time during the night, Jon woke with his own hungers, taking the sleeping wood elf as she pressed her ass to him. She would moan to indicate she was awake and they would continue until he released his urges and passed out while kissing the back of her neck. 

Jon found himself smiling as the memories whispered along his mind. When a moan touched his ears, his eyes opened slowly. 

Lilly was on her back, the blanket barely covering her. Her naked body writhed as something moved between her legs. Jon’s eyes focused as he saw Lusha’s mouth buried between the Captain’s seductive legs. Lusha’s eyes were closed as she munched, licked, and played with Lilly. The Captain moaned again, staying on her back with closed eyes. 

Jon found his entire body waking, including his abused manhood. 

Energy whipped at him as he blinked and watched the two elves enjoying an intimate moment. It played on for a long moment, the writhing, gasping, and wet sounds becoming louder until Lilly arched her back and neck and clutched at her pillow. A trembling shudder filled her entire body and she let out a deep, soul shattering moan. 

Lilly fell back into the bed and tried to control her breathing. 

Jon was on his side, watching Lusha rise up and lick her lips. Her cheeks were wet, as were her chin. The wood elf turned her attention to Jon and her smile lit up the bedroom. 



Lusha slipped off of the bed and stood naked at the end of it. Lilly opened her eyes and gave the wood elf a warm smirk. 

Without a word, Lusha turned and left the bedroom, closing the door behind her. 

Jon turned his attention to Lilly. “Fun morning?” 

Lilly nodded as she lay. “She wanted to bond.” 

Jon was on his elbows. “Is this kind of bonding something all the races of Aquris do?” 

Lilly gave a light nod as she basked in the morning glow of her orgasm. “Most of the races have bonding rituals, but for elves, it is a requirement. To build a solid foundation, you have to share your bodies. 

It’s often second nature to us and Lusha was showing her appreciation since we decided to give her a chance to leave once the quest was over.” 

Jon reached out and ran his fingers along Lilly’s exposed body. “You didn’t tell me if you were going to go through with it or not. What changed your mind?” 

Lilly turned her head and looked into Jon’s eyes. Her expression was soft in the morning light. She drank in Jon’s features as she fought her desires to nibble on him. 

“You did. After everything we have been through, I know she will stay because she will fall in love with you, with us.” 

“You think so?” 

Lilly gave him a mischievous smile. “I know so. You bring a light to our shared darkness on Aquris. Despite Lusha’s hesitation, I knew it was a matter of time before she would want you. From what I could gather of your play session, it was precisely what she needed to cross over to our side.” 

Jon looked down at Lilly’s body as he caressed her, “What if she changes her mind? A lot can happen on this expedition. What if she takes her chance and leaves?” 



Lilly turned onto her side and faced Jon. She reached over and took hold of his already hard cock and stroked it. “Then, as Captain, I must order you to keep her with us. Make her happy. Bond with her and she won’t want to leave.” 

Lilly squeezed Jon and gave him a playful smile, “As you know, Syndra, Cora, Zelda, and Eryn are bonded to me and to you. They have shown their appreciation just as I have shown mine. Our crew and family have become strong, but we must become stronger if we have any chance of defeating the Empire.” 

The sun elf looked down as she stroked Jon. “We have to become hard and powerful before taking what we want.” 

Jon let out an exhausted chuckle before moving onto Lilly. The sun elf spread her legs as a sigh fell from her lips. Jon pressed his member to her, her warm honey inviting him in. Jon pushed and Lilly gripped her pillow under her head. She spread her legs a little more as inches speared into her. When Jon reached the base of his throbbing manhood, he stayed, kissing the elf along her neck. 

Lilly’s arms shot up and clutched to Jon as his hips worked slowly. 

She held him close as his body enveloped hers. The couple moved to a primal rhythm, neither one of them unable to stop their urges. 

“Take the crew… to the ship… and add… the new equipment,” Lilly said between gasps. “I will stay here… and work with Lusha on the translations.” 

“After breakfast,” Jon managed as he pushed deep. 

“After breakfast,” Lilly echoed with a smile before burying her face in his neck as their lovemaking stormed on. 


***

The bright morning sun covered the city of Southvale in a golden, glorious glow. Birds and gulls flew along the clear, azure sky. Boats jetted around the harbor, boaters taking in the dreamy morning now that the rain storm had passed. Fishermen cast lines into the water from distant docks and perches along the coast. The city seemed to let out a relaxed sigh to the new day. 


Jon was kneeling on the upper deck of the  Dark Heart.  Cordless drill in hand, he pulled the trigger and drilled down into the mystical wood of the ship. Syndra stood close by, watching Jon as he worked. The shadow elf had her hood up and around her. Despite the bright and sunny day, the air was still cool to cold. 

Jon finished drilling down and pulled the drill up. He glanced to the shrouded shadow elf and noticed a small shiver. 

“You don’t have to stay with me while I do this. You can go below.” 

Syndra slightly shook her head. “You may need me to repair the ship while you add the new equipment.” 

Jon looked at the drill and back to the shadow elf. “I think I can handle this.” 

Syndra looked down. “Or maybe you need company.” 

Jon smiled. “Syndra, if you just want to be around me, you don’t need any excuses for that. I love your company. I just thought you were cold and maybe wanted to warm up.” 

The shadow elf smiled. “I would endure the coldest depths of the thirteen seas if just to touch you for a moment.” 

Jon returned her smile. “It’s because I’m using power tools, isn’t it?” 

Syndra’s smile grew. “I like how you use the drill and you look like the male elves who worked in the shipping yards. I liked to watch them.” 

Jon chuckled. “You can watch me anytime. If it was a bit warmer, I would take my shirt off.” 

Pink touched the witch’s dark cheeks as she said nothing. 

Jon grinned and went back to work, drilling into the wood as figures moved on the main deck. 

Cora had a throwing axe in each hand. The lithe sun elf was practicing her swings with them, getting used to the weight in her hands. 

She wore her sheath harness, her body spinning and performing the occasional flip. Cora’s face was a blank mask as she moved, tossing axes in the air and catching them on the way down. Her strikes were precise, as were her movements. 



Eryn laid on the deck, her eyes closed and letting her body absorb the sun. Her black and white robe kept the chill away and the bright sun warmed her up to the point she slipped into a small nap. 

Jon drilled the last hole and when he pulled the drill back and stood up, his cell phone beeped. His left hand dove into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone to see he had a text message. His eyes moved from left to right and a smile appeared along his lips. 

“Is everything well?” Syndra asked. 

Jon nodded. “Yea. Mom and Dad want to have dinner at our place. 

They said they would cook a big meal. We just have to bring our appetites. They want to do it this Friday.” 

“It sounds lovely, a big family meal a few days before we depart. I’m sure the Captain will agree.” 

Jon nodded, but stayed silent. 

 I haven’t told them we are leaving for Aquris yet. Did they find out already? I can’t believe someone would have told them without Lilly’s permission. Why do I get a feeling that there is something more to this? 

Jon shrugged before putting the cell phone in his pocket and the drill in its belt sheath. Jon stepped over to the sonar screen and metal casing. Beside it was a metal sheet with some nuts and bolts. Jon picked up the sonar screen stand and the metal sheet. He walked over to the drilled holes and placed the stand down. 

Syndra saw what he was trying to do. She moved over to the small plastic bag with nuts and bolts, picked it up and brought it over. She sank down and sat beside Jon as he fit the metal sheet over the holes in the wood. Holes were already cut out of the sheet and Jon began marking where the bolts would go. 

Syndra watched in fascination as Jon secured the sheet to the wood and began adding the bolts to it. He screwed the nuts over the exposed bolts until they were snug. He took out a small wrench from his belt and began tightening each nut. When he was finished, he picked up the sonar screen and stand. He attached it to the metal plate and began screwing in bolts. After a few long minutes and some work with the wrench, Jon and Syndra stood up. 

Jon put his hands on the sonar screen four feet from the helm. “This screen and base are reinforced to stand up to the elements. It should be able to easily handle rough storms and weather. It might be able to withstand a glancing spell shell.” 

“And it will allow us to see underwater without magic?” Syndra asked. 

Jon nodded. “It will show a basic picture of anything moving underwater. It will also measure size, depth, and even mass. It will always be on so you don’t have to keep using your magic to detect anything and it will give us a warning if something big is approaching.” 

“This will be most helpful since the larger creatures surprise many ships in the open seas.” 

The door to the main deck opened and Zelda stepped out. The sea elf made her way to the stairs and climbed them to the upper deck. Her oval eyes caught sight of the sonar screen before turning her attention to Jon. 

“I have secured the sonar dish to the lowest section of the ship,” 

Zelda said as she stepped closer and looked down on the screen. 

Jon smiled as he touched the side of the screen and it blinked to life. The sea elf and witch crowded close on either side of Jon and looked down in fascination. A digital read-out appeared and numbers glowed. There was no sound, only the fluctuating numbers on the side of the screen and dotted lines across the screen to map depth. 

Jon looked from left to right at the elves at his sides. “It’s not dissimilar from the flatscreen receiving a signal to play shows.” 

A swarm of small dots appeared from the side and moved along. 

“Is that a school of fish?” Syndra asked. 

Jon looked down. “They are swimming under us. It looks like there are fifteen of them. I wish I brought my fishing pole. We might get some good bites.” 



Syndra stood straighter. “I can capture them for you and bring them onto the ship? 

Jon shook his head. “I don’t think that is necessary. Sometimes it's just nice to sit in a boat and fish the morning away.” 

Syndra crossed her arms along her stomach, “Alright, but fish from the sea is much fresher than what we buy at the store.” 

Zelda nodded. “I am looking forward to catching our meals when we return to Aquris. I miss the taste.” 

Jon turned off the sonar and turned to the two elves. “Do you miss home?” 

Zelda and Syndra lowered their gazes. 

“Urth is exciting and nice, but I miss being in our own realm. The air and water are different. I do feel a little homesick,” Syndra said in a small voice. 

Zelda raised her gaze to Jon. “Would you stay with us after we defeat the Empire?” 

Jon looked up to the seven-foot tall elf and a warm smile bloomed. 

“My home is being with all of you. If we wanted to stay on Aquris, then it would be my home just as much as yours.” 

The two elves smiled. 

“Your parents could visit,” Zelda beamed. 

“I know they would like it there,” Jon said with knowing confidence. 

“Maybe we can entice them to stay as well,” Syndra mentioned. 

Zelda shook her head. “Then who would defend Spiral City?” 

“There is a whole family of superheroes to defend the city. I’m sure they can manage without William and Sandra.” 

“But they are the shining beacons of truth and justice,” Zelda said with a hard edge. 

Syndra lifted up her chin. “They can still fight evil on Aquris. 

Sometimes I think you watch the news too much and it’s rotting your mind.” 



“I think your mind is rotted,” Zelda mumbled. 

“What did you say!” Syndra growled as her cloak flashed open and held a dagger in her hand. 

Jon stood between them, hands up and palms out to keep the two friends at bay from each other. Zelda stuck out her tongue as Syndra held the dagger with amused rage in her crimson eyes. 

“Shut up! I can’t nap if you're all shouting!” Eryn’s voice floated to the upper deck. 

“You shut up!” Syndra and Zelda shouted in unison. 

“Can we have a day where no one gets stabbed,” Jon sighed as he tried to hold back his laughter. 

The two friends barked insults to each other, but stayed inches away from Jon’s outstretched hands. 

Cora stopped her practicing, turned her head and looked to the upper deck. The sun elf smiled as she watched Jon holding the two elves from each other. The sounds of their arguing brought a sense of calm. Memories trickled into her mind, remembering how scared she was that first night after she escaped. She found the sea elf and witch to be brutal and obnoxious until she got to know them. Now, it was the normal song of their lives and Cora felt whole when she didn’t feel whole before her escape from the clutches of her father. 

The sun elf with the teal colored short hair lifted up her axes, ready to return to practice when she spotted two fingers making their way along the dock. She lowered her axes and sheathed them to her thighs before making her way to the railing. Purple eyes drank in the two figures as they approached the  Dark Heart.  One was tall and wearing a long, black leather trench coat. He had dark shadows under his eyes and his hair was long and tied back into a small ponytail. Beside him was a woman only a few inches shorter than him. She had dark brown hair, a dark purple leather jacket, a white shirt, and black jeans. The woman’s demeanor was neutral until she lifted her gaze and met Cora’s eyes. A smile formed on the woman as the pair made their way closer to the ship. 



“We have visitors,” Cora shouted to the upper deck. 

Jon, Zelda, and Syndra stopped their banter and turned their heads to the dock. All three of them watched as the couple made their way to the gangplank and stepped onto it. 

Jon’s eyes narrowed. Without a word, he made his way to the stairs and stepped down until he reached the main deck. The pair of people stepped onto the main deck. The tall one in black leather looked around while the woman stared at Jon with a smile. Cora stayed by the railing as Eryn sat up and then stood up. The cleric saw the two new souls about fifteen feet away and their souls blazed with power. 

“Permission to come aboard?” the woman grinned. 

“You have to ask before you step on the ship, but I’ll grant it this time,” Jon said as he approached them. 

The tall man looked at Cora and moved his gaze to Eryn. His eyes glanced to the tall blue skinned elf and the dark skinned one as they made their way down to the main deck. 

Zelda and Syndra moved to each side of Jon, their hard gazes on the two new people on the ship. 

“Be ready for anything,” Jon said and stepped closer to the people. 

Zelda and Syndra stood at the ready when Jon stood before the two people. The air held a small tension before arms went up and all three hugged each other. 

Cora relaxed, as did Syndra and Zelda. Eryn simply blinked as she saw the same coloring of all three of their souls. 

Jon pulled back and eyed the pair. “That’s why Mom and Dad wanted to have dinner. They didn’t tell me both of you were coming to town.” 

“They wanted it to be a surprise, but you know how terrible we are with surprises,” the taller man smiled. 

“We barely see you, and how Mom and Dad described your life doesn’t do it justice. We had to see it for ourselves,” the woman with the purple jacket smiled. 



Jon looked to the crew as they approached from all sides. 

“Everyone, meet my sister and brother, Bethany and Jared,” Jon smiled before introducing his brother and sister to the crew. 

“Pleased to meet you,” Syndra said with a slight bow. 

Cora did the same. Eryn bowed as well. 

Zelda on the other hand, gave a wide, razor smile. She approached Jon’s siblings with arms out wide. The two looked up into her dark, oval eyes, her wide arms and webbed hands. Before they could get a word out, Zelda embraced them in her iron strong arms. 

“Family,” the sea elf said with pink touching her cheeks and closing her eyes. 

Jon couldn’t hold back his grin as his brother and sister struggled in the sea elf’s grip. “You get used to it.” 

Zelda let go and stepped back as Bethany and Jared gasped for air. 

Zelda moved to Jon and hugged him before letting go and standing at his side. 

“Hell of a grip,” Jared smirked. 

Syndra touched the sides of her chin with her pointer finger and her thumb. “I can see the resemblance. Jared looks almost like you but he’s taller. Bethany looks like you and your mother,” the shadow elf said plainly. 

“Jared only has a few inches on me,” Jon grinned. 

“And please, call me Beth. Bethany is so formal,” Beth smiled. 

Cora stared at Jared, her eyes barely blinking. The taller brother turned his dark gaze to the lithe elf and nodded to her. 

“Hey,” Jared said with a smoldering edge and a small smile. 

Pink touched Cora’s cheeks and she bowed her head. 

Beth glanced around, “So, this is the famous  Dark Heart.  It looked bigger in the pictures, not that I’m complaining. It’s a beautiful ship.” 

“She’s one the of the fastest ships on Aquris,” Zelda boasted. 



“She handles quiet well,” Jon added. 

Beth smiled before lifting her arms up and giving Jon another hug. 

“We missed you so much, little brother.” 

“Mom and Dad can’t stop talking about you,” Jared said as she stood close by. “They say your life has been very exciting. I find it hard to believe since you came out here to get away from it all, but it would seem I was wrong.” 

Beth let go and stepped back. “Don’t listen to him. He’s being moody like always.” 

Jared smiled until he glanced to the side, Cora next to him and looking up with stars in her eyes. 

Jon looked to Cora and shook his head. “Cora, he will only break your heart.” 

The sun elf’s eyes widened. She bowed her head as heat flushed her pale cheeks in embarrassment. 

“Let’s give them some space so they can talk,” Syndra said, before turning and stepping away. 

Eryn walked to the starboard side railing while Zelda took hold of Cora and dragged her away. The Cabin Mate kept looking at Jared as Zelda laughed. 

“Every time?” Jon said with a tired edge. 

Jared simply smirked. 

“We didn’t mean to disrupt your day. We were talking and couldn’t wait till dinner on Friday,” Beth grinned. 

Jon laughed. “That’s why Mom and Dad sprung dinner on me in a text! They knew I would figure it out if they told me in person.” 

Jared nodded. “They wanted a big dinner with everyone so we all could meet before they returned to Spiral City.” 

Jon’s eyes widened. “They’re leaving?” 

Jared lifted a hand and shook his head, “Not for a few weeks. There has been an uptick of crime and Mom and Dad think it's because they haven’t been there in a few months. We’ve been handling it, but you know they can worry sometimes.” 


“And I wanted to meet your girlfriends when Mom and Dad weren’t around,” Beth smiled. 

Heat rushed into Jon’s face. “How much do you know?” 

“Enough to call you Stud,” Beth elbowed Jon’s arm. 

Jon’s face glowed a beet red. 

“It’s not weird. I read up on Aquris elven culture and they take their bonding very seriously. I had to know more when Mom said you were their Shullkar,” Beth smiled. 

“Can we not talk about it now,” Jon said with a shy edge. 

Jared and Beth blinked before they started laughing. Jon stared daggers into his siblings as they chuckled and laughed at him. The moment rolled on for a few seconds before the pair regained their composure. 

“You’re surrounded by beautiful elves and you're still squeamish to talk to us about it?” Beth grinned. 

“One day he may grow out of it,” Jared smirked. 

Jon’s eyes narrowed. “Speaking of things we shouldn’t talk about, when did you find out Mom and Dad are swingers?” 

Beth and Jared stopped smiling. 

“They finally told you,” Beth said. 

Jon nodded. “In the most weird and uncomfortable way,” Jon began as he quickly talked about his date with the crew, going to the Temptation and fighting Skorp’s android. 

“They told us about Skorp, but didn’t give us the details on the location,” Jared said. 

“They told us a few years ago they were swingers when Jared caught Dad with another woman while on his patrol. It was a big fight at headquarters until they came clean about their marriage and relationship,” Beth said with understanding eyes. 



“It’s one of the safer ways to find others with powers like us. I’m dating three women and one of them might have powers,” Jared explained. 

“I’m seeing four guys, but none of them have any powers except for treating me like a queen,” Beth grinned. 

Jon’s annoyed anger bled away as he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. 

 Is our entire family like this? Are we born to date a lot of people at the same time? 

Beth continued, “It was a shock at first, but as we thought about it, it wasn’t that odd. Mom and Dad really love each other.” 

Jon closed his eyes and rubbed his temple. “I’m still trying to wrap my brain around it, but it was pretty weird to hear.” 

Beth bowed her head a little. “We know you’re still angry with them about Skorp. We’ve talked about it for years, trying to think of a way to help you with your trauma. I took psychology courses in college, but when you decided to leave Spiral City and live here, we understood you needed some alone time to work through it.” 

“We kept them from visiting you, explaining that they were part of the root cause. That’s why none of us visited, but we looked forward to your visits,” Jared said with a small smile. 

Jon looked to his brother and sister, “You kept them away?” 

Jared and Beth nodded. 

“Seeing them would have only stirred up deep seated resentment,” 

Beth explained. 

“Beth was the leader on this. She explained what we needed to do to help you overcome it,” Jared said with understanding eyes. 

Beth crossed her arms against her stomach. “And then they didn’t even tell us that they were coming to Southvale after the sea serpent attack.” 

A small smile appeared on Jon’s lips. “It’s okay. I’m glad they came. 

I introduced them to my girlfriends and they showed nothing but love. It was nice to know they cared enough to visit me and make sure I was okay.” 

“It’s also nice to see both of you here,” Jon added. 

“It’s good to see you too,” Jared said with a nod. 

“We missed you so much,” Beth said brightly. “After Friday’s dinner, we need to hang out for a few days and catch up.” 

Jon grinned. “I would like that.” 

Jared nodded. “Give us the royal tour. This is our first time on a real Aquris ship.” 

The young man nodded before he turned around. “Well, this is the main deck. I’ll show you around the rest of the ship and maybe I’ll end it with some of my own, personal modifications.” 

The three siblings walked as Jon talked. Syndra looked down from the upper deck with a loving gaze, watching Jon as he talked about the ship in the bright, sunny daylight. 


***

Lilly leaned back in her chair, reading a leatherbound journal and sipping on a glass of rum. Beside her at the table was Lusha, writing down translations and adding to her notes. The two elves sat in Lusha’s room as they worked. 
Lusha worked feverishly, writing down the last remaining texts from the ancient dragon language. She barely blinked as she scribbled meanings and triple checked them against her notes. When the last piece of the translation flowed across the page, Lusha gasped. 

Lilly looked up from her father’s journal and eyed the wood elf. 

Lusha’s eyes held a foreboding edge as she stared down at the final page. 

“I thought I was imagining it. The same symbols kept appearing throughout the book, but I didn’t make the connection until now,” Lusha whispered. 

Lilly closed the journal and leaned forward. The sun elf’s gaze was steady as the wood elf lifted her gaze and looked to the pirate Captain. 



“Captain…” Lusha said with a degree of shock in her tone. 

“Lusha, tell me, do you have the exact location of the Dragon Tech vaults?” 

The wood elf regained her composure. She closed the translated book and slid it to Lilly. The Captain was about to take hold when Lusha kept her firm hand on it. 

“Simply discovering this has put all of our lives in greater danger. 

You’re mad for attempting this expedition.” 

Lilly’s gaze was firm, “You agreed when you took the oath. You know you cannot ask the question until we have completed what we set out to do. It is an agreement sealed in our bonding. 

“Now, tell me what you discovered.” 

Lusha let go of the book and leaned back in her chair. Lilly picked it up and turned to the last page. It was a poem, written in ancient dragon. 

Lilly scanned the page until she reached the last few words and her heart beat faster. She looked up to Lusha’s disapproving eyes. 

“It’s not just a vault of dragon technology. It is Aza Thule, the lost city of dragons. It sank when the dragons returned to the stars. When it rises, it will usher in a new age of enlightenment across Aquris.” 

Lilly’s mouth curved in a maddening smile. Her eyes widened as she stared down at the open book, her heart beating like a blacksmith’s hammer. 

“Aza Thule,” Lilly whispered. “My father was right. He knew in his heart the city still existed. Now, we have the location. It will have enough power and knowledge to stop the Illuminous Empire, once and for all.” 

Lusha shook her head. “Having this book is a death sentence. If anyone finds out we know the location of the lost city, they will come for us with everything they have. Every blade, dagger, cannon, and pistol will be aimed at us.” 

Lilly looked to Lusha with a maddening smile. “Let them come.” 





Seven

The  Rogue Wagon pulled into the garage. As the garage door closed behind the large vehicle, doors opened and the crew spilled out. 

Jon remained in his seat, a small smile still on his lips. 

 It was so good to see them again. Now, I can’t wait for all of us to sit down and have a meal together. It will be just like when I was home. 

Jon’s mind played out dinner time back home in Spiral City. The entire family’s life was one hectic mess, but dinner was the only time where everyone could sit down and talk about their day or discuss problems. Everyone chipped in to come up with solutions or give much needed encouragement. Jon never realized until he was gone how important every dinner was in the scheme of their lives. 

His thoughts shifted to Lilly and the crew, his smile growing bigger. 

They shared most of their meals together and Jon knew it brought them closer. Helping each other in the kitchen and preparing meals had become a sacred act and despite many distractions, everyone made time for it. 

Syndra was leading the group to the door from the garage to the house when it burst open from the other side. The crew took a step back as Lilly charged into the garage with wide eyes and a crazy smile. 

The red-headed elf moved to the car door, took hold of the door handle and pulled the door open hard. Jon sat and stared like a deer caught in the headlights as she reached in, grabbed him by his shirt collar and pulled him to her. Their lips touched in heat and power as Jon found himself caught in Lilly’s firm grip. 

The crew surrounded them with pellicular gazes to the Captain and each other. Eryn simply stood, watching Lilly’s soul burn brighter than she had ever seen before. 

Lilly pulled back and let go, her smile remaining. “We know the location to my father’s work!” 

Jon smiled. “That’s fantastic news!” 



Lilly grinned before she spoke to everyone present, “Conference in the living room.” 

The crew made their way in. Lilly walked for the door. Jon sat in the driver’s side and blinked. 

 This might be it. We might be able to stop the Empire. 

Jon stepped out of the  Rogue Wagon and made his way to the door. 

Glancing to a peg by the door, he saw his pirate’s coat that he used when he was on Aquris. 

“You’re coming with me when we go back to Aquris,” Jon smiled and made his way into the house. 

The group had gathered in the living room, Lilly was standing in the middle. Lusha sat at the dining table across from the living room, her brow wrinkled in annoyance. Cora, Syndra, and Eryn sat on the couch. 

Zelda stood by the hallway entrance, leaning against the wall and her arms folded. Jon stepped in and joined them, taking the recliner. 

Lilly’s face returned to her usual enigmatic self except for her eyes, they continued to shine with a maddening glow. 

“Lusha has finished the translations of the Dragon Rune book. 

Comparing it to my father’s notes, we now have the exact location of Aza Thule.” 

Collective jaws dropped except for Jon and Lusha. Jon looked to Lilly, waiting to understand what it all meant. 

Lilly continued, “As many of you may know the legends, Aza Thule was the greatest dragon city across all of Aquris. The dragon emperors ruled all the seas, but this was their one, true home. It was the seat of their empire until they left Aquris, the city sinking and never being seen again. 

“The dragon temple in the Fire Eyes sea is just one of thirteen hidden temples. The Dragon Rune book knows each of their locations and coordinates. They were meant to be used to help those with dragon spirits become more powerful and carry on the dragon’s will of enlightenment and power.” 



Lilly picked up the book off the coffee table and held it up for all to see. “With this, we can find the lost city and use the temples to grow Jon and Cora’s powers. We can take the dragon tech and use it to build a fleet of powerful ships and weapons.” 

The Captain turned her gaze to Zelda, “When the time comes, we will have to ask your family and people if they wish to join our fight to liberate the Gold Sea and unseat the Emperor.” 

Zelda gave a razor-sharp smile. “They will not say no to a chance of stopping the Emperor’s mad rule.” 

Lusha cleared her throat, “Captain, may I speak freely?” 

Lilly looked over to the wood elf and gave a small nod. 

Lusha stood up and walked over to everyone. She stood by Lilly’s side as she spoke. 

“Yes, we do have the locations, but this is not simply finding an X on the map. From what I translated and read, the city cannot be accessed unless we have a minimum of two beings with dragon spirits. I know Jon and Cora each have a dragon spirit, but this is only the tip of the problems we face. 

“The Rotting Sea is filled with foul air and littered with the dead. It won’t be just dead elves, dwarves, and orcs that litter its bottom. Dragon graveyards are scattered throughout the immense sea. Lost and dead races also lay in their watery graves. We all know the stories about the Rotting Sea. The dead do not stay in their graves for long. They come up to search for the living.” 

Lusha blinked slowly before she continued, “There are also guardian machines that patrol its waters. Larger, monstrous machines that could easily sink us. This expedition is a suicide endeavor. We have to think this through before we can commit to such a journey.” 

The crew blinked before all eyes turned to Lilly. 

“We are ready to follow you,” Syndra said and everyone, except Lusha, nodded in agreement. 

Lusha’s brow hardened. “This is madness! We are writing our own death notes!” 



Lilly turned to the wood elf, her eyes holding an understanding shine. “Lusha, almost everyone here has been fighting against the Empire for most of our lives. Diplomacy and discussion have not brought peace to Aquris. Fear colors all who think to stand up to the Empire. This is our only way.” 

Lusha’s lips parted, but Lilly held up a hand, silencing the wood elf. 

“The discussion of if we go is over. We have five days before we depart,” Lilly turned back to the crew. “We will require the  Dark Heart fully stocked with provisions and gear. The city is deep within the Rotting Sea. The journey from the portal will take weeks to months, depending on the wind.” 

Lusha’s fists were tight at her sides, “Captain, I must protest!” 

Lilly gave Lusha a sideways glance, “You have spoken your mind and are bound by honor to complete the expedition. Do I sense a weakness in your resolve?” 

Lusha’s expression blazed hot before she bowed her head, her inner fire burning low. “There is no weakness in my honor or my resolve. 

I have taken the oath and will stand by your side until the quest is over.” 

“See that you do,” Lilly said before looking at the crew. “The work for today is finished, but tomorrow I want all hands on deck and preparing the  Dark Heart. ” 

“Aye Aye Captain!” The crew shouted as they were now to their feet. 

Jon stood, watching Lusha simmering like a pot of boiling water. His instinct was to speak to her, to help calm her down, but he resisted. Lilly was giving directives and consoling the wood elf would appear like he didn’t take what was said seriously. 

 I’ll talk to Lusha later. 

“Everyone,” Jon began. 

All eyes turned to him. 



Jon smiled. “My parents want to cook us dinner on Friday, here at the house. I said it was okay. It will be nice to see them before we leave on such a long journey.” 

Smiles bloomed. 

“I’m sure we will look forward to sitting down to dinner with them again,” Lilly smiled. 

The crew kept their smiles as they nodded in agreement. 

“Break out the rum for tonight we celebrate!” Lilly shouted. 

Syndra, Cora, Eryn, and Zelda pumped their fists in the air and shouted with determined glee. Lusha folded her arms and looked away. 

Jon pumped his fist, but his gaze lingered on the wood elf for a long moment. 

“Jon, may I see you in the bedroom for a moment,” Lilly asked without waiting for an answer. 

The Captain turned and walked into the bedroom. Jon followed and when he was inside, he closed the door behind him. 

Lilly was on him, grabbing his ass and kissing him. The sun elf’s tongue invaded his mouth. Jon wanted to laugh when he was shoved against the closet door. Taking hold of Lilly’s waist, Jon power turned and slammed her back against the closet. Lilly reached down between them, feeling his growing bulge as she licked her lips in anticipation. 

“Fuck me,” Lilly growled. 

Hands grabbed at each other’s clothes. The air took on an electric current as shoes, boots, and clothes went flying. Lilly giggled with maddening glee as she was soon stripped naked. Jon was barely out of his boxers when Lilly leapt up and curled her arms around his neck. Her legs clamped around Jon’s waist. 

Jon stared at the beautiful elf as his hard manhood touched her wet line and pushed in with little resistance. He forced himself deep, the connection snug, as he pushed her back against the closet door. His hips thrust with power as Lilly clutched to him. 



“Fuck!” Lilly shouted as Jon’s thrusts caused her whole body to react. 

Urges took over, the closet door banging and creaking to their union. All logic washed away as their primal needs roared. Wetness surged as Lilly tried to control her breathing. Jon’s power caused the already heightened moment to push Lilly to the edge. 

Jon grunted as Lilly’s breathing quickened. Lilly’s nails dug into Jon’s back and she bit down on his shoulder. The sharp pain caused Jon to become ruthless, nailing her to the wall and the tempo increased to the edge of his sanity. 

Lilly let out a deep, muffled moan, her nerves exploding into magical lights. She continued to bite down as Jon thrust with unbridled power. 

Heat flushed the elf as her nerves slowly relaxed. She held on as Jon growled and this cock thickened. Lilly pulled her head back with a sigh, her entire body numb from bliss as Jon buried his member to the hilt, filling her with his seed. 

Jon pulled the elf from the closet door, turned her around and fell on top of her on the bed. His hips continued to work as he pushed the last drops of his seed into her inner space. Heavy breathing and the scent of sex filled the bedroom as Jon collapsed on Lilly. She snuggled to him, keeping his still hard member within her. Stroking Jon’s hair, she smiled in wonderous content. 

Jon lifted his head and looked down into Lilly’s emerald colored eyes. “That… was fun.” 

Lilly nodded with a wide smile. “We would have never reached this point if not for you. We owe you our lives and our future.” 

Jon smiled. “I just want all of us loving each other.” 

Lilly nodded. “You have it. You will always have it.” 

Jon sank down, his hips moving slightly. Lilly closed her eyes, holding him close. 

“Jon, my heart belongs to you,” Lilly whispered. 

Jon lifted his head again and stared at Lilly with affection. He ran the back of his fingers along her silky-smooth cheek before touching her ears. 

“Lilly, my heart belongs to you,” Jon whispered back. 

The Captain blinked with wet eyes. 

“Once more before we drink the night away,” Lilly grinned. 

Jon nodded and kissed her deep as their bodies moved to a private song. 


***

The days flowed on as the entire household carried on with their duties. Jon moved with excited determination as he and the crew made frequent trips to the  Dark Heart with supplies. The crew moved with purpose except for Lusha. Jon noticed the wood elf was less than enthused, but when he tried to approach her, she said nothing and often turned away so as to not engage him. Jon shrugged it off, thinking she just needed time, but a part of him wished he could console her with this dangerous expedition. 
The wood elf’s words were not lost to Jon. When he laid in bed, he often stared at the ceiling deep in thought. Aquris was already a dangerous place, but from what little he knew of the Rotting Sea, it was a manifested true-life nightmare. When Jon asked Lilly in private about the strange sea, she echoed a lot of what Lusha had already said. It was a place where the dead roamed, crawling onto ships that strayed too far into their waters. Lilly explained that there were islands scattered across the dead sea, but if a ship and crew were not careful, they would never be heard from again. 

Jon hoped his luck and Eryn’s holy abilities would be enough to keep the dead at bay. 

Cora had taken to the throwing axes, practicing relentlessly between stocking the ship and trying to finish her favorite TV shows before the long journey. She ate and slept with axes close to her and when she watched TV, an axe was often twirling between her nimble fingers. 

Syndra helped at the ship but she spent most of her time making spell shells for the Captain. Confined to her room, she worked the shell munitions press, creating dozens of different kinds of spell shells for nearly all eventualities. With delight, she’d show Jon her work, channeling her mana into shells and pressing the rune covered machine down to bind them to the shells. It was time consuming but Eryn was often by the witch’s side to keep her company. 

When Eryn wasn’t keeping Syndra company, she was running her fingers along the raised ink of the dragon rune book. Lilly had ordered the cleric to learn every aspect of the book. The Captain didn’t want the information just in her and Lusha’s minds. They needed another to digest the symbols to ensure nothing was missed or mistranslated. Eryn took to the work, her blind eyes wide as her fingers glided along, reading the many stories of dragons from long ago. 

When Zelda was not hauling large crates of supplies onto the  Dark Heart, she was practicing with Jon on the main deck of the ship. They didn’t spend a lot of time practicing, but the moments they were together were enlightening and a little brutal. Zelda often threw her strength and weight around. Her size intimidated most and factored in with her victories. Such an edge was lost on Jon as he taught her his family’s dragon fighting style. 

Despite her size and power, the seven-foot tall sea elf was often on her back. No matter how hard she tried, Jon seemed to slip through her webbed hands and land a palm or heel against her tough form. Jon pulled his punches and only capitalized on Zelda if she let her defense down. Her body was strong, but her joints were easy targets. Jon often redirected her power, flipping the sea elf over his shoulder and sent her crashing onto the deck, causing the entire ship to rock. Zelda often laughed, wanting to go again and Jon sighed before taking another fighting stance. 

Lilly spent time between the ship and home. The Captain looked over her father’s journal at home and directed the crew on the ship. 

When she wasn’t shouting orders or reading quietly to herself, she was attacking Jon at every moment. The young man was powerless against her loving lust, abusing him with delight as excitement glowed along her soul. Jon didn’t complain, but he began to miss the rest of the crew as the Captain had become insatiable. 



On Thursday, Jon received texts that the Harpoon cannon and a small crane were waiting at the docks. Jon, Lilly, and Zelda made their way to the  Dark Heart and were greeted by Commander Locke as he stood with a disapproving gaze. 

“You know you cannot add Urth equipment to an Aquris ship,” 

Commander Lock said with a firm edge. 

Jon smiled. “The  Dark Heart is registered to me and Southvale Port. 

It is no longer an Aquris ship as it now belongs to me. The laws stipulate that only ships that are home to Aquris shall not have Urth equipment. It doesn’t stop an Urth ship from receiving upgrades.” 

Commander Lock shook his head. “There is always a loophole. Be that as it may, you can only sail your ship into Aquris for short periods of time. I’ve been watching you load the ship over the last few days. I doubt you will be taking it across the Chimera sea for a lengthy holiday.” 

Jon put his arm around Lilly’s shoulder and smiled at her. “He found us out. Our vacation shall be ruined.” 

“What ever shall we do?” Lilly said with sarcastic shock. 

“Will I never see the sights of this beautiful Urth,” Zelda pretended to sob. 

Commander Locke closed his eyes and tilted his head forward. 

“Yes, very funny. Without Form-2010, I can stop this delivery of a harpoon cannon and hold it until the form is in my hands.” 

Jon raised an eyebrow. 

Commander Lock lifted his head, a smile appearing. “The form might be sitting on my desk. I will have to look at it again, but I have dinner with my wife tonight. That will give you, say, twenty-four hours? I will allow this delivery if you can tell me the form is already waiting on my desk.” 

Jon kept his gaze on the Harbor Commander. With all the excitement and planning, he forgot to file the form. A year ago, he would have never made such a critical mistake. His honor would have compelled him to be honest and truthful, mentally berating himself for such a careless error. 



Jon looked over to Lilly and she smiled brightly. 

Jon turned his gaze back to the Commander and his smile was just as bright as the beautiful elf beside him. 

“The form is on your desk. I can assume that is all that is required?” 

Jon said with an impish smile. 

Commander Locke looked into Jon’s eyes for a long second before he too smiled. “It sounds like everything is in order. I’ll allow the delivery.” 

“Thank you, Commander Locke.” 

The man in uniform bowed slightly. When he stood up, he was ready to step away when he looked to Jon again. 

“The SHPD is having a fundraiser for inner city children who wish to learn about future careers along the port. It opens their lives to many possibilities within our city and their futures. Can we count on your donation?” 

Jon grinned and nodded. “I shall make a donation tonight.” 

“Thank you, Jon,” Commander Locke said with a genuine smile before walking away. 

Lilly looked over to Jon and waited until the Commander was out of earshot. “Do my ears deceive me or did you just lie through your teeth?” 

Jon glanced up to the cliffside above the port docks. Two large cannons with machine gun turrets mounted on them were pulled back into the cliffside face and still. Jon remembered that the cannons were installed due to the sea serpent attack. He let out a small sigh before looking back to Lilly. 

“A little lie and money to grease the wheels. Once we depart, we are going to need every ally we have to get out of here with as little trouble as possible.” 

Lilly leaned into Jon, her hand on his chest as she gazed into his eyes. “Trouble is what I like,” the sun elf said with a seductive edge. 

Jon fought through the sudden rush of blood leaving his brain. “Let’s get the harpoon in place and then later, I can lie to you a little more.” 



Lilly bit her lip as she looked Jon up and down. Pulling away, she sauntered ahead, making sure Jon was watching. 

Jon couldn’t look away as her plump bottom hypnotized him. Zelda took his hand and pulled him along, the three of them making their way to the waiting delivery crew and the crane operator. 

The whole operation took about forty minutes. Men and women drilled in the bolt holes for the cannon. The crane lifted the heavy harpoon cannon and placed it in the prepared section of the front bow of the ship. Once it was secured, men and women secured the cannon into place. Heavy harpoons were loaded onto the ship in long crates and stowed on the deck. 

Jon, Lilly, and Zelda watched the whole operation, Lilly holding Jon’s hand. He looked to her often, the sun on her face and a new light in her eyes. 

“This is the first step to ending the Empire’s power,” Lilly whispered. 

Jon nodded. “Aquris will be free.” 

Zelda hugged both of them from behind. “I can taste victory!” 

Jon smirked as Zelda let go. “Let’s first get through dinner tomorrow night. I have a feeling my family will not make it easy for us to leave,” 

Jon said as he, Lilly, and Zelda waved to the delivery people and crane operator as they packed up their equipment and waved goodbye. 





Eight

The late afternoon sun hovered over the horizon. The air took in a small chill, many citizens of Southvale heading to their warm homes. 

Gulls squawked as the approaching evening and chaos bloomed within a two-story home at the top of a hill. 

Jon stared in disbelief as Syndra stood in another long black T-shirt with the saying “I’m not angry. This is just my face.” 

“You can’t wear that to family dinner,” Jon said as a vein throbbed along his temple. 

The shadow elf crossed her arms and narrowed her gaze. “I don’t see why not? It says what I’m always thinking.” 

Jon closed his eyes and rubbed this temple, “It’s not appropriate for dinner.” 

“Your family knows us. They will find it amusing,” Syndra said as she turned sideways and lifted her chin in annoyance. 

“Syndra, please, wear one of your normal outfits,” Jon said with a pleading edge as he turned to the storm of bodies in the house. 

Cora was in the living room, flipping through music channels. Heavy metal, hard rock, and opera blasted the living room at high volume. The lithe elf seemed unaffected by the noise as she flipped between the three channels, not listening to anything else. 

Zelda scrubbed and wiped down the kitchen. She wore an apron over her clothes as she worked out every drop of grease she could find. 

The sea elf had become meticulous and wanted the entire kitchen to shine for Jon’s parents. 

Lilly and Lusha stood in the dining room, their brows hard and barely a foot apart. On the dining room table were a bouquet of flowers and six bottles of white wine. The tension was thick enough to cut with a knife as the two elves stared each other down. 

“Captain, the arrangement speaks to a calm and well to do home. 

Putting wine bottles around it just says we’re drunks!” Lusha growled. 



“I know what the arrangement means, but having the wine in the center of the table will keep people from getting up. We want everyone talking and relaxing,” Lilly said with a hard edge. 

Jon turned to the two women, stepped close and looked at each of them in turn. 

“How about we keep the arraignment and have two bottles of wine on either side of it? I will get up and bring more when they run out,” Jon said diplomatically. 

The Captain and Scholar each turned their backs to each other and their arms crossed. Their eyes were closed as they continued to be at odds with each other. 

“It’s Jon’s family visiting and he knows best,” Lilly said over the loud music. 

“If Jon feels we can have both, I’m fine with it,” Lusha said with an annoyed edge. 

“Thank you,” Jon said as he turned his attention to the stairs. 

Eryn came down in a long white T-shirt with a small smile. In black letters it said, “Clerics do it while their gods watch.” 

“No.” Jon shouted to the cleric. 

Eryn’s smile faded as Syndra approached and gave her a hug. 

“Jon’s stressed and he can’t seem to pull the pole from his ass. 

Let’s go upstairs and change,” Syndra said. 

Eryn gave a sad nod as the two elves turned around and climbed the stairs side by side. 

The music seemed to get louder from the living room. Jon walked over to Cora as she stared at the screen and listened. 

“Put it on some classical,” Jon ordered. 

Cora looked to him, “I thought this was a family dinner and not a funeral? This music is exciting.” 

“We are supposed to be relaxing,” Jon shouted over the noise. 

“I’ll change it to classical when they arrive,” Cora stated. 



“Thank you,” Jon said, but his voice was lost to the blaring music. 

Jon turned around to Lilly and Lusha moving the flower bouquet and wine bottles with annoyed fury in their eyes. The two continued to stare daggers at each other as they moved the things on the table like chess pieces. 

 It’s not about the arrangement and the wine. It’s about who is right and getting their way. It would seem elf culture is petty too. I hope they’re not like that at dinner. 

The tension pulsed under Jon’s skin. The loud music and everyone acting a little crazy was pushing him close to the edge. 

 Take a moment and step away. 

Jon nodded to himself. He walked to the garage door along the hallway by the kitchen. Opening it, he stepped through and closed it behind him. 

Jon pressed his back to the door as the cold garage soothed his blasted senses. The music thumped, but it was lower. 

“It’s just supposed to be dinner. Why do I feel like it’s going to be a circus,” Jon muttered to himself. 

Pushing his back off the door, he stepped over to the side of the Rogue Wagon and took a few, deep breaths. Closing his eyes, he calmed his mind and heart. His dazzled senses slowly returned to normal. 

Along his spirit, golden wings opened and a serpentine head chuckled. 

Jon opened his eyes. “I’m glad you find this funny at least.” 

The feeling of his dragon spirit faded away. 

Jon turned around, ready to march back in and take charge when he looked to his pirate jacket and bandanna resting on the peg. From under the jacket, the pointed end of the sheathed dagger poked out. 

The entire outfit seemed to glow in his mind and it eased his senses further. 



“Maybe I should wear it to dinner? Hi Mom and Dad, I gave up the hero life to be a pirate. Aren’t you proud of me?” 

Jon tilted his head forward as he chuckled to himself. They would love him no matter what he did, but they would still try to convince him to take on the family work. 

 What if I’m not meant to be a hero? What if I’m just like Lilly and the others? What if this is my real life? Would they be disappointed in me? 

 Would they still try to convince me to come back and join the Star Dragons? 

Jon looked to the side, a faint truth whispering into his mind. 

 I’m not a superhero. If I took on the family work, it would be a lie. 

Jon looked at the pirate jacket again and smirked. “My destiny doesn’t have to be what my family wants. I choose my own destiny.” 

Jon stood straighter with his head held high. He stepped to the door and opened it. He marched down the hallway to the chaos in the living and dining room. Lilly and Lusha continued to be at odds on the placement of flowers and wine. Cora continued to blast heavy metal. 

“Cora! Put it on classical!” Jon ordered with a bellow. 

The Cabin Mate turned her head and looked at Jon. A second later, she touched a button on the remote and light classical began playing. 

Jon turned his attention to Lilly and Lusha. “The arrangement and wine bottles are fine. Leave it alone.” 

The two elves eyed Jon’s no-nonsense attitude and pulled their hands away. They looked at him for a long moment before stepping away in different directions. 

Jon raised his voice, “I know everyone in the house can hear me. 

Get dressed for dinner. They will be here in thirty minutes.” 

Lilly marched into the bedroom. Lusha climbed the stairs to the second floor. Zelda pulled off her apron and hung it on a kitchen peg. 

The tall sea elf made her way to the stairs, Cora joining her side. The pair climbed the stairs and disappeared from sight. 



Jon stood in the middle of the open space between the Living Room and the Dining room and took a deep breath. 

“It’s all going to be just fine,” Jon whispered. 

The sun touched the horizon and began its slow descent. The city of Southvale began transitioning to evening time as street lamps blinked to life. Night’s cloak flowed across the darkening sky and stars began to shine. A sigh filled the city as a car pulled up in front of the house and doors opened. 

The crew appeared from the stairs and Lilly stepped out of the bedroom. Classical music played as they all approached Jon. Everyone was wearing their typical pirate clothes. Lilly didn’t wear her hat as her red hair flowed out and lay over her shoulders. Lusha had her hair in a big braid and wore her white elven dress. Zelda had her hair back in a simple ponytail and didn’t wear her shoulder armor and extra belts around her waist. Cora had on a simple outfit and kept a bandanna on her head. Some of her teal colored hair poked out around the edges, but Jon guessed she liked her hair a little messy. Syndra was in her one piece and cloak while Eryn was in her black and white cleric robe. 

Jon looked at all of them and smiled. “You all look beautiful.” 

Pink touched all their cheeks, but an annoyed edge filled some of their faces. 

The doorbell rang. 

Jon turned around, took a deep breath and stepped to the front door. He grabbed the knob and braced himself before he turned it and the front door wide. Before him stood William and Sandra. They had bags of groceries in their arms and happy eyes and smiles. 

“We have a surprise,” Sandra said cheerfully before she and her husband stepped aside. 

Jon smiled as she saw Jared and Beth standing there with bags of groceries in their arms. 

“Jared! Beth! This is a surprise!” Jon said like he was reading a line in a play he never studied for. 

“So good to see you!” Beth said, a little too excited. 



“It’s been a while,” Jared said in a low tone. 

William eyed each of his children before he sighed. “Quit the act. It's obvious you all saw each other.” 

“The three of you are terrible liars,” Sandra laughed. 

Jon, Beth, and Jared started laughing. 

“Well, now that you’ve had your fun, let us in! It’s cold out here and we have to start on dinner,” William smiled. 

Jon stepped aside as the family poured in. 

The crew of elves looked to the family with big smiles. Jon immediately noticed that they gave no hint to the chaos before and seemed to be simply waiting patiently. 

Zelda’s arms trembled as she couldn’t hold back any longer. She rushed toward William as he put the groceries down on the table. The sea elf bear hugged Jon’s father and he hugged her back. 

“I’m so happy to see you,” Zelda said. 

“Good to see you too. I still see you’ve been working out,” William chuckled. 

Zelda hugged him tighter. 

“Let’s have formal introductions,” Jon said. 

Hands stretched out in typical Urth custom. Names were given and everyone was smiling. Lusha was gracious as she learned all of Jon’s family names. Beth shook Lilly’s hand vigorously, extremely happy to see her. Cora gave Jared a timid handshake before turning away with shy eyes. Syndra helped introduce Eryn to the family and the cleric beamed as she saw their bright souls in the darkness. 

After the introductions, William began picking up bags and placing them on the kitchen counter. His big hands reached into a bag and he pulled out several large bass and held them up for everyone to see. 

“I’m cooking my specialty, baked bass!” William said with excitement. 



“I’ll be preparing couscous with a vegetable medley. I hope everyone is okay with that?” Sandra asked. 

“It sounds lovely,” Lilly smiled. 

Sandra nodded and looked to Jared, “Please be a dear and open some white wine.” 

“Of course, Mom,” Jared said as he stepped over to a thick bag and pulled out wine bottles. 

Jon watched with a warm heart. His parents took over the kitchen, working together like a well-oiled machine. Jared opened wine bottles as Beth gathered glasses and helped pour. Cora stepped over to Jared, offering to help. Lilly grabbed an extra wine cork remover and stepped to the table, opening the two bottles of wine already there. The rest of the crew hung out until wine glasses were placed in their hands. 

William turned from preparing the fish, took hold of his glass and lifted it up. “A toast to the evening.” 

Everyone gathered lifted their glasses. 

“To a night of family and happy memories,” William bellowed. 

“Aye!” the elves shouted. 

“To family and happy memories,” Jon’s family said. 

Everyone smiled with their glasses held high before they lowered them and took long sips. 

“Ah!” William said as he enjoyed the taste. 

Before William turned back to preparing the food, he looked to Jon. 

“Classical? Why not something with a little more pop?” 

Cora gave Jon a gentle smile as his shoulders sank down a few inches. 

“I’ll put something else on,” Jon said in a low tone as he turned and stepped toward the TV remote. 

The moment swirled into a soup of conversations. 

“How do you like Urth?” Beth asked Lilly and Lusha who happened to be standing side by side. 



“It’s lovely here,” Lilly smiled. 

“I like it here, but I do miss Aquris at times,” Lusha said and took a sip. 

“Do you have family there?” Beth smiled. 

Lilly and Lusha’s expression darkened a little and the two elves took another sip of wine. 

Beth noticed it. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hit a sore spot.” 

Lilly shook her head. “It’s quite alright. I haven’t seen my family in years and I hope one day soon to see them again.” 

Lusha looked down on her drink. “Family comes in all shapes and sizes on Aquris,” the wood elf said as she glanced to Lilly, “Sometimes it just takes time to get used to new ones.” 

Lilly eyed the wood elf before giving her a small nod. 

“If you don’t mind, I would love to hear more of your home dimension.” 

Lilly turned her gaze to Beth and smiled. “Surely, but we would like to know about you as well. You are part of the Star Dragons, Spiral City’s protectors. Your mother and father told us about your family, but not too much beyond that.” 

Beth nodded. “Yes, our family are the core members of the Star Dragons. I just started crime fighting over two years ago. I go by the name Timer.” 

Lilly smiled. “I have seen news footage of you. You wear a dark purple jacket and I believe you can slow down time?” 

Beth smiled. “I can create temporal bubbles that can slow or speed up time. It can be pretty taxing if I use it too much, but I’m getting better. 

I went to college first and when I finished, I thought I would take my chances helping the family.” 

“Do you enjoy it?” Lusha asked. 

Beth nodded. “It’s tough, but I feel like I’m making a difference. I’m sure Jon has told you how difficult it is to live in Spiral City. Every year there seems to be more and more supervillains. We have been keeping them in their place, but some weeks there is some kind of crime or attack every other night.” 

“Sounds harrowing,” Lusha said. 

Beth nodded and smiled. “It’s not all bad. There are over three dozen members to the Star Dragons. It helps with patrols and knowing you have a big family to back you up.” 

Lusha nodded and glanced at Lilly again. “Yes, it is nice to know that family will be there for you.” 

In the kitchen, Cora stepped to William and Sandra’s sides. William was sprinkling seasoning all over the fish as Sandra prepared the couscous. 

William looked at the lithe elf and smiled. “Have you been practicing?” 

Cora nodded and held up her hand. A flame appeared in her palm, waving and dancing before her. 

The elder Song wiped his hands on his apron and took a step back. 

“Help me by giving the fish a quick searing.” 

Cora smiled brightly as she pointed her palm. The flame stabbed out into a thin beamed torch. She ran the flames along the fish, the spices sinking in as the flames licked at them. When she finished, Cora closed her hand and extinguished the flame. 

William leaned over the fish and took a quick inhale. “Perfect,” he said before placing it into the pre-heated oven. 

“How has it been since Jon and the others came back?” Sandra asked. 

“It’s been good. Our family is growing bigger,” Cora said with a neutral tone. 

William and Sandra looked at each other before looking at Cora. 

“Getting lost in the mix?” William whispered. 

Cora nodded. 



Sandra leaned in closer to the sun elf. “Remember, just be honest with Jon. Sometimes he needs to be told how you feel. He spends so much time in his head, he often forgets the outside world.” 

Cora gave a hearty nod. “Thank you. I will.” 

Sandra smiled. “Anything for our favorite.” 

Cora’s eyes narrowed. “You told Zelda and Syndra they are your favorites at different times.” 

“We’ve been found out,” William chuckled. 

Sandra turned to Cora and gave her a hug. “All of you are our favorites. As we get to know Lusha and Eryn, they will be our favorites too.” 

Cora held onto Jon’s Mom and closed her eyes, committing this moment to memory as her heart beat with love. 

Jon changed the music station on the flatscreen to something a little more upbeat. When he put the remote down, Eryn side stepped next to him, grabbed his arm and snuggled into him. 

“This is so nice! All we ever had at the monastery were sex parties,” 

the cleric smiled and downed her wine. 

Jon shook his head before leaning closer to Eryn’s pointed ear. 

“Let’s not talk about that tonight, okay?” 

Eryn nodded before pushing her empty glass into Jon’s hand. “Only if you keep the wine coming. I forgot how much I liked it. We didn’t get much wine on Soul Drink. There were all kinds of rum, meads, and ales, but wine was a demanding commodity.” 

Eryn blinked and hugged Jon’s arm tighter. “I swear Urth wine goes right to my head. I feel loose. Do you want to go somewhere and pray together?” 

Jon looked at the cleric and noticed she was a bit tipsy. “How about you just have another glass and we can pray long after everyone is gone?” 

Eryn frowned and sighed. “Fine, but we are going to pray extra hard.” 



“I can live with that,” Jon said and pulled his arm free. 

Jon made his way across the room to the dining table. He picked up a wine bottle and poured into Eryn’s glass. When he turned around, Jared was before him. 

“Meet me on the patio,” the older brother said with a slight smile before turning and walking away. 

Jon walked over to Eryn who was now accompanied by Syndra. 

The witch was grinning and pouring white wine into the cleric’s mouth. 

Jon approached and they stopped, Eryn gulping it down and Syndra smiling. 

“Here you go, but I’ll have to cut you off after this,” Jon said as he put the glass in the blind cleric’s hand. 

“She’s having fun,” Syndra said as Eryn gulped down her wine. 

Jon eyed the cleric as he spoke to Syndra, “She’s acting like I do on elven rum. This is a family dinner and not a party.” 

“Told him I wanted to pray and he denied it,” Eryn half scowled and half laughed. 

“I said later was okay,” Jon corrected. 

“Maybe we should tie him up in the dungeon? We could gag him?” 

Syndra pondered. 

Eryn gave a sloppy nod. “He could bless our throats. I’m sure Vala would approve.” 

Jon covered his mouth to hide his smile. “We haven’t eaten yet. 

Keep it together until the family leaves, okay?” 

Syndra put her arm around Eryn’s shoulders. The cleric leaned her head on the witch’s shoulder and sighed heavily. 

“I will make sure she is fine,” Syndra declared. 

Jon nodded when he spotted the patio door closing. “I’ll be right back. No more wine for her until after we eat.” 

Syndra nodded. 



Jon stepped past them, lifted his glass from the coffee table and opened the patio door. 

Syndra watched as he closed it behind him. She lifted her glass and poured the contents of her glass into Eryn’s glass. 

“I’ll take good care of you,” Syndra leered as Eryn greedily drank her wine. 

Jon shivered in the cold breeze. He stepped closer to Jared as he leaned his elbows on the patio railing and looked out over the water. 

Jared was still wearing his black trench coat as he looked across the harbor to the supernatural mist a few miles off shore. 

Jon stepped to his brother’s side and leaned in the railing, taking a sip of his wine. 

Jared stared at the portal in the distance as his lips parted. “We never expected the life you currently have right now.” 

“What kind of life did you expect for me?” 

Jared smirked. “Living alone like a man in a cell.” 

Jon gave a single nod. “My life was like that for a few years.” 

Jared looked over to his brother. “Mom and Dad told us a little about your girlfriends. You know they like to skimp on the details, not wanting anyone to worry. I just wanted to talk to you a little bit and tell you I’m proud of you.” 

Jon sighed. “Proud I have a bunch of elven girlfriends?” 

Jared turned onto his side to face Jon. “No, proud you’re finally coming out of your shell. You seem more like yourself before what happened with Skorp.” 

“You and Beth don’t have to act like our parents anymore. Dad and Mom have been better lately. We all know they were too busy fighting crime to raise us, but I think they are trying to make amends.” 

Jon took another sip of wine. “As for Skorp, I’m glad I was able to give him some good punches. It may have been an android he was controlling, but it still felt nice.” 



Jared nodded. “You know Beth and I didn’t speak to them for a long time after that night. Seeing you crying almost every night broke our hearts. When they tried to brush it off, we let them have it.” 

Jon nodded. “I know. I heard you and Beth yelling at them. It helped, knowing you both cared more than they did.” 

Jared smiled and looked out at the water. “When was the last time we had a family dinner?” 

“Three years ago, I think. All I remember was not really talking.” 

“You were pretty annoyed being there, but we were all happy to see you, even if it was just for dinner.” 

Jon grimaced. “Jared, why are we out here?” 

Jared looked down to the gentle waters of the harbor as he spoke, 

“You know it’s hard for all of us to forgive what happened to you. Beth and I understand it better than anyone, but Mom and Dad are really trying to make things better. They couldn’t stop talking about tonight. 

They wanted it to be perfect. They love Cora and the others. 

“What I’m trying to say is, maybe give them a little extra slack.” 

“Do I still seem angry about what they did?” 

“Beth and I know you’re still angry. We were angry at them for a long time until we noticed the small changes. I think it finally began to sink in and they wanted to make it better, even a little bit at a time. 

“Dad has given me tougher missions and patrols. Mom has spent a lot of time training with Beth. The four of us have fought supervillains together and it feels like we are finally becoming a real family again. The only person missing is you.” 

Jon’s brow hardened. “I’m not going to join the family’s work. I have my own life here. I have many people I care for. Spiral City doesn’t even feel like my home anymore and it certainly doesn’t need me.” 

Jared gave Jon a small nod. “I didn’t ask you out here to come rushing back to Spiral City. Beth and I talked about it and we thought you should know that we would be with you every step of the way, if you came back. We know you have your life and we are honestly very happy for you. I can tell Lilly and the others love you by how they steal glances at you. We just don’t want you to think that you can never come back.” 

Jon’s expression softened as he looked down to the harbor waters. 

“We are leaving in a few days. We are going to Aquris and I don’t know when we are coming back.” 

Jared kept his gaze neutral. “Is it serious?” 

Jon nodded. “It’s serious and important to me, Lilly, and the rest of the crew. We are planning to announce it during dinner.” 

“I assume it’s not a vacation.” 

Jon shook his head and took a sip of wine. 

“If Mom and Dad try to talk you out of it, Beth and I will support your decision.” 

Jon looked at his brother and smiled. “Thank you. It means a lot to me. I’ll tell you more at dinner.” 

Jared smiled. “Jon, know we always have your back.” 

“Thanks,” Jon said with a small smile. 

The two brothers turned. Jon’s smile remained as he looked through the patio glass doors to see Syndra, Cora, Beth, and Eryn dancing. 

Lusha and Sandra were having a deep discussion at the table while William talked to Lilly and Zelda. 

For a moment, Jon let the image of his entire family together burn into his mind. Heart soaring, it felt like another step closer to a better relationship between all of them. 

 I’ll miss this, but we can have it again when we come back. 

Jon took hold of the patio door and slid it open. Hot air blasted him and Jared as they stepped in and closed the glass door behind them. 

“AYE!” Everyone shouted and lifted their glasses to the brothers. 

Jon smiled as the warmth of the home sank into his cold bones. 

William spoke up, “Dinner is almost ready! Let’s get the table together and get ready to eat!” 



The volume to the music was lowered and switched to classical. 

Bodies moved together, grabbing and setting plates and utensils. Wine glasses were refilled and glasses of water were placed down. Folding chairs were picked up and placed around the table since there weren’t enough dining chairs. The smell of cooked fish set mouths to water as hungry eyes looked over to William pulling out a large tray of baked bass. Sandra stepped into the kitchen to assist as everyone took a seat. 

Jon sat on one side, Lilly to his right and Syndra, and Eryn to his left. Jared sat at one end while Beth sat at the other end. Zelda, Cora, and Lusha sat across on the other side, leaving the two middle seats open for William and Sandra. 

Eryn glanced around with dreamy eyes, seeing the many souls surrounding her. She reached over and squeezed Syndra’s thigh. The shadow elf smiled, reaching under the table and taking the cleric’s hand into hers and giving it a squeeze. 

William and Sandra brought in trays of food. They placed the fish in the middle and all eyes were glued to it. Sandra put down a bowl of couscous. She retreated back to the kitchen and brought over plates with many different vegetables and breads. When everything was settled, William and Sandra stood before their seats with warm smiles. 

“Thank you everyone for being here. We have been looking forward to a dinner like this for a long time. We are grateful our family can be together and enjoy our time together,” William smiled. 

“We know our lives can be busy. It brings us so much joy to see everyone under one roof. We have to do this many times,” Sandra said before focusing her gaze on Jon. “Especially if there are any grandchildren on the way.” 

“Mom!” Jon, Jared and Beth said in unison. 

The elves giggled, laughed and chuckled together. 

“A mother can dream, can’t she?” Sandra grinned before sitting down. 

William picked up a two-pronged serving fork and a kitchen knife, 

“Plates.” 



Everyone at the table picked up their plates and held them up. 

William looked down proudly as he picked up pieces of juicy fish and slid them onto plates, one at a time. When everyone had a large piece of cut fish, hands reached out, grabbed large serving spoons and began scooping food onto their plates. 

For ten minutes, nothing was said. The delicious taste, aroma, and wine created a perfect vortex of contentment. Zelda was the only one making deep throated moans as she feasted on the succulent fish. Her dark eyes took on a faraway gaze like she was communing with the very gods through her stomach. 

Food filled bellies and blended with the wine. 

“The food is exquisite,” Lusha mentioned. 

“Thank you, Lusha. It took many years for me to perfect it, as many of my children can attest to,” William grinned. 

“Those first times were hard,” Beth said with a sad smile. 

Jared and Jon nodded in agreement. 

A small silence filled the table as everyone ate. 

William and Sandra lifted their gazes up and they both looked to Jon and Lilly across the table. 

“So, when are you all leaving?” William asked. 

All movement at the table stopped. 

“We noticed the activity at the docks and on your ship. We were worried you would leave without telling us,” Sandra followed up. 

Lilly looked to Jon to see a sliver of annoyance. It quickly melted away as Jon took a sip of wine and put his glass down. He leaned back in his chair and smiled. 

“In two days. We are going to Aquris for an expedition. We were going to tell you during dinner or right after,” Jon explained. 

William and Sandra nodded. 

Jon’s mom spoke up, “We know you like your privacy and we wouldn’t have said anything, but once we saw the harpoon cannon, you can understand our concern.” 

“What kind of expedition requires an Urth harpoon cannon?” William asked. 

Jon gritted his teeth. 

 They couldn’t even wait! They have to know everything that is going on. It’s like they don’t know how to just act like a normal family instead of superheroes. 

“We came across a temple on our last visit to Aquris. It held important information that could help us find an ancient city. Finding it will help bring us closer to finding my parents,” Lilly answered. 

Eyes widened along the table. Everyone turned their attention to Lilly as she sat with her gaze on the table. Jon reached over and curled his fingers around her hand, knowing only he and crew knew about her parents and hadn’t spoken to anyone outside of their group. 

Lilly kept her gaze low as she continued, “The Empire kidnapped my mother and father. They are being held somewhere along the islands of the Gold Sea. It has been years since I have seen them. I learned on our last visit that they are still alive and well. 

“I can’t tell you much more for it would put your lives in danger if any imperial spies find out. Jon and my crew are to sail back to Aquris and find this ancient city. Once we find it, it will bring us a step closer to helping free my parents.” 

William and Sandra leaned closer. 

“We can help,” William offered. 

“We can join you on your voyage,” Sandra said. 

“The more of us, the better the chances,” Jared added. 

“You don’t have to do it alone,” Beth finished. 

Lilly looked at Jon before looking at the crew and then at Jon’s parents and siblings. “Thank you, but we have enough for such a journey. You are all needed here, to protect Spiral City and Southvale Harbor.” 



“You’re family,” Sandra said as she looked into Lilly’s eyes. 

“Urth will keep spinning without us here,” William smiled. 

Jon stared at his parents as inner emotions churned. 

 Dad and Mom are trying. They want to help and they are putting their lives on hold just to help us. Was Jared, right? Have they truly changed for the better? 

Lilly gave Jon’s parents a warm, happy smile. “Thank you. We appreciate you wanting to help. Jon and I believe that this expedition will be better with a small crew. 

“We are grateful for such a wonderful meal and time together before we depart. It will make the journey easier knowing we have family to return to. 

“I don’t wish to bring a shadow to our evening. Let’s enjoy this time together before we depart.” 

All heads nodded in agreement. 

“If you change your mind, you can always come to us,” Sandra said with warmth. 

“Thank you,” Lilly said as her eyes shined. 

William sat back in his chair. “Evening isn’t over yet. We brought board games! Nothing says family dinner like destroying each other afterwards with board game hell. Am I right?” 

The elves giggled as Jon, Jared, and Beth moaned. 

Beth looked to Jon, “We didn’t know they were bringing board games. We would have stopped them.” 

“That’s why we didn’t tell you. Some of us can keep our surprise’s secret,” William winked. 

Jon leaned back on his chair and smiled. “I suppose the whole family dinner experience wouldn’t be complete without board games afterwards.” 

Sandra was up, “Let’s clear the table, refill drinks and maybe some dessert. We brought ambrosia pie.” 



The elves looked to Jon’s mother and smiles formed. 

“We would love some pie,” Lilly smiled. 

Beth leaned forward in her chair, “We should play on the living room floor. It’s big enough for all of us and the board game.” 

Heads nodded in agreement. 

In a few short mouthfuls their meals were finished, and everyone got up to help Sandra with cleaning. Plates and utensils were rinsed and put in the dishwasher. Leftover food was wrapped and drinks were refilled. Sandra pulled out the pie as William pulled out a board game box from one of their bags. Everyone present moved like a well-oiled machine, helping and cleaning until the dining room was spotless. 

The moment after the dishwasher was turned on, Sandra cut up big pieces of pie and put them on small plates. Hands eagerly took the small plates and forks dug into the pie. The moment it touched tongues, happy sounds filled the kitchen, the dining room, and bled over into the living room. Bodies moved like a cloud, making their way into the living room. Zelda picked up the coffee table and put it to the side. William moved to the center of the room with a thin box, fell to his knees and opened it. Cora, Syndra, and Zelda watched in fascination as the board was laid out and little metal figurines were placed down. They drank in the many stacks of cards William placed along the board to get it ready to play. 

“This game is called Landopoly. You have to either buy property and become the richest player in the game or band together and destroy each property until there is nothing left,” William explained. 

Beth sank down to her knees and her head bowed. “This game causes a lot of fights.” 

“Then why are we playing it?” Syndra asked with curious eyes. 

“Because it’s fun,” William said as if that explanation was enough. 

“I don’t want to fight,” Cora said in a small voice. 

“Neither do I,” Syndra added. 



Sandra walked over with two plates of pie and handed them off to Zelda and Jon. 

“It’s not real fighting. It’s just healthy competition,” Jon’s mother said with a warm smile. 

Jared shook his head. “Don’t let my mother’s nice tone confuse you. 

She is ruthless.” 

“Jared, don’t try to sway them. It’s a lovely game the whole family can play,” Sandra said and gave Lilly a wink. 

The sun elf grinned and looked away to hide her affection for Jon’s mother. 

Jon smiled as he saw the exchange. 

 I don’t think I’ve seen the two of them this happy before. I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy before. 

“Happy thoughts?” Lilly said as she smiled at Jon. 

The young man nodded. “Very happy thoughts.” 

“We should start the game before Jon and Lilly start making out,” 

Beth laughed. 

Jon and Lilly blushed as everyone smiled at them. 

William finished setting up the board and before a further word could be said, he snatched the little metal car. 

“I’m the car!” William shouted and grinned. 

Jon, Beth, and Jared rolled their eyes. 

“He’s always the car,” Jon explained to Lilly. 

The Captain nodded. 

Hands reached out and picked pieces. Syndra helped Eryn as she sat patiently, feeling several pieces before picking up the metal dog game piece. 

“Urth animals are so cute,” the cleric nearly squealed. 

It didn’t take long before William explained the game and the dice were thrown. Everyone took mouthfuls of the delicious pie as they watched with interested eyes. Drinks were had and soon laughter erupted. Pieces moved and cards were picked up. 

Jon watched the elves. They were all silent during the first few turns of the game. They watched and studied what was happening. Syndra whispered in Eryn’s ear and the cleric nodded. Zelda kept playing with her battleship piece and Cora snatched it from her and placed it back on the board. The lithe sun elf took the game very seriously, her gaze so intense it looked like she could burn a hole in the board. 

Jon looked down as Lilly slid her fingers between his as they sat side by side. She gave him a squeeze, the touch conveying how happy she was. Jon was so lost to her touch that when it was his turn, Lusha patted his head. 

“You’re turn,” she said with an edge as she clearly wanted to go next. 

Jon threw the dice and moved his metal top hat piece. He saw that he was close to a property he wanted and he hoped no one else landed on it. 

Lusha smiled as she tossed the dice and moved her piece a few spaces. The tension began to build as everyone began buying property. 

Syndra looked down on the board and Jon could see the shadow elf preparing to do something underhanded. Before the witch could make her move, Eryn placed down a card that caused the turn to skip to her. 

Syndra’s crimson eyes widened. “How could you?” 

Eryn picked up the dice and tossed them. 

“Eight,” William announced when no one told him to. 

Syndra glowered as Eryn moved the little metal dog past her piece, making sure it hopped along as her fingers touched the board and felt the small symbols engraved on it. 

“The fighting will begin!” William laughed. 

All eyes were on the board as Eryn took her time moving her piece along. 



The room was silent and Jon watched. A dark feeling touched his senses and he found himself closing his eyes and shaking his head as if that would push it away. The darkness remained, licking his spirit before biting him. 

Eryn’s piece touched a property and the cleric grinned. 

“She got Boardwalk Park!” Jared laughed. 

The blind cleric grinned, hopped up to her feet and shouted, “I’m buying it!” 

A groan filled the living room and, not a second later, cars screeched outside. Heads turned as they all heard the sound of wheels skidding to a halt. Confusion colored eyes when muted explosions were heard outside and then glass shattered. 

“Get down!” William shouted as he lunged forward, his arms out. 

Bullets ripped through the front of the house. Windows shattered as a hail of gunfire filled the air. William was already leaping when a bullet struck the back of his shoulder. 

Jon watched in slow motion as several bullets struck Eryn in the stomach. The cleric’s body folded as she was thrown back and crashed into the side of the couch. Syndra leapt on Eryn as William’s arms crashed into Jon, Lilly, and Lusha. Jared knocked Cora and Zelda to the ground, covering them with his body. Sandra leapt on Beth, the two of them flattening against the floor. 

The air above them was filled with gunfire. The front of the home was swiss-cheesed, bullets penetrating the structure. Paintings were destroyed and whipped off the walls from the barrage. The dining room and kitchen were hammered with round after round. The dishwashing machine sparked and smoked as bullets tore it apart. The sink exploded and water gushed into the air. Cabinet doors flapped open and tore off their hinges. The front door to the home was blasted into large shards, the door barely staying on its hinges. 

Bodies stayed low as the hail of gunfire petered out. A small fire formed in the kitchen as smoke billowed up from the dishwashing machine. 



A voice bellowed from outside. 

“Jon, if you’re still alive, let’s have a chat,” projected a familiar voice that sent chills down Jon’s spine. 





Nine

Eryn convulsed as Syndra was over her. The shadow elf looked down in fear as the blonde cleric coughed up blood. Eryn’s eyes were wide as her mouth moved, but no sound came out. Syndra looked, seeing the puddle of blood oozing from her belly as Eryn trembled like a leaf. 

“Heal yourself,” Syndra said with a desperate whisper. 

“I… can’t… heal… myself,” Eryn managed before her eyes began to glaze over. 

Syndra’s brow hardened as she clamped her hands on the dying cleric. Mana flared as the witch channeled her very lifeforce. Without hesitation, mana glowed and flowed down her arms, into her hands and sank into Eryn’s body. The convulsions lessened as the cleric’s eyes closed. The wound slowly closed, Syndra channeling a thick piece of her life force into her friend. 

Jon felt the pull. Energies pulled from the shadow elf and in turn, pulled from him. The dragon nodded and Jon opened the floodgates. 

Invisible mana streamed from his soul and touched Syndra’s soul. The shadow elf let out a strained whimper before she was flooded with energy. The simple healing grew more and more powerful. 

Eryn sighed as her belly wound closed and spit out three bullets. 

Syndra cried out in pain as Jon’s dragon kissed her cheek with energy. 

A tear streaked down the witch’s cheek before it stopped. Syndra stared at nothing for half a breath before collapsing on Eryn and passing out. 

William snapped up from the floor, turned and pointed his hands. 

The air in the house shifted, what was left of the dining room table blasting up and landing on its side, several feet from the door. 

“Are you dead or just hiding?” the voice outside said with an evil snicker. 

William turned his head to the family, “Timer and Shadow Wing, divide and conquer. My love, upstairs and bring the lightning.” 



Beth, Jared, and Sandra nodded as they pulled out their masks from hidden pockets and put them on. The bandana’s covered their heads with eye holes along the edge. A black one covered Jared’s head and face. Beth had a dark purple one and Sandra had her electric blue one. The three family members dispersed, Sandra staying low and moving to the stairs. Jared and Beth scrambled on all fours to the shattered patio doors behind the house. They rushed out into the cold night air and disappeared from sight. 

William turned his gaze on Jon. “I’ll move everyone else into the bathroom. It’s the most fortified place in the house. It can stand up to hurricanes and should provide enough protection before we counter attack.” 

Jon saw as his father’s gaze took on a hint of guilt and fear. “Son, I need you to talk to him until everyone is safe and then we can take them out. Your ability will…” William trailed off. 

Jon’s heart thudded in his chest as an inner fire blazed. His hands shook, though not in fear, but in furious rage. A feeling echoed through his body, causing his heart to hammer in his chest. Golden wings flared along his soul as he quickly began to see red. 

Lilly saw Jon and her heart hardened, “We can take the battle to them!” 

“No!” William said harshly. “They have automatic rifles and are most likely armed with stronger weapons and equipment. We have to find out more before…” William didn’t finish. 

Jon was up and stepping with confident power. He stepped around the table and reached the heavily damaged door. Before he took hold of the doorknob, he turned to Lilly, his eyes brimming with fury. 

Lilly stared with wide eyes. No words were spoken, but they both understood what was happening. 

Jon turned back to the door and wrenched it open, the wood and metal falling apart as he stepped through. 

Vans filled the wide, two-laned street in front of the house. They formed a semicircle with the back doors open. Fifty men in Kevlar armor, shaded visors, strange backpacks and holding automatic assault rifles aimed at Jon. The cold air misted from their covered mouths as they maintained their aim on the lone man. 

In the center of the small army, a metal, humanoid scorpion stood. 

Metal gleamed in the streetlight. It was about eight feet tall. Two thick arms hung from wide, segmented shoulders with large curved pincers. 

Under the two larger arms were two smaller, more human-like arms and hands. Thick armored legs supported the body, ending in double pointed feet. A triangular head with red, glowing eyes stared at Jon as a thick, mechanical tail curled overhead. At the end wasn’t a stinger, but tri-barrel tubes aimed in Jon’s direction. 

Mist rose up from the armored head before it separated and the top part pulled back. A familiar face leered evilly. 

Jon kept his ground as he stared at the familiar face. He remembered the sharp nose, nearly beady eyes and short hair. It had haunted his nightmares for years and he could never forget it, no matter how hard he tried. 

“So good to see you with my own eyes,” Skorp grinned. 

“How is the eye?” Jon shot back with a hard edge. 

Skorp’s evil demeanor remained. “Better. It seems after all this time, I just needed to improve my focus. I barely notice it now since I decided to kill you and your entire family in one fell swoop.” 

Inside, Zelda and William picked up Syndra and Eryn. Lilly, Cora, and Lusha rushed with them into the bedroom. Eryn and Syndra were placed on the floor as Lilly moved with purpose to a chair where her belt and holstered pistols hung. The Captain took hold of the belt, put it on around her waist and clipped it closed. 

“Stay here and stay down,” William ordered before turning, putting his mask on and stepping back into the living room. 

Lilly drew both pistols and looked to the crew. “Cora, stay with Syndra and Eryn. Zelda, you’re with me.” 

The sea elf nodded as a hunger for violence filled her form. 



Lilly looked to Lusha. The two women stared at each other for a long second before Lilly tossed one of her pistols to the wood elf. Lusha caught it and held it in her hand, barrel pointing down. 

“Lusha, we will take turns between firing and loading,” Lilly ordered. 

Lusha nodded and stood at the ready. 

Lilly walked past the fallen elves and stepped into the bathroom. 

The Captain saw that the hail of bullets did not penetrate the large bathroom. The window over the bathtub was shattered and several inside tiles looked like they were barely hanging on, but nothing else had made it in. 

Lilly stepped to the giant tub and into it. She put her back to the wall as she barely looked out, seeing the army of soldiers and a mechanized, humanoid looking Urth scorpion. Lusha moved to the other side of the broken window and eyed Lilly. The two elves held their pistols at the ready as voices drifted in with the cold air. 

“Such a lovely night for a family dinner!” Skorp chuckled. “I wanted everyone to have a last meal before I slaughtered the lot of you.” 

“And yet, here you are talking, always talking,” Jon growled loudly. 

Skorp gave a small nod, but didn’t take his gaze off of Jon. “What’s the fun in simply ordering a missile strike on your home? No, I knew we had to have one last talk before I ended this torment between us.” 

Jon was silent as a grave as he stared daggers at the man who once held a gun to his head. 

Skorp continued, “Aren’t you tired? The endless suffering between us. How you survived when you should have died, your brains splattered against the floor. How I lived in prison, reliving my mistake, again and again. We are two people caught in an emotional loop, hostages to our mistakes.” 

“The only mistake I see is across the street and talking,” Jon said with a cutting tone. 

Skorp grinned. “Your family is preparing a counter attack as you waste my time. I’m sure the elves are in the basement or bathroom, ready to join the counterattack. You see, I know all of your moves. 



Fighting your family has trained me to anticipate every strategy. It’s a little sad and very predictable.” 

Skorp’s armored body stood straighter, mechanisms and hydraulics whirring with power. “I’m sure your parents are relying on your luck to keep you safe as they ready their attack. I’m reliving the moment I held that gun to your head and your parents goaded me to pull the trigger. 

This point in time is truly uncanny.” 

Jon surveyed the street from one side to the next. The vans blocked the street in both directions. There were no sounds of sirens, Jon guessing that communications have been cut or hampered from Skorp’s interference. The heavily armed and armored men stood like statues, their rifles trained on him. 

 The soldiers are trained and Skorp doesn’t seem to be on a timetable. He’s here to enjoy the moment to the fullest. 

“I had thought to kill your family one by one, each death driving you closer to madness, but it was much too long and involved. You see, that was my mistake. Like when I captured you. I wanted to know more about your family’s bloodline and powers. I blame my hubris. Drawn out plans are for amateurs. Brute power and violence always gets results.” 

Jon’s eyes narrowed. “Then why do you keep talking? You have us cornered between you and the harbor. Pull the triggers so I can kick your ass.” 

Skorp let out a maniacal laugh. “And what, pray tell, are you going to do? Punch me? The Skorpian 2.0 is heavily armored and filled to the stinger with weapons of my own design. 

“My previous android, which you and your family destroyed, recorded and transmitted every attack and move performed during the fight. I enhanced and added redundant systems to ensure the suit can keep fighting at peak efficiency. Not even your family’s many gifts will get through my armor and systems.” 

Skorp took two steps closer and sneered. “I have an army of trained soldiers ready to fight to the death. They are simply waiting on my command.” 



Skorp’s eyes narrowed as he kept his sneer, “I just wanted us to have a final moment of closure. It has been a long time since I’ve felt this free. Like sitting before your favorite meal, I want to know the sounds, sights and tastes before I dig in. I’ll be recording everything so I can play it back again and again until I’m sick of it, and then I’ll play it one more time just to make sure I’m over it.” 

Jon kept his body loose. His thoughts swirled to the crew and his family. Lilly appeared in his mind and the fire along his heart grew into a storm. 

Skorp’s helmet shifted and clamped down over his head. His red eyes flashed as he bent forward slightly, tail aiming at Jon across the street. 

“Let the play, COMMENCE!” Skorp’s voice bellowed from a hidden speaker. 

Soldier’s fingers touched triggers as fifty rifles aimed at the lone man. 

Jon gazed with raw hatred as he stared at all fifty barrels aimed at him. The world fell into silence as the cold wind died. 

“Open fire!” Skorp shouted. 

Many rifles went off while six of them jammed. Soldiers immediately cleared barrels while the rest stepped forward, their fingers holding down triggers with conviction. Jon stood his ground as bullets struck everything but him. The entrance to his home was ripped apart as streams of bullets slammed into it. 

The moment the rifles clicked empty, soldiers began to reload as Jon stood among the caved in entrance, not a signal mark on him. 

Skorp’s smile faded a touch as he looked through the face monitor. 

“I’m getting stronger,” Jon grinned. 

Soldiers re-aimed and pulled triggers. A cacophony of machine gun fire filled the street when something white burst from the half-destroyed house. William landed in front of his son, arms blazing with power as the wind whipped into a wall before them. Rounds struck the barrier and fell like pebbles in a stream as Thunder Scales stood with his hand before him. 

“Son! Protect the others! We will handle this!” Thunder Scales grunted as the white air barrier held off the gunfire and blood soaked into his clothes along his shoulder. 

A window shattered above as Blue Claws slipped out and flew high into the night sky. Azure energy claws glowed from her fingertips as she hovered. Lightning blasted down from nowhere, striking her body and circling her limbs. Several soldiers lifted their rifles up and aimed at the floating woman, fingers hovering over the triggers. 

Lightning curled and solidified into glowing plates. Blue Claws remained calm as her body was covered from head to toe with a slender, glowing armor. Her helmet was that of a dragon’s head and the maw opened in a roar. 

Several streams of bullets flowed upwards, many of them striking the hero and bouncing off. Blue Claws aimed her hand and streams of lightning blasted down. Energy arced, hitting the street and exploding. 

Chunks of street slammed into armored bodies, sending soldiers flying in different directions. 

Timer watched from a nearby alley as lightning ripped across the street. 

“My time,” Timer whispered and charged. 

A woman in a dark purple jacket and mask charged the soldiers closest to her. Eyes and rifles turned in her direction and the moment they squeezed the triggers the woman was gone. 

Timer was still moving, a temporal bubble around her. The area slowed down as she moved, holding her breath. When she took a breath, she appeared, took a breath and disappeared again. 

Soldiers fired in her general direction, their eyes getting wider as she flashed in and out of their vision like she was teleporting. When their rifles clicked empty, Timer appeared and rammed her fist into an unguarded neck. With quick breaths, she flashed among the six soldiers closest to her, punching and vanishing from sight like a firefly. Several soldiers pulled sidearms and fired at her just as she disappeared. 

Timer watched as she held her breath, seeing the bullets trailing around her as she appeared to be moving faster than them, but they were actually moving slower than her. The Star Dragon moved like a dancer in a rainstorm where not a single drop touched her. 

A boot slammed into an ankle. A fist clocked under a chin. Timer’s body moved, driving her hip into a soldier as she sped up her arm and fist speed. The soldier’s visor cracked and shattered as armored knuckles struck like a jackhammer to the face. The soldier was barely coherent as Timer took a breath and appeared by another one, her leg blurring and driving her boot into a soldier’s balls. 

Skorp watched everything play out on small screens within the main screen of his helmet. He watched from each soldier’s point of view as Timer took them down, one at a time and Blue Claws blasting others into each other. 

“Guardian Angel, proceed with phase 2,” Skorp transmitted. 

The white air barrier began to crack as Thunder Scales fell to his knees. A loud grunt blended with gunfire as he fought to maintain the wall. Bright blood seeped into his shoulder as a dozen soldiers fired on him with indifferent power. 

Jon blurred forward and appeared at his father’s side. “Dad, retreat!” Jon demanded. 

William shook his head. “Have to keep this up until everyone is in place.” 

Williams' hand began to shake as the air barrier cracked further. 

Jon squared his jaw as he put a hand around his father’s back and helped him to stay steady. “I’m not leaving you until you’re safe!” 

Thunder Scales let out a weakening grunt as the wall started to crumble. Then, white energy flashed from William and Jon’s right. Jon glanced to the side and smiled, seeing a pistol stick out from the shattered bathroom window and a finger pulling the trigger. 



Lilly and Lusha took turns firing into the soldiers. Bodies pulled back as bullets slammed into the walls and some made it through window opening. Zelda was low, staring at her Captain and Lusha as they took turns firing back at the soldiers. Lilly’s eyes were grim and filled with determination as the mirror in the bathroom shattered from a stray bullet. Lusha’s eyes were wide as she fired back, ice shards striking a soldier and sending his body crashing to the floor, his rifle, arms, and chest covered in ice. 

Lilly gave a nod of approval as she took her turn, firing off two ice rounds, each one striking true. One soldier grabbed at her ice encased helmet while another was knocked onto his back, most of his body covered in ice. The two cried out in pain as several of the enemy soldiers rushed to their side and provided cover fire. 

“First Mate, if one of us falls, take over,” Lilly ordered. 

Zelda gave a weak nod as she stayed low and watched her Captain returned fire. 

Outside, in the pitch darkness over the harbor waters, an attack helicopter hovered in stealth mode. The rotor blades of the helicopter whispered as the military aircraft kept its position a mile away. Pilot and co-pilot eyed video and technical readouts in their helmets, no light betraying their location. They watched with cold logic as the targeting computer gained a lock on the armored Blue Claws as she blasted lightning bolts to the street. The chain gun maneuvered and gained a clear line of sight on the floating superhero. 

The co-pilot lifted up the safety and his thumb hovered over the red firing button. He waited as he confirmed the lock, watching Blue Claws rain down lightning as her energy armor glowed in the night. 

Target lock confirmed, the co-pilot pressed down on the firing button. The turret chain gun spun and flashed to life. A stream of 30mm rounds spit from the attack helicopter with thin bolts of light. 

Blue Claws rained down lightning bolts as soldiers were thrown around like rag dolls from the explosions. Something tickled her senses before her body was thrown forward. Her energy armor sparked and cracked as the heavy rounds struck her like a storm of sledgehammers. 



Body tumbling through the air, Blue Claws tried to right herself. The punishing machine gun fire left no room to maneuver or recover as she spun out of control. 

On the ground, Timer slowed down time to see her mother spinning through the air as a stream of deadly machine gun fire rocked her entire form. 

Sandra cried out as her body shuddered from the blows, her amor cracked and finally blasting off. A round struck her arm, nearly severing it. Sandra became silent as all concentration was lost and she fell, blood spurting from her nearly severed arm. 

Thunder Scales looked up to see his wife falling, her eyes closed. 

“My love,” He whispered as power surged. 

The cracks in his barrier re-solidified. William’s entire body pulsed with power as he pointed his left hand at Sandra’s falling form. Air rushed up and took hold of her, slowing her descent, but not stopping it. 

Temporal bubbles appeared in Timer’s gaze as she watched her mother fall. Legs bending, she darted along the streams of gunfire. 

Timer’s eyes were focused on her mother as she slipped, spun, and dodged slow moving bullets. Beth’s power snaked out, creating temporal bubbles as she sped up her time and slowed down others. The strain caused her heart to hammer in her chest. Holding her breath, oxygen was running out as she tried to cross the distance in the middle of the battle. Her lungs cried out for air as she ducked below several bullets. Her eyes burned with glowing power as she hit the ground and slid to a halt, her arms out. 

Glowing armor fading away, Sandra barely opened her eyes as she fell into her daughter’s arms. The mother gave a weak, faint smile before passing out. 

Timer caught her mother with a small grunt and held her close as she took a deep breath. Several streams of bullets were rushing toward her as she held her mother. The moment she stopped breathing, time stopped and left the bullets hanging in the air. 



Timer gritted her teeth as she held her breath, made her way to her feet with her mother hanging on her. Blood slowed as it poured on her jacket. Beth marched toward the house, the wall of bullets behind her beginning to move again. 

When the two women made it into the house and fell to the floor, time resumed and bullets peppered the building as Beth pulled off her belt and made a tourniquet to stem the bleeding. 

Outside, William and Jon caught a glimpse of Timer getting Blue Claws into the house. 

“Save yourself,” William whispered before his entire body trembled in weakness. 

The barrier faded away and William fell to one knee, Jon still trying to hold him up. 

“Run,” William said weakly as some of the gunfire ceased. 

“Two down, the rest of you to go!” Skorp laughed. 

“I’m getting you out of here,” Jon said with conviction as he forced his father back to his feet. 

Jon grunted as he helped his father up. The two turned and Jon helped his father along as they walked back to the house. 

Skorp saw them and let out a disappointed sigh. 

“I rather not shoot them in the back, but we don’t always get what we want,” Skorp chuckled to himself as he motioned with a large, metal claw to continue firing. 

A small group of soldiers continued to maintain fire on the bathroom window, keeping the elves hunkered down, but the remaining main force turned their rifles on Jon and Thunder Scale’s backs. Fingers squeezed triggers and a line of muzzle flashes lit up the street. 

Jon held his father up, the two men slowly making their way back to the destroyed front door as bullets ripped up the street, sidewalk, and surrounding front yard. William looked at his son, seeing a calm mask over his features as they moved, one step at a time. The world around them was destruction, chaos, and hot metal death, but they walked on, untouched. 

Skorp’s grin faltered as he stared in muted disbelief. Not a single round touched the two men as they made their way to the entrance. Jon looked over his shoulder, giving Skorp an angry glance before they stepped in and disappeared from sight. 

Over the Harbor, the helicopter stopped its attack as the co-pilot switched to missiles. 

“Hellfire missiles active,” the co-pilot said. 

The pilot eyed his helmet screen as the targeting computer locked on Jon’s house. “Lock confirmed. Deliver payload.” 

The co-pilot’s thumb hovered over the button trigger. Just as he was about to press down, the entire helicopter lurched to the side. The target lock turned red, preventing the missiles from launching. 

The pilot and co-pilot lifted their visors just as something struck the reinforced bulletproof glass. The co-pilot stared at thick black claws half penetrating the canopy. Beyond it, a black, serpentine-like face stared back. Large, bat-like wings folded against its humanoid body. The creature’s body was pitch black except for what little streetlight shine illuminated it. 

“Get him off!” the co-pilot shouted as the black claws pulled out of the glass and a fist shattered it. 

The attack helicopter spun as a black, clawed hand reached in, sliced at the belts holding the co-pilot in and took hold of the struggling man. With a heave, the dark creature pulled the flailing co-pilot out and threw him toward the freezing waters below. 

System beeps blared as the pilot tried to keep the helicopter steady. 

The attack helicopter evened out when claws shattered his end of the cockpit. The pilot grabbed his sidearm, pulled it from its holster, aimed at the creature’s chest and pulled the trigger. Muzzle flashes lit up the cockpit as the black creature remained clinging to the side. Bullets ricocheted off the armored chest as the dragon monster reached in, grabbed the sidearm and crushed it mid fire. 



The pilot screamed as the figure reached in, sliced at the belts and grabbed the screaming man. With another heave, the pilot soared out of the helicopter and fell toward the cold waters as the co-pilot struggled to tread water. There was a splash as the helicopter spun out of control. 

Shadow Wing pressed his dragon-like feet to the side of the spinning copter and pushed off. The rotor blades missed him by inches before his black wings spread out and caught air. Jared watched for a moment as the copter spun away and crashed into the harbor waters. 

Black wings flapped as Shadow Wing turned to the flashing lights of gunfire. With power, he flew higher and dived down toward the sounds of chaos and automatic weapons. 

Lilly and Lusha hunkered down as gunfire blasted in through the open window. The Captain looked across to Lusha as she held the side of the pistol and her hands over her pointed ears. The wood elf had never known such a racket other than cannon fire. The relentless attack shook her to her core as she tried to keep a brave face. 

“Fire on command!” Lilly shouted over the noise. 

Lusha nodded and held the pistol at the ready. 

Assault rifles clicked empty. Magazines fell and new ones were being inserted as a pair of pistols aimed at them and fired. Lilly and Lusha pulled back on triggers, each ice and lightning round striking soldiers and sending them flying back to the street. 

Two soldiers had reloaded and opened fired, fingers holding down triggers. 

Lusha was just drawing back when a bullet grazed her arm. Blood bloomed as she fell back and tripped over the side of the tube. She hit the tile as the pistol went clattering away. 

Lilly’s eyes turned to see if Lusha was okay when a stray bullet grazed her temple. Pain and heat rippled along her head as she stumbled back, only for another bullet to hit her shoulder. The Captain’s arm went numb as it began to fall to her side. With a hard thought, she managed to toss the pistol into her left hand, lifted it up and fired. Blood covered her ear and cheek as she returned fire. 



One soldier was shot in the face visor, lightning caving in the front of the helmet as the soldier fell lifeless to the street. The other soldier cried out before another lightning bolt blasted his throat in, his head flopping to the side and his body falling. 

Lilly stood and pulled the trigger, her pistol clicking empty. She took a shaky step back as Zelda was to her with wide eyes. 

“Reload…” the sun elf managed as blood covered her head, ear, and shoulder. 

Zelda took hold of her Captain as Lilly couldn’t remain standing. 

Black eyes didn’t blink as Lilly tried to speak, but no words came out. 

Lusha looked over to Lilly and Zelda before turning her gaze to Cora who stared from the other room. 

“Wake Eryn!” Lusha shouted as gunfire shattered tiles above them. 

Cora threw herself down on the cleric. “Eryn!” She shouted over the hail of gunfire. 

Lilly’s eyes rolled into her head, her mouth moving as if she was still trying to give orders. 

Zelda blinked, the smell of her Captain’s blood filling her nose. Pain, torment, and love spun into a tsunami of rage. 

“…fight…” Lilly whispered before her eyes rolled into her head and lids closed. 

“Eryn!” Lusha shouted again. 

Cora tried to rouse the unconscious cleric, fear touching her own heart. 

Zelda’s entire body rippled with power. She gently laid her Captain down before standing up. The sea elf’s muscles grew bigger and her limbs began to elongate. Zelda’s mouth opened, rows of teeth stabbing out as her body grew bigger. 

Lusha scrambled back and picked up the pistol. She watched in horror as Zelda’s form became monstrous. 



The sea elf stared like a hungry beast. Clawed hands reached down, fingers digging and bending the edges of the metal tub. Zelda made an inhuman roar as her hands, arms and back bulged with strained muscles. A terrible sound of groaning metal filled all pointed ears as Zelda roared again. 

There was no thought other than blood as Zelda’s roar thundered through the air. The bathtub ripped off the foundation and wall. Zelda held it up before her and charged. 

Outside, soldiers reloaded when the bathroom wall exploded outwards. A massive metal tub was held by giant webbed hands as Zelda pumped her legs. Her roars caused fear to ignite. Her massive form charging toward the line of soldiers caused them all to take a step back. Rifles went off in a frenzy of gunfire, sparks of metal on metal lighting up the street. 

Zelda rushed toward the line of soldiers, her body not slowing down. 

Men and women stepped back as they maintained their fire. Fear bled into their limbs as she came at them like a freight train. When she was close, a number of soldiers balked and attempted to turn around and flee. 

Zelda let out another monstrous roar as she lifted the dented metal tub and brought it down with a crash. Two bodies were crushed instantly. When Zelda lifted up the tub, the street and the tub were stained in blood. Zelda turned as a dozen bullets hit her. Her blue skin burst open and pale blood leaked out, but Zelda roared louder. Heaving to the side, she threw the tub. It spun sideways as soldiers attempted to dive for the floor, only for their bodies and some heads to be knocked away with blunt force. Necks broke and spines shattered as the spinning tub laid waste to a dozen soldiers. 

The remaining force turned their rifles on the advancing monster. 

Zelda charged with a hunger in her eyes when a dozen rounds struck her. Her advance faltered as another dozen rounds hit her. Bullets bounced off her bones and many more were embedded in her muscles. 

A roar and her mouth extending wider caused hands to shake as they tried to reload. 



Zelda’s body tensed and a blink later, bullets expelled from her muscles and clattered on the street. Blood rage caused her eyes to turn completely black as she advanced with a wide, razor sharp maw. 

A soldier turned to run when he was yanked up by his pack. The last thing he saw were rows of sharp teeth clamping over his head and shoulders. A terrible crunch filled the area as Zelda chewed and spit out the helmeted head, deep teeth marks in it. 

Skorp raised a metal claw, halting any further gunfire. He turned and faced the advancing monster with cool eyes. 

“Engage full combat mode,” Skorp instructed his systems. 

The battle suit hummed with power as Zelda was upon him. A webbed hand flashed across, sharp nails causing sparks along Skorp’s armored chest. Skorp didn’t hesitate as a large claw came hard sideways. Zelda blocked it with an arm as her other hand reached out to grab Skorp’s armored head. Skorp pulled back his head, just out of the creature’s hand and drove his other large claw into Zelda’s stomach. 

The sea elf bent forward a little before ramming her shoulder into him. 

Armored legs struggled against the sea elf’s power. Two smaller arms reached out and clamped onto Zelda’s chest before electricity arced. 

Zelda roared as she fought against the battle suit’s strength. Her leg muscles strained as she pushed. Turning her head, she bit down on the armored arm. Teeth shattered as she tried to penetrate the thick armor. 

Pulling her head back, new teeth were already pushing forward and extending as she tried to gain some leverage on the metal monster. 

“I wonder if sharks from your world have the same weakness as the ones from our world,” Skorp laughed. 

Zelda grabbed one of the thick arms holding her back. She ignored the pain of the clamped claw over her shoulder as metal groaned in her grip. 

Skorp raised an eyebrow to the sea elf’s strength when he mentally activated a command. 

A smaller arm reached up and clamped on her face. Zelda tried to break free so she could bite it off when thousands of volts surged into her nose. The blinding pain stabbed at her entire body and she let out a tormented scream. 

Inside the home, Jon helped his father to the floor. The older man lay next to Sandra as Beth watched over her. The daughter had made a tourniquet and wrapped her mother’s arm with her jacket. Blood covered the floor as Sandra lay with closed eyes and a pale face. 

“We have to get out of here!” Timer shouted over the noise. 

“Listen to your sister,” William said as he clutched his wounded shoulder and his face paling. 

Jon stared as he heard a massive crash from the bathroom. He fought his instincts to go check on Lilly and the others as his parents lay dying. 

 We’re losing this fight! We can’t lose, not now, not ever! 

Jon stood up as William and Beth looked to him with wide eyes. 

Jon said nothing as bullets whizzed past his head. A darkness had slipped into his gaze. There was no more reasoning or fear left. The young man looked down on his family as golden wings flared along his soul and a dragon roared in his heart. 

Zelda’s soul shattering scream lit the match. 

Jon marched through the gunfire and his destroyed home. He stepped into the garage and glanced over to his pirate jacket, bandanna, and sheathed dagger. 


***

Zelda drove her knee into the battle suit’s midsection. Metal groaned, but Skorp didn’t let go. A clawed pincer rose up and smashed against the side of Zelda’s head. The sea elf ignored it and tried to knee him again when the pincer struck her head in rapid succession. Blood burst from the side of her head and face as she fought against him like a wild animal. 
“Your primitive, backwater world doesn’t deserve to set one webbed foot in ours. You defile us with your presence and I aim to keep Urth pure of you disgusting creatures!” Skorp laughed. 



Zelda struggled. A mechanical hand reached up to clamp onto her face again when she bit down on it and ripped it off. Wires and sparks flew as she spit it out. The sea elf tried to smile when Skorp’s tail swung down to the side. It slammed into her head, sending her large form spinning from Skorp. The pincer that had clamped on her shoulder now had some dripping wet flesh within its grasp. 

Zelda stumbled back, her webbed hands up. Her gaze fell in and out of focus as Skorp advanced on her. The remaining soldiers behind the metal battle suit chuckled and laughed as Skorp prepared to rip her apart, limb by limb. 

A car engine revved loudly. 

Skorp stopped his advancement. Checking his sensors as he turned his head, he switched weapon systems when the garage exploded outwards. 

The  Rogue Wagon burst from the garage, wheels spinning. Jon sat comfortably in the driver’s side with a gaze that could melt steel. The laughing soldiers lifted their rifles and aimed. Muzzle flashes went off as the large vehicle barreled toward them. 

Jon gripped the wheel as he turned on the bright headlights. Light flooded visors as soldiers were temporarily blinded. Rounds ripped up the street, every bullet missing the massive SUV as it came right for them. 

Jon pressed the pedal to the floor as he swerved. The edge of the car clipped bodies, knocking soldiers away. Bodies crashed down and rifles clattered as Jon swerved, but kept his hard gaze on Skorp in his battle suit. 

Skorp turned to face the incoming car, watching as his soldiers were knocked away or down. A soldier cried out as his arm was run over. 

Another screamed as his leg was run over by the driver’s side wheels. 

Rifles went off, but only a single bullet hit the hood and ricocheted away. 

Jon’s heart beat with calm, but potent power. Headlights flashed as they painted Skorp in bright light. Zelda smirked as she took steps back. 

Another soldier was knocked out of the way as Jon barreled ahead. 



“Let us bring this to an end,” Skorp whispered to himself as he raised his large pincers and aimed his tail. 

Jon slammed his foot on the breaks and turned the wheel away. 

The  Rogue Wagon spun, wheels screeching. Skorp took a step back when the backside of the SUV slammed into him, sending the battle suit stumbling back. 

Jon’s foot slammed on the gas, regaining his momentum and speeding down the street, one side of the SUV damaged. Turning the wheel, the SUV swerved around. Holding the wheel steady, Jon pressed down on the pedal and the  Rogue Wagon accelerated. 

Skorp turned to the oncoming lights. The metal tubes at the end of the battle suit’s tail glowed before plasma blasted out. 

Jon swerved, dodging the first blast. Another plasma tri-bolt struck the street and caved a hole in it as Jon kept accelerating up the hilly street. 

Skorp eyed his targeting sensors. He growled in frustration as the computer could not get a stable lock. 

“Don’t fuck with my family!” Jon shouted as he came at the battle suit and clipped it. 

Headlights on one side shattered and the metal hood wrinkled in. 

Skorp was knocked off balance, stumbling sideways as the  Rogue Wagon climbed the hill. Skorp righted himself and turned as the SUV

was turning at the top of the hill. 

The entire street was littered in broken and dead bodies, but a single clear path led right to the standing battle suit. Jon revved the engine again as he stared daggers at Skorp. 

Image sensors enhanced, showing Jon sitting in the driver’s side with his pirate jacket and bandanna on. 

“It would seem you’ve gone native,” Skorp hissed as he activated secondary weapon systems. 


***


Eryn’s eyes shot open. The cleric looked at Cora’s soul as she was shouting for her to wake up. Cora helped Eryn sit up and the thin elf hugged her. The sounds of screeching tires and wounded, muffled screams filled the air outside of the house. Eryn looked down past Cora’

shoulder, seeing Syndra passed out on the floor. 

Cora pulled back and helped the cleric up. When they both stepped over to the bathroom door, Lilly in Lusha’s arms, blood covering the debris covered floor. The cleric saw Lilly’s fading soul, broke away from Cora and fell to her knees beside Lusha. Glowing hands touched Lilly as blood pulsed from her head wound. The elves watched as blood slipped back into the gash along Lilly’s head and her arm. The wound sealed closed and Eryn touched Lusha. The wood elf’s wounds healed as she continued to hold the unconscious Lilly. 

“In here!” Beth shouted from the living room. 

Cora was by Eryn’s side, the pair making their way into the bedroom and then through the bedroom door to the living room. 

Beth was on her knees by her unconscious parents. Blood pooled in the carpet as Sandra’s face was deathly pale. Beth looked to the approaching elves with defeat in her gaze. 

“Vala will light the way,” Eryn smirked as she fell to her knees and placed glowing hands, one on William and the other on Sandra. 


***

The  Rogue Wagon barreled down the hill. Jon gripped the wheel, his hard gaze on the mechanical monster in front of his home. Sounds became muted as blood pulsed in Jon’s ears. The world took on crystal sharp edges as he floored it, aiming the front of the SUV at the armored Skorp. 
“Let’s end this,” Skorp smirked. 

Small missile racks emerged from the battle suit’s shoulders. The mechanical tail aimed, plasma charging up. The large pincers aimed and opened, gun barrels sliding out. The battle suit bent forward, all its weapons trained on the approaching SUV. 

“I’m sorry,” Jon said as he patted the dashboard of the car. 



Light, smoke, and bullets exploded from the battle suit. Machine gun rounds thundered as missiles hissed from their racks. Plasma bolts blasted through the smoke as everything rushed to meet the incoming vehicle. 

Explosions, plasma, and bullets ripped up the area as a large SUV

swerved through it. Jon fought with the wheel as the passenger doors and windows caved in and shattered. Bullets punctured the hood, the engine groaning. Smoke blasted up and the car avoided some, but not all of the carnage. The front windshield shattered and Jon closed his eyes as glass missed him. When he opened his eyes, he was rapidly approaching the metal monster. 

Jon grinned as he opened the driver’s side door and jumped. He hit the street and rolled as the  Rogue Wagon charged. Jon rolled to a stop and lifted his head just as Skorp braced himself and the SUV crashed into him. 

Metal groaned as the engine exploded. Light and fire engulfed Skorp. 

Zelda was on her knees, seeing the explosion and lifting a webbed hand to block out the light. Blood oozed from her wounds and, with shaky legs, she tried to get up. 

Jon slowly rose up, trying to see how much damage he caused. 

 That wouldn’t have been enough to stop him, but I hope it did some kind of damage. 

Metal groaned again as the flames died down. Large metal pincers took hold of the burning wreck. Hydraulics worked as the burning SUV

was split in half. 

“Well done! Against overwhelming odds, you thought outside of the box. Bravo!” Skorp said over a hidden loudspeaker as he lifted one half of the flaming wreck and threw it at Jon. 

Jon blurred to the side, the flaming piece hitting the street and bouncing. He blurred to the side again as the second piece came down and bounced, smoke filling the air. 



Skorp’s battle suit marched toward Jon, tail energy cannons pointing at him. Machine gun barrels slipped back into the pincers and the empty missile racks slid back into its armored shoulders. The battle suit stepped closer with each foot fall, pincers clamping in anticipation. 

Jon took small steps back, but kept his limbs relaxed. 

“You continue to surprise me, Jonathan Song. It’s a shame you don’t stand a chance. Even with your ability, you cannot overcome my battle suit. Your family is dead or dying. Your elves will be joining them if they haven’t perished already. This is truly a happy and encouraging night for me.” 

Jon stared with hard eyes as he took another step back. 

“What? No witty come back? No telling me I will be defeated? I’m disappointed with your last moments. Gain some closure before I kill you.” 

Jon remained silent as he took another step back. 

Skorp’s eyes narrowed. “Typical. The entire family doesn’t enjoy good theater, even after it beats them to a pulp.” 

Zelda’s body shrank down as she stepped into the destroyed bathroom. Pain throbbed along her body as she bent down and picked up one of Lilly’s pistols. 

Jon glanced over to see Zelda emerge from the massive hole where the bathroom wall used to be. 

“My sensors see what the sea elf is doing. No magical weapon is going to help you now,” Skorp said as he stalked closer. 

Jon stopped stepping backwards and held his ground. “Did you really want me and my family dead or did you pull the trigger when you felt you had no choice?” Jon shouted. 

Skorp stopped advancing. 

“That’s it. The truth of why we are here. Now, all of us can gain some closure in the ruins we created.” 

Jon stared as he kept his hands loose. 



“You and your family are unnatural. I don’t care how long your bloodlines run, your people have no place in this world. 

“Yes, I wanted to teach your family a lesson. I wanted to show what a keen mind and ingenuity can create instead of your unnatural abilities. 

I built my empire and your parents dismantled it piece by piece. When I had you in my power, I wanted to see the horror of your death to show them that their powers cannot save what is most precious. The death of their youngest child would have been the sweetest nectar. 

“I pulled the trigger, not out of frustration at their taunts. I pulled it so they could see what true evil was like. Their hope and justice would have been proven a lie as your brains scattered across the floor.” 

Skorp was silent for a moment as he stared at Jon’s image across his inner visor. 

“You robbed me of my moment. You robbed me of giving an important lesson. This loose end will be cut and my new empire will span the entire planet. I have you to thank and hate you for what we’ve become. With your death, I can start again with a clean slate. My soul will be cleansed!” 

The segmented tail aimed at Jon as energy pooled at the end. 

“You’re right. A soul will be cleansed, but it won’t be yours,” Jon said with a hard edge. 

Proximity sensors went off as shadows covered the battle suit. 

Skorp looked up as black wings and a body fell on him. A black, clawed hand grabbed the end of the tail and pulled. Metal groaned before the plasma cannon stinger was ripped off and thrown. Black wings turned into bent insect-like legs, clamping down on the suit as a black dragon head looked down. A hand clamped on the top of the armored head and pulled. 

“You hurt my family! You hurt my brother! I have never taken a life, but I will tonight!” Jared roared as his clawed hand squeezed and pulled. 

A crack formed along the helmet as the powerful shadow hand clamped down harder. 



“Defense systems!” Skorp shouted. 

Energy arced and blasted outward. Jared grunted as pain blazed across his body, but he didn’t let go. 

“No. I… won’t let… you hurt anyone… anymore!” Jared seethed as he fought to stay on when another energy pulse blasted outwards. 

Jon watched with wide eyes as his brother struggled to stay on Skorp’s back. Power arced before it blasted out again and again. 

Shadow Wing grunted as his dragon head melted away and Jared stared down. Hatred consumed him as he kept crushing the helmet, more cracks forming, 

“Jon!” Zelda shouted as she heaved back the pistol and threw it. 

Jon bent his legs and made an impossible leap into the air. He soared upwards with his hand out. The pistol spun until the handle fell perfectly into his waiting hand. Falling, he braced himself as he looked down on Skorp and Jared. 

Jared roared in pain as he tried to crush the helmet. Electricity danced along his body as he fought against it. 

“Overload defense systems!” Skorp shouted. 

The battle suit whirled with power before an enormous burst of energy rippled and exploded. Jared was thrown from the back of the suit, his body spinning through the air. Zelda charged with her webbed hands out. She caught Jon’s brother as he slammed into her, sending them both tumbling to the street. 

Jon landed, aimed and pulled the trigger of Lilly’s pistol. Ice rounds struck armored knees, three each. Ice grew and cracked armor plating. 

Skorp stumbled as his internal alarms went off. Ice continued to crack and seep in further, magical energy fueling it. Hydraulics lines cracked and broke. A shuddering whine emerged from the battle suit before it fell onto its damaged knees. 

Jon’s body blurred forward and he was eye to eye with Skorp’s cracked helmet, his arm raised with the magical pistol in hand. His eyes seethed with fury before he brought the butt of the pistol down in heated and powerful strikes. 



William, Sandra, Beth, Eryn, and Cora stepped out of the front of the house. Lilly, Lusha, and Syndra stepped out of the ruined wall of the bathroom. All eyes watched as Jon’s arm moved in rapid succession, pistol whipping Skorp as his suit was on its knees. 

“NEVER AGAIN!” Jon shouted at the top of his lungs as he rammed the pistol down and struck the armored helmet, cracking it in half. 

Both sides fell away as Skorp stared at Jon with manic eyes. “That’s the spirit!” 

Pincers and the jagged and sharp damaged tail came from the sides and above, ready to impale the young man. 

“Jon!” Lilly, William and Sandra shouted. 

Jon saw only Skorp as time slowed down. A pincer came at his right and he ducked down. The other pincer swiped at his legs, but Jon was already leaping and turning. Jon’s gaze never left Skorp’s eyes as the pincers missed him. The moment his feet touched the street, the jagged edges of the destroyed stinger came down, ready to deliver a killing blow. 

 Never again. 

Jon’s hand moved to his belt and drew his dagger. Heart hammering in his chest, he spun it in his hand as Skorp glared in triumph. The dagger came up and Jon exhaled. 

Skorp’s eyes moved down in slow motion when he saw the dagger point. 

In a blink, Jon jammed the dagger point under Skorp’s jaw. It slipped easily through muscle, veins, and blood. It penetrated the roof of Skorp’s mouth and the tip pierced his brain. 

Skorp stared, his sharp tail inches from Jon’s cold eyes. 

“Never again,” Jon hissed and drove the dagger upwards to the hilt. 

Blood surged onto his hand, but Jon kept the dagger as deep as it could go. Skorp stared for the longest second of his life before his eyes rolled into his head. He made strange gurgling sounds as the entire battle suit wilted. 



Jon twisted the dagger and when the light left Skorp’s eyes, a golden dragon nodded in approval. 

Jon let go, his hand shaking and covered in blood. He looked at it as he stumbled back a few steps. The inner fire burned low as a cold breeze washed over him. He closed his eyes and savored the cool air, a chain across his heart melting away to nothing. 

William and Sandra stared at their son with tears in their eyes. Beth fell to her knees. Cora looked away in sadness. Eryn watched Skorp’s soul fade away and then it was gone. Jared and Zelda sat up and stared. Lilly and Lusha kept their gazes on Jon, but it was Lilly who stepped forward with determination. 

Jon opened his eyes to see his entire family, new and old looking at him. He saw the tears in his parent’s eyes and the disbelief in everyone else except for Lilly, Lusha, and Syndra. The shadow elf nodded as a knowing truth shared between their connection. 

Jon’s gaze fell on Lilly as she approached. Blood covered her clothes, but she didn’t have a mark on her. She stepped to him and took the pistol from his hand. 

“My love?” Lilly asked with an understanding and cautious edge. 

“I feel lighter,” Jon said with a serene smile before his eyes rolled into his head. 

Lilly caught him as he passed out in her arms. The sun elf sank down with Jon. When she was on her knees, she cradled him to her, humming an elven hymn of bravery, valor, and death. 

Everyone slowly approached as sirens blared in the distance. 







Ten

Sunlight washed over the tiny island. Small waves crashed on the thin line of sand. The serene white noise of the waves set Jon’s body at ease. He stood in the middle of the very small island. Turning his head, he could see the ocean all around him, just fifty feet away. There were no trees on the simple island. Looking off, he saw no birds in the sky or ships on the horizon. All he had was himself, a tiny island, and a relaxed spirit. 

“Well, I’ll die of thirst before I go hungry,” Jon whispered to himself and let out a small chuckle. 

The moment gripped him, his chuckle growing into full on laughter. 

Distant memories tried to invade his thoughts, but to no avail. He was stuck on the smallest island he had ever seen, in the middle of an ocean he didn’t recognize and yet, his soul felt free. 

The laughter died down and Jon sat. He crossed his legs and stared out at the horizon, drinking in the sound of gentle waves. 

“Maybe I should take a nap before I start to panic,” Jon smiled to himself. 

As if on cue, the tiny island began to tremble and shake. Jon was back on his feet and looking around as the waves around the island grew larger. They crashed down, nearly reaching where he stood. The ocean crept closer, coming within three feet of him from all sides. 

Pointed stones burst from the soaking ground, sand, and water. 

One after another, they exploded upwards, showering dirt and sand in all directions. Jon turned to each one as it came up. The points stopped at about ten feet. They continued until Jon was surrounded by them. 

Thirteen stones stood in a perfect circle. 

Jon eyed each one, seeing a glowing rune appear among them. He recognized the symbols as ancient dragon runes. He even knew the first three, Nimble, Quick, and Fortune. He glanced at the others, not knowing what the symbols meant. 



“These must be the abilities and powers I can unlock,” Jon said as he stepped closer to a stone, reached up and touched an ancient rune. 

The rune didn’t react. It was cold and still in the bright sunlight. 

“So much for that idea,” Jon quipped. 

From behind the fourth standing stone, a small golden scaled head peeked out. 

Jon looked over to it, seeing a slitted dragon eye staring back. The two watched each other for a long moment until Jon smiled. The head dipped back behind the stone. Jon took a step closer, wanting to see the little dragon when it sauntered out like a cat that woke up from its nap. It was roughly the size of a large dog, but covered in glittering, golden scales. Wings were folded along its form as it walked on all fours. It made its way closer as Jon squatted down and held out his hand. 

“You remind me of a cat in my neighborhood,” Jon smiled. 

The dragon gave him a timid look before it came closer and sniffed at his hand. Jon kept very still and a short moment later, the dragon rubbed its scaled head against his hand. 

“You’re just like the cat I know,” Jon smiled wider as he scratched the smooth scales along its neck. 

The dragon didn’t purr, but it did make a welcoming whine. 

“I hope you’re not here to tell me I’m dead?” 

The dragon continued rubbing against his hand. 

Time slowed down as the air took on a dreamy haze. Jon fell into a mesmerized trance as he was lost to the touch of the dragon. It seemed to enjoy the attention, rubbing and tapping a clawed foot on the ground. 

Jon wanted to laugh, but he found that he couldn’t anymore. He was stuck with a smile, only his fingers working. 

The dragon pulled away and its serpentine eyes flashed with light. 

Maw opening, it bit Jon hard. 

Control returned to his body and he instantly pulled back. Rubbing his hand, he inspected it. Small teeth marks made a semi-circle on the flesh of his hand, but the bite didn’t penetrate his skin. 



Jon looked to the dragon as it scampered off and disappeared behind a stone. 

“That was uncalled for,” Jon said as he stood up. 

The stone the dragon disappeared behind began to glow. The rune along the stone began to illuminate with purple light. Jon watched with interested eyes as the stone standing to the right of the Fortune stone vibrated with power. Jon continued to stare, expecting the glowing rune to fade away, but it didn’t. It remained glowing, next to the three other stones. 

An itch tickled along his spine. 

“Did I unlock another power?” Jon asked out loud. 

The sky above went dark. Menacing clouds filled the heavens, blocking out the sun. 

Jon turned around, seeing massive waves coming at him from all directions. Spinning, the entire world seemed to flow into a chaotic haze. He saw the dragon peeking out from another stone, it’s serpent eye unblinking as tsunami’s rushed the island. 

Jon righted himself as the storm barreled down on him. 

“I’m going to be okay,” Jon smiled before the island was swamped with sea water, washing it all away as Jon tumbled through darkness. 

Jon’s eyes shot open as cold air touched his face and many faces stared down at him. He recognized his family and the elves as he lay in the street. 

“Why is he smiling?” Lusha asked with concerned eyes. 

Zelda and Jared reached down and helped Jon up to his feet. The young man looked around to his parents, his siblings, Lilly, Syndra, and the rest of the crew. Beyond them, the street was a destroyed warzone, complete with flaming cars, dead bodies and moaning, injured soldiers. 

Jon looked past Jared’s shoulder to see Skorp in his battle suit. The suit was still on its knees, the dagger still buried underneath Skorp’s chin. The man inside stared at nothing. 

William and Sandra rushed Jon, embracing and holding him close. 



“My son,” Sandra wept. 

“My boy,” William said with a mixed happy and sad tone. 

“I’m okay,” Jon said simply as he enjoyed their hug. 

The parents pulled away as everyone stayed close. 

Jon looked past their worried faces to the house and his eyes bulged. 

“My house!” He said with a crazy edge. 

Lilly and Syndra hid their smiles. Everyone else blinked. 

William touched his son’s shoulder. Jon turned around and faced his parents with cool but alert eyes. 

“Son, you killed him,” William said in a sad tone. 

Jon nodded as if it was the most normal thing in the world. 

Sandra shook her head. “The police will detain you. They will question you.” 

“It was self-defense,” Jon said, but he felt the implications his parents were referring to. 

 We will be stuck here until the investigation is over. The SHPD will question everything that happened and dig into our lives further. They won’t let us leave this dimension. It will complicate everything we are trying to accomplish. If there is an imperial spy in the departments, news of this and the elves will reach the Emperor. They will find Lilly and Cora and may act on it. We can’t stay here. 

Jon looked to Lilly with serious eyes. “We have to go, now.” 

Lilly nodded. 

“We will stay here and speak to the police,” William said. 

“They will listen to us,” Sandra added. 

Jared looked to his mother and father, “I’ll escort them to the ship.” 

“Me too,” Beth said with conviction. 



William shook his head. “You can’t. If you are seen aiding and abetting…” 

“The hell I can’t!” Jared shouted. 

William and Sandra looked to their eldest son. 

“They all need our help to get to the  Dark Heart.  They have to get there and sail back to Aquris. I’m not leaving their side until they’re all through the portal,” Jared said with a protective dark edge. 

“Me too,” Beth added. 

William’s eyes hardened and a second later, they relaxed. “Stay hidden, if you can. Once the ship leaves the docks, come back here so the four of us can explain what happened.” 

Jared and Beth nodded before turning to Jon. 

“Ready to get back to Aquris?” Jared smirked. 

“We are,” Jon smiled. 

Syndra stepped to Lilly and put three small books in her hands. “I grabbed these after I woke.” 

Lilly looked down at her father’s journal, the dragon rune book, and the translated dragon rune book. 

William and Sandra stepped closer to the elf captain and gave her a big hug. 

“We wish we could go,” William sighed. 

“Keep our son safe,” Sandra cried. 

“I will,” Lilly said softly before pulling away. 

Cora rushed in, hugging Jon’s parents. They hugged her back, all three of them with tears in their eyes. 

Jon turned to the rest of the crew, “Is everyone well enough to bolt down to the ship?” 

Heads nodded. 

Jon looked to Eryn and Zelda, both of them with a small smile. 



“Are you both well enough to get to the ship considering how many bullets you both took?” 

Zelda gave a razor grin. “I’ve had worse.” 

“You may need to carry me,” Eryn said and smiled. 

Zelda looked to the blonde cleric, reached down and picked her up in her arms. 

“No! I wanted Jon to carry me!” Eryn protested. 

Smiles bloomed as the tension bled away. 

The sirens in the distance grew louder. 

Jon turned to his parents, “Mom, Dad, we’ll be okay. I’ll make sure we return, safe and sound.” 

Both parents nodded as tears streaked their cheeks. 

Jon turned away from them, marched to the dead Skorp and took hold of the bloody dagger under his chin. 

“It was a gift. I’ll need it back,” he smiled and pulled it out. 

Wiping the blade against the side of this thigh, he didn’t give the dead Skorp another glance. 

“Let’s go!” Jon shouted and broke into a run. 

The elves gave quick waves before they followed Jon. Black wings flowed out of Jared’s back and he jumped into the air, taking flight. Beth turned and took a deep breath, her body disappearing and reappearing next to Jon as he ran. 

William and Sandra held each other in the cold, night air, watching their family running down the hill with tears in their eyes. 

The cold air seemed to pick up as the group made their way down. 

Jon pumped his legs and glanced back to see everyone behind him. 

Lilly gave him an encouraging smile and Beth disappeared from sight. 

Zelda carried Eryn while Lusha and Cora helped Syndra along. The shadow elf still appeared weak, but didn’t slow down as she followed. 

Blue and red lights flashed as several SHPD squad cars appeared from the side street. They screeched to a halt as they watched a man and group of elves rush past. Officers were out of their cars, drawing their guns. 

“Stop!” one officer shouted and aimed. 

Beth appeared in blinks, her hands snatching guns from officer hands and disappearing. Officers stood and blinked as they were no longer armed. 

“Thank Sis,” Jon muttered as he pumped his legs. 

Several more squad cars showed up, followed by several more. The street was rapidly getting crowded the length of the hill down to the docks. 

“This isn’t going to be easy,” Jon said as Lilly ran alongside him. 

“We will do it, together,” the Captain said as she kept up. 

Jon nodded. 

Above them, a light shined from a news helicopter. It moved its spotlight to illuminate the fleeing gang when something black spread its wings, blocking its line of sight. The pilot tried to move, the helicopter swaying from side to side, but the black thing in front of them moved with them. 

Cora looked up to the black mass in the sky and smiled. 

Dozens of police officers spilled out with drawn guns. 

“Freeze!” many of them shouted. 

Fingers fell on triggers, ready to gun down the fleeing group when a figure appeared on the roof of Mario’s grocery store. The figure was masked in black but he held a silver shotgun in his hands and aimed at the officers. A symbol of a ghostly face covered his chest as he aimed at the small army of police officers. 

“The Night Ghost will protect you!” the man shouted before pulling back on a trigger. 

Jon knew the voice as he charged with wide eyes. 

 Mario?! 



The shotgun went off, a shell leaving the barrel and exploding outwards. Cops lifted their guns to fire when a black net expanded and fell on three of them. Confusion colored their faces before handguns disappeared from their hands and appeared a hundred feet away, piled in the middle of the street. 

The Night Ghost laughed as he pumped the shotgun and fired again. Another net appeared, ensnaring several more police officers. 

Fellow cops rushed to others, trying to get them out of the thin nets. 

Bodies fell and officers cursed as they tried to get untangled. 

Jon glanced over his shoulder to the man in black, laughing and firing his shotgun. After the fourth shot, the Night Ghost turned and waved to Jon and Lilly before ducking away and vanishing from view. 

 Holy shit! When we get back, Mario and I are going to have a long talk. 

The mad dash down the hill was made in record time. Jon led the way as they reached the dock gate. Energy filled him as he unlocked it and slammed the gate open. Stepping aside, he made sure everyone was through before following. 

Lilly took over leading the charge. The sun elf clutched the precious books in her hands as she darted along the wooden docks. She looked up to see the  Dark Heart’s masts in the dim light. 

“Once we are aboard, cast off!” Lilly shouted. 

“Aye, Captain,” the crew shouted back. 

Jon looked to the sky, the black wings blocking the news chopper. 

When he returned his gaze to the group ahead of him, he watched as the gangplank slid out from the  Dark Heart and slammed down on the dock. Lilly led the charge up the gangplank, the crew following. 

Beth appeared next to Jon and she took a deep breath. Jon slowed down just enough for his sister to hug him. 

“I don’t think Jared will be able to say goodbye so I’m saying it for him. Be safe and make sure all of you come back in one piece,” Beth smiled. 



Jon hugged his sister a little harder, “Take care of Mom and Dad. 

Help them understand, I did what needed to be done.” 

Beth nodded. “I will. Just remember, you will have a low point once you calm down and know you will be happier once you get through it.” 

“I’m already happy,” Jon smiled. 

Beth smiled before she kissed her brother’s cheek. 

Jon gave his sister a small, loving gaze before he let go and raced along the dock. He took big strides and leapt onto the gangplank. When he reached the top, he jumped and landed on the main deck. 

The ship was filled with activity. Zelda hoisted the anchor. Lilly took the helm. Lusha and Cora secured the sails. Syndra and Eryn stood at the ready. The wind picked up and filled the sails. Lilly turned the wheel as the gangplank slid up and into the ship. 

“Jon, you have been promoted to Navigator! Take your post!” Lilly ordered with a smile. 

Jon raised an eyebrow and smiled. He climbed the set of stairs to the command deck and took his post beside Lilly and stood before the sonar screen. 

“I don’t think I know enough about Aquris to be a very good Navigator,” Jon grinned. 

“You will learn, with our help,” Lilly said with a smarmy smile. 

The wind shifted as the  Dark Heart turned. Lilly held the wheel in firm hands, turning it and the ship. The bow of the ship turned, white water splashing against its hull until it pointed to the misty portal in the distance. 

“Full sails!” Lilly shouted. 

Cora and Lusha nodded, securing the lines and making sure every inch of sail was exposed to the wind. The sails filled with air and the entire ship nearly lurched forward with speed. 

“The wind is in our favor!” Lilly laughed. 



Jon looked across the ship and to the portal. It swirled in the distance. The dark center was like a black hole, ready to swallow them up. 

“With any luck, we will be through the portal before Commander Locke and the patrol ships will be on us,” Lilly said. 

Jon nodded when horns blared from behind. Jon and the crew turned their heads and looked on with dreadful shock. Lights flashed on, illuminating the Harbor as the twin cannons slowly extended. Machine gun turrets whirled to life and stopped, their small lights joining the brilliant flood of light. 

“They wouldn’t fire on us?” Jon said as his confidence began to wane. 

“Prepare for evasive maneuvers!” Lilly shouted. 

The two immense cannons adjusted for range and depth as they pointed in their direction. Jon turned around and put his hands on the railings. 

 The cannons are meant for monsters. Would they really fire on a ship fleeing the scene? 

“Prepare the cannons!” Lilly ordered. 

Jon looked at her, “We can’t fire back on them!” 

Lilly kept the ship steady, “We will not fire unless they fire on us first.” 

The Captain looked down to Syndra who was on the main deck, 

“Prepare to summon the Maiden.” 

The witch bowed her head. “Captain, I don’t have enough mana to summon her.” 

“If one of those cannons aims at us, the ship will be blown apart. 

Find the mana and prepare to stop those cannons!” 

Eryn moved to Syndra’s side. “I’ll help,” she whispered. 

Syndra shook her head. “It won’t be enough. I don’t have enough power to control the Maiden. I’m too weak after…” the shadow elf trailed off. 

Eryn smiled. “We will be strong, together.” 

Syndra looked to the blind cleric and smiled. 

“Are you smiling? I can’t tell,” Eryn laughed. 

Jon watched with wide eyes as the cannons had become still. The gun turrets aimed, but did not fire. The whole cliffside was still as a frozen pond in winter. 

“If they were trying to stop us, they would have taken the shot by now,” Jon said before he turned and looked to the portal. 

Blinking lights appeared along the portal edge. They blinked a myriad of colors and the tempo increased with every second. Jon noted that the  Dark Heart wasn’t close enough to start the sequence. The only explanation left was something was coming through from the other side. 

Lilly watched the swirling lights with hard eyes, “Prepare for evasive maneuvers! Something is coming through the portal!” 

Jon, Lilly, and the crew watched as the lights blinked faster and faster until something emerged. 

They watched a single row boat come through. Several figures rowed hard as the tiny boat made its way along Urth waters. The Captain lifted a brow before she and the crew stared at more boats coming through. In moments, dozens of rowboats and small ships filled with elves, orcs, and dwarfs paddled for their lives. They waved at the Dark Heart,  shouting to her, but Jon couldn’t understand what they were saying. 

“They are begging for help,” Lilly’s ears twitched. 

“Help for what?” Jon said as he stepped to her side. 

Lilly’s eyes narrowed. “We are not slowing down. We must get through the portal at all costs.” 

“Lilly, what are they saying?” Jon asked. 

“Something we cannot be concerned with at the moment,” Lilly said coldly. 



Rowboats and small ships padded and moved away from the incoming ship. They shouted and pleaded, their words a combination of elvish, orcish and dwarven. Jon could barely make out what they were saying, but the haunted look in their eyes told him something terrible had happened. Some of the Aquris people were slumped down with burns on their body. Others clutched to bleeding limbs, pleading as the Dark Heart sailed past them. 

Jon stared in pain as the  Dark Heart reached the portal and sailed on into the event horizon. 

Lights flashed along the black, misty tunnel. Reality warped as the ship sailed past more ships coming through. Jon fought for control, grabbing the sides of the sonar screen and steadying himself. The entire crew did the same, taking hold of anything to stay upright. 

The flashing lights dimmed as the other side of the event horizon approached. Lilly held firm as the  Dark Heart reached the other side and passed through. 

Lights flashed as the  Dark Heart entered Aquris waters and was greeted with the sounds of cannons firing. 

Jon and Cora grunted as energy carved along a small spot on each of their backs. Teeth gritted as the burning sensation flared and when the pain reached its climax, it faded away as chaos and smoke filled the night. 

Explosions thundered as the very air trembled. The entire crew of the  Dark Heart stared in disbelief as brutal carnage played out before them. Lights bloomed as fireballs streaked through the night air. Hylore stood in the distance, the island pummeled by cannon fire. Imperial ships bobbed in the dark waters as their cannons blasted out. The stench of used mana filled the air as explosions rocked the neutral island. 

“No,” Lusha whispered and she stepped toward the bow. 





Jon and Lilly stood, side by side as they watched buildings cave in from exploding fireballs. Screams of terror drifted in the air, some of them becoming silent as dozens of Imperial ships fired at the island from every direction. The island nation was surrounded by ships flying blue flags with a four-pointed white star flapping in the wind. Cannons roared with indifferent power, fireballs lighting up the sky. Thick plumes of black smoke rose up like monstrous fingers ready to crush the whole island in its palm. 

The surrounding waters were filled with fleeing boats and ships, some sailing toward the portal and others sailing as far away as they could from here. 

Lilly stared through the thick plumes of smoke and fires to the tower at the top. She watched as the mystical light that stabbed into the sky, signaling the island as a safe port for all, blinked several times before it’s light dimmed. Another volley of cannon fire shook the island, the light beacon faltering and disappearing. 

Lusha moved to the railing and gripped it, her heart cracking in half as the entire island was being destroyed before her eyes. 



“Castellan,” she said before tears streamed down her cheeks. 

Eryn stared into the dark void, seeing many glowing souls vanish in large groups. Many of them were filled with fear before they were snuffed out and sent to realms beyond this one. 

“I see them dying,” Eryn said solemnly. 

Syndra stayed close to the blind cleric as she looked away from the carnage. 

Jon’s mouth hung open before he found the presence of mind to speak, “We… we have to… do something.” 

Shadows covered Lilly’s eyes as she turned the wheel, hard to port. 

The  Dark Heart  tilted, catching the small breeze. The ship turned and began moving west as explosions and cannons continued to roar. 

Jon looked to the Captain, “Lilly?” 

“We can’t do anything to help them. We must save ourselves before we can help anyone else,” the Captain said firmly. 

Zelda looked over the side, elves in the water among the floating debris. They called out for help, and some of them swam to the ship. 

The sea elf looked at them with dark eyes, but made no move to help. 

Zelda turned away from the railing and looked to her Captain, awaiting orders. 

Eryn sank down to the deck, trying to block out the many souls winking out of existence. Unable to stop seeing them, she sobbed into her hands. Syndra sank down to her side and held her close, trying to comfort the cleric as she saw and felt hundreds die amid the chaos. 

Cora looked to the dozens of explosions and fires. She stared with indifferent eyes, but her heart beat with renewed purpose and conviction. The sounds of screams and explosions began to soften, but the sight was burned into her soul. She forced herself to watch as imperial flags waved and their cannons punished the island. 

Lusha continued to watch as the distance between them and carnage began to grow. She didn’t blink as tears streaked her cheeks and dripped off her chin. Pain rippled along her heart as she processed what she was seeing. A hand formed into a fist as she maintained her gaze. 

The  Dark Heart sailed on into the night, its crew watching the island as it burned. 

From the edge of the dark waters, two ships caught the same wind as the  Dark Heart and began moving. They followed the smaller ship, keeping a healthy distance as Hylore burned behind them. 





Eleven

Almond shaped eyes slowly opened. Lilly remained still as she gazed at Jon’s bare back. Sunlight filtered through mostly closed windows into the Captain’s quarters, giving it a warm glow. The gentle rocking of the ship eased her sore muscles as she looked to the four runes along Jon’s spine. 

The runic symbols looked like they were partially burned and inked into his skin. Each one was a different design, the new fourth one a complete mystery. Lilly often stared at the symbols, burning their meaning into her mind. Sometimes her fingers lingered on the raised flesh, tracing their curves and lines with a gentle touch. In this moment, she simply stared before the memories of last night filled her waking thoughts. 

Lilly watched in her mind’s eyes the crew coming together. Very little was said, but the common thread was disbelief and pain as they watched Hylore burn. Lusha was silent as the others looked to their Captain for guidance. 

Lilly’s gaze fell to the small space between her and Jon. For the first time in a long time, she didn’t know what to say or do. The sun elf often came up with backup plans after backup plans. And when she didn’t have a plan, she made sure to dominate every opportunity, no matter how crazy or painful it might become. Those very tactics helped her through many scraps, often by the skin of her teeth, but this, this was much more vile and disheartening. 

The Empire was no longer holding back. They attacked an agreed upon neutral island and sea. They murdered free folk with depraved indifference. For a very long time, rumors were talked about that the Emperor would take a harsher stance against anyone who opposed him. It was a favorite topic over drinks as no one believed after such a long time, the Emperor would finally do it. Was it because of Cora? Was it because of Castellan? Lilly continued to look at the bed between her and Jon and wondered if it was because of her that so many people died? If Castellan didn’t help them, he may still be in power. 



Lilly’s thoughts swirled, wondering if her friend was among the dead. Will the few free nations rise up against the iron will of the Empire? Would the rebellion turn into the war everyone feared, but secretly wanted? 

Jon stirred. 

Lilly pushed away the dreadful thoughts, focusing on the man she loved. After she gave them orders to rest up, she ordered Zelda to take the helm. The battle on Urth sapped most of their strength and the sight of Hylore burning pushed all of them to exhaustion. The Captain informed the crew they would speak in the morning and they must gather their strength for the long quest ahead of them. 

Lilly remembered taking Jon’s hand and leading him to the main door to the lower decks. Jon complied, his expression blank. The couple made their way to the Captain’s quarters. Once inside, it was Jon who took hold of Lilly and began undressing her. The Captain made no move to stop him. She did the opposite, helping him remove her clothes and then helping him. The moment they were naked, the two fell into bed, bodies crying out for some kind of relief from the pain they witnessed. 

Despite tired minds and bodies, they loved each other fiercely. Jon moved with a greater confidence, taking what he wanted. Lilly surrendered to his whims, a simple desire to be free of such dread, even for a moment. Hours of moans and bodies in a primal embrace played on until the couple passed out, their bodies still connected. 

Jon slowly turned around, his eyes opening. He stared at Lilly as she stared at him. Silence filled the small space between them. 

Jon broke the silence, “Are you okay?” 

Lilly gave him a small smile before giving a light nod. 

“Last night was heavy for all of us,” Jon said as he reached over to her and pulled the elf closer to him. 

Lilly snuggled her face to his chest. Jon’s hand remained on her hip and kept her close. The pair cuddled, Lilly touching Jon’s stomach as thoughts crawled along her mind. 

“You have a new rune on your back,” Lilly whispered. 



“I felt it burn into my skin when we arrived through the portal. With everything going on, I didn’t think it was the right time to talk about it.” 

Lilly nodded and closed her eyes, drinking in Jon’s scent. 

Jon looked down at her red hair. “Last night…” 

Lilly smiled. “Was much needed for the both of us.” 

Jon curled his arm under her neck and held her to him, his fingers playing with her hair. “I understand why you and the crew have become so uncompromising with the Empire. I never understood it until I killed Skorp. There was no redemption in Skorp’s soul. He would never stop until my family was dead. 

“Now, he will never have the chance again.” 

Lilly was quiet for a moment before her lips parted, “Jon, it doesn’t get easier. You just get numb to it. You reason it out, but every death haunts you in some way. I want the Emperor broken and replaced, but I know there is a cost to it. I’m willing to sacrifice my very soul so others will never have to go through this pain again.” 

Jon kissed the top of her head. “I’m willing to sacrifice my soul with yours, so everyone can be free.” 

Lilly pulled back and looked to Jon with sad eyes. “Jon, you don’t have to follow this path. You took one life. I have taken many. Don’t snuff out the brightness of your soul for me. Your words when we fought Rabyn still hold true. Others can be taught, if they are willing to learn. 

Only those who cannot change, will fall to our guns and blades. I still believe what you believe. I felt it the moment I knocked Rabyn over the side of his ship. I could have killed him, but I didn’t, because my soul is not completely drained of light.” 

Jon gave her a kind smile. “Lilly, your soul matches your eyes and they are the brightest points in my life. If they were stars, I would sail to them and never deviate my course for I would be afraid to lose my way.” 

“Jon…” Lilly whispered as her heart trembled to his words. 

Jon’s kind smile turned into a mischievous smirk. “Besides, I really like how we fuck.” 



Lilly let out a happy laugh. Jon joined her, the pair filling the cabin with deep belly laughs. 

When the laughter died down, the sun elf reached down and touched Jon’s throbbing morning cock. 

“I can feel your love,” the Captain grinned. 

“I think we need to feel it again,” Jon returned her grin with his own. 

“I want to, I really do, but I’m still sore from last night. We could try again in a few hours?” 

Jon shook his head. “Is your ass sore?” 

Lilly’s eyes brightened as she looked to the handsome man in her bed. “It seems you are more relaxed. I had been hinting at it for a while, but you seemed a little hesitant.” 

“Life is too short and we don’t know what the future holds. Right now, I need you in the worst way.” 

“Don’t you mean, the best way,” Lilly said with a slow blink. 

Jon laughed before rising up. Lilly turned onto her stomach as Jon was over her. His throbbing member touched between her cheeks and she lifted up her ass to him. 

“Take your time and enjoy it,” the Captain said. 

Jon looked down on her perfect ass. He lifted his body up and was on his knees between her spread legs. He grabbed one of her ass cheeks and looked down on her puckered asshole. Lilly lifted her ass higher, rubbing it against Jon’s steel hard member. 

Jon did enjoy the view before he formed a large glob of spit in his mouth. He spit thick saliva on his veiny member and stroked it. Lilly looked over her shoulder with a come-hither glance. Jon indeed took his time, rubbing the head of his cock to her tight ring. 

Lilly relaxed as one of her hands reached between her parted legs. 

Fingers caressed her clit as urges welled up. She closed her eyes, letting Jon coax her into a further relaxed state. 



When the madness consumed him, Jon pushed the tip of his member against her. Lilly’s asshole widened and so did her eyes. She let out a long, blissful exhale as Jon took her from behind. Thick inches forced her open and she squeezed him as he plunged her depths. A coo fell from her lips before she took a deep breath. Jon’s manhood filled her and she rubbed her nub, adding to the moment of nirvana. 

Jon ran his hand down her back, enjoying her silky skin before his hips and cock betrayed him. His hips pushed as his cock sank deeper. 

Lilly let out a sigh as Jon moved slowly. The pair began moving together, the tempo steady as bliss filled their bodies. 

“Yes, Jon, yes,” Lilly hissed and seethed as she tried to keep the rhythm. 

Jon spread her ass, watching as she moaned with each thick thrust. 

The tingling grew and Lilly’s eyes widened. She didn’t expect the urge to arrive so fast. The moment grew hotter as she felt control slipping away. She pulled her fingers from her clit, hoping to stave it off, but Jon’s powerful thrusts only brought her closer. The elf grabbed at the pillows as Jon punished her from behind. She squeezed him with every thrust and the wall of control began to crack. 

“Jon…” was all Lilly managed to say before her control snapped. 

Lilly squeezed her eyes shut as heat exploded along her body. The orgasm sent a cascade of bliss along her form, her nerves exploding in delight. The sun elf was sent adrift as she couldn’t communicate. Jon continued his hard lesson on her, driving himself deep as she tried to squeeze his seed from him. 

Jon watched like a predatory animal as Lilly gasped for air. He stared at her flushed cheek as her head lay sideways on the pillow. He drove his cock to the hilt again and again as her mouth moved, but only faint sounds rose up. Her hips pushed against him, Jon knowing she was milking her own orgasm and trying to bring him closer. 

Jon’s tempo increased before he too was surprised. The urge welled up like loading a cannon and when he drove his cock deep, he grunted. Spurts of come splashed within Lilly and she let out a happy sound. She squeezed him, running her tight asshole along his cock, milking him of every drop as he grunted again. 

Jon slowed, but didn’t stop. His member didn’t weaken and the hunger was still there for more. Hips moved as he continued, unable to fight his own desires as he looked down on Lilly’s beautiful back. 

“Yes… keep going,” the Captain said with a sultry whisper as her own maddening desires would not stop begging for more. 


***

The crew lingered on the deck, the bright sun rising from the east. 
Puffy clouds dotted the sky but the mood was dark as the crew said nothing, waiting for their Captain. 

Zelda held the wheel, the wind was weak, but kept the ship moving at a slow pace. The sea elf remembered many times where she sailed for days and nights without rest. She felt this would be one of those times and yawned. 

The door to the lower decks opened, Captain Silk and Jon stepping onto the main deck. 

Lilly had a stern look as Syndra, Eryn, and Cora stepped closer to the approaching Captain. Lusha was toward the bow, a bottle of rum in her hand and making no attempt to get up. She simply looked over to the Captain and crew before taking another swig and cradling the bottle in her lap. 

“First Mate, lock the wheel and come down here. We all have a lot to discuss before we continue our expedition.” 

Zelda nodded and locked the wheel with a small chain. She made her way to the small stairs and climbed down. She stepped to her Captain’s side and gave Jon a warm smile. 

Jon smiled at her before looking at the crew with Lilly. 

“Last night was unexpected in many ways,” the Captain began. “I’m sure we all have thought about it during the night. It has always been in the back of our minds and hearts that the Empire would take stronger action against any who stood in their way. 



“Last night was the tipping point. I know it pained all of us to run from a fight, but last night was a fight we couldn’t win, no matter how noble the cause. We must stay to the course we have set for ourselves and find the lost city of Aza Thule. Finding it will grant us new technology and a means for fighting back against the Empire’s might.” 

“Ha!” Lusha laughed and took another swig of rum. 

Syndra bowed her head. “She has been drinking all night and hasn’t slept.” 

“We tried to convince her to rest, but she didn’t listen,” Eryn added. 

Lilly looked past them to the drunk elf with a stern gaze. “Is there something you would like to say?” 

Lusha’s body curled forward and she was to her feet. The wood elf wobbled a little, trying to keep her balance as she stumbled closer. Her gaze was centered on Lilly as her body moved in a slightly, unbalanced motion. 

“You did this,” Lusha slurred. “Helping Cora escape and dragging Castellan along with your mad rebellion. Hylore burns because of you!” 

Lilly was silent as he looked to the wood elf with blank eyes. 

“It would still be standing if you didn’t try to fight the Empire. We would all be living our lives if you just went away. If Castellan is dead, I will be the one to put a blade in your heart!” 

Syndra and Cora turned with fury in their eyes. 

“You show the proper respect to the Captain!” Syndra growled. 

Lusha let out a haughty laugh. “The Captain? Captain Bloody Silk! 

The common thread to all of our pain? You fools are too blind with love and promises to see that she is nothing more than a selfish creature trying to save her own skin and get her parents back. 

“I have half a mind to leap over the side and swim anywhere, as long as it’s away from all of you!” 

“You would be dead and burning if you didn’t join us!” Zelda shouted. 



“Death is preferable to this insane journey to a lost city that may, or may not exist. Aza Thule is a legend. No one alive today knows if it truly exists. Just because some temple speaks of it, doesn’t mean it's real. 

Those dragon temples could have been made long after the dragon’s left for the stars. Our ancestors could have carved the legends in those temples to keep the myth alive so some fools can waste their lives chasing it. 

“I’m the sanest elf on this ship and mark my words, you will hate me for being right!” 

“That’s enough!” Zelda shouted with authority. 

Lusha leered. “What are you going to do? Bite my head off and chew on my bones?” 

Lilly gave the drunk Lusha a hard stare when she noticed Jon stepping past her. 

The crew parted slightly as Jon walked past them and stood before the swaying drunk elf. All eyes were on the two of them, Jon’s back to them and Lusha looking at him with confused eyes. 

“Sit down,” Jon said sternly. 

Lusha’s eyes widened. She collapsed to her knees and bowed her head before him. One hand was on the deck and the other holding her bottle of rum. 

“Give me the rum,” Jon directed. 

Lusha lifted the bottle and handed it to him. Jon took it and held it out behind him. Syndra stepped closer, took the bottle and stepped back with the rest of the crew. 

“You are acting like a child, my plaything,” Jon said with calm eyes and a hard tone. 

“I… apologize, Lord Dragon,” Lusha said and bowed deeply, her nose touching the deck. 

“I cannot have you in this state. Drink some water and sleep it off. 

When you are rested, I will call for you. Do not speak, only follow my commands.” 



Lusha nodded before she slowly got back up. She didn’t look Jon in the eye as she walked past him. The crew watched as Lusha stepped past the group and made her way to the door to the lower decks. 

Without a glance back, she opened the door, stepped down into the darkness and closed the door behind her. 

Jon turned to the crew, everyone smiling. 

“She just needs to be talked to a certain way,” Jon smiled. 

Heads nodded. 

Lilly continued, “We have a lot to do and I need everyone to work together. Jon has been promoted to Navigator. Syndra, you and Lusha will teach him how to navigate. Instruct him on the various styles until he knows it by memory. The knowledge will aid with the sonar that has been added to the ship.” 

“Aye Captain,” Syndra said with a bow. 

Lilly turned her attention to Zelda and Cora, “Familiarize yourselves with the harpoon cannon. We haven’t had much time on Urth, but we are weeks to months away from the Rotting Sea. It should give both of you plenty of time to become versed on how to use it.” 

“Aye, Captain,” Zelda and Cora bowed. 

“What shall I do, Captain?” Eryn blinked. 

“You shall teach Jon about our history. Give him broad strokes, but I want him well informed. We are about two days from Sun Tree isle. It’s the second largest port in Free Waters and we will be docking there to gain some supplies to repair our port cannons and see if we can stock up on spell cannon rounds. We will need everything we can get our hands on for the long journey.” 

“What will you have me do now, Captain?” Jon smiled. 

Lilly tilted her head slightly and gave him a wicked smile. “Join me on the command deck as we set sail west. Bring the rum in your hand.” 

The Captain turned her attention to Zelda, “You earned your rest. 

Go below, eat and sleep. When you’re rested, join us on deck.” 

Zelda nodded. “Aye aye, Captain.” 



The First Mate made her way to the main door and proceeded down, closing the door behind her. 

Cora stepped to the harpoon cannon, running her fingers along it and drinking in the details. Every knob was labelled, but that didn’t stop her from committing it to memory. 

Eryn leisurely made her way to the starboard railing and leaned on it. She closed her eyes and basked in the sea scent and listened to the small waves touching the sides of the ship. In the darkness of her gaze, she saw a scattering of souls deep below, creatures moving about and staying well away from the ship passing through. 

Lilly and Jon climbed the stairs to the upper deck. The Captain moved to the helm and unchained the wheel. Hands took hold and she gently took control of the ship, the sails seemingly inflating with wind to her presence. 

Jon stood at her side and looked out to the vast horizon. The light feeling in his soul remained. Despite their harrowing escape, he felt better than good. A feeling of home caressed his heart and he welcomed it. The world of Aquris spoke to him in a way he couldn’t understand. He simply accepted it. 

“The journey will test your endurance. A few days or a week at sea is easy to endure, but long voyages can affect the mind. You may see things that are not true. You may witness odd, magical moments. You may suffer from boredom, but the journey will teach you how to brave Aquris’s seas,” Lilly said as she looked to the horizon. 

“I think I’ve spent more time on Aquris’s seas than all my time on Urth seas. I’m looking forward to it,” Jon smiled. 

Lilly nodded. “We will have to cross a few oceans to reach the Rotting Sea. Their sizes vary, but each one has its own challenges. 

Further west is the Savage Sea. It has many islands filled with ancient monsters of all kinds. Orcs populate some of the islands as well. Some of the tribes are civilized, but there are some that like to eat many of the other races. It will take some time to cross, but if we keep our wits, it should be the easiest part of our journey.” 



“Giant island monsters and flesh-eating orcs are the easy part?” Jon chuckled. 

Lilly smiled. “Once we’re past the Savage Sea, we will reach a place where the edges of the Shadow Deep Sea and the Misty Sea meet. 

Depending on how well our journey is, we will have to pass through one of them to reach the Rotting Sea.” 

Jon’s ears perked up. “Will we stop by Dream Hearth Isle? We could see Zelda’s family and clans.” 

Lilly shook her head. “We will sail well past Dream Hearth Isle. It’s too dangerous to spend too many nights at sea there. The giant monsters would come up and swallow us whole. When we reach where the two oceans connect, we will have two different problems. If we sail at night through the edge of the Misty Sea, there is much too great a risk of giant monsters attacking as you know. 

“The Shadow Deep Sea is different. It holds strange vortexes and whirlpools. The islands there are often populated with lesser known races. The waters are treacherous and dark energies sink into minds, sometimes causing madness. The Shadow Deep Sea is a smaller ocean as the Savage Sea touches it and connects to the Rotting Sea along the northerly direction. The location we want to reach is to the southwest, where the Misty and Shadow Deep meet.” 

“Sounds like we are going to have a few sleepless nights,” Jon said. 

Lilly nodded. “It will be just the beginning of our sleepless nights. 

Once we pass those oceans, we will enter the Rotting Sea. It’s a place of death and decay. There are myths that all the bodies of drowned people end up there. They never rest, often climbing ships during the night to snuff out living souls before eating them. The dead are jealous of our living light and hate it with supernatural passion.” 

The Captain kept her gaze forward as she continued, “The Gold Sea is the center of Aquris and the safest waters across all thirteen seas. The farther out we go, the more dangerous it becomes. The Rotting Sea is a foul, dangerous place and stretches on to the other side of the world. Very few have crossed it and those that have made it, speak of never doing it again. It is a place of death and evil.” 



“Sounds like the perfect place to hide an ancient dragon city,” Jon said. 

Lilly’s face grew serious, “Jon, we would never attempt this if there wasn’t something there we needed. Finding Aza Thule could change everything. Cora is of royal blood and when it is known she helped find it, the people of Aquris will know she is chosen to lead. Not even the Emperor can dismantle that truth. It’s not just about finding dragon tech, it's about changing the course of history.” 

“I understand, I truly do. This is important to all of us and I think I can speak for almost everyone that we are behind you one hundred percent.” 

The Captain looked down as she steered. “Lusha is in pain and I understand why. She lost everything she knew and loved. She was thrust into a situation she didn’t want and followed a request by someone she admired.” 

Lilly turned her attention to Jon, “I know you question how I treat her. I do treat her differently from the crew, not because she is headstrong, but because she had the life I would have had if the Empire didn’t take my parents.” 

Jon listened as Lilly turned her gaze to the horizon again. 

“I wanted to be part of a Court. I wanted to be a diplomat, visiting islands all across Aquris. I dreamed of such adventures, learning about different people, cultures, and customs. My parents would have retired to Dream Hearth, but my life was just beginning. I would have sailed to Free Waters and beyond. My family’s name would have given me enough weight to take any position with a kingdom’s court. It was supposed to be the adventure of my lifetime and it was taken away when those ships arrived for my parents and I fled. 

“Lusha has lived the life I wanted. It burns at me sometimes, knowing I will always be the pirate Captain Bloody Silk. I have no regrets, but I sometimes dream of how it could have been different. How I could have lived a different life.” 

Lilly looked to Jon and smiled. “But, if I followed that path, I would have never met you and my wonderful crew. How strange fate is when life doesn’t turn out the way you expect it to.” 

Jon nodded, Lilly’s words touching his heart. 

Lilly closed her eyes, faced forward and kept her smile, “Maybe when all of this is behind us, we can continue our adventures with new lives.” 

“We will,” Jon said simply. “Let’s promise each other to do that.” 

Lilly opened her eyes and turned her gaze to Jon’s serious eyes, “A pact. We will continue our adventures after we stop the Mad Emperor and unite all of Aquris. Let us seal it with a kiss.” 

Jon leaned in. Man and elf kissed deeply as the sound of the ocean filled the air around them. When they parted, Lilly savored Jon’s taste as he too savored hers. 

“Navigator, please retrieve the spyglass from the locker to my right,” 

Lilly ordered. 

Jon looked past her to a metal locker bolted to the upper deck. He made his way closer and knelt before it. He pushed back the sliding lock and opened it. Inside was a rune covered cylinder, the same one she used when she fought the sea serpent. Next to it were small, rune covered cannonballs and on the side was a collapsed tube. Jon took hold of the tube and picked it up. He closed the top of the locker and made his way back to the Captain. Jon presented it but Lilly made no move to take it from him. 

“Open it.” 

Jon did as he was told, extending the spyglass to its full length. 

“Look to the ocean behind us,” Lilly said. 

Jon lifted the spyglass and held the small end to his eye. The ocean magnified as he looked across blueish waters. He scanned the horizon and just as he was about to say something, he noticed two dark spots on the horizon. They were far away and hard to make out. Jon squinted but he still couldn’t get a clear view of them. 

“They have been following us,” Lilly said as she eyed the forward horizon. 



“I can barely see them. How did you know?” 

“We are known not just for our keen hearing. The captains of the two ships are smart, keeping a great distance between us so as to not be caught. They must have sailors in their crow’s nests keeping us just within sight. Considering what happened last night, it’s safe to assume they will follow us to Sun Tree Isle.” 

“Imperial ships?” Jon said as he lowered the spyglass. 

Lilly gave a snarky smirk, “Worse, former lovers.” 





Twelve

The large rowboat rocked back and forth in the water. Two elves sat on opposite ends, facing each other. The sun’s brilliance touched all and its light glittered off the small waves. Clouds drifted, but seemed to avoid the sun, giving no relief to the occupants of the small boat. A lumpy tarp filled the middle between them as a short elf glared at a taller one. The taller one was laid back, her face turned toward the sun and basking in its glow. The shorter one fumed before scratching at her bandanna as the heat of the day made her skin itch. 

“I don’t understand how you can be so calm! We’re lost!” the shorter one shouted. 

“The current will take us where we need to be,” the laid out taller one said in a drowsy tone. 

“We have no water and no food! We will die out here! Help me row,” 

the short one ordered. 

The tall elf sighed. “Where will we row to?” 

The shorter one gritted her teeth. “We should be close to Sun Tree. 

If we wait for the sun to dip, it will point us to the west. There must be others who escaped. The island should be easy to find.” 

The tall elf with a head of a dragon tattoo on her neck sighed again and made no move to pick up an oar. She kept her eyes closed as her body warmed in the daylight. 

The shorter one growled. “I’ve done most of the rowing while you just lay there! Help us get out of this alive!” 

“You’re the one who panicked when citizens screamed about the Imperial fleet. You grabbed the first boat you saw but didn’t listen to me about taking one of the larger ones.” 

A vein pulsed along the shorter elf’s forehead. “That’s because it had an armed crew! They would have stabbed or shot us if we tried to board!” 

“We could have taken them,” the taller elf sighed and smirked. 



The shorter elf growled again, cupped her hand and scooped up seawater. With a wide swing, a stream of sea water splashed across the taller elf’s face. Salty drops dripped down her face as she remained unmoved, her eyes still closed. 

“Thank you for cooling me down,” the taller one smiled. 

The shorter one stood and glared at her fellow passenger, “It wasn’t meant to cool you down! I swear, if we make it to Sun Tree, that will be the end of our partnership! You find our own way and I’ll find mine!” 

The taller elf shifted her body to be a little more comfortable. “You say that every time you’re mad and yet, we are still together. I can’t tell if you like lying to yourself or love it.” 

The shorter elf reached for the tarp in a fit of rage when she stopped and looked up. In the small distance, a ship was approaching. An elven statue was attached to its bow, the ship cutting through the water at a good speed. 

The shorter elf smirked. “It looks like we may have a ride.” 

The taller elf opened her eyes halfway, turned onto her stomach and rested her chin on her forearms along the rowboat edge. 

“It looks like a pirate ship,” the taller one said in a sleepy tone. 

The shorter one stood up, the rowboat rocking a little. The elf spread her legs, balancing herself and squinted in the bright sunlight. 

There was indeed a ship coming toward them. The flag was an elf skull with crossbones underneath it. It whipped in the wind as the ship was getting closer. 

“Black heart!” the shorter elf cursed and reached for the tarp again. 

The tall elf lifted her leg and pressed it down over the tarp, stopping her friend. 

“We need a ride.” 

The shorter one fumed. “No more working with pirates! You know how I feel about them!” 

“That’s funny since you never stop being a pirate, pirate,” the tall elf chuckled as she stayed on her stomach and looked to the approaching ship with almost bored eyes. 

The shorter one let out a string of curses that caused a far-off goddess to blush. When her curses fell into whispers, she watched the approaching ship with keen eyes. A shimmer of red hair appeared and the short elf let out another curse. 

Sitting down, the short elf grabbed the oars and pushed them into the water. She took hold of the ends and began rowing. Throwing her arms and shoulders into it, she pushed herself to row hard, but no matter how hard she rowed, the ship was gaining on them. 

“You can’t row us out of this situation. Relax and let them come to us. I’m sure they have food, water, and rum. We can take it easy and when we arrive on Sun Tree, we can leave and move on to our next adventure.” 

The short elf rowed harder. “That’s no normal pirate ship. That’s the Dark Heart! We have to get out of here before she strings us up. She follows the pirate code and if she knows I deserted my Captain and my ship, she will make sure I pay for it.” 

“I’m not a pirate, so I’m safe,” the taller one giggled. 

The short one grunted. “Yes, you have made that abundantly clear. 

After everything we’ve been through, you would let Bloody Silk hang me from the mast and afterwards, throw my body into the sea?” 

“If it will shut you up, I would consider it,” the sleepy-eyed elf let out a haughty laugh. 

“You are an insufferable travelling companion. I’m cursed! Cursed to die because you won’t lift a finger to help me!” 

The taller elf slowly blinked. “It’s a little too late to outrun them. Here they come.” 

The  Dark Heart approached. Sails lifted to half-mast, slowing down the larger ship. A tall sea elf looked down and pointed. She yelled over her shoulder and several others appeared along the railing. 

The taller elf turned onto her back again and rested her head on her hands. She snuggled into the hardwood, trying to get comfortable again. 



The shorter elf was standing again. She pulled in the oars and stood at the ready, her foot close to the lumpy tarp in the middle of the boat. 

The  Dark Heart slowed again as the sails were brought up fully. The ship drifted a short distance before it simply bobbed in the water next to the rowboat, about forty feet away. 

Lilly stepped to the edge of the starboard railing and looked down with a small smile and calm eyes. 

“Ahoy,” the Captain said. 

The shorter elf stared up with a pointed brow. The taller one didn’t move, lying there with her eyes closed. 

“We are on our way to Sun Tree Isle. If you would like to join us, we can drop you off there.” 

“No, thank you. We are managing on our own,” the shorter elf said with a hard edge. 

Lilly lifted her gaze and looked out to the horizon. “It’s another day or two before reaching Sun Tree. It might be longer in a small vessel as yours. Do you have enough food and water under that tarp? We could part with some to help you.” 

“We are fine,” the shorter elf said through gritted teeth. 

Lilly looked down on the elves in the rowboat again. The short one was stocky from the waist down. She had thick legs and thighs. From the waist up, she was slender. The short one had a bandanna on her head but it didn’t cover up the fact that she was bald. Along the edges of the bandanna, runes were tattooed along her skin, Lilly assumed they covered her whole head. 

The taller, athletic elf on her back wore leather and thin metal bands around her arms where the shoulders connected. One shoulder had an armor plate. The collar to her shirt was open and Lilly could see the athletic definition of her neck. The taller one had her black and red hair tied in a short, tight braid. Lilly’s gaze fell to the sheathed, curved sword at her side as the taller elf made no move to cover it. 



Zelda looked down on the short elf and when she caught a glimpse of her eye colors, she scowled. 

“Ember elves,” Zelda said in a low tone. 

Syndra and Eryn groaned. Cora looked down and blinked. Lusha remained silent, observing the situation. 

Lilly smiled. “We saw what happened to Hylore. I can assume you are among the many who escaped before the Empire turned their cannons on the island. We all want to get away as far as possible. 

Come aboard and we can drop you off on Sun Tree.” 

“We are fine,” the shorter one reiterated with a growl. 

Lilly’s eyes narrowed. “Have we met before? I can sense a grudge, but I don’t think we’ve met.” 

“If you have some rum we can come aboard,” the taller one laughed. 

“Don’t listen to her! She’s a lazy drunk!” the short one exploded. 

The taller elf put a hand over her own heart. “Ouch, my feelings,” 

she laughed louder. 

Lilly turned to her First Mate, “Get them a skin of water, some rum, and food.” 

Zelda nodded. 

The shorter elf’s eyes fumed with rage. In a flash, she pulled off the trap and grabbed a cannon nearly her same size. The short elf lifted it up with ease and aimed the barrel at the ship. A finger pressed a button and the cannon made a “Clink” noise. The same finger moved to another metal button as she pointed it at the railing where the Captain and crew stood. 

“No! She will give us a cursed item that will explode the moment she sails away! She cannot be trusted!” 

Lilly looked down at the short elf and her cannon with cool eyes. 

“My reputation precedes me. To be fair, I only did that once and it was to a ship of slavers. I freed many sea elves that night.” 



“Not how I heard it, Captain Bloody Silk! Yes, we know who you are and we will not accept anything from the likes of you!” 

“I haven’t heard much,” the sleepy elf smiled with her eyes closed. 

“Shut up! She’s dangerous and I’m the only one keeping us safe!” 

the shorter one said out the side of her mouth while never taking her eyes off the Captain. 

“I have a blaze round that will blast through the hull of your ship. 

One wrong move and the  Dark Heart will be no more!” the short elf sneered. 

Lilly looked to her crew and they looked back to her. A small moment passed before the Captain, First Mate, and witch started laughing. Eryn started laughing only because the crew were laughing. 

Cora smiled and Lusha rolled her eyes. 

“I’m serious!” the short elf seethed. 

Lilly raised a hand and the laughter slowly died. 

“I know you’re serious. That cannon is impressive. It might indeed damage my ship, but I’m not here to start a battle over untruths and lies. 

Do you belong to a crew? Have you been abandoned or did you abandon your crew, ship, and Captain? No judgement here, it’s not my place to bring order to any previous squabble you’ve had. I’m merely offering some supplies or safe passage to Sun Tree.” 

Jon stepped to Lilly’s side and looked down with a smile. “Sorry, bathroom break. What did I miss?” 

“You missed the fact that I’m going to blow large holes into your ship if you don’t sail on!” the short elf roared. 

Zelda leaned over to Jon, “They’re ember elves. They tend to be very angry, most of the time.” 

“I’m not angry!” the shorter one yelled. 

“One would say they are passionate,” Lusha said with a bored expression. 

“Or insane,” Syndra added with a light sneer. 



The short ember elf trembled in rage. “Another word and I’ll sink your ship!” 

The taller elf opened her eyes and looked up to Jon’s smiling face. 

Sunlight glowed around him like halo and she blinked. A second later, she sat and then stood up. The boat didn’t rock as the taller elf stood with perfect balance. She turned to the  Dark Heart and bowed slightly at the hip, her sheathed sword in hand. 

“Captain, I wish to accept your offer and board your vessel,” the taller one said. 

The shorter one turned her head and looked to her friend with incredulous eyes. 

“What’s your name, Blademaster?” Lilly asked with a warm smirk. 

“I am Amara Dreamtorch. My companion is Pyrah Greysmoke.” 

“Are you mad! Don’t tell them our names!” Pyrah shouted. 

“First Mate, roll down the rope ladder and welcome our guests,” Lilly grinned. 

Zelda moved to the edge and took hold of a nearby rope ladder. 

She connected the ends to metal hooks and pushed the bundle over the side. The rope ladder unrolled, the end splashing into the water. 

Amara bent her legs and jumped. Everyone watched as she made the forty-foot jump across, her hands grabbing a rung and her leather boot slipping onto a lower rung above the waterline. The tall elf with the tight braid began her climb to the top. When she was on the main deck, she turned to Lilly and bowed deeply. 

“Thank you, Captain Silk,” Amara said, keeping her bow. 

“Traitor!” Pyrah shouted. “I should blast you off the deck and be done with you!” 

Amara stood up straight. “She will tire after her ranting and follow along.” 

Lilly nodded, eying the tall athletic elf up and down. 



Jon turned his head to the shorter elf in the rowboat. She ranted, cursed and raged. The cannon trembled in her hands, not from its weight, but from the sheer fury in her cursing. 

“Fucking shit barnacle sucking sword licking piece of sea trash burning in a pit of fish bones!” Pyrah cursed before clicking a button on her cannon. 

Everyone aboard the  Dark Heart watched as Pyrah slammed her rather large rear down, picked up the oars and stabbed them into the water. Throwing her back into it, she rowed one oar until the nose of the boat pointed toward the  Dark Heart.  Using both oars, she continued to curse as she rowed closer to the larger ship. When she was close enough, she brought in the oars and then lifted up her cannon. A leather strap connected from one end of the cannon to the other. The short elf slung it over her thin shoulder, took hold of the rope ladder and began to climb. 

The crew took several steps back as Pyrah’s face emerged from the edge of the deck. Yellowish red eyes glared at everyone before they centered on Amara. When the short elf was aboard, she glared at her companion with dripping hatred. 

“You… traitor,” she heaved. 

“I saved us from dying of thirst,” Amara said with sleepy, half closed eyes. 

“You ended our lives!” Pyrah screamed. 

Lilly stepped closer. Pyrah’s gaze darted down to the pistols holstered on each side of the Captain’s thighs. 

“You have nothing to fear. We are simply travelling. Once on Sun Tree, you are free to go your own way.” 

Pyrah lifted her chin but her bottom lip trembled a touch. “You’re…

you’re not going to string us up?” 

“Should I?” Lilly smirked. 

Pyrah kept her gaze but couldn’t stop the tremble of her lip. “It is known you have cut off the hands of those who served under other pirate captains.” 



Lilly eyed the short elf. “There is only one elf where I cut off his hand for being rude, Captain Sawblade. He grabbed my breast without my permission and paid the price.” 

“That’s… not what he has said,” Pyrah said in a small voice. 

Realization struck Captain Silk and she took a step closer. Pyrah took a step back, fear touching her eyes. 

“Are you part of his crew?” 

Pyrah’s lip trembled before she lowered her head and shook it. “Not anymore. He was a cruel captain. Worked us to the bone and laughed at us if we showed any weakness.” 

Amara stepped over and stood by Pyrah’s side. “This was before we met. Captain Sawblade put many terrible ideas in her head.” 

“I left after a year of service. He hated me and did this to me,” Pyrah said as she raised her hand and pulled off her bandanna. 

Everyone looked to the short elf. Her head was bald, runes tattooed over all of her smooth head. They formed a pattern, the intricate symbols connecting like links of a chain. 

“My hair was as red as yours. Captain Sawblade hated it,” Pyrah said in a low tone. 

Syndra stepped a little closer and eyed the runes. “He cursed you to never grow hair again.” 

Pyrah nodded. “He said I could join his crew if I submitted to the curse. He would not have anyone with red hair on his ship or among his crew. I had nothing until I met him. I agreed, only to know later that I would be his whipping girl for his hatred of you. He told me horrible stories of what you have done to others who crossed your path. You are a monster to him.” 

The short elf bowed her head. “I… couldn’t stay with him. The abuse was too much. We docked at a Lord’s island in the Gold Sea and I escaped. I have been running ever since.” 

Jon looked over to Lilly. The sun elf looked down on Pyrah, a dash of pain in her green eyes. 



Lilly stepped closer to Pyrah and stood over her. 

Pyrah squeezed her eyes shut. “I abandoned my captain and my crew. I was not scarred, broken, or dead. If he finds me, I will be dead. I just want a better life. Don’t follow the code and return me to him. It is a death sentence. I just don’t want to be anyone’s whipping girl anymore!” 

Lilly lifted her arms and embraced the shorter elf. Pyrah looked up to the sky in shock before tears welled up. She hesitantly raised her arms and hugged Lilly back, the ocean of fear turning into a brook of relief. 

“The code will not allow me to return a tortured crewmember to an evil captain. You and Amara will have safe passage to Sun Tree. After that, you may travel anywhere you wish without fear from me or my crew. We will not speak of our encounter to anyone. You have my word.” 

Pyrah closed her eyes. “Thank you.” 

Lilly pulled back and gave the ember elf a cheerful smile. “Let’s prepare some rooms for you for the evening. We will all dine on the main deck, under the stars tonight.” 

Jon watched as Lilly put her arm around Pyrah and led her along. A shadow touched the edge of his gaze and he looked to the six-foot-tall Amara as she gazed on him with half-closed eyes. 

“What is your name?” the elf leered. 

Zelda looked over to Amara and her brow hardened. “Easy, ember elf.” 

Amara kept her leer. “Just making casual conversation. We will be with you for the night and I do like to know who I will be dining with later.” 

“You haven’t asked for our names,” Syndra said as she stepped to Zelda’s side. 

“I will,” Amara grinned before looking to Jon again. “I just want to know his name first.” 

“Jon Song,” the young man stated. 



Amara looked him up and down before licking her lips. “You’re not from here, are you, Jon Song?” 

“No, I’m not,” Jon smirked. 

“Keep your desires hidden,” Syndra scowled. 

Amara glanced at the witch and sea elf before yawning. 

“I need some rum and a rest. I look forward to dining later,” Amara said before turning and following the Captain and Pyrah. 

Zelda followed the elf.  Syndra stood closer to Jon, her crimson gaze hard on the tall elf’s back. 

“What was that about?” Jon asked as he scratched his head. 

“They are Ember Elves from the Fire Eyes Sea. They can be hot-blooded. Don’t let her sleepy gaze fool you. Once the wick is lit, they can be as unpredictable as a blaze and twice as deadly,” Syndra answered. 

“How many different species of elves are there?” Jon asked as he let his arm fall to his side. 

“There used to be thirteen, one for every element. Only nine remain,” Lusha said as she stepped closer. 

Syndra closed her eyes and crossed her arms against her stomach. 

“He might as well know most of it since we will be on Aquris for a while.” 

Eryn and Cora stepped closer to Jon, Syndra, and Lusha. 

Lusha began, “There were thirteen races of elves in the beginning. 

As Syndra said, each race was born from an element. It was the dragons who carved us from those elements and gave us life. They said the gods tasked them with great purpose, to create all manner of people for our world, but the dragon’s favored our kind.” 

Syndra continued, “Each element has its own sphere of mana. 

There is air, stone, fire, water, life, decay, light, dark, mind, body, time, space, and luck. As the myths tell, each of our races were born from each element, bringing life to our lifeless forms.” 



Lusha nodded. “As you already know, you have met sun elves, shadow elves, sea elves, wood elves, and to a lesser degree, a luna elf.” 

“Remind me to not heal you as fast,” Eryn smirked. 

Lusha smiled before she continued, “Sun elves belong to the Light element. Shadow Elves belong to the Dark. Sea elves belong to water. 

Wood elves belong to life and Luna elves belong to decay. Ember elves belong to fire. 

“The races you haven’t met are the Iron elves, Seer elves, and Sky elves. Iron elves like to be underground, much like dwarves and they belong to the stone element. Seer elves are rare and tend to have many mind abilities and powers. They belong to the Mind element and are often used as seers in royal courts. Sky elves live on spire-like mountains to the far east. They are reclusive and tend to avoid outsiders. They belong to the air element.” 

Eryn join in, “The other four races died out a long time ago for different reasons. When the Empire first expanded, those four races were hunted to extinction or left our realm forever.” 

“You’re telling me there were body elves, space elves, time elves, and luck elves?” 

Syndra, Lusha, Cora, and Eryn nodded. 

Jon rubbed his temple, “This… is something to take in.” 

Syndra stepped closer to Jon and looked up into his eyes. “There is always more to know and we will help you understand all of it.” 

Cora spoke as she stepped past the small group, “We can tell him more another time. We should see if the Captain needs assistance.” 

Jon and the others looked to Cora as she walked away. 

“She still feels a terrible guilt for what her royal bloodline has done to Aquris. Her ancestors were directly responsible for those races dying out,” Syndra whispered. 

Jon watched as Cora stepped down into the ship and disappeared from sight. 



Syndra took Jon’s hand and pulled him along, “Cora is right, let’s aid the Captain. I feel dinner may be interesting for all of us. 


***

The last rays of sunlight faded behind the horizon. An orange flash of brilliance lit up the sky before cooling down into dimming embers. The air was cool and comfortable as the wind slowly died. The  Dark Heart’s anchor slipped down and splashed into the water. Lanterns were hung and lit across the main deck as bodies moved with table tops and detachable legs. Zelda held a tabletop as Jon, Pyrah, and Syndra helped screw in legs. Lusha and Cora brought out large bowls of food. 
Lilly brought out bottles of rum as Eryn held a bowl of utensils. 

Amara was the only one toward the bow of the ship, drinking from a rum bottle and lying on her back. The elf looked up to the sky, the stars appearing one by one as night’s cloak covered the world. 

The day had been mostly quiet, Lilly and the crew showing the two newcomers around parts of the ship. They were shown their small rooms where they could rest for the night. 

Jon stood up as the tables were set in the middle of the main deck. 

Bowls, plates, and utensils were placed down for each setting. Bowls of rice and fish big enough to feed an army, filled the center. The evening air was enough to cool everyone’s nerves as they began to sit down. 

Lilly put down four bottles of rum along the center of the table. “No need for cups. Take a drink and pass it around,” the Captain smiled. 

Pyrah was about to take a seat at the end away from the Captain when Lilly called out to her. 

“Pyrah, sit to my right,” Lilly said kindly. 

The short elf nodded and made her way over, sitting to the Captain’s right while Jon sat to her left. The rest took their seats. 

Pyrah looked over to the bow of the ship and frowned. “Get over here!” 

Amara woke from her stargazing. The long-limbed ember elf made it to her feet and sauntered over with a bottle of rum in her hand. She took a long swig before sitting down on an empty seat, her upper body weaving. 

The rest of the crew took their seats, but made no motion for the food. They waited patiently as Lilly sat at the head of the table and looked down at everyone. 

“We thank the gods for the bounty before us,” Lilly said simply before nodding her head. 

Hands flashed forward, grabbing large spoons and began plopping large globs of rice onto their plates. Double-pronged forks stabbed into cooked fish and threw them on their plates. The moment the plates were full, everyone began eating like hungry sharks. 

Jon was not immune. He, like much of the crew, didn’t have real meals during the day. It was mostly picking at things like ambrosia fruit, bread, and anything else they could get from the cargo hold. There wasn’t much of a kitchen on the ship, more like a small shelf, some cabinets, and a metal bucket with bricks surrounding it. Jon remembered seeing Syndra setting a magical flame before Zelda lowered a grill and began putting raw fish on it. The smell of fish rose up, and Jon remembered Zelda smiling as she cooked. 

Jon looked down the table between bites. The rest of the crew happily ate. Pyrah and Amara were extra voracious. The two nearly cleaned their plates in record time before reaching out and scooping up more. 

Jon wasn’t the only one watching the newcomers, Lilly was smiling as she watched Pyrah eat. 

“Thank you for the feast,” Amara said before stuffing cooked fish in her mouth and taking a swig of rum to wash it down. 

Pyrah looked to Lilly with her mouth full. The ember elf’s cheeks turned pink as it appeared, she wanted to also give thanks, but couldn’t in that very moment. 

“It’s okay, enjoy it,” Lilly smiled with closed eyes. 

Pyrah swallowed and bowed her head. “Thank you, Captain.” 

Lilly nodded, lifted up a rum bottle and took a long swig. 



“Is there anyone or anything waiting for you on Sun Tree?” Lilly asked. 

Pyrah looked down and gave her head a small shake. “It’s only a step in the direction of the great unknown. We just want to find a new home.” 

“And make sure we have plenty to drink!” Amara slurred as she leaned back in her chair with a rum bottle in hand. 

Pyrah rolled her eyes. 

Lilly looked to the new elves in turn before centering her gaze on Pyrah. “How did you two meet?” 

The short ember elf sighed. “We just ran into each other one night.” 

“Technically, she ran into me,” Amara laughed. 

“I’m telling the story!” Pyrah shouted across the table. 

Syndra, Zelda, and Eryn smiled. Lusha and Cora continued to eat quietly. 

Pyrah lifted her chin up a little and continued, “It was the first night I ran away from Captain Sawblade. I was panicking and knew I just had to get away. I couldn’t hide on the island, so I was looking for a ship, any ship, to get me off and away. 

“It was dark, the streets having very few working lanterns,” Pyrah said in a small voice. 

“I was walking along, minding my own business when she ran into me,” Amara said with half-closed eyes. 

“You were drunk and could barely stand!” Pyrah shouted. 

“But I was still walking. I call it my fancy walk,” Amara cackled. 

Syndra fought back her giggles. 

“Anyway! Amara told me she was boarding a ship to sail east. After promising her I would get her more booze, she talked the Captain into taking an extra passenger.” 

“And we have travelled together ever since,” Amara said before taking a long swig. 



Zelda looked to the short elf. “What did you do on Sawblades ship?” 

Pyrah looked to the tall sea elf and lowered her gaze again. “I was a Cannoneer. I maintained, fixed, and fired the cannons aboard his ship. I didn’t take any part in Sawblade’s slave trades except to sneak food to starving sea elves.” 

Zelda’s eyes narrowed. “Is that the truth or are you just trying to save your own skin?” 

Pyrah looked up to the First Mate with confident eyes. “It’s the truth, I swear it to the sea!” 

Zelda kept her gaze for a long moment before looking down at her food and scooping cooked fish into her mouth. 

Pyrah turned her attention to Lilly, “I saw your port cannons when we were shown around. I could repair them, as a thank you for picking us up and transporting us?” 

Lilly leaned back in her chair, eyeing the ember elf. “We are picking up supplies at Sun Tree. We could use your expertise on repairing the cannons.” 

Lusha coughed. 

All eyes turned to the wood elf. 

Lusha looked up with a serious look, “It is unwise to allow anyone we don’t know to repair our equipment.” 

Lilly nodded. “Very true, that is why we are getting to know them now.” 

The Captain smiled and looked to Pyrah, “Yes, please see to repairing our port cannons when we reach Sun Tree.” 

Pyrah gave an enthusiastic nod. 

Lusha picked up a bottle of rum, took a sip and looked away. 

Syndra looked down the length of the table to Amara, “And where are you travelling to, Blademaster?” 

Amara let out another laugh before her boots touched the deck and she stood up. The elf danced and twirled, bottle of rum in her hand and a stupid smile on her face. She spun and slid sideways, making a general fool out of herself. 

Jon watched with cautious, but amused eyes. 

Amara sauntered toward Jon, barely keeping her balance and soon she spun again. Jon stared, unsure what to make of it until she stepped close to him, touching his shoulder and spun away until she stood by Captain Silk. The athletic elf fell to her knees at Lilly’s side and looked up with bright eyes. Lilly looked down on Amara’s wide smile, her face a blank mask. 

“I seek a crew to join! Yours seems pretty nice,” Amara said and glanced over to Jon before looking back to Lilly. 

Everyone stared. Pyrah’s jaw dropped. 

Amara lowered her head. “Captain Silk, I ask to join you and the crew of the  Dark Heart. I will pledge my blade and my life to your cause. 

Have me recite the oath and I will gladly speak it!” 

Lilly gave the drunken Blademaster a raised brow and a small smile. 

“Would you say those words if you were sober?” 

Amara nodded. “I would. I will. I already have.” 

“Amara!” Pyrah said with an embarrassed edge. “I thought we were going to flee away together?” 

The ember elf kept her drunken smile. “We were, until now. I sense great destiny with everyone here and I wish to be part of it.” 

Syndra shook her head. “I’ve run into her kind before. Ember elves are passionate, but they are also crazy, especially Blademasters. They are often mercenaries, but some of them believe they are part of some untold destiny. Most of the time, they end up dead from chasing a dream.” 

Amara gave a light nod as she continued to look at Lilly. “It’s true, my profession does teach us the way of the poetic warrior. We find meaning in everything as we fight to keep the balance in the universe…

and our bellies full. 



“I have been searching for my destiny and I believe I’ve found it! 

Captain Silk, allow me to join your crew and I will pledge my sword to your cause until my last breath.” 

“This is insanity,” Lusha mumbled before taking a drink. 

Eryn leaned in closer to Lusha. “This isn’t helping.” 

Lusha looked to the blind cleric. “None of this is helping,” she hissed. “You may be convinced of our cause, but our very lives are still in danger. Taking on two strangers is the last thing we should be doing.” 

“Enough,” Lilly said with a hard edge. 

Eryn bowed her head. Lusha barely bowed her head and looked away. 

Lilly looked down on Amara again. “Forgive my crew. The attack on Hylore has shaken all of us.” 

Amara swayed a little on her knees, but kept her smile. “Nothing to forgive. I only wish to join you and your crew.” 

Syndra sat back in her chair, her eyes closed. The shadow elf seemed to collect her thoughts before she opened her eyes. She kept her crimson gaze on the kneeling ember elf as her lips parted. 

“Captain, if I may?” 

Lilly nodded. 

Syndra’s eyes narrowed on Amara, “Tell us, Blademaster, what is your real reason for wanting to join us? What sign spoke to you, telling you to pledge your life and your sword to our crew? Speak only the truth.” 

Amara swayed on her knees before she turned her gaze to Jon. 

“You have an Urth man on your ship. Only you and the gods know why, but I know I wish to follow.” 

The sea witch kept her stony gaze, “What dream sign spoke to you?” 

Amara couldn’t keep her balance. She flopped over and grabbed Jon’s legs. She looked up with glassy eyes and her head fell on his lap. 



Jon looked down with hands up and not sure what to do. 

Amara grinned. “I saw golden wings in my dreams.” 

Syndra’s eyes widened a hair. Lilly and the crew looked to the shadow elf. Syndra closed her eyes and gave her Captain a small nod. 

Lilly touched Amara’s shoulder. The drunk elf lifted her head up and looked to Lilly’s smile. 

“I may have need of a Blademaster, but before any oaths can be spoken, I have a secret mission that must be completed first. Do this for me and your request will be assured.” 

Amara nodded. “I accept,” she said without hesitation. 

Lilly grinned and lifted up her rum bottle. “To rum and chaos!” 

“To rum and chaos!” Amara grinned. 

The two elves drank deeply. 

Jon leaned closer to Zelda. “What just happened?” he whispered out the side of his mouth. 

“The Captain is up to no good,” Zelda shrugged and kept eating. 





Thirteen

The ship swayed as Jon and Cora sat on the edge of Lilly’s bed. 

Sunlight beamed in through the stained-glass window, colored light touching the floor. Man and elf sat topless as Syndra, Eryn, and Lusha were behind them, eyeing their backs. 

Jon looked over to Cora. The sun elf covered her chest with her arms. Her eyes were blank, but her shoulders held a small tension. Jon reached over and touched her thigh, giving it a squeeze. Cora looked over and gave him a small smile. The tension in her shoulders relaxed a little and soon, her hands touched the edge of the bed. 

Eryn’s fingers traced over the new rune on Jon’s back while Syndra and Lusha eyed Cora’s rune. The raised skin and black marks of the runes stood out against their skin. Jon had four runes while Cora only had one. 

Lusha drank in Cora’s rune before sitting back on the bed. “It simply means Flames, which we already knew when Jon unlocked her dragon spirit. It doesn’t explain why the rune appeared when we returned to Aquris.” 

Syndra looked it over, dark fingers tracing along Cora’s rune. “It’s simple. They are tied to this world, our world. Dragon spirits are rare, but the few I encountered didn’t allow me to see their runes, if they had any.” 

Eryn continued to run her finger along Jon’s new rune while her other hand simply touched his back. 

“I don’t understand this one. I think it says Sense or Extra Sight, but I cannot be sure,” Eryn said in a low tone as she continued her cheap feels. 

“You don’t have to keep pretending you're feeling me up. You know you can do that any time,” Jon chuckled. 

“Shhh. I’m committing the rune to memory,” Eryn said with a smile. 

Lusha looked over. “It does look like a seer symbol. Ancient dragon runes have many meanings connected to symbols.” 



Jon looked over his shoulder to Lusha, “It sounds like you're all trying to say Sixth Sense.” 

“It is an extra sight more than your normal senses,” Lusha said. 

Jon nodded. “I have Nimble, Quick, Fortune, and now I have Sixth Sense. They all seem to be luck related.” 

“We know there are thirteen runes you, and most likely Cora must unlock them,” Syndra added. 

Jon grabbed his shirt and stood up. Eryn frowned as he pulled away from her touch. Cora did the same, grabbing her shirt and pulling it over her head. 

Jon looked to the elves, shirt in hand but not putting it on yet. “So, from what we know, each person who has a dragon spirit can unlock thirteen abilities. The runes only first appear when reaching Aquris, for some odd reason. Urth and Aquris seem to be connected even before the portal opened between our worlds and from what we understand, the super powered people on Urth have magic based abilities.” 

Jon put on his shirt as Lusha and Syndra watched him. Eryn continued to frown. 

“Thirteen seems to be the common number. Thirteen moons. 

Thirteen seas. Thirteen runes. But what does it all mean?” 

Syndra leaned back. “We would have to ask the dragons. They set all of this in motion a long time ago.” 

“My brothers and sisters used to talk about strange dreams when we were younger. They liked to talk about it a lot until our father forbade such discussions,” Cora mentioned. 

Jon rubbed his jaw, “Your brother Rabyn has ice abilities. Do you know what abilities your other siblings have?” 

Cora lowered her head and shook it. “Father forbade speaking of it. 

He didn’t want to chance any information, even the barest of whispers, to reach unsanctioned ears. If anyone did hear, they would be put down without hesitation.” 



Jon looked to the Cabin Mate. Cora was clearly uncomfortable, her hand holding her other arm and looking down. 

Syndra scooted closer and looked up to Cora with a warm smile. 

“We are sisters here. You know you can speak to us.” 

Cora looked up to Lusha and remained silent. 

The wood elf’s eyes half-closed in annoyance. Leg slipping off the bed, she stood up and walked out of the Captain’s chambers, closing the door behind her. 

“Lusha is trying,” Eryn said. 

Cora’s expression was unchanged. “She hasn’t earned her place, not yet. She spoke the oath, but she may still leave once the expedition is over. I do not wish for her to learn any more about me if she deserts us. My father’s spies can pull the deepest secrets from any living being and there is nothing stopping her from telling our enemies when she is gone.” 

“A spell shell to the back of the head will keep her secrets. Dead elves tell no tales,” Syndra smiled. 

Jon barked out a laugh. “You really liked those Urth pirate movies.” 

The shadow elf nodded. “They were delightful. They reminded me of home.” 

Eryn shook her head. “I don’t like that Lusha hasn’t fully embraced her role with us either, but she does belong. She just doesn’t fully realize it yet.” 

“The more she bickers with the Captain, the harder it’s going to be. 

Lilly can be patient with the crew, but even she has her limits,” Syndra said and flopped onto her back. 

Jon looked to Eryn, “I understand you both had a relationship before all of this. Has she ever truly felt like she belonged somewhere?” 

Eryn stayed on her knees on the bed, her hands folded in her lap. 

“Lusha never belonged anywhere. The times she asked me to tie her down and whip her, she would often speak without thinking. It was like her true self was coming up through the pain. The same thing happened when I pleasured her afterwards. She babbled like a child, cold and alone in an unfeeling universe. She doesn’t accept the gods because she was an orphan, unwanted and unloved. 

“I eased her pain for lengths of time. I wouldn’t see her for weeks and sometimes months, but she always came back. Her pain was so deep, she needed a release. Part of that release was pain and pleasure. 

She likes giving up control, but only under her direction. I think the Captain pushing her to take the oath rattled her. I think she only did it because of you.” 

Jon looked down. “I still don’t understand that. I thought she was just really horny and needed to let off some steam. I didn’t think it was anything beyond that.” 

Eryn gave a small nod. “Jon, our people can sense power. We may not realize it, but we can feel it, pushing us toward our goals. Lusha wants to be loved. I believe, with time, she will know that love with all of us.” 

Cora narrowed her eyes. “She still has a long way with me. I’ll trust her when the Captain asks her if she will stay or leave and she stays. 

Until then, I will not speak of my family around her. 

“As for my family, I’ll speak to more once we are on the open sea again. Sun Tree is a busy port and a greater chance of imperial spies lurking about with the populace.” 

Jon shook his head. “Today is going to be weird. I don’t know how I feel about it.” 

Syndra sat up and slid off the bed. The shadow elf stepped to Jon and rested her arms on his shoulders. Her red eyes blinked as she gave him a loving gaze. 

“The Captain knows what’s best here on Aquris. Besides, no one should get too badly hurt.” 


“What if one of us gets hurt?” Jon smiled. 

Syndra leaned in closer and took a long inhale, drinking in Jon’s scent before looking him in the eyes, “That’s why we have you, our luck charm.” 



Eryn cleared her throat. 

Syndra rolled her eyes. “Yes, we have you too.” 

“All of you will have to start paying me gold if you want me to keep healing you,” Eryn giggled. 

“I’m sure we can work out a payment plan,” Jon chuckled. 

The cleric’s eyes and smile widened. “You can pay me any way you wish, Lord Dragon.” 

Jon’s face flushed with heat as Cora and Syndra laughed. 

A bell rang on the upper deck. The laughter stopped. Syndra and Eryn walked toward the door. Jon was about to follow when Cora grabbed his arm. Jon and the Cabin Mate waited as Syndra and Eryn left the room, the door swinging closed behind them. 

“Jon, we haven’t had much time to speak, but I wanted you to know, I’m grateful for you and the Captain for letting my brother live.” 

Jon turned to Cora, his hands on her slender hips. Cora pressed her hands to his chest, the two of them gazing into each other’s eyes. 

“It didn’t feel right, killing him. I didn’t know if you would have forgiven Lilly if she went through with it.” 

Cora looked down. “I think I would have, eventually. But it would have hurt for a long time. I know what we are trying to do. I know the Captain wants me to sit on the throne of the Empire. I’m ready to fulfill my new destiny. 

“My father is insane, his heart turning to evil. But my brothers and sisters are hostages to his madness. They follow him, but I know deep down they don’t want to. Growing up, Rabyn was a very gentle boy. My older sisters often told me he liked poetry and writing. He had such an imagination. 

“When he reached a certain age, our father decided he was too soft to be effective in his vision. He destroyed all my brother’s writings and poetry. He threw them in the fire and made Rabyn watch. My sisters tell me he wasn’t the same ever since. Growing up, he was cold and logical with everyone, but I swear, I saw glimpses of love and his old self when he played with me. It was always short and when no one was around, but he smiled and I could see his true self. 

“I want to stop my father, but I also want to free my siblings. Once his control is gone, they will be happy to be free, I know it.” 

“Cora, we will do everything we can to free them. I promise,” Jon said. 

“Don’t tell the Captain what we talked about,” Cora whispered. 

“I won’t, until you're ready to talk about it. And if you need me, I’ll be there beside you as you tell her, if you decide to tell her.” 

Cora smiled before the bell on the upper deck rang again. 

“Let’s see what the Captain wants,” Jon smirked. 

On the main deck, Pyrah, Amara, Lusha, Syndra, and Eryn stood along the railing and looking out. Lilly held the wheel, Zelda at her side. 

Jon and Cora emerged from below and joined the crew as they looked on. 

Jon’s happy glow began to dim as he stared out at an island in the distance. 

The sun shined brightly on a new day. A large island filled the western view, trees covering the single mountain poking up into the sky. 

Along the edges of the island, simple buildings stood, but it was hard to see through the hundreds of ships clustered along it. Ships of all sizes packed into the simple dock port and along the sandy beaches. Many more were floating before it, Jon assumed to find a chance to actually dock at the island. 

Sails flapped with holes in them. Parts of ships had blast and burn marks among their hulls. One ship began to sink, the crews getting into rafts and fleeing as their ship sank below the waves. Scattered among the murky waters, elves, orcs, and halflings clung to debris, paddling to reach shore. The entire area was a haphazard cluster of damaged and broken ships. Desperation touched the air as nearly everyone was trying to get on the island or a ship. Some cried out while a few people sank below the water and never came back up. 



“Many of the islands in Free Waters will be sights like this,” Syndra said. 

“The Empire doesn’t care unless you bend your knee,” Lusha said as she stared out. 

Jon was silent as he looked out at the devastated lives. 

 The Emperor is truly mad. I know Cora wants to save her siblings but if her brothers had a hand in this, can they be saved? 

“We will sail close to the Southern beach. It will be a walk into town,” 

Lilly shouted as she turned the wheel. 

The  Dark Heart tilted to the portside and sailed on as the murmur of people and creaking ships nearly vibrated along the beautiful day. 

Time flowed as the ship made its way closer to the southern beach. 

There weren’t a lot of ships and even fewer people. The  Dark Heart sailed for one of the larger gaps between ships. When she was close to running aground, the anchor splashed and the sails were pulled. The ship shuddered to a halt before bobbing slightly in the water. 

Lilly and Zelda stepped down the stairs and joined the rest of the crew. 

“Many of us will be going ashore. I want all eyes and ears to be alert. There will be a lot of desperate survivors with nothing to lose. I want everyone to be on their guard,” Lilly ordered. 

Heads nodded. 

Lilly looked at Zelda, Eryn, and Cora, “First Mate, Cleric, and Cabin Mate, you three are to stay here and guard the ship. Do not step one foot on land for any reason.” 

“Captain? I should be with you as protection,” Zelda said with concerned eyes. 

“I know, but I need your protection on the ship and our Cabin Mate. 

If there are spies among the survivors, we cannot give them a chance to know everything about us,” Lilly explained. 

“Then we shouldn’t step on land and find another port,” Lusha said. 



Lilly ignored her and continued, “Syndra, you will accompany Pyrah and purchase any supplies we need to fix the port cannons. Gather everything needed and return to the ship immediately.” 

“Aye Captain,” the shadow and ember elf said in unison. 

Lilly looked to Amara. The Blademaster stood at attention with alert eyes. She seemed sober and eagerly awaiting the Captain’s orders. 

“Amara, when we step on the beach, take a walk,” Lilly smirked. 

“Aye, Captain,” Amara said with a small bow. 

“Jon and Lusha, you’ll be with me. We’re going to purchase some special supplies and have a look around town,” Lilly smirked. 

Lusha bit her lip in annoyance, giving the Captain a nod. 

“Aye Captain,” Jon said as a bad feeling filled his stomach. 

Lilly looked to the crew with a mischievous smirk, “Let’s go ashore.” 

Zelda turned the small crane, the tender hanging over the side of the ship. The crew boarded the tender before the First Mate gently lowered it to the water. Pyrah and Jon took hold of the oars, the smaller elf using her oar to push away from the ship. Soon, they were rowing in unison, covering the small distance to the beach. 

Jon and Syndra jumped out the moment the tender touched the wet sand. The two of them heaved and grunted until it was firmly on the beach. The rest of the group hopped out. 

Together, the group walked down the beach, the large town in the distance. As they walked, Jon looked around, seeing some elves and orcs lying on the beach. He couldn’t tell if they were resting, exhausted, or dead. He didn’t look at them long enough to see if they were breathing. 

The closer they walked to town, the more chaotic it became. People yelled at each other in all kinds of languages Jon didn’t know. Two female elves jumped on a male elf, beating him with rocks until he was on the beach, blood seeping into his hair. They dug through his pockets, one of them pulling out a pouch, both of them cackling and running away. 



An old orc stumbled around with a rum bottle in his hand, singing some sea chanty as the sound of a pistol went off between ships crammed together. 

Jon tried not to stare as ships were so close, there wasn’t enough room for a normal person to slip through. Many of them were beached and some looked abandoned. Others had shouting matches between the crews, flashing swords and pistols. 

“Tuck your ears in your bandanna,” Lusha whispered as she leaned in close to Jon. “No need to bring any further attention to us.” 

Jon tried to make it as natural as possible, tucking the top of his ears into his bandanna. Taking a quick look around, he noticed Amara was gone. 

The group made it to the edge of town, the streets filled with many different kinds of races, all of them hurting or begging. Lusha looked down to a few elves and recognized their torn clothing. They used to be part of some of her social circles and now, they looked like they barely made it off of Hylore with their lives. She pretended to not see them, looking away as their group strolled on. 

“I see a blacksmith,” Pyrah said. 

Lilly nodded. Pyrah and Syndra peeled off and disappeared into the crowd. 

Jon tried to keep his wits about him, the crowds growing thicker. 

Bodies brushed against his and he quickly checked his dagger at his belt and cell phone in his jacket pocket. 

 The last thing any of us needs is a pickpocket taking our phones. 

Feelings of fear and sadness washed over Jon, unsure why he could almost feel the crowd around him. 

 Is this my sixth sense or am I just feeling the devastation these people are going through? How will they rebuild their lives? 

Lilly looked to the single and two-story wood and stone buildings. 

Her emerald eyes drank in the signs and took in the faces of the crowd. 

“What supplies are we gathering?” Lusha asked. 



Lilly continued to look around until she saw a familiar sign. “A little added insurance for our expedition.” 

The Captain led the way, Jon and Lusha following. The three of them walked to a small shop, the door already open. Lilly stepped in first, her eyes glancing to the walls and seeing them empty. A counter sat against the back. An elf was behind the counter, counting gold coins, while a sun elf stood by the counter. On the counter surface, a small crate was visible. 

“Two ninety-eight, two ninety-nine, three hundred. It looks like it’s all here,” the elf behind the counter smiled. 

“About fucking time,” the sun elf growled as he grabbed the small crate and picked it up. 

The elf with dark hair behind the counter looked up and smiled. “It has been a long time!” 

“It has been a long time, Luko. I see you’ve been busy. Where’s the rest of the merchandise?” 

“You’re too late! This island is going to the underworld and you’d be best gone before those poor wretches outside beat you to death,” the blonde sun elf nearly spit. 

Luko shook his head. “He bought the last of my supplies. The moment ships and survivors began to appear, most of my stock was sold.” 

Lilly faced the sun elf and gave him a gentle smile. “I’m willing to buy that off your hands. Does three fifty sound fair?” 

The sun elf laughed. “Good thing you're pretty because you're as dumb as an anchor. It’s only a matter of time before this entire island burns! I’m out of here. The high sea will be safer than this place. The Empire is coming for us and only the strong and armed will survive. Run while you can, you stupid bitch.” 

The sun elf turned and walked toward the front door. 

Lilly looked to the elf behind the counter, “It was good seeing you Luko, if only for a moment.” 



“It’s good to see you too, Lilly. Despite his rough words, he’s right. 

I’ll be leaving on my ship out of here in a few hours. It’s not safe.” 

The sun elf left the shop and walked out from view. 

“See you around,” Lilly said before turning and walking toward the front door. 

Jon and Lusha followed. The three of them stepped outside, Lilly seeing the sun elf turn into an alley. 

“Lilly, are we doing what I think we’re doing?” Jon said in a hushed tone. 

The Captain said nothing as she walked to the alley, turned and stepped in. 

“We can get arms on another island,” Lusha whispered. 

“That’s not the point,” Lilly said in a low voice. 

The three of them followed the sun elf as he made his way down the alley. They moved like wraiths, following the lone man when he stopped, his pointed ears perking up. A hand dove into his robe and he turned around, pistol in hand and aiming at Lilly’s chest. 

“I knew it! You want my pistols!” the sun elf growled. 

“I offered a fair price,” Lilly said with an easygoing stare. 

“Fuck off! Aquris is drowning and I…” the sun elf didn’t finish. 

Jon and Lusha watched in astonishment as Lilly bent low and darted forward like a viper. Jon blinked before he was moving too. The sun elf’s pistol went off, a stone round blasting toward Lilly’s stomach. 

Lilly turned her body just enough for the stone round to miss her. She kicked off the wall of the alley and slammed her knee into the elf’s stomach. The sun elf grunted as he bent in half, the crate falling. Jon reached out in a blur and grabbed the crate in midair. 

Lilly drew her own pistol, lifted it over her head and slammed the butt of it against the back of the sun elf’s head. The elf hit the floor like a stone. Lilly lifted the pistol again and cracked it against his skull. 



Jon stood with wide eyes and the small crate in his hands. Lusha didn’t move from her spot, her gaze on Lilly. 

Lilly stood up and fixed her hair. She slid her pistol into its thigh holster. She looked to Jon and Lusha and grinned. 

“Does anyone want a drink? I want a drink,” the Captain said before walking back down the alley. 

Jon and Lusha followed the beautiful Captain as they emerged back on the chaotic street. 

Jon parted his lips to say something and thought better of it. Lips closed as he carried the small crate. 

Lusha couldn’t let it go. “Is this our life? Not some noble cause of fighting for what’s right. We beat an elf in an alley because our cause is greater than his own protection? You are truly as vile as everyone says.” 

Lilly stopped in the middle of the street, turned and faced Lusha. 

The Captain’s eyes held a fire, but her stance was relaxed. 

“That elf will keep his life. He will wake up with a bruise and a headache, but he will live. As for greater causes, the Empire felt it needed to destroy an entire island because it stood in the way of their power. Is their cause just? Killing and drowning the few to satisfy the many? 

“You may have grown up fighting for your place in this world, but you are still blind to its horrors. I take no pleasure in what I do, but that will not stop me from doing what needs to be done. I want my crew protected. I want my crew armed. That elf rejected my generous offer and insulted me. He paid the price. 

“Instead of fighting me, embrace what you are now. There is no shame except for what your mind babbles from old, tired chains.” 

Lilly stepped closer to Lusha as crowds of people moved around them. The Captain’s gaze was hard and uncompromising. 

“Question me in private all you wish, but if you question my motives in front of the crew again, you will be punished, severely. Do we understand each other?” 



Lusha kept her own hard gaze for a long moment before she looked down and bowed her head. 

“Understood, Captain,” the wood elf said in a low tone. 

Lilly gave a nod before an elf on all fours crawled toward her. Lilly looked down as the elf touched her boot, his head bowed. 

“Captain Silk, please, spare a coin,” the elf said. 

Lilly bent down slightly and gently cupped the beggar’s chin. She lifted his gaze to meet hers, the famed captain smiling. Lilly reached into her jacket and pulled out a gold coin. She pressed it to his hand. 

“Feed yourself and buy passage to a better place,” Lilly whispered. 

“Thank you, Captain,” the beggar smiled as he slowly stood up and shambled away. 

The hint of gold was blood in the water. Several more beggars crawled toward her, hands out and eyes pleading. 

“We are going to be seen,” Lusha said in a harsh whisper. 

Lilly ignored her, pulling out gold coins and putting one in each hand. Desperate eyes turned in her direction. Soon a crowd formed, hands out and palms open. Lilly continued to give each person a coin. 

“Remember! The Empire does not care for us! We must care for ourselves! The Empire has cast the first stone by attacking Hylore! We must strike back or they will continue to take everything from us! Spread the word! Aquris belongs to the people!” 

“Captain Silk! Captain Silk!” the beggars chanted her name. 

Many looked over to the beautiful Captain. They watched as beggars spoke her name. Exhausted bodies and senses perked up. The anger was there, under the skin, but it began to rise. Others joined the chant, pumping fists into the air. 

Jon and Lusha stepped closer to Lilly as she smiled. The street was soon filled with chanting, everyone calling her name. 

Jon soon found himself smiling. The fear of being discovered bled away and was filled with a sense of freedom. He glanced at Lilly, the red-haired sun elf basking in the praise. 

“Let’s get that drink,” Lilly grinned before stepping through the crowd. 

Everyone stepped aside, giving the Captain and her crew space. 

They pumped their fists and chanted her name. Lilly walked with her head held high as she stepped to a tavern door and opened it. Jon and Lusha followed. 

Once inside, the crowd’s chants began to die down. Jon took in the tavern. It was a simple place with plenty of tables and a bar to the side. 

Strange sea creature skulls adorned the walls. Many of the tables were filled with patrons, enjoying a drink to drown out the misery. 

Jon stepped toward a table to the side when he noticed Lilly stepping to an empty middle table. It was surrounded by scar covered elves, orcs, and the occasional dwarf. Everyone looked at the Captain as she sauntered over to the middle table. She pulled out the seat and sat in it, her gaze and body facing the front door. Everyone else looked back at each other and their drinks, making no gesture or sound to the captain. 

Jon sat on Lilly’s right, while Lusha sat on the Captain’s left. Jon placed the small crate under the table and rested his boot on it. 

Lilly leaned forward on her elbows as she spoke in a hushed tone to Jon and Lusha. 

“I know you’re both concerned but after what happened to Hylore, this is the perfect time to give them hope. They have been crushed and many lives destroyed. We need friends, both close and faraway.” 

Jon and Lusha nodded. 

A barmaid walked over with three large cups of ale and placed them on the table. 

“Several rounds of drinks were paid for. Compliments from many of our patrons,” the barmaid smiled before walking away. 

Lilly took hold of her cup and lifted it up. Jon and Lusha did the same. A dozen patrons lifted their cups and gave a small head nod before everyone took a deep guzzle. 



Jon took long gulps of ale before putting his mug down. It was delicious and it wasn’t long before he took another long sip. Lusha didn’t drink as much, her almond shaped eyes taking in the large room and the many questionable patrons around them. She caught a few elves and orcs glancing to her chest, but they quickly looked away. 

“Shouldn’t we get back to the ship? They’re not…” Lusha trailed off. 

Lilly, Jon, and Lusha looked to the main door as it opened. An elf in black leather and a wide-brimmed hat stepped in. His hair was long and silver, framing his almost porcelain features. His silver eyes gleamed in the light as a necklace surrounded his neck, a blue gem in the middle and laying against his strong, athletic chest. His cloak was over his shoulders, but the red edges blended with the black leather as he walked directly toward Lilly’s table. 

Behind him, a voluptuous elf stepped into view. She wore a pink corset with lacy edges, hiking up her large chest to the point it looked like her breasts were ready to explode to freedom. Dark brown leggings covered her legs and black boots graced her feet. Light pink hair flowed down past her shoulders. A hat with a pink feather poked out and completed her outfit as she gave Jon a knowing smirk. 

Captain Wyther and Captain Thorn crossed the room and reached Lilly’s table. The pair stood side by side, looking down on the beautiful Captain as she guzzled her drink. 

“Fate has brought us together yet again,” Storm said with a perfect smile. 

“We just can’t stop meeting like this,” Rose said with a haughty smile. 

Lilly leaned sideways on her chair, arm resting at the top of it and hand hanging down. 

“Stalking more like,” Lilly muttered as she finished her drink and slammed the mug on the table. 

Rose and Storm looked over at Jon. 

Jon looked at each of them but remained silent. 

The pair of captains turned their gaze to Lusha. 



“It would appear you have taken on more crew members,” Storm said with subdued charm. 

“She is beautiful,” Rose said with an elegant tone. 

Lilly closed her eyes and shook her head. “Let’s get to the point. I have a schedule to keep and the two of you are slowing us down.” 

Rose gave a hurt expression. Strom gave no expression at all. 

“After all we’ve been through? Such rudeness!” Rose scoffed. 

“She was always difficult to tame,” Storm said with a light chuckle. 

“You don’t tame fire. You love it,” Jon said with a hard tone. 

Storm and Rose both lifted an eyebrow. 

“He is a keeper,” Rose said with a pleasant smile and she quickly fanned her neck with her hand. 

“I suppose there are diamonds in the rough, if you dig long enough,” 

Storm quipped. 

Jon’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t have such a high and mighty response when my fist drew blood.” 

Storm nodded with amused eyes. “You hold onto such tiny victories. 

One would think you never knew what a real victory was?” 

“Keep that amulet on you and we can go again. I don’t need my luck to kick your ass again,” Jon said with an angry edge. 

Lilly reached over and touched Jon’s shoulder. “There will be plenty of time to fight later. I’m curious at their proposal.” 

Jon eased back in his chair. 

Storm and Rose looked at Lilly again. 

“As you may know, we were helping survivors as the Empire negotiated with Hylore,” Storm began. 

“I’m sure you charged every survivor a pretty gold coin to allow them on your ships,” Lilly interrupted. 

Storm kept his simple smile. “There is always a price for safety.” 



Rose spoke up, “We know you came back to Aquris for a reason. 

You wouldn’t bring back all of your crew unless it was something profitable?” 

Lilly eyed them with a haunting smirk. “I don’t know what you mean? 

We came back to enjoy a small stay, drink some ale and take in the sights. We leave for the portal tomorrow. I’m sorry to disappoint you, after you spent so much time following us the last two days.” 

Rose’s eyes narrowed as Storm chuckled. 

“I miss that,” Storm said. 

“I don’t,” Rose frowned. 

“Now, if there is no business to conduct, we are going to have a few more ales before we leave,” Lilly said as three more mugs of ale were placed on the table. 

Rose eyed Lilly. “No one said you were leaving.” 

Jon’s brow hardened as he looked at the two pirate captains. Lusha took a quick drink and Lilly simply looked at the captains. 

Storm tipped his hat low enough to cover his eyes. “Our crews have surrounded the tavern and we have it on good authority there are imperial spies outside. The three of you will be arrested and taken away, unless we are willing to work out an accord that is mutually beneficial for all parties.” 

Rose’s eyes gleamed with confidence, “We knew you would be difficult. That is why, depending on the outcome of our talks, our crews will escort you back to your ship or they will assist in apprehending a known criminal against the crown.” 

Storm lifted his hat enough to look to Jon, “And no amount of luck will help you escape.” 

Jon’s brow was a hard V, “I’m willing to test it.” 

“You can try, but it may not work out in your favor,” Captain Wyther said as he lifted a long, pale finger and tapped at his amulet. 

Rose’s expression softened, “This doesn’t need to be difficult. We want in on whatever you’re doing. We can work out the percentages, but we both know you’re here to do or find something big, something valuable.” 

“Tell me more about how you know there are hidden spies outside waiting to arrest us and maybe we can discuss more,” Lilly said with a relaxed tone. 

Storm nodded. “As we said, we helped picked up survivors during the attack. One of them didn’t seem as hurt or desperate as the others. 

During interrogation, he explained the Empire seeded Hylore with spies before the attack. He was very forthcoming until the point where he bled out, telling us that they were tasked with finding you and your crew. 

There is a healthy bounty on your head, enough to make anyone rich.” 

The last sentence came out louder, Jon figuring Storm was trying to push the meeting in his favor if other tavern patrons were looking to cash in. Jon glanced around and noticed not one elf, orc, or patron looking in their direction. They carried on as if they weren’t even there, talking out in the open. 

Storm continued, “But, we can be your guardians, helping the famous Captain Silk escape the Empire’s grasp once again. We just want a piece of what brought you here.” 

“Let’s strike a bargain and we can all leave in one piece, together,” 

Rose said with a sickening sweet smile. 

Lilly lifted her drink and took a long guzzle. When she put the mug down, a white foam mustache covered her top lip. She lifted her arm and wiped it away. A hand fell below the table as she leaned sideways on her chair again and looked to Lusha. 

“I don’t believe them? Do you believe them?” 

The wood elf shook her head. 

Lilly turned her gaze to Storm and Rose. “I don’t think I can trust anyone who deals in piracy.” 

Several gruff chuckles filled the tavern. 

Storm’s small smile faded. “Again, you place yourself in deep water with little chance of swimming to the surface. We come in good faith, a beneficial partnership for all and you mock us.” 



“She will never change,” Rose sighed. 

Lilly grinned. “That’s where you are wrong. I see the bigger picture and not just my lust or filling my pockets with gold. Aquris has a disease and it’s about time we burn it out.” 

“By joining your rebellion? Don’t make me laugh. Hylore was destroyed. The Empire is going to come for all of us. You hid on Urth, but coming back has sealed your fate. Let us work together so we may live out our last remaining days in relative luxury.” 

Jon’s senses blazed. The world around him became very sharp. He blinked as if to push it away, but the intense feeling remained. He felt a danger in the room and nearby, but the biggest danger was Lilly sitting next to him, her face a smiling mask. 

 Shit! Something is going to happen. 

Lusha looked to Lilly, “If I may, Captain?” 

Lilly nodded. 

Lusha stood up and looked at the two captains. Her stance was relaxed, but Jon noticed her face was all business. 

“Tell me, Captain Wyther and Captain Thorn, have the two of you paid off your own bounties yet? From what I remember, they are very high, almost as high as Captain’s Silk’s bounty.” 

Rose and Storm said nothing. 

Lusha continued, “If your plan was to truly succeed and the dread pirate Bloody Silk was captured and brought before the Emperor, would your debt be paid? Would you be free to sail the seas or would her capture pay only part of the debt?” 

“We all have debts to pay,” Storm said with a cold tone. 

Rose was quiet. 

Lusha leaned against the table, her weight on it causing a small creak. Lilly drew her pistol under the table and aimed it upwards, her movements hidden by the creak. 



The wood elf smiled as her hands curled along the table edge. “As the Captain has said, we are only here to take in the sights. This mysterious prize or treasure doesn’t exist. It’s merely a ghostly thought born of greed and assumption. 

“Now, we do have something we can bargain with. You say there are spies outside, ready to arrest us. They will try to be discreet, but we all know that is nearly impossible with pirates. If you and any of your people help Captain Silk, it will be noted and used against you when you go to collect your rewards.” 

Lusha smiled. “What if I gave you some names of people in the Empire that can discreetly remove your bounties for a small fee? My Captain may not be able to use such a resource, but pirates of your caliber may benefit from such information. All you have to do is walk away and take your crews with you.” 

Rose looked at her painted nails with an annoyed brow. Storm stood like a statue in a cemetery. 

Lusha stood up and stepped to the side, but continued to face the pirate captains. “I take your silence to mean my words have some worth. I’m willing to tell you one name, just so we are all on the level.” 

Rose’s brow wrinkled further as she addressed Lilly, “Captain Silk, after all we’ve been through, you would horde your prizes to yourself. 

What happened to our bonds? You loved me. You loved Storm. Why can we not come to some kind of accord, for ourselves and the betterment of Aquris?” 

Lilly looked at the two captains with cool eyes. “It’s true, I loved you both differently and for a time. I’ll admit, I miss some of our adventures together, but I cannot bargain with those who have yet to prove their loyalty to me.” 

Storm’s eyes narrowed. “What do you propose, a test of loyalty? Is this all a game, after everything we have done together?” 

Lilly sighed. “When I mentioned fighting the Empire, you both laughed. You didn’t hear my words and what you did hear, you scoffed. 

What happened on Hylore is proof no place on Aquris is safe. I have hope we can fight the Empire and bring peace to our world. The first step is loyalty, not just to me, but to the cause. 

“The two of you have stayed to the code. I don’t believe for one moment you will sell me out to the Empire, using the spies as leverage. 

What I don’t trust is your lack of hope and conviction.” 

“Fighting the Empire is a death sentence and we all very much want to live,” Rose said frankly. 

“Aye,” was muttered around the tavern. 

Lilly gave Rose a sly, knowing smirk. “Captain Thorn, follow me and the cause. You have my word, we will be victorious and there will be enough gold to safely retire as Aquris is reborn.” 

Storm kept his cool gaze on the red-headed elf, “What do you propose?” 

Lilly grinned as her eyes shined, “Try to keep up and maybe we can come to some sort of accord.” 

Captain’s Wyther and Thorn looked down on Lilly with confusion when a hammer cocked under the table. An ice shell struck the underside and blasted the entire table upwards. Jon just managed to pull back as the table slammed into the two captains, knocking them backwards and the table falling on top of them. He bent down and scooped up the crate. 

Jon watched in disbelief as ice grew and covered the underside, weighing down the struggling elves underneath. 

“Time to go!” Lilly shouted and was to her feet. 

The patrons of the tavern shouted and cheered as Lilly, Jon and Lusha darted for the front door. 

The ice cracked as Storm took hold of the table and threw it off of them. The pair turned onto their stomachs to see Lilly reach the door, giving them a wink and a bow before she was picked up by Jon and Lusha and rushed out. 

The three of them spilled out into the crowded street. Male and female elves in the crowd turned their attention to the three of them. 



Daggers and pistols were pulled before they advanced. 

“Come quietly!” one of them hissed as he approached. 

Lilly pulled her other pistol and tossed it to Lusha. The wood elf caught it. 

“No,” Lilly smiled and squeezed the trigger. 

The elf tried to dodge when Lilly’s ice round slammed into his shoulder. Ice grew and covered his shoulder and neck, causing him to fall to the ground with a grunt. 

Other elves lifted pistols, aimed and fired. 

Time slowed down as Jon felt every round and intention in the air. It spoke like a song and before he knew it, he blurred forward. Speed and reflexes each took turns as he appeared before an elf. The shell already left the pistol but Jon took the crate in his hands and slammed it upwards. The elf’s head shot back, his entire body lifted off the ground as Jon darted to another one. Crate up, he slammed it into the side of a head as their pistol went off. 

Lilly and Lusha watched as Jon sped around, taking out spies one by one. The two elves smirked as they pulled triggers, adding to the pandemonium. 

Shouts and cries filled the area as most people scattered. Ice shells glowed short distances, striking imperial spies and ice covering their arms, legs, and chests. A spy sliced down with a dagger, only to be rewarded by Lilly’s heel to their jaw. The elf spun in the air as Lilly and Lusha stepped with confidence, pistols going off. 

Jon slowed down after his shoulder slammed into an imperial spy and sent them into a patch of mud. With a kick, he knocked the pistol from their hand and sent it spinning into a deep puddle. 

“To the ship!” Lilly ordered. 

The trio bolted down the nearly deserted street. Lilly led the charge, with Jon and Lusha close behind. A few elves cheered them on, the pirate Captain smiling. 



A pistol barrel appeared from an alley as the three of them raced by. 

The elf was about to pull the trigger when a rock slammed into the back of his head. Several beggars launched onto the imperial spy, beating him to death. 

Jon’s senses glowed, threats appearing from all sides. “I think we’re still in trouble!” 

Lilly glanced to the sides, several more elves appearing with magical pistols. Lilly and Lusha pulled triggers, a firefight lighting up the street. Their legs pumped as magical bolts crisscrossed. 

Jon’s brow hardened as he darted to the side. An elf aimed and was rewarded with a fist to the face. His body spiraled as Jon darted across the street to another elf. The elf grunted as Jon’s boot slammed into her stomach, sending her crashing to the floor as her pistol fell from her hand. 

“Jon! Keep up!” Lilly shouted over her shoulder. 

Jon darted forward, faster than he ever ran before. He appeared at Lilly’s side, pumping his legs. 

Lusha spun and fired. An ice blast struck a leg and an elf cried out as he collapsed. 

The crowds parted as the trio bolted through them. Lilly’s name was chanted as frustrated spies tried to shoot them down. 

“We’re nearly there!” Lilly shouted as the  Dark Heart was in view. 

A tender waited, anchored to the beach. 

The three of them didn’t slow down as they charged out of town. 

Many elves cheered from the line of ships. The gloom of surviving was replaced with hope as Captain Silk and her crew dashed to freedom. 

“You knew that would happen?” Jon huffed. 

“Make friends wherever you go and you’ll always come out on top,” 

Lilly laughed. 

Lusha couldn’t hide her smile as she raced alongside her captain. 



The three of them reached the tender, Lilly and Lusha jumping in. 

Jon tossed the small crate into the tender and pushed at the bow. The small boat slid into the water easily. Jon jumped in as Lilly and Lusha put the oars in the water. 

Zelda and the rest of the crew waved from the  Dark Heart. 

Lilly and Lusha grunted as the oars pushed them through the water. 

When they reached the  Dark Heart, Jon clamped the hooks onto the tender. 

Zelda reeled in the pulley, bringing the tender up. 

Chaos bloomed along town as pistols continued to go off. 

Zelda pulled the tender in. Lilly, Jon, and Lusha leapt out and onto the deck. 

“Pull up the anchor! We are leaving!” Lilly laughed as she raced up the small stairs to the upper deck. 

Captain Silk took the helm as winds filled the sails. Zelda hoisted anchor as Jon saw that the entire crew was back on the ship. Syndra stood at the ready. Pyrah stood with her personal cannon in her hands. 

Eryn was sitting down by the railing while Amara was drinking from a bottle of rum. 


***

Captain Storm Wyther boarded his ship, his crew taking their stations. 
“Anchor up! We have a redhead to chase!” Captain Wyther bellowed. 

Wyther’s First Mate was at the helm. He turned the wheel, ready for the ship to start moving when the wheel moved without resistance. The First Mate looked down and spun the wheel, it moving easily. 

“Captain!” the First Mate called out. 

“What is it?” Storm asked. 

“The rudder chain has been cut! We’re dead in the water!” 



Storm looked over to a ship with a pink stripe along its side and light pink sails. Captain Thorn was screaming to the sky as her crew rushed around like headless chickens. 

Captain Wyther smirked as he turned his gaze to the  Dark Heart in the distance. Lilly lifted up her hat and waved it as her ship turned and sails were full. 

“Fix the rudder chain. We have a  Dark Heart to catch,” Captain Wyther said and bowed deeply enough for Lilly to see in the distance. 


***

Amara laughed to herself between swigs of rum. 
Lilly looked down as the  Dark Heart moved easily through the water. 

“Blademaster, any troubles?” 

Amara looked up to the Captain, “No troubles! The crews were lax enough to not notice me climbing aboard. We will have a few hours head start!” 

“Excellent!” Lilly smiled as she steered her ship around the edge of Sun Tree island. 

Jon stepped to Syndra, “Did you get everything Pyrah needed?” 

The witch nodded. “She will begin repairs once we are well on our way.” 

Jon nodded. “What do you think about them? Our two new guests?” 

The witch smiled. “Considering how well they performed, I think they will fit right in. Pyrah asked about you, but I didn’t say anything more.” 

Jon smiled. “How come?” 

The shadow elf looked into Jon’s eyes, “Because she has to earn her way in your heart and mine.” 

Jon smiled before turning his attention to Lilly. 

The Captain stared out to the horizon with a brightness in her eyes. 

“Crew! From this point on, we quest in the name of hope! Let’s show those imperial bastards who truly rules the seas!” 

“Aye!” the crew shouted in solidarity. 



Jon stepped to the edge of the railing and looked out to the wide-open sea. 

 Let’s find a lost city and bring hope back to Aquris. 





Fourteen

The  Dark Heart bobbed through the water as three elves gathered on the cannon deck. Cool air drifted in as the sun touched the horizon in the distance. The sounds of the ocean and the salty scent blended into a comforting haze, one that Syndra drank in as she watched Pyrah work. Cora stood next to the witch, also watching as the short ember elf worked. 

Pyrah moved with determination as she placed a metal bucket on the thin walking space between the cannons. She placed three iron bars in the bucket before fishing into a small bag by it. Hands pulled up rune covered stones and they were carefully placed in the bucket with the iron bars. On the floor by her feet, a strange metal brush and a funnel tube were in plain view. 

“Now, it just needs a bit of flame,” Pyrah said as her eyes shined with knowledge. 

Syndra looked to Cora, the thin elf stepping closer to the metal bucket. Hand out, she concentrated until a flame stabbed out. It focused, becoming thinner. Cora pointed the flame from her palm into the bucket. All three of the elves watched as the flames barely touched the rune covered stones and the iron bars before they began to melt. 

“The stones will enhance the heat and help keep it contained,” 

Pyrah smiled. 

Syndra watched with interested eyes as the rune stones and iron bars melted into a bubbling metal soup. Cora closed her hand, extinguishing the flame. The iron soup continued to bubble as Pyrah took hold of the brush and funnel. 

“The cracks in the cannons can be sealed. It will take a few days for the iron to harden into place but once it’s finished, it will perfectly meld with the rest of the cannon,” Pyrah informed them as she picked up the brush, dipped it into the bucket and began painting along the cracks of a cannon. 

Syndra and Cora stayed with her, watching the ember elf work. Her brush strokes moved expertly across the cracks, the metal paste filling them in with ease. 

“How long will it take?” Syndra asked. 

“Not too long. I need to repair the other two cannons as well. This one isn’t terribly damaged, but the last one needs work. I should be finished by supper,” Pyrah said as she didn’t look up from her work. 

“I’ll leave you to it,” Cora said with a faint smile before turning and leaving. 

Syndra stayed, watching the ember elf work with meticulous skill. 

“You never answered me when I asked about Jon,” Pyrah said as she filled in a small, jagged crack. 

“Any questions you have, you can ask him,” Syndra said simply. 

“I don’t know what Urth men are like? Are they beasts like everyone says?” 

Syndra lifted a hand to hide her small smile. “He is a man, in some ways like men here on Aquris. But Jon is different from all.” 

“Is he one of the crew or is he your Shullkar?” Pyrah asked and glanced to the shadow elf. 

“Pyrah, are you afraid of him?” 

The ember elf hesitated during a brush stroke before her eyes hardened a little. “I’m not afraid.” 

Syndra eyed the elf, “If you become part of our crew, he will belong to all of us, just as we belong to him.” 

Pyrah glanced down in thought, “Is the Captain really trying to restore peace to Aquris?” 

Syndra nodded. 

“After my time with Captain Sawblade, I thought every ship was run like his. I’ve seen cruelty and pain on my journeys. I don’t want to live like that anymore.” 

The witch saw the hint of fear in the ember elf’s eyes. Syndra reached out and touched her shoulder gently, giving it a light squeeze. 



“Captain Silk is the greatest captain of the thirteen seas. She is fair and just. As long as we all take care of each other, she will lead us to a greater horizon.” 

Pyrah grew silent, painting in the cracks along the cannon barrel. 

Syndra pulled her hand back, “Tell me, how is your relationship with Amara?” 

Pyrah smirked as she worked. “Amara is a lazy drunk. She has her moments of clarity, but for a Blademaster, she doesn’t do much fighting. 

She likes to sleep and drink. I would say we are friends, but she doesn’t speak too much about her life before we met. Sometimes I think she allowed me to stay with her because she felt sorry for me.” 

“Do you feel sorry for yourself?” 

Pyrah looked up to the witch and then looked away. “I… I don’t know how to feel. I spent so much time trying to run and survive, I didn’t have time to think of anything else.” 

The ember elf looked down on the cannon, a small sigh falling from her lips. “I just want a family. I lost mine a long time ago. I haven’t found where I was meant to belong yet.” 

Syndra blinked, her crimson eyes glowing a little in the dying light. 

The shadow elf stepped closer to Pyrah’s side and touched her chin. 

Pyrah turned her head, following Syndra’s touch until they were looking into each other’s eyes. 

“If you take the oath, we will always be family,” the witch said before leaning in and kissing the short elf on the lips. 

Pyrah’s body relaxed as their tongues danced. Her eyes rolled into her head as Syndra held her close, their mouths caressing each other as their tongues slipped in and out. The moment dripped of heat and wanting. 

On the main deck, Jon’s face flushed with heat as a swirl filled his soul. He shook his head, wondering what was happening as Lilly opened the small crate. Lusha, Eryn, and Amara were gathered close by, Zelda not there as she stood at the helm of the ship. 



Jon looked down as Lilly lifted up a single-barreled pistol and looked down the length of it. 

“The crate has five pistols. I want them in a locker on the main deck, with fire and ice spell shells. Should we be attacked, I want them close by for everyone to use,” Lilly ordered. 

Amara sauntered away and sat down on the deck by the railing. “I won’t be using them. My sword, mind, and body are my weapons.” 

Lilly nodded. 

Lusha lifted up a pistol, clicked it open and looked down the barrel. 

“Single shot pistols are better than nothing.” 

Lilly put the pistol in her hand back into the crate. “Lusha, please see that these are stowed and ready for use. Jon, join me at the helm.” 

The Captain turned and walked away, Jon following. 

Lusha reached down when Eryn touched the wood elf’s arm. 

“The Captain is pleased with you. I can tell by how her soul swirls when she speaks to you now.” 

Lusha gave the cleric a tired glance. “I still believe this expedition is doomed.” 

Eryn smiled. “Is it so hard to understand that fate saved you from dying on Hylore? You would have been home when the Empire attacked. You would have been killed and if you escaped, you would have nothing. If you keep fighting the Captain, you will only make your own life miserable.” 

Lusha eyed the cleric, “Why did you join? Why did you leave the comfort of the monastery for this life? You are a cleric of Vala, not a pirate.” 

Eryn’s smile grew a little bigger. “I wasn’t going to join at first. The Captain had asked me once before and I turned her down. Her rebellion was a dream. The many lost souls that came to the monastery for some comfort against the dread of living, all felt the same. They wanted change, but were too powerless to make any kind of change. Lilly was one of them. I saw a sad soul with no hope of changing anything.” 



The cleric sighed. “When she came back with Jon, the Captain was different. Her soul burned brighter. I felt her truth and her light. Vala touched my dreams and whispered to me. She gave me no divine direction, but she playfully whispered what my heart truly desired.” 

Eryn’s mouth twisted into a wicked smirk. “And then I sat on Jon’s lap and felt his soul and his thick sword and I knew Vala wanted me to follow.” 

Lusha let out a laugh. The wood elf clutched at her stomach as the laughter bubbled up her throat and spilled from her parted lips. 

“You are truly devoted to Vala in every way,” Lusha said as the laughing fit died down. 

Eryn blinked. “Tell me you didn’t feel it too. I watched your soul as he dominated you. It burned brighter than any time we spent together.” 

Lusha leaned against the railing and looked down. “I admit, his fire burns me the right way. A monster lurks under his skin, but he keeps it chained. That very act causes my thighs to tremble. When he speaks to me in a certain tone, I become weak for him.” 

“And yet, you fight such power from our Captain?” 

Lusha’s brow wrinkled. “Captain Silk has been a thorn in many sides for a long time. It is common knowledge her parents are permanent guests of the Emperor. That fact alone taints her rebellion. 

What’s to say that once she reunites with her parents, she will stay true to her cause? The Captain is clever and resourceful, but her conviction may die when she has what she wants.” 

“And you believe she will leave us to fend for ourselves?” 

Lusha looked up to the captain, Zelda, and Jon on the command deck. “I learned a long time ago, you cannot trust anyone. They will stab you in the back as they smile. They will ask for forgiveness as you bleed, but make no move to help you. Our world is a cruel place. Even if Captain Silk stops the Emperor and replaces him, the people of our world will continue to eat each other like the monsters we are.” 

Eryn stared at Lusha’s soul as she spoke, “Don’t lie to yourself to feel better about your actions. You know I can see your soul. The layer of lies and half-truths will be the death of you. 

“I’m not speaking to you as one of the crew. I’m speaking to you as a friend. Don’t let your pain turn you away from a path you desire.” 

“Even if that path of desire is death?” 

Eryn’s face twisted into annoyance. “We will all die at some point. If you don’t live, your death will be pointless, just like your life.” 

“Vala’s words?” Lusha said with her own annoyed edge. 

“No, my words. Stop being a crone and enjoy these moments,” the cleric said before lifting her chin and walking away. 

Lusha stared at the cleric, her own heart sinking in her chest just as the sun was halfway below the horizon. She looked up to the command deck again, her gaze moving from Lilly to Jon and back to the Captain. 

“Vala, is this where I was meant to be?” the wood elf whispered to herself. 

On the upper deck, Lilly held the wheel as Jon and Zelda stood at her sides. The wind blew through her hair as the sun was nearly gone from the sky. 

“First Mate, Navigator, what do you think of our possible new recruits?” The Captain asked without taking her gaze off the horizon. 

“Amara appears to have some skill, even if she drinks a lot. She returned to the ship rather quickly and completed her mission,” Zelda said. 

Lilly nodded and turned her gaze to Jon as he stood, deep in thought. “You haven’t said anything.” 

Jon looked up to the Captain and smiled. “It’s hard to say anything about elves we just met. They seem genuine, even if Amara does come off a bit mysterious. I have to ask, is it normal to swear in new crew members if you haven’t gotten to know them first?” 

Lilly and Zelda smiled. 

The Captain spoke up, “In our life, it’s quite normal to swear in someone you just met. Often, a captain and crew must get a feeling of the person. I have my own feelings on the two potential crew members, but I want to hear what you both think since they will be spending their lives with us.” 

“Once they take the oath, no matter their history, they will be part of our family and crew,” Zelda added. 

Jon nodded as he looked to the main deck and watched Amara as she sat and drank rum. The elf seemed to not have a care in the world, staring up as the stars came into view. She took swigs from the bottle, but her eyes seemed to drink in the cosmos as well. 

Lilly watched Jon as he stared at the Blademaster, “What does your heart say?” 

Jon’s senses blazed to life, drinking in all kinds of sensations. A pulse thundered along his ears as wisps of light surrounded the ember elf drinking on deck. 

 Is this my sixth sense? Is it telling me something? 

Jon looked away, the pulse remaining. A mixture of dreamy heat flowed up from multiple unknown sources. When he mentally tried to push them away, they grew stronger, overwhelming him. 

“They will make fine additions to the crew,” Jon said with a faraway tone. 

“I agree,” Zelda said with a knowing smile. 

Jon blinked, the feeling draining away. 

Lilly nodded. “It’s agreed upon. Pyrah and Amara will take the oath tonight and we will celebrate.” 

“Celebrate?” Jon asked with a raised eyebrow. 

“The bonds must begin somewhere,” Lilly winked. 

The sun vanished behind the horizon as stars filled the clear, night sky. Lanterns were lit along the deck as the  Dark Heart cut through the water at a leisurely pace. The air took on a deep coolness as bodies moved along the deck. 



Syndra and Pyrah emerged from the lower decks. Zelda stepped past them with a smile before going below deck. The rest of the crew gathered on the main deck. Lusha leaned against the railing on the port side. Eryn stood by the railing on the starboard side. Amara was toward the bow, taking another long swig of rum. Pyrah, Cora, and Syndra stood in the middle, all eyes on the Captain and Jon as they stepped down from the upper deck. A chain held the wheel in place as the ship moved at a slow pace. 

“Gather around,” Lilly ordered. 

Lusha was up and so was Eryn. The two elves joined the others in the middle of the deck by the main mast. Amara slowly made it to her feet and walked over, leaving the bottle of rum behind. 

Zelda appeared from the lower deck, a large bundle of furs in one arm and a small crate in the other. She set them down behind the Captain before taking her place at her side. 

“Pyrah and Amara, stand before us,” Lilly ordered. 

The short and tall ember elves stood before the Captain. 

“You both have done exceptional work. It is obvious that you both will fit well with my crew.” 

Jon stood with the crew, Eryn sneaking her hand into his and giving it a squeeze. 

“I offer you places within our crew and our hearts. Will you both take the oath and become part of our family?” 

Pyrah nodded. 

Amara glanced at Jon before looking at the Captain, “I do.” 

Lilly smiled. “Then, let us begin.” 

The Captain stood straighter; her small smile infectious. 

“I, Pyrah Greysmoke and Amara Dreamtorch, join the crew of the Dark Heart, ” Lilly said. 

“I, Pyrah Greysmoke, join the crew of the  Dark Heart,” Pyrah echoed. 



“I, Amara Dreamtorch, join the crew of the  Dark Heart,” Amara echoed. 

“To serve, fight, and love by our sides,” Lilly said. 

“To serve, fight, and love by our sides,” Amara and Pyrah said in unison. 

Lilly smirked, “Until the day all sail freely to the heavens and beyond.” 

“Until the day all sail freely to the heavens and beyond,” the ember elves said with conviction. 

“Crew, what say you? Aye or nay?” Lilly said with robust flair. 

“Aye!” everyone shouted. 

The Captain looked into Pyrah’s eyes and then into Amara’s eyes. 

“What say you, aye or nay?” 

“Aye,” Pyrah said without hesitation. 

Amara looked to Jon, “Aye.” 

The Captain nodded. “Welcome to the crew of the  Dark Heart! We welcome our new Cannoneer and Blademaster!” 

Cheers filled the air and hands clapped. Pyrah looked around shyly as Amara simply smiled. The crew stepped in, hugging and touching the two new members. 

“To mark this momentous night, we celebrate! First Mate, break out the rum!” The Captain shouted. 

Zelda gave a razor grin as she stepped to the crate she brought up. 

With bare, webbed hands, she easily tore off the top of the lid and tossed it aside. Hands reached in and pulled out bottles of elven rum. 

Jon watched as the seven-foot tall sea elf made her way back with bottles of rum in her arms. 

“Oh, it’s going to be one of those celebrations,” Jon smirked as a bottle of rum was handed to him. 

Zelda handed a bottle to each member as they stood. Jon stared at his bottle, unsure if he should partake since elven rum had an extreme effect on him. Something from deep within licked it’s scaled lips, pushing the young man’s logic from his head. 

 Is my dragon spirit wanting me to do this or is it me? I’m starting to wonder who’s in charge? The urges are hard to understand because I want this, but so does my dragon, I think. Are we the same or are we separate? 

Amara bowed at the hips to the Captain, “If I may, I wish to be excused from the celebration, my Captain. I will bond, but not at this time.” 

Lilly eyed the Blademaster and gave her a nod. “As with many things, it is your choice. You may be excused.” 

Amara nodded and stood up. The athletic elf gave Jon another glance before walking off. She pulled the cork from her bottle and guzzled it deeply as she stepped to the main door to the decks below and was gone from sight. 

Jon just managed to pull the cork from his rum bottle when Eryn crashed into him. The cleric was drinking deeply and when she pulled the bottle from her mouth, she gave Jon a stupid grin. 

“Take it off,” the cleric said loudly. 

Jon smiled before taking a quick swig. The moment the elven rum touched his tongue, his soul was on fire. It was like water and he was some nomad, lost in the driest desert. Bottle automatically up, he took a longer drink, his Adam’s apple moving with each gulp. 

Eryn listened and kept her smile, taking a longer swig from her bottle. 

Syndra and Zelda stood with Pyrah, the three of them talking. The shadow elf reached out, running her hand along the ember elf’s body with an affectionate touch. Lilly drank as a cool breeze washed along all of their bodies. 

Lusha stepped away, walking to the below deck door. 

Jon watched as the wood elf made her way down and also disappeared from sight. 



 All is not happy on the Dark Heart. 

Jon took another drink, his heart beating with concern, but soon other desires began to whisper. The rum hit his stomach hard and a small haze drifted along his mind. Golden wings spread along his soul as he relaxed, feeling like he was home. 

Eryn leaned on the Urth man, her hand squeezing his butt. “Vala blesses us this evening. I can tell by the rum.” 

Jon tried to fight back his smile and failed. “I think rum can say many things.” 

Eryn turned her face up and grinned. “You just have to listen to the universe and it will tell you everything you need to know. Like right now, the universe is telling me you should be naked.” 

“The universe sounds a lot like you,” Jon chuckled. 

“We are one and the same,” Eryn said before reaching around and cupping his groin. “Tonight, we all pray to Vala.” 

“I can feel that,” Jon laughed. 

“Zelda, delight us with your voice!” Lilly called out. 

The sea elf nodded and stepped back. She put her bottle on the deck beside her boot and cleared her throat. A moment later, a harmonious and haunting sound rose up from between her dark blue lips. The sea elf’s song was melodic, beginning slowly before the tempo increased. There were no words, only melodies and sounds, blending together to form a symphony to delight the ears. 

Jon stood in astonishment. He never knew she could sing. She never mentioned it once, no one did. He found himself entranced as the sea elf closed her eyes and her voice caressed their souls. 

“There is a long-held belief that sea elves and sirens are related. 

When the first elves were entranced by siren songs, they went to them, not to their deaths but to their loves. The beaches were filled with elves and sirens, loving and mating for months and years, trapped in their lusts, love, and affections. As the myth goes,” Eryn smiled. 



The tempo quickened as the vibrations from Zelda touched all of the crew’s senses. Bodies relaxed and ears drooped a little, caught in her mesmerizing song. 

Lilly made her way to the large bundle of furs. She picked one up and dragged it over. Syndra and Pyrah saw what the Captain was doing and moved to help her. Pyrah grabbed a large fur and pulled it with her, her eyes glancing to Jon and the cleric as she molested him. 

Fur blankets were thrown onto the middle of the deck, by the main mast. They were spread out, forming a wide patch for many to sit and lay on. Lilly was first, sliding down and laying on her side, drinking her rum. Syndra, Pyrah, and Cora joined her, laying on the furs and looking to Zelda as she delighted their senses. 

Jon and Eryn slipped onto the furs. The cleric put her bottle down and grabbed Jon’s boots. He went to help her when she smacked his hands away. Jon sat as his boots came off one by one and were thrown to the side. Before he could get any word in, Eryn was by his side and leaning against his arm. 

The mood shifted, taking on velvety edges along everyone’s senses. Their muscles relaxed to Zelda’s voice and the rum. A deep serenity took root as their bodies moved a little closer to chase away the evening chill. 

When Zelda closed her mouth, a gentle hum vibrated along her throat. It was loud enough to hear and feel. The night air caressed their faces as they all stared at the sea elf. Pyrah was close to the Captain, her hand reaching out and touching her hip. Lilly gave the ember elf a welcoming smile as she ran her fingers along her clothed body. 

Jon’s attention turned to the group on the layer of warm furs. He watched as Syndra snuggled closer to Pyrah and Pyrah touched her new Captain. The witch slowly took hold of Pyrah’s shirt and lifted it up. 

The ember elf moved with the motion, the shirt rising above her head and tossed away. Cora moved closer, glancing at Jon before looking at the new crewmember and taking hold of her leggings. Pyrah didn’t resist as her clothes were pulled from her. Small clothes followed and soon the elf was nude and on her side. 



Jon could only see Pyrah’s back and rather plump behind. He admired her form as he had never seen a butt as big as hers on an elf before. They all had a natural curve and enough to grab, but hers was much more. Pyrah let out a sigh as bodies closed in and hands ran along her body. 

Jon was lost to the vision, seeing the elves strip off their clothes, one piece at a time. He barely noticed hands on his leather pants as the top part opened. Looking down, Eryn reached in and took hold of his already hardening member. The cleric seemed to not care if he knew what she was doing. When his throbbing cock was exposed, she licked her lips before taking the tip into her mouth. 

Jon sat as the cleric kneeled at his side. He watched as she sucked slowly, her tongue working its magic on the underside. Muffled moans rose up as her head began to bob slightly, enjoying his taste. 

Zelda’s humming slowly disappeared. She opened her oval eyes and looked down on the crew. Pyrah gasped as she was surrounded by Lilly, Syndra, and Cora. Naked, she trembled, not from the cold but from the growing desire around her and her own. Lilly’s body glowed with pale skin, touching the ember elf. Syndra’s hand snaked between thick thighs, caressing a patch of red hair that mysteriously looked like a flame. Pyrah tried to contain her lust, losing the battle as Syndra’s fingers explored her. The ember elf’s entire body glowed with heat. She was pulled onto her back and spread her thighs, giving her body to the crew. 

Lilly smirked, running her hands over the elf’s flat chest and small nipples. She bowed her head, licking a nipple before sliding her tongue across hot skin and ending it by kissing her neck. The Captain bit down, sucking on the burning hot flesh as Pyrah gasped, her eyes trembling. 

Cora lowered onto her stomach between Pyrah’s legs. Syndra played with the ember elf, her finger discovering the elf’s clit and playing with it. The shadow elf looked to the Cabin Mate and gave her a small nod. 

Jon watched the exchange between shadow and sun elf. Jon had spent a few times with Syndra, allowing Cora to explore their bodies together. Sex had become their pastime, allowing the lithe elf to discover her sexuality. Those times blended together, the three of them locked in carnal bliss, but Jon did remember Cora spending time between Syndra’s thighs, licking the witch into submission. 

Cora’s head lowered as Syndra pulled away. She kissed and nuzzled at the ember elf’s slit, tasting her wetness and licking her lips. 

The tension in the Cabin Mate grew hotter and soon, her mouth and tongue gave Pyrah a deep kiss. 

Pyrah’s entire body shuddered as Cora nestled between legs, licking like a wild animal. Pyrah’s small moan grew louder as Lilly and Syndra kissed, licked, and bit her on the neck. 

Zelda looked over to Jon and Eryn. Jon was sitting, his palms on the furs and holding his upper body up. Eryn’s head bobbed from the side, her lips wrapped around Jon’s slick cock. She moaned, teasing Jon to come as she worked. 

Zelda stepped over to the couple, shedding her clothes a piece at a time. The sea elf left a trail of clothes until she stood before Jon and Eryn, completely naked. Jon looked up to the tall sea elf, her dark blue nipples pointing and a drop of wetness sliding down her inner thigh. 

Zelda lowered down to all fours and crawled over until she was beside Jon. Webbed hands grabbed at his shirt, pulling off and tossing it aside. 

Webbed hands grabbed at his undone pants and pulled them off while Eyrn never broke her stride. 

“Did you like my singing?” Zelda asked as she snuggled closer, pressing her hot body to Jon’s. 

“I loved your singing,” Jon managed before bliss further slammed into his senses. 

The young man seethed in pleasure as Eryn licked his cock in just the right way. His manhood was as hard as iron and unbending. Zelda stayed on her side, her own webbed hand moving between her parted thighs. A finger massaged her clit as she watched the cleric pray to Jon. 

It tantalized her to see Jon turned on and brought her closer and closer to nirvana. 

Eryn lifted her head up and stroked Jon. “Praise Vala,” she said before letting go. 



The cleric stood up and pulled at her clothes. Wild urges whipped at her as Zelda took over, stroking Jon. The pair watched as Eryn’s robe fell away. Her habit was tossed aside and she pulled at her thick blonde braid. The hidden tie came undone and her braid unraveled into thick, lustrous blonde hair. 

Jon was caught in her beauty. She was often covered up, but as she stood naked, she looked like a goddess. Yellow hair flowed down her shoulders as her heavy breasts bobbed. Her nipples stood under their own power as she stepped closer. 

Eryn’s eyes saw Jon and Zelda’s souls hovering in the darkness. 

She knelt down, taking hold of Jon’s cock from Zelda. On her knees, she rubbed the tip to her dripping elfhood, her blank eyes staring at nothing. 

“Jon, bless my temple with your fucking cock,” the cleric nearly cried out as she sank down. 

Zelda smiled as she watched Jon suck in a breath and Eryn impale herself on him. Thick inches spread her tight valley as she sank down. 

Wetness bloomed as she cried out again. 

“Vala blesses our union,” Eryn said and sank down to the hilt. 

“Fuck,” Jon said as she squeezed him like a vice. 

Zelda moved up alongside them a little more. Eryn leaned forward, pressing her large breasts into his face. Zelda smiled and she too pushed her chest into Jon's face. Jon was lost in bliss and breasts. His mouth clamped onto a nipple and sucked and licked it. Eryn let out a thrilling moan as her hips moved like a piston. She moaned louder as Jon throbbed within her. 

Jon bit Zelda’s nipple and the sea elf’s pale blue cheeks turned a light pink. She stayed close, watching and feeling their energy as Eryn grunted and moaned. 

Not far away, Pyrah held Lilly and Syndra’s hands as Cora pressed her open mouth to the ember elf’s slit. Honey flowed as Cora munched with closed eyes. 

“Be free,” Lilly whispered. 



Pyrah’s eyes shot open and she let out a long moan. The dam cracked and exploded. Nerves fired as the ember elf was lost to the current. The deep urges rushed to the surface and she gripped Syndra and Lilly’s hands tighter. Her eyes rolled into her head as she gasped. 

Cora moaned, tasting the change and lapping it up. Syndra kissed Pyrah’s neck as she writhed in pleasure. 

Jon heard Pyrah’s long moan and it brought him closer to the brink. 

His cock thickened as Eryn rode him, her mouth open and a drop of spit falling from her lip and onto Jon’s stomach. 

“Flood my temple,” Eryn said as if she was in a trance. 

Jon gently bit down on Zelda’s nipple as his cock thickened. The rum and scent of sex drove him over the edge. Eryn let out a whimper as her inner world could barely contain him. With a final thrust down, spurts of seed painted her thin space. Eryn cried out in triumph as Jon grunted again, another volley of seed surging. Come and wetness leaked between them, the cleric moving her hips again and milking his cock of every drop. 

Eryn’s blind eyes widened, an image of Jon turning into a golden dragon filled her mind. It was quick, barely a moment in time as she sank down to the hilt again. Jon’s body shifted, growing taller and leaner. Golden wings spread out as a tail struck the ground, cracking it. 

The humanoid dragon lifted up a beating heart, staring at it until it bared its teeth. 

Eryn watched in confused horror as the dragon bit down on the beating heart and tore a piece of it away. Sensations blasted her already frayed nerves. A string of orgasms struck her hard. The cleric’s body shuddered several times, her voice silent. She wavered as she sat on Jon’s manhood, the image burning away as bliss flooded every point of her body. 

“Jon,” she whispered as she slumped to the side and fell. 

Jon was up and catching her. The cleric babbled incoherently as he gently laid her down beside him. Their connection broken, she lay on her back, her mouth moving but the words no making sense. 



“You must have brought her close to Vala. She is only like that when she touches deep bliss,” Zelda smiled. 

“This has happened before?” 

“A few times,” Zelda said and slid down. 

Jon looked to the cleric as her voice grew weaker. Her eyes closed and she seemed to pass out, her bare chest rising and falling in a gentle rhythm. 

Jon wasn’t sure what to think. 

“She’ll be fine,” Zelda said before taking Jon’s still hard cock into her mouth. 

Pleasure roared as Jon let out a groan. There was no pain or soreness. Instead, he felt a growing heat and desire to spill more of his seed and touch the moment of bliss again and again. He stared as Zelda sucked on his cock, making slow strokes of her lips and moaning her own approval. 

Pyrah let out another long moan as Cora didn’t stop. The lithe elf moaned along with her, enjoying her taste. Pyrah’s body trembled as she could feel another string of orgasms approaching. Lilly swirled a finger at her own clit, watching the ember elf lose herself. Syndra did the same, the two of them enjoying the closeness as the ember elf writhed, but made no motion to stop Cora’s mouth. 

The door to the lower deck opened. 

Jon looked up as Zelda deepthroated him. Lusha was naked except for a collar around her neck and a thin chain hanging from it. In her hands was a small chest as she crossed the small distance. She passed the Captain and the others and stood before Jon as Zelda pleased him. Jon stared as the naked wood elf kneeled before him and bowed her head. 

“I live to serve, Lord Dragon,” Lusha said with her gaze on the furs beneath them. 

Jon’s urges and hunger grew. Lusha stayed on her knees in submission, not making one move unless her Lord Dragon said for her to do so. 



“What did you bring?” Jon asked as his entire personality shifted into his defined role. 

“Gifts of pleasure,” Lusha said in a small voice. 

Jon let out a small grunt as a spurt of come splattered against the back of Zelda’s throat. The sea elf drank it down as she used her tongue and lips to coax out more. Her eyes turned back as she took to feeding off Jon like meat in the water. 

“Show me,” he said. 

Lusha opened the top of the small chest. Inside were vibrators of all kinds resting on a velvet lining. 

Jon gave her a dark smile, shadows covering his eyes. “Please the crew and then come back to me.” 

Lusha nodded. Her legs unfolded as she stood up with the chest. 

She stepped over to the small group of four elves. Cora’s ass was in the air as she munched on Pyrah. The wood elf took out a vibrator and turned it on. Sinking down, she pressed the smooth, vibrating tip to Cora’s wet opening and gently pushed in. 

Cora’s body shuddered. The sun elf pulled away as vibrating inches pushed deep into her. The whole surprise was intoxicating. She looked over her shoulder to Lusha, but couldn’t articulate any words. Falling sideways, Cora took hold of the vibrator and slowly moved it with her legs parted. The elf fell onto her back as she moaned. 

Lusha moved methodically, taking vibrators from the chest and moving to Pyrah, Syndra, and Lilly. Syndra spread her thighs as Lusha pushed the tip against her clit for a moment before sliding it in. Syndra moaned as her body shuddered from an orgasm and quickly followed by another. 

Pyrah’s mind slowly returned from paradise. She managed to lift her head when a vibrating pulse caused her back to arch. The ember elf looked between her thick thighs to see Lusha pressing a purple vibrator to her dripping slit. The end sent magical pulses along the ember elf’s entire body. She collapsed onto her back again, unable to fight such an alien and natural feeling. She cried out for more and it was pushed in and left there. Pyrah gripped at furs as she struggled against the pulse. 

It sang a song as her inner world was swamped with dripping lust and bliss. 

Lusha moved to Lilly, but the Captain reached out and grabbed her chain. The Captain pulled the chain and Lusha cried out, falling to her hands and knees. 

“I gave you no permission, plaything.” Lilly said with a commanding tone. 

Lusha stared for a moment before she looked down in submission. 

Lilly tugged the chain connected to the choker again, forcing Lusha to look at her. 

“Use it on yourself,” Lilly said with heated eyes. 

Lusha took the vibrator in her hand. She turned it on and pressed it to her elfhood. The pulse caused her to gasp as her hips moved slightly. 

A sudden rush of bliss poured into the gaping hole in her spirit and she fought to not whimper. 

Zelda pulled away, licking her lips as Jon curled up to his feet. He walked over to the group with a commanding aura and stood over the writhing elves. Pyrah looked to him, her hips betraying her as the vibrator worked a new kind of magic. 

Lilly held the chain as she looked to Lusha. “Kiss me.” 

Lusha crawled forward a little, ready to kiss the Captain on her lips. 

“No. I said kiss me,” Lilly said harshly. 

Lusha nodded as she peered down between Lilly’s thighs. “Yes, Lady Dragon.” 

Lusha bent down, her ass in the air and the vibrator whipping her further into submission. Lilly watched with cool eyes as Lusha slowly licked at her slit. Honey coated the wood elf’s tongue and soon her cheeks and she did as she was told. 

Pyrah struggled to sit up. The ember elf felt her bandana fall away. 

She tried to catch it, missing by an inch. Her bald, rune covered head was out there for all to see. She looked up to Jon as he looked at her. 

The ember elf looked away in shame. 

Jon knelt down and touched her chin, bringing her gaze back to him, “You are beautiful. I say it because it is the truth.” 

Pyrah’s eyes glistened as bliss and happiness drowned her soul. 

Syndra sat up and smiled at the ember elf. “He is your Shullkar now. 

He is yours to have as you are his to have.” 

The witch reached out and stroked Jon’s cock. Cora moaned beside them as Lusha buried her face between Lilly’s thighs. Zelda joined the group before picking up a vibrator from the small chest. She leaned back and watched as the tip of the vibrator circled her wet valley. 

Jon stood as everyone writhed. Pyrah looked at him with wanting eyes, but was paralyzed by the deep vibrations. She let out a whimper as an involuntary orgasm rushed along her body. 

 Is this my true life? Is this where I was meant to be? 

Pyrah took hold of the vibrator and pulled it free. She moved onto her knees, taking Jon’s cock into her mouth. Her lips smoothed over his veiny member, thick inches filling her mouth. Her hand was between her legs, massaging her abused clit, but unable to stop herself. 

Lilly looked to Jon with loving eyes as Lusha moaned and licked at the Captain’s valley. 

 Yes, this is where I belong. 

Pyrah pulled Jon’s cock from her mouth and stroked it as she looked up to him. 

“Please,” she said simply. 

Jon sank down with a warm smile as Pyrah laid backwards on the furs. She looked away, preparing for him to take her. Jon had other ideas as his head was between her thighs and licked at her slick valley entrance. The ember elf took a quick inhale, lifting her head to find Jon’s mouth clamping onto her sex. His lips and tongue massaged her, the tension of their impending union melting away. She watched in astonishment as he lapped and licked at her, his tongue touching her clit and she let out a low moan. 

Syndra sat up, her body shuddering to orgasms from the vibrator. 

“He… loves us.” 

Jon wrapped his arms around Pyrah’s thick legs, holding her in place as he licked her closer to climax. 

Lilly pulled Lusha’s chain. The wood elf lifted her head and looked over to Jon as he pleasured the ember elf. The sight of him playing her like a musical instrument struck a chord as she orgasmed. Her body shook as Lilly sat up and licked the side of her face. 

“One night, you will earn your way to be more than a plaything. For now, watch,” Lilly said with an evil smile. 

Lusha heaved as she sat back with her legs parted. The vibrator worked her into a frenzy as another orgasm blasted her already fried nerves. Tanned breasts with dark nipples trembled as she fought for some kind of control and failed. She heaved and licked her lips as Jon pulled his mouth away. He crawled over the panting ember elf, his cock rigid. 

“Lord Dragon,” Lusha whispered as Jon was over Pyrah. 

Jon ignored her, pressing his cock to Pyrah’s thin valley. His hips pushed and Pyrah moaned loudly. When Jon’s hard cock invaded her, she writhed to it. Her inner world filled to nearly the breaking point as she clutched to him. It was slow and deliberate, Jon pushing until he reached the hilt. 

Pyrah clutched at him and bit his shoulder. She surrendered herself by squeezing him. Jon’s hips worked, thrusting deep. He ignored her teeth in his shoulder, his cock snug in her elfhood. The thrusts grew stronger and she let go of his shoulder, crying out. 

Jon looked down as she bounced to his deep advances. When she looked up to him with a hazy bliss in her eyes, he kissed her. 

The moment flared as the two souls touched one another. Pyrah’s eyes rolled into her head as the dam broke. A surge of ecstasy filled her body and a breath later, wetness squirted. Jon’s cock slid deeper from the deluge, his own urges pressing on him. Pyrah let out loving moans. 

Jon’s cock thickened as she cried out for more. White seed spurted into the river and the two moaned. 

Lusha watched, powerless to join. Lilly held her chain, also watching with delight in her eyes. The wood elf shuddered as another orgasm bloomed. Wetness dripped from between her and the vibrator. It was sultry torture as she denied herself at Lady Dragon’s commands. 

Jon growled like a beast. Syndra smiled with heat in her eyes. Zelda moaned as she was lost to deep vibrations. Cora lay on the furs, her body unable to stop orgasm after orgasm. 

The night air could not cool down their burning hot bodies. The breeze licked at their skin as they were trapped in Vala’s embrace. 

Jon pulled back, come and wetness dripping from his cock. A figure crawled closer. Jon turned his attention to Eryn as she made her way over on all fours. 

“I want more,” Eryn whispered before taking his wet cock into her mouth as several moons rose into the night sky. 





Fifteen

Jon held the wheel as Lilly stood by him. The salty air drifted over his senses as Jon looked to the horizon, making sure the early afternoon sun was behind them as the  Dark Heart  cut through the light green waters. Puffy clouds drifted by as he kept the ship steady. In the distance, several small green lumps of islands appeared, Jon’s mind imagining what other creatures could be lurking on them. 

Two weeks passed since that fateful night of initiating Pyrah and Amara to the crew of the  Dark Heart.  Time crawled for Jon and the crew as life at sea had become monotonous and slow. The crew fell to their duties as the sun crossed the sky and sank into night from each day. 

Jon, who enjoyed learning everything he could about being a navigator and a full-time pirate, took to the slow time with equal parts relief and fascination. 

Zelda took the night shift of steering the ship while Lilly took the day shift. Syndra and Lusha spent their time teaching Jon about day and night navigation. Jon found himself spending his days with Lusha, learning the runes and coordinates for navigating the different seas. She was thorough, ensuring Jon had each part down before moving to the next. The wood elf was extra helpful, telling him he would get it with time and it would become second nature to him. 

Syndra took to showing Jon star and nighttime navigation. The two of them spent their evenings lying on the main deck, their hands up and talking about the different constellations. Hands rose up to help plot the spaces between the stars and the witch talked about how the star’s positions changed with the season. The pair were close during those moments, the two of them often falling into kissing and holding each other after a few hours of star gazing. 

Pyrah took to the ship and crew like she had always belonged. She went above and beyond her duties of Cannoneer and helped with meals, tending to the sails and giving Jon pointers of navigation. Jon found her mood and smile infectious, the short elf near him many times and testing him to help with understanding his role on the ship. 



Amara was another story. The Blademaster spent most of her time drinking, sleeping and drinking. The only times she seemed interested in anything was when Jon and Zelda would practice hand to hand on the main deck. Zelda was getting better, her movements more precise as Jon taught her the ways of his family’s fighting style. Her usual brutish fighting had changed with each lesson, her fists moving with power and her feet stepping with graceful footwork. Amara would clap when either Zelda or Jon landed a light blow on the other. She would speak out, pointing out weak spots and giving advice, but did little else other than drinking. 

Cora tended to her duties with quiet resolve. The sun elf cleaned and took care of cabins with such dedication, you could set your watch to it. When she wasn’t cleaning, she too was practicing on the main deck with her axes. Her arms swung around and the sound of her axes cutting through the very air showed her growing skill and power. When she wasn’t cleaning or practicing, she was pulling Jon away to make out. There were two nights in particular where she kept him in her cabin all night, not letting him sleep as she enjoyed his company. 

Eryn spent much of her time alone in her cabin, praying. Jon often checked on her to see if she was okay. After the night of swearing in the new crew members, the cleric had withdrawn. She wasn’t her usual light hearted self and when Jon asked if she was okay, she often responded that she needed to speak to Vala for guidance. Judging from her demeanor, Jon would give her space so she could find answers to her questions. 

Between normal duties, the crew often gathered to discuss the expedition. The Savage Sea was large and filled with all manner of orcs and beasts. Lilly, Lusha, and Syndra helped Jon understand the course they were taking and what they had to expect. The more they talked about the Savage Sea, the more Jon wondered how they were going to make it through. 

The Savage Sea was filled with small to medium-sized islands, but many of the larger islands were filled with monsters that sounded suspiciously like dinosaurs from prehistoric Urth. It was made clear to him that stepping on the larger islands was very dangerous. The smaller ones were better, as long as they didn’t stay long. Orcs tended to populate a number of islands. Most were as civilized as many of the races of Aquris, but their political affiliations with the Empire were tenuous at best. They lacked the combined strength of their race as they were split into many factions and tribes, no two groups getting along very well. Lilly was quick to point out that they would not be staying at any of the orc islands and would carry on with their quest, avoiding them as much as they could. Everyone agreed, a course plotted through the Savage Sea with as little interaction as possible. 

When Jon saw that their course brought them through a small cluster of islands, Lilly said there should be only a few orc tribes and they shouldn’t be noticed or spotted as they passed through. 

Jon stared at those very islands in the distance as the ship sailed on. A faint memory touched his mind, not sure what to expect when they passed into the Savage Sea eight days ago. For some reason, he expected a radically different change from Free Waters. Instead, the mostly clear water turned a tinge green and nothing more. 

“How does she feel?” Lilly asked as she watched Jon’s eyes drift to the side. 

“She handles very well and is very responsive,” Jon smiled. 

Lilly nodded. “I’ll take over when we get close to the Dagger Point islands. There are some sharp stones just under the surface, closer to the islands. We might even see some wrecks as we pass by.” 

Jon nodded as he turned the wheel slightly, the  Dark Heart responding in subtle shifts. 

“Lusha and Syndra have told me you have taken very well to navigation,” Lilly said. 

“The hardest part is remembering the right runes for plotting and staying on course. I think I’m getting it.” 

“Good. We are still several weeks away from reaching the tri-point location of the Savage Sea, the Misty Sea and the Shadow Deep Sea. It will be the most perilous point of our journey until we reach the Rotting Sea. Then, we will have different things to worry about.” 

Jon looked over to Lilly, “How bad will it get?” 



Lilly smirked. “Very bad, but we have luck on our side.” 

“Is that why you're teaching me to pilot the ship?” 

Lilly stepped closer, the back of her fingers touching his neck. “That is one reason. The other reason is I like seeing you handle my ship.” 

Jon smirked. “I think you like how I handle a lot of things.” 

The Captain kept her bright smile. “I do. You have good hands and I like putting them to use, in and out of bed.” 

Jon gave the sun elf a loving gaze before a question crept into his mind. “After all this time, I can’t believe I’ve never asked why your ship is named the  Dark Heart. ” 

The brightness in Lilly’s eyes dimmed a hair, as did her smile. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to touch on a sensitive spot.” 

Lilly shook her head. “No, it’s fine. My mother and father named it the  Dark Heart because the moment we sailed it out of the secret cave, it meant we would be leaving the Empire to live far away. This ship was meant to sail us to Dream Hearth where my parents would live out the rest of their lives.” 

Jon nodded. “You had other plans.” 

“Many other plans,” Lilly said whimsically. “Life would have been so different if the Empire just stayed away.” 

Jon nodded. “How are things between you and Lusha?” 

Lilly gave Jon a shrewd look as she stepped closer and draped her arms around his neck and shoulders. Jon looked to her while steering the ship, seeing the seductive glow in her eyes. 

“Lusha and I have been talking more. She agreed to me being her Lady Dragon. We worked out some of the rules, but there aren’t many. 

I’m sure you heard us the other day when she wanted private playtime.” 

Jon nodded. “I think everyone heard it.” 

“Did it turn you on?” 

Heat crawled up Jon’s neck, “I think I would be dead if it didn’t.” 



Lilly let out a happy laugh before kissing Jon’s neck. “You have truly taken to this life, our life. The crew adores you. I adore you. We feel your love in tender and not so tender moments. The bond is strong with all of us.” 

Jon took one hand off the wheel and touched Lilly’s arm, fingers curling along her silky skin. 

“I feel like I’m home. I miss my family, but I don’t miss Urth. I can see myself spending the rest of my life here, with you and our crew,” 

Jon said in a warm tone. 

Lilly nodded as she eyed him. “When this is all over, we can sail the thirteen seas together. Or, we can find a nice little island and build our new home.” 

“Little half-elves running around,” Jon smiled. 

Lilly brought her lips closer to Jon’s ear, “If we desire. We can have anything we want and sail anywhere we choose. We can send for your family to visit or they can stay with us. We can have the dream that has eluded both of our lives for so long. I think about it from time to time and it glows in my heart.” 

Lilly licked Jon’s ear as her lips stayed close, “We will spend our days and nights fucking each other into exhaustion. We can ask the crew who wishes to stay with us and live our lives fucking until we pass from this mortal plane.” 

Jon grinned. “I see the true Lilly is coming out of her shell as well.” 

The elf nodded. “Jon, every moment we spend together, I fall deeper in love with you. The crew comes to me, saying the same thing. 

Zelda and Syndra cannot live without us. Cora speaks to me, telling me she doesn’t know how she will rule without us by her side and is planting the seeds to keep us with her when she takes the throne. Eryn will follow us to the end of time. Lusha may grumble when she feels she is not taken seriously, but she begs for more during our private time.” 

“How do you feel about Pyrah and Amara?” 

Lilly pulled back a little, but her tone was just as loving. “I adore Pyrah. With time, she will have a deeper bond. As for Amara, I feel destiny may have other plans for her. She has not bonded with you or the crew. Until she does, her fate with us is in question.” 

Jon nodded. 

“It’s something to think about another time. For now, we must sail through dangerous waters to reach our prize.” 

Jon looked down as thoughts swirled. “Do we know what to expect when we reach the coordinates? I know about the giant metal turtle that we may have to fight, but what about the Aza Thule itself?” 

Lilly pulled her arms away and stood to Jon’s side. She turned and looked to the islands and horizon in the distance as if deep in thought. 

“It’s hard to decipher the meanings and text. Most of the book is written like a long poem. The meanings change with the context. Lusha managed to decipher the language, but the puzzle is much deeper. 

From what we read, the temples of Aza Thule can only be entered by two spirits as one. Once the pair of spirits touch ancient runes, the city will be as bright as the sun.” 

Jon glanced to the Captain, “That sounds ominous. At best, it sounds like the city will be very bright. At worst, it will explode.” 

“Lusha, Eryn, and I have gone over the texts many times. There is something that may be lost in the translation. When we reach the coordinates, we will have to be extra careful before triggering anything within the city.” 

Jon lifted an eyebrow, “I didn’t even think of traps.” 

Lilly nodded. “We will go down as one group to explore. Syndra will cast a water breathing spell and we will explore the city before committing to fulfilling the arcane requirements.” 

“At least we have a plan,” Jon said as he turned the wheel slightly. 

Lilly nodded before she looked away. The elven Captain stepped away and walked to the aft railing of the upper deck. She placed her hands on the railing and looked out. 

“Jon, put the chain on the wheel,” Lilly ordered. 



Jon grabbed the small chain and hooked it to two pegs, keeping the ship steady. The young man turned around and walked to Lilly’s side, looking out at the vast ocean expanse behind the ship. 

“I wanted to talk about Captain Wyther and Captain Thorn,” Lilly said. 

Jon leaned his elbows on the railing and looked to the sun elf. “We don’t have to talk about your ex’s.” 

“I feel I do. It’s important you know the whole story with each of them. They like to taunt and tease, but I don’t wish for any of their words to hurt our relationship.” 

“If it will help you feel better, I’m all ears,” Jon smiled. 

Lilly smiled at Jon before she continued, “I did love them, for different reasons. Storm was always a dashing and serious Captain. 

Many fawned over him as everyone knew his many adventures and conquests. I’ll admit, I was enthralled to his stories, often dreaming of meeting him. 

“My first pirate conference was terrifying. I had only begun my profession as pirate, raiding slave ships and freeing sea elves. I was well known enough that I had received an invitation to join the elite and meet them. It was during the first conference that Sawblade took the opportunity to belittle me and when I chopped off his hand. My initial fear was replaced with unwavering confidence when many pirates watched what I did to Sawblade and nodded with approval. Storm was one of them. He spoke with me during one of the conference lulls. I was wide-eyed and stricken with love and lust for the dashing Captain. 

“After the conference, we sailed together. I had hidden the  Dark Heart in a secret cove and spent a year with Storm and his crew. We raided ships, drowned enemies, and took many chests of gold and jewels. For a time, it was perfect, or so I thought. 

“I confessed to him, telling him he was my Shullkar. I thought we were perfect together. I should have known better when he didn’t say it back. I thought he needed time and I gave it to him. We continued to raid the ships across many seas, but as the weeks turned to months, he never spoke to what I confessed. He was more concerned about gold and his looks than anyone else in his life. When I told him, he was my Shullkar a second time, he simply smiled.” 

Lilly’s eyes took on a faraway gaze. “I left that very night. I chartered a few ships to get me back to the  Dark Heart.  It was a week’s journey and when I stepped onto the  Beauty’s Touch, I met Captain Rose Thorn. 

She was just full of life and style and when she took a liking to me, I stayed with her. 

“We spent our time making higher profile raids. Sneaking onto Lord and Lady’s islands as concubines in training. Many of them were eager to have us because Rose surrounded herself with only beautiful elves, loyal to her. We would enter estates and castles. We would drink, dine, and laugh with lecherous lords and ladies. And when their guards were down, we drugged them and robbed them for all they were worth. The scheme worked for a long time until some of royal blood began to take notice. We were hunted many times, but Rose laughed it all off. 

“I admired and loved her for her strength, cunning and beauty. I told her she was my Shullkar. She said I was her Shullkar. I was so happy, thinking I had found my true love. Again, it was all a lie. 

“Rose called everyone close to her, her Shullkar. She used it to get her way. To love her was to do everything she wanted. If you didn’t, she would take the title away until she felt you deserved it back. She became cruel and vindictive when I challenged her in private. She would fawn over the rest of her crew because they worshipped her. When I saw through the lies again, I left her side. 

“Captains are not held to the same standard as a crew member to their captain. We don’t scar, break, or kill a fellow captain, even when they are together. I charted another ship to take me to my ship. When I once again set sail, I promised I would never allow my heart to be open to anyone unless they earned it.” 

Lilly looked over to Jon and smiled. “Our first kiss was wonderful and unsettling. My soul soared and I knew I had truly found my Shullkar, but I would not dive so deep just to be disappointed again. I took my time and you never rushed me. You have been patient and loving and it broke me down, piece by piece. You don’t know the power of your love and it shows. You remain humble and caring, even when I, or the crew, make you mad or crazy. We all feel the bond and it has only grown stronger with time. 

“I wanted to tell you this, for so long. I was afraid that the dream would end once you knew some of my dark past and relationships. I never wanted you to meet Storm or Rose, but fate had other plans and I am grateful. They are no longer dirty secrets and it is out in the open between us. I wanted you to know so if they tease or laugh about our previous lives together, you would not be surprised or hurt by it.” 

Jon stood straight and turned to the beautiful Captain. One hand took her by the waist and pulled her closer. Lilly pressed her body to his, looking up into his eyes with a dash of fear and lust. 

“Lilly, there is no power on Aquris or Urth that would split us apart. I have fallen for you, our crew, and our life together. You are my Shullkar and I love you.” 

Lilly’s eyes trembled as she looked into Jon’s confident eyes. “Jon.” 

Jon leaned in and kissed her. Lilly let out a small whimper as their tongues danced and swirled. The couple clutched at each other, not wanting to break the passionate embrace. Hands grabbed at each other, the familiar urges rising between them. 

Lilly pulled away with a gasp and closed eyes, “We can’t.” 

Jon kissed at her neck before pulling away. “We can’t?” 

Lilly took an inhale and gasped as Jon resumed kissing her neck. 

“We can’t. Storm and Rose are still following us.” 

Jon pulled back his head and looked to Lilly. He then turned his gaze to the horizon behind them, two very faint dark spots in the distance. 

Jon looked at Lilly and she gave him a wide smile and bright eyes. 

“You told me about them because you knew they were right behind us?” 

“Don’t be mad. They caught up and have been following us for the last two days. It’s only a matter of time before they reach us,” Lilly said with a delicate smile. 



Jon stared at the sun elf for a long moment before he laughed while still holding her close. 

“You are going to give me gray hair, you know that,” Jon smiled brightly. 

“Beautiful gray hair as my fingers run through it and hold it as you take me,” Lilly cooed. 

Jon laughed again before letting go of the elf. He turned his body and pressed his hands to the railing as he squinted to see the dots on the horizon again. Lilly did the same, staying at his side as they both looked out. 

“How are we going to do this? Are we cutting them in on whatever we find in Aza Thule or should we prepare for a fight?” 

Lilly looked out across the water, the black dots getting a little bigger. “It’s against the code to fire upon another captain’s ship unless there is a blood feud. Storm and Rose are honorable, despite their greed and quirks. If they stay with us, they will be entitled to a percentage of whatever we find.” 

Jon looked over to Lilly, “What? Just because they keep hounding us, they get a piece of the pie? That doesn’t make sense.” 

“It’s part of the code. It keeps the peace between pirates to curtail stabbing each other in the back. It doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen, but the good ones follow the code. I genuinely believe Storm and Rose just want a piece of whatever we find.” 

“Are we ready to part with some of the dragon tech we find? 

Considering that we are against the Empire, I don’t think giving them anything will help us.” 

Lilly’s mouth formed a mischievous smirk, “Unless they join our cause.” 

Jon’s eyes widened. “You want them to join the rebellion?” 

Lilly raised a hand and delicately tapped her hand against Jon’s cheek. “My handsome Navigator, you’re so cute when you’re confused. 

Building our crew was the first step. We will need a loyal fleet if we hope to defeat the Empire.” 



Jon shook his head. “How deep do your plans go? I mean, you couldn’t have accounted for everything. How much are you winging it?” 

“Follow the signs and plan accordingly,” Lilly smiled. 

“That’s not an answer.” 

“It’s the best answer I can give at the moment, my love. Now, we must try to outrun them past the Dagger Point islands and try to lose them. If they want any of our treasure, they will have to work harder for it,” Lilly said before a screech filled the sky. 

Jon and Lilly looked up, the couple catching a glimpse of something disappearing behind a cloud. Jon’s jaw dropped as he wasn’t sure what he saw. It seemed big and he scanned the sky for any hint of it. 

Another screech bellowed and something darted behind another cloud. 

“What the hell is that?” Jon said as he stared at the many clouds in the sky. 

Lilly turned and stepped to the helm. She unhooked the chain and took the wheel. 

The Captain leaned to a communication tube. “All hands on deck!” 

she shouted as she kept the ship steady. 

Across the ship, bodies moved. Eryn stood up from prayer, turned and left her room. Pyrah was inspecting the cannons when she heard the Captain’s orders. The short elf made her way up the stairs, Lusha joining her side. On the main deck, Zelda was pulling up a barrel attached to a rope. It was filled with fish as she hauled it onto the deck and left it, moving to the main mast. Syndra, Pyrah, and Lusha appeared on the main deck. Cora and Eryn were last to step on deck. 

Everyone looked up at their Captain, except for Amara, who was nowhere to be seen. 

Lilly and Jon looked down on the crew when another screech filled the air. All eyes turned in different directions, looking across the cloud filled sky. Pyrah caught sight of a dark shape flying from behind one cloud to another and gasped. 



The Captain addressed the crew, “There is a monster above us, most likely hunting us. I want everyone armed with pistols and fire rounds. Cora, arm and use the harpoon cannon. Eryn, stay in the lower deck entrance and be prepared to heal anyone who is injured. Do not come out until someone calls. We don’t want this thing to pluck any of the crew away. The rest of you, pistol in hand and sword at your hip.” 

Lilly’s gaze fell on the witch, “Syndra, we will need a speed boost.” 

“It will take much of my concentration, but I can bend the wind to fill our sails for a time,” Syndra nodded. 

“Be ready for my command. If we can’t fight it off, we will have to outrun it,” Lilly said loudly. 

“What can I do?” Jon asked. 

“Be ready to bring your luck and abilities to the fight. Monsters tend to screech to cause prey to flee. We won’t run unless it’s our only path left. If we hit it hard enough, it will flee for easier game,” Lilly said with intense eyes. 

Cora moved to a deck locker and pulled out her harness with throwing axes. After she strapped it on, she picked up two sheathed short curved swords. The Cabin Mate gave one to Zelda and Lusha. 

The sea and wood elf strapped the belts around their waists, swords against their hips. 

Pyrah rushed to the lower deck entrance and disappeared from sight. 

Syndra stood by the main mast, drawing her mana from the depths of her spirit and readying it to be manipulated to her will. 

Lusha stepped over to another locker and opened it. She pulled out a pistol with one hand and a handful of spell shells with her other. 

Fingers moved with dexterous skill as she easily loaded the pistol and placed the shells into a side pouch along her belt. Zelda joined her, taking another pistol from the locker and loading it with a shell. 

Another screech vibrated along the sky as something dark darted to another cloud. 



Pyrah stepped past Eryn and walked onto the main deck. In her hands was her hand cannon. The ember elf pressed a side button, a rune covered cannonball sliding into the main shaft and locking into place. Her thumb hovered above the trigger as she scanned the skies. 

Cora stepped to the harpoon cannon. She flipped a switch, powering it up. The lithe elf moved to the side locker, opened it and grabbed four harpoons. She stepped to the cannon and inserted one into the open barrel before placing the other three in a wide, leather cone attached to the cannon to hold the rest. Stepping behind the cannon, she took hold and looked through the crosshairs. The cannon moved easily to her touch as she watched the skies, searching for the flying beast. 

Eryn stayed within the lower deck entrance. She stared at the floating souls of her crewmates and friends as they moved about on the main deck. 

Pyrah stepped to a communication tube. 

“Amara! Get up here!” the ember elf shouted. 

Lilly stared ahead with her hands tight on the wheel. Jon searched the skies, trying to keep the monster in his sights. 

Zelda held her pistol at her side as she looked up in fear, “I never liked the flying monsters.” 

“I won’t let it hurt you,” Lusha said with a small smile. 

Zelda’s fear ebbed as she gave the wood elf a small nod. 

Cora was silent, her senses focused as she caught the shadow of the monster in her crosshairs, moving from cloud to cloud. 

“Jon, take the wheel if…” Lilly was cut off by a chill inducing screech. 

A creature burst through the clouds, diving through them with predatory eyes and inhuman screeches. Webbed wings were close to its body as its pointed beak aimed down like a spear point. Its large body was a dull brown, but its eyes were yellow pinpoints. The monster’s gaze bore down on the ship, the beak opening slightly and another screech blasting down on the crew. 



“A terror bird,” Zelda gasped. 

Lilly pulled both of her pistols from thigh holsters, “Jon, grab my personal cannon.” 

Jon rushed to a locker on the main deck. Hands grabbed at the lid and wretched it open, his senses ringing from the incoming danger. He picked up a smooth tube and two small rune covered cannonballs. 

“Load it,” Lilly said as she raised her pistols and aimed. 

Jon put a cannonball at one end and it sank to the back of it before clicking into place. 

On the main deck, Zelda and Lusha lifted their pistols and aimed. 

Syndra waited as her eyes glowed with magical power. Cora aimed the harpoon at the incoming creature with nerves of iron. Pyrah lifted her large cannon effortlessly to the side of her hip and aimed. 

Jon lifted Lilly’s cannon over his shoulder and aimed it. Memories danced along his mind as he remembered Lilly using this very cannon on the sea serpent in Southvale Harbor. 

“Don't fire until I give the word!” Lilly shouted while never taking her gaze off the incoming monster. 

The crew held their breath as they waited. The terror bird swooped down with focused menace as it screeched again. 

Jon glanced over to the Captain as she stared down the incoming monster with uncompromising eyes. 

The monster pulled up before hitting the water, gliding along at tremendous speed. It stayed low, barely twenty feet over the watery surface. 

Zelda and Lusha moved to the starboard side, pistols aiming. Cora kept the monster in her sights when she spotted runes branded on the creature’s head. They were small, barely noticeable, but as it approached, she pulled her finger off the trigger. 

“Chiron,” Cora gasped with wide eyes. 

The monster was nearly on them when it rose up within sight of the Captain and the crew. 



“Fire!” Lilly shouted and pulled triggers. 

Zelda, Pyrah, and Lusha pulled back on triggers. Jon pressed down on the arcane button, the tube over his shoulder exploding outwards. 

The terror bird banked right and then left as fireballs blasted toward it. 

The monster turned sideways, one of its wings skimming off the water’s surface as fireballs streaked past it. 

Zelda, Jon, and Lusha were already reloading. Cora abandoned the harpoon cannon, waving her hands for the Captain’s attention. 

Lilly was the only one pulling triggers in rapid succession, her pistols going off. Fireballs streaked out, several of them missing the giant creature as it was nearly on them. The Captain pointed her left pistol, the monster dead in her sights and pulled the trigger again. A fireball burst from her pistol, streaked toward the monster’s belly and mysteriously fizzled out before hitting it. 

The monster screeched as its wing clipped the crow’s nest at the top of the mast and shattered it. The entire ship rocked to the side. 

Zelda and Lusha fought to keep their balance. Syndra’s body shifted, her hand missing a nearby rope. Cora leapt through the air and caught the witch, the two of them hitting the deck as the entire ship rocked back into an upright position. 

Jon turned with the cannon on his shoulder, watching the monster bank left to circle around and make another pass. 

“Are you okay?” Cora asked Syndra. 

The shadow elf nodded. 

Cora scrambled to her feet and waved to the Captain again. 

“Captain! Captain! It’s one of my father’s pets! Magic attacks won’t have any effect on it!” the Cabin Mate shouted. 

Lilly barely heard the words as she reloaded. Ears twitching, she pushed in two new chamber rounds and locked them into place. She stepped over to the edge of the upper deck and looked down on Cora. 

“Use the harpoon cannon,” Lilly ordered. 

“Captain?” Cora said with fear in her eyes. 



Jon looked over and saw the hesitation in Cora’s eyes. 

Lilly’s brow formed a sharp point. “Cabin Mate! This is a direct order, fire on the monster. Bring it down!” 

Cora stiffened. Turning around, she marched to the harpoon cannon, took hold of the handle and her finger lay against the trigger. 

She maneuvered the sight, seeing the terror bird turn and ready for another run. 

“She knows the monster,” Jon whispered. 

Lilly lifted her pistols and aimed as the monster barreled toward the Dark Heart. “We don’t have time to be sentimental. That monster will either destroy the ship or snatch Cora away. We will not allow either to happen!” 

Cora kept her gaze as her eyes began to water. Images of the egg hatching and holding the baby terror bird in her hands when she was little swirled along her spirit. The innocent eyes looking up at her as it gave her a happy squawk. 

“I’m sorry, Chiron,” Cora said as a tear touched her cheek. 

The terror bird screeched as it approached the ship at a low angle. 

The crew aimed, ready for the monster’s next pass. Fingers fell on triggers again as everyone steeled their nerves. 

“You won’t be able to stop this,” Pyrah said as she loaded a rune covered ball into her cannon. 

The monster bird was nearly on them when it spread its wings and stopped it’s advance. Cora pulled back the trigger, the harpoon blasting out with a pneumatic hiss. The spear point gleamed in the sunlight before it missed the body and ripped a small hole in a wing. 

The creature screeched in pain as it flapped its wings. 

Pyrah smirked before pressing a button. Her cannon blasted out a wide bolt of air. The blowback caused everyone to take a step back and the ship rocked to the side. The large air bolt struck the monster, knocking it back as it fought to regain control. 

“Hit it again!” Lilly shouted. 



Cora grabbed another harpoon and loaded it. She moved to the handle and trigger, aiming the cannon at the flapping monster. 

Jon was ready to press down on the trigger of his cannon when a ping sounded out from the sonar screen nearby. His senses blazed as he looked over, something big moving underwater. Each sonar ping hit the object as it charged through the water toward them. 

“Brace for impact!” Jon shouted. 

Lilly looked over to Jon before the entire ship rocked. Wood crunched as the crew fought to stay standing. Loud creaking filled pointed ears as bodies stumbled from left to right. Water plumed upwards as the ship swung back into an upright position. 

Just as everyone stayed standing, a shadow touched the port side before giant claws landed and curled around the railing. The terror bird squawked as its body was nearly the same height as the main mast. 

Wings folded against its body as its yellow eyes glared at Cora. 

Lilly’s eyes widened. “Protect Cora!” the Captain shouted. 

Lusha and Zelda rushed along the deck when a beak stabbed down. Zelda grabbed Lusha and pulled her back as the monster’s beak stabbed into the deck and wood exploded upwards. The ship rocked as the terror bird lifted its beak to strike again. Zelda picked up Lusha and threw her as the beak came down beside her. The sea elf was knocked to the side, hitting the floor and rolling away as the beak stabbed down again. 

Pyrah aimed her cannon at the beast. 

“Off my ship!” the short ember elf shouted before pressing a button. 

The elf’s cannon vibrated before it blasted out another large air bolt. 

The bolt struck the monster and forced it off the ship and into the air. 

Wings flapped as the monster turned its hard gaze on the short elf. 

“It’s not immune to area of effect attacks!” Pyrah shouted before stepping back. 

Cora pulled the trigger and the harpoon cannon hissed again. The harpoon shot forward, the terror bird flapping to the side and the spear point stabbing through another wing membrane. 



Syndra rushed forward to Cora, grabbed another harpoon and loaded it. Cora kept the monster in her sights, her finger hesitating as she had the monster’s chest in her crosshairs. 

Plumes of water blasted up around the bow of the ship. When the white water began to fall, tentacles pulled back and lashed forward. 

Several thick tentacles grabbed the bow of the  Dark Heart, the entire ship shuddering from the attack. Cora’s aim was thrown off as she and Syndra fought to keep their balance. 

“Two of them!” Jon shouted as chaos grew. 

Zelda and Lusha turned their pistols on a large tentacle and pulled triggers. Twin fireballs streaked across the ship and struck the tentacle dead on. Two small explosions went off and when the smoke cleared, two black spots appeared on a thick, rubbery tentacle. It continued to move, searching around and coiling around a small mast. 

Lilly turned her pistols on the thick tentacles and opened fire. 

Fireballs streaked over the crew’s head, striking tentacles and leaving blast marks. The Captain didn’t let up, her fingers pulling back on triggers as a steady stream of fireballs exploded against the tentacles. 

The ship rocked again as the terror bird landed on the railing. Zelda watched as the monster’s beak came down on Pyrah, the short elf aiming up at it. 

“No!” the First Mate shouted and darted forward. 

Pyrah stepped back as the spot on the deck she was just standing on exploded from the terror bird’s attack. Broken wood hit Pyrah’s face as she was thrown back. Zelda was on her and the two hit the deck, the sea elf over her. 

Pyrah’s eyes widened as the terror bird’s beak opened and snapped down on Zelda’s waist. Blood spurted as Zelda grunted. A blink later, she was lifted up. 

“Zelda!” Pyrah shouted as she lifted her cannon but didn’t fire because the First Mate was in the monsters’ mouth. 

Zelda growled as she made a fist, turned her upper body and slammed her fist down on the monster’s beak. The vibration caused the terror bird to growl along its throat before it whipped its head and sent Zelda flying high into the air. 

Lusha gasped as she saw Zelda hit the water with a hard splash. 

Time slowed down as Jon watched chaos unfold along the main deck. A tentacle slithered toward Cora as she tried to re-aim at the terror bird. Syndra’s body tensed as magical fire filled her hands. Lusha fired on a tentacle before reloading another spell shell. 

Pyrah aimed at the flapping monster and pressed a button. The air exploded as an air bolt struck the terror bird, forcing it higher into the air. 

The  Dark Heart rocked from the blast, adding to the chaos. 

Jon glanced at Lilly and for the first time, he saw real fear in her eyes. The Captain fired her last shots before holstering a pistol and reloading another. They were holding the monster’s back, barely, but Jon could see that Lilly wasn’t sure they could win this. 

“Fuck!” Jon shouted and he put the shoulder cannon down and stood up. 

Jon darted for the railing of the upper deck. Lilly turned and watched Jon leap with one foot out, touching the railing and then, making an impossible leap into the air, arms and legs swinging. 

At the lower deck entrance, Eryn fought to stay standing when a pair of hands grabbed her. The cleric turned her head, seeing a soul next to her. It grew steadily in power as a silky voice touched her ears. 

“Stay here and stay safe,” Amara whispered before she drew her curved blade. 

Amara stepped out of the dark entrance, sword in hand and eyes cool as chaos bloomed with tentacles and screeches. 

Jon landed at Amara’s side and the pair glanced at each other. 

“Take out the terror bird. I’ll subdue the squid,” Amara smirked. 

Jon nodded. 

The pair burst forward side by side. A rune along Jon’s back glowed and he blurred forward. His body streaked by flopping and coiling tentacles. His power changed as a tentacle smashed down before him. 





Jon’s body turned and bent as he flipped over the tentacles and landed on his feet. He darted forward, the world around him moving in slow motion as he barreled toward Cora and the harpoon cannon. 

Amara turned her wrist before her sword glowed. The light shined for a moment before it was set ablaze with fire. The blade still gleamed as it was surrounded with burning flames. Eye’s growing wide with a touch of madness, she charged the tentacles and spun into a whirlwind. 

A gurgling growl rose up from the side of the ship as Amara’s sword flashed. Ends of tentacles separated as Amara moved like a dancer in a storm. Bedlam and screeches continued as Amara became a whirling dervish, each slice true and sending cut tentacles to the deck and writhing. 

Pyrah was to her feet and grinning as she aimed at a thick tentacle. 

Amara was underneath it but slicing away at two others, her flaming sword severing them and the smell of cooked squid touching noses. 

“Get away from her!” Pyrah shouted and pressed the trigger button. 



A large fireball exploded from her cannon, streaked across the deck and exploded against the thick tentacle. Amara was still moving when a charred tentacle hit the deck just a foot away from her, still smoking. 

The Blademaster gave Pyrah a quick nod before continuing her tentacle massacre. 

A tentacle lurched forward, wrapping around Cora’s waist. The lithe elf grabbed the harpoon cannon and held on as the tentacle pulled. She let out an agonizing scream before twin streams of fire blasted at the tentacle. Syndra stepped closer, focusing the flames and pouring her mana and power into it. The tentacled shuddered, but refused to let go. 

Syndra lay her burning hands on the tentacle, fire eating away at it until another tentacle swung around and struck her across the back. 

Syndra’s eyes widened before she hit the deck hard, her spell fizzling. 

Eryn watched as Syndra’s soul hit the deck and didn’t move. 

“Syndra,” Eryn whispered and stepped from the safety of the entrance away. 

The blind cleric moved with singular purpose, tentacles lashing out and missing her by several feet. She maintained a direct line, walking across the moving deck as she centered on Syndra’s soul. 

Cora let out another scream when Jon appeared by her, dagger in hand. With his dagger up, he stabbed the tentacle holding Cora. A blink later, Amara was beside him and slashing upwards. The tentacle came off and Cora hit the deck. Amara turned to the writhing mass of tentacles as Jon slid close to the harpoon cannon. 

The ship lurched again, the terror bird on the ship. Its beak stabbed down, Lusha jumping to the side and wood exploding upwards. 

Lilly watched Jon as she trained her pistols on the terror bird. Jon’s body moved with purpose as he grabbed the handle and his finger hovered over the trigger. He swiveled the cannon at the terror bird’s rising head. Runes glowed along the creature’s pointed head as a yellow eye turned and looked directly at Jon. 

Jon’s gaze was cool as he pulled the trigger. The harpoon blasted out and crossed the small distance instantly. The spear point stabbed just a few inches into the creature’s tough head, directly in the middle of the runes. The mystical runes glowed for a blink in time before they dimmed and went dark, the monster screeching as it lifted its head. 

“Fire!” Lilly shouted and pulled triggers. 

The Captain, Lusha, and Pyrah opened fire. Fireballs streaked toward the monster as it jumped off and flapped its wings. When the fireballs hit, explosions rippled along the creature. Painful screeches filled the sky as the monster flapped against the explosions. Lilly’s eyes were filled with murder as she pulled back triggers until her pistols clicked empty. 

Pyrah aimed her cannon and pressed down on the trigger. The cannon erupted with a blast, a large fireball crossing the small distance between the ship and the monster and exploding. 

The terror bird was hurtled from the explosion. It fought to correct itself as smoke and burnt flesh covered its body. It screeched as it flew away. 

Amara sliced with her flaming sword, keeping the mass of tentacles away. Lusha and Pyrah reloaded as the Blademaster moved with grace and skill. Her body flipped and somersaulted through the storm of tentacles and when she landed on her feet, several tentacles were falling from sliced trunks. 

Jon reloaded the harpoon cannon and turned it on the monster. He watched as the thing had more tentacles than a normal squid from back on Urth. The ship shifted as it seemed the very monster was trying to crawl onto the ship. 

Lilly finished reloading when she glanced to the side. Shock colored her emerald colored eyes as she saw the  Beauty’s Touch  and the  Fate charging them with full sails. Mages aboard each ship blasted the sails with air as the pirate ships were getting closer, their bows cutting through the water and leaving trails of foam behind. 

Eryn fell to her knees with glowing hands. She touched the witch, healing energy slipping into her. Syndra’s cracked rib and ruptured skin across her back healed and closed up. When the cleric felt the witch was healed, she threw her body over her to protect her. 



“Prepare to repel boarders!” Lilly said she stood at the ready, pistols in hand. 







Sixteen

Zelda floated underwater, her senses still reeling. Limbs moved as the faint sounds of battle reached her even this far from the ship. The sea elf lifted her head and saw the  Dark Heart’s hull in the clear water. 

Something big was attached to the ship, its size nearly engulfing the underside of the ship. 

The scent of Zelda’s own blood caused her eyes to turn black. 

Images of her friends and crewmates fighting for their lives filled her mind’s eyes. A deep growl vibrated from her throat as she reached up and pulled the shark-tooth necklace Jon gave her as a gift. The sea elf stuffed the necklace in her mouth, pushing it with her tongue against her cheek. When she felt it was safe, her body rippled and she roared. 

Flesh, muscles, and bones shifted and moved. The pain was blinding as Zelda allowed her spirit form to take control. Clothes ripped and her body elongated. Her nose pointed and blended with her face, forming a wide point. Rows of teeth stabbed out from the roof and inner jaw of her mouth. Arms pulled in and shapeshifted into fins. A large, blade-like fin stabbed out from her back. 

The pain began to ebb and Zelda stared at the monster under the ship. Her great shark form lazily moved its tail as primal urges and hungers filled her mind. A singular purpose of eating took over. With a powerful burst from her tail, her giant shark form shot through the water toward the monster attacking her friends. 


***

Tentacles crashed on the deck of the  Dark Heart.  Jon turned the harpoon cannon on the creature trying to crawl onto the ship. The cannon went off, a harpoon stabbing into a tentacle. Jon watched as the harpoon had little effect. 
Amara slashed with her flaming sword, keeping the monster at bay. 

Lusha rushed to Eryn and Syndra. The wood elf took hold of each of them, helping the cleric to her feet. Syndra stirred, her eyes fluttering as Lusha and Eryn helped her to her feet. The wood elf and cleric helped her along, dragging her to safety as Amara sliced like a battlefield surgeon. 

Pyrah stepped closer, her cannon aimed at the mass of tentacles and Amara moving to slice them off. 

“Back off so I can get a clear shot!” the short elf shouted. 

Amara moved, side stepped and jumped into a flip, a lashing tentacle missing her. When she landed, she bent her body low and to the side. Pyrah saw her chance and pushed down on the cannon trigger. Her cannon stabbed out with light as a fireball crossed the distance and exploded against the tentacles. 

Amara took several steps back as heat touched her face and she looked away. A burning tentacle rose up and flashed down. A blur reached the Blademaster, Jon grabbing her and darted off before the flaming tentacle crashed onto and cracked the deck. 

Jon and Amara appeared with the other elves, Jon’s hands still on Amara’s waist. 

“Careful,” he smiled. 

Amara blinked as pink touched her cheeks. 

Jon let go of her waist and turned to the bow. The entire ship shuddered and rocked as the monster’s tentacles wrapped around anything it could grab and began to pull its body up. 

“How do we stop this thing?” Jon said with an edge. 

Lilly fought to stay standing when the  Fate drifted along the starboard side of the  Dark Heart.  The Captain turned her pistols on Captain Wyther as he stood on the bow of his ship and gave Lilly a small smile. 

“Is this any way to treat your rescuers?” Storm shouted. 

Lilly fought against her own smile when she turned her gaze to the Beauty’s Touch coming up on the port side. 

“Even pirates need a helping hand!” Rose shouted with a wide smile. 



Captain Silk turned to the main deck as her ship began to tilt. The monster was crawling aboard the bow of the ship. Large round eyes stared out before centering on Cora as she stood in the middle of the ship, a throwing axe in each hand. 

Tears streaked her cheeks as she looked at the giant squid creature. “Alois, please, go back to father! Leave my friends alone!” 

The squid’s eyes narrowed as tentacles rushed along the deck to grab the lithe elf. 

Cora let out a small sigh before she turned into a whirlwind. Axes flashed, chopping at tentacles as her body moved. A stream of tentacles lashed out at her, the lithe elf dodging, slicing, and turning away. She moved like an acrobat, slicing but not completely cutting off tentacles. 

They flopped to the side, nearly severed but not slowing down. 

“Alois! I don’t want to hurt you!” Cora shouted before bringing two axes down on a tentacle and severing it. 

Blue blood spurted across the deck as Cora single handedly kept the monster at bay. 

“Amara, with me!” Jon shouted. 

The Blademaster was at his side, flaming sword in hand. The pair rushed forward before they watched in horror as Cora slipped on blue blood and hit the deck. Tentacles rushed out and wrapped around her limbs. The Cabin Mate shouted in defiance as Jon and Amara were nearly to her. 

The squid monster’s eyes widened and it made a gurgling screech of pain. 


***

Underwater, Zelda saw the bulk of the squid monster. Much of its body was above the surface but several, thick tentacles still trailed underneath the ship. Zelda slipped through the water when hints of squid blood touched her sensitive nose. Her eyes turned pitch black before her enormous form darted through the water. Powerful muscles rippled along her streamlined body. Her mouth opened, rows of white teeth showing right before she bit down on a thick chunk of tentacle and whipped her head from side to side. 
Above the surface, the squid monster pulled its heavy form up, pain flaring along its body. Teeth bit deep into it and the brutal whipping back and forth caused the giant creature to groan its pain. 

Storm held onto a rigging rope as he watched the  Dark Heart tilt forward and the giant monster trying to climb onto it. 

“Fire port side cannon number one!” Storm shouted with authority. 

The forward port cannon aimed at the giant monster and fired. 

White light stabbed out before ice shards struck the monster. Ice grew along the monster’s body, encasing several tentacles. 

Captain Thorn smirked as she watched the monster struggle on the bow. “Ladies, rifles!” 

A row of scantily clad elves rose up with mystical rifles in her hands. 

They all took aim, fingers over triggers. 

“Fire,” Captain Thorn said as she looked at her nails. 

Rifles went off in a steady stream, fireballs crossing the short distance and exploding against the bulk of the giant monster. 

On the  Dark Heart Jon grabbed Cora as Amara sliced across the tentacles holding her. With a heave, Jon picked up the dazed sun elf and threw her over his shoulder. Turning around he darted back to the group with Cora, Amara backstepping and slicing away at any tentacles that moved too close. 

The giant monster made a gurgling moan as it stared at Cora. The bulk of the creature pulled back, some of it slipping back in the water. 

Lilly holstered her pistols and picked up the shoulder cannon off the floor. She lifted it up and aimed. The giant squid was about to fall off the bow when a fireball streaked across the air and struck it hard. 

The monster slipped from the ship and hit the water with a mighty splash. A second later, black ink filled the waters around the  Dark Heart. 

Jon put Cora down, her body slick with blue blood. The elf was awake as she sat on the deck, breathing hard and staring off at nothing. 



The flames along Amara’s sword faded away. The Blade master turned her sword and sheathed it in one smooth move. Syndra and Eryn sank down next to Cora, staying close. Lusha was breathing hard, pistol still in her hand. 

“Zelda!” Lusha said with urgent shock. 

Jon rushed to the starboard side of the ship and looked down. Zelda was in her humanoid form, naked and floating on the surface of the water. Her eyes were closed as she drifted by in the dark, ink cloud. 

Jon leapt over the side and dove into the murky water. Rising up, he took a breath and swam over to the unconscious sea elf, his arm coiling under her arm. The ships continued to drift by. When Jon looked to the Dark Heart, a rope ladder splashed into the water. Arm and legs kicking, he swam to it, Zelda in tow. Jon just barely reached out and grabbed the rope ladder, holding on as he and Zelda were dragged along. 

Syndra moved to the railing, whispering an incantation. Her crimson eyes glowed as she uttered the command word. Water rippled around Jon and Zelda before they were lifted up. The witch continued to speak arcane words, controlling the water as it brought Jon and Zelda up and gently placed them on the deck. 

Lusha guided Eryn to the pair. The cleric fell to her knees and placed glowing hands on Zelda. Jon grabbed a blanket from a chest on deck and covered the sea elf as her wounds closed. 

“She’ll be okay. Her body is healed, but she is exhausted,” Eryn said with a sigh. 

“Thank the goddess,” Lilly said as she looked down on Zelda and the crew from the command deck. 

“I hate to speak bad news, but we are not safe just yet,” Storm shouted from the bow of his ship and pointed. 

Lilly turned her entire body around and looked out the horizon. 

In the distance, three ships powered toward them with full sails. A four-pointed blue star filled their white flags and sails as they charged through the water. Forward cannons were already stabbing out from their ports as they moved at supernatural speed. 



“Imperial bastards,” Lilly cursed. 

“They have been on our tail for the last two days,” Storm shouted. 

“No matter what trick we tried, they managed to find us,” Rose shouted from her ship. 

Lilly turned and leaned over the railing, eyeing Syndra, “Witch, can you keep us moving?” 

Syndra looked up, concern touching her brow. “I can, but not for an extended length of time.” 

“Our mages have managed to keep us ahead of them,” Storm shouted. 

Jon moved to Syndra’ side. The shadow elf looked to him with worried eyes. 

Jon touched her shoulders, “It’s okay. We just need a strong wind to keep us ahead of them.” 

Syndra shook her head. “Jon, you don’t understand. I don’t have the power of a mage. I’ve never been able to harness that much mana. My spells were taught to me when I was young, but they are basic manipulation spells. I can’t sustain a spell long term like real mages.” 

The shadow elf pulled away and looked up to her Captain. “I can keep the wind in our sails for an hour at most.” 

Captain Wyther’s face turned grave. “You will need more than an hour. Our mages have been ordered to fill our sails. They channeled their mana into a single spell. All of our ships will need to keep to the same level of power or the Imperials will be on you.” 

Jon looked at Syndra, the shadow elf’s eyes filling with doubt. He was about to comfort her when something tickled his senses. Jon turned his head westward and when he looked out into the distance by the Dagger Points Islands, his eyes widened a hair. 

In the distance were a row of ships. They were roughly the same size of the  Dark Heart and moving in their direction. Flags waved in the wind of a pile of bones and skulls on a green background. 

“I think we have another problem,” Jon said and pointed. 



All eyes followed Jon’s finger and spotted the line of twenty ships charging toward them. 

“Orcs,” Lusha said as her eyes narrowed. 

Storm looked to the orc ships before turning his head to the Imperial ships. “It would seem we’ve run out of time.” 

“They will not take us!” Captain Thorn shouted. 

Lusha loaded a spell shell into her pistol and clicked it closed. “It seems our journey ends here.” 

Jon looked to everyone as his world began to spin. “This can’t be the end! We can get out of this!” 

Storm shook his head. “The odds are against us, even with your luck,” the Captain shouted. 

Jon looked up to Lilly. The red-headed Captain looked down with a fire in her eyes, but she remained silent. 

Jon’s hands tightened into fists. “I can’t believe the three most famous pirates on Aquris cannot think of a way out of this!” 

Lusha stepped close to Jon, “If we were trying to get past orcs or imperials, it would be a different story. But with both of them converging on us? We have run out of luck. The best we can do is put up a good fight before we are slain and sunk.” 

Jon’s mind worked as he looked around. A sad resignation seemed to flow across all three ships. 

“We will give them all a fight for the ages!” Lilly shouted. 

Jon looked up at the beautiful Captain before looking to the side. He noticed a thick rope on the deck and an idea formed. 

“What if we tie the ships together? With every mage blasting the sails with wind and the ships tied together side by side, we could speed through and break through the orcs,” Jon shouted. 

“That’s madness,” Lusha said. 

Jon pointed to the orcs again, “Their ships are slightly smaller than Storm and Rose’s ships. With the  Dark Heart  between them and ropes lashed tight, we would be one giant battering ram. Cannons will have to be brought in from Storm’s ship on the port side while cannons will be pulled in from Rose’s starboard side. All three ships have forward cannons. We could fire them at once and blast through the center! The side cannons can pick off the others along the line and anyone left will be standing between us and the imperials!” 

A mad smile filled Lilly’s cheeks as she looked down on Jon, her heart beating faster. 

Storm lowered his head, the rim of his hat covering his eyes. “It’s demented enough to work.” 

Rose tapped her foot. “That will ruin the paint on the side of my ship!” 

“Rose!” Lilly and Storm shouted across the way. 

The voluptuous Captain lifted her chin and looked away. “Fine!” 

Lilly took a deep inhale and shouted at the top of her lungs. “All crews! Grab every rope you can! Lash them across the ships until we are one ship!” 

Captain Storm turned to his crew, “You heard Captain Silk! Gather every rope! If this works, we will live to see another day!” 

“Ladies! Ropes and hooks, now!” Captain Thorn shouted to her crew. 

“Bring in the cannons!” Storm and Lilly shouted from their ships. 

Bodies moved across the three ships. Elves threw ropes and hooks from both sides. Lilly leapt over from the command deck and landed on the main deck. The fiery redhead grabbed a thick rope and pulled. Jon joined her, picking up a tri-prong hook and securing it to the railing. Eryn stayed beside Zelda as Lusha, Syndra, and Cora spread out across the deck with purpose. Hands grabbed ropes and pulled. Pyrah rushed below to the cannon deck and hastily pulled in the cannons. 

The  Beauty’s Touch pulled in their starboard cannons while the  Fate pulled in their portside cannons. 



The flames along Amara’s blade died and she sheathed her sword. 

The Blademaster grabbed a rope and wound it around the main mast. 

Shouts filled the air around them as elves secured ropes and hooks. 

The  Fate  and the  Beauty’s Touch sailed closer. When hulls touched, a creaky grinding filled many ears. 

Storm stepped along, testing the ropes and making sure they held. 

Rose did the same, instructing her crew to ensure all ropes were taut. 

Jon looked to the mass of crisscrossing ropes along the main deck. 

Lines taut, the three ships had become one large ship. 

“Ready forward cannons!” Lilly, Rose, and Storm shouted. 

On the cannon deck, Pyrah loaded the forward cannons with fire rounds and slammed the backs of the cannons closed. 

“Cannons loaded!” Pyrah shouted to a communication tube. 

The line of orc ships drew closer, their flags waving in the breeze. 

Many orcs stood toward the bows of the ships, their axes, rifles, and swords in big green hands. On the bow of the middle ship, an orc with a large headdress pointed a sword and roared. 

Lilly rushed to the side and looked through the gap between her ship and Storm’s ship. The three imperial ships were getting closer, their cannons training on the haphazardly bound ships. 

“Kreegar! Fill our sails!” Storm shouted. 

“Mina! Your spellcasting talents are required!” Rose shouted. 

“Syndra,” Lilly shouted. 

The shadow elf stepped over thick ropes and stood before the main mast. Her crimson eyes glowed as arcane words fell from her lips. 

Jon looked to the witch and his chest began to tingle. He couldn’t place it at first, but he slowly began to recognize it. It was the same feeling he felt, their connection blazing brighter. 

 She needs more mana and I’m going to give it to her! 

An incorporeal gold dragon nodded and wings spread along Jon’s spirit. 



“Here they come!” Lusha shouted as she pointed to the line of orc ships. 

All three mages shouted out words of power. The very air took on a strong current and slammed into waiting sails. The sails ballooned outward and the bound ships moved as one. 

Jon nearly lost his balance as the combined might of the ships moved faster than he thought possible for such a basic design. Energy pooled in his chest and snaked out. The invisible tendril latched onto Syndra and her power magnified. 

“My love,” Syndra whispered before her spell power tripled. 

The mages on the other ships looked over to the witch as her power grew. The three ships charged along, their hulls nearly gliding on top of the surface. 

Behind them, imperial cannons took aim as the rebel ships slowly came into range. 

Lilly rushed to the upper deck and looked out. “They’re still gaining on us!” 

“Syndra, we believe in you,” Jon whispered. 

Syndra heard his whisper and she nodded. “I know.” 

The witch’s power grew, as did the mana glow in her eyes. She screamed as the sails were taut. 

The orcs watched in astonishment as the bound three ships rose a few feet off the water’s surface. 

“We’re flying,” Cora said with wide eyes. 

The moment was short lived, the ships skidding in large jumps across the water. The mast of the  Dark Heart cracked. 

“Ease up!” Jon shouted. 

Syndra nodded, pulling back her power a little. The ships gently hit the water but maintained a supernatural speed. 

Pyrah’s hand hovered over the buttons to fire the forward cannons. 

She watched with cool eyes as the orc ships barreled toward them. 



The orc with headdress and sword continued to point forward as the bound ships raced toward them. 

“The orc tribes of Aquris defy the Empire! We will not follow their cruelty any longer!” the orc captain bellowed. 

Almond shaped eyes widened as everyone watched the line of orc ships split down the middle, allowing the three ships tied together to pass. 

Lilly, Storm, and Rose looked to the orcs with incredulous eyes as the line of orc ships came back together behind their bound ships. 

“We fight for Aquris’s freedom!” The orc captain shouted before their ship’s cannons boomed. 

The three imperial ships charged along and when spell cannonballs exploded across the water in front of them, the three ships opened fired. 

Jon rushed to the stairs, climbed them and moved to Lilly’s side. 

The couple watched as orc ships fired on the imperials and the imperials fired back. An orc ship exploded from fire cannonballs while ice and fire rounds struck the sides of the imperial ships. The orc ships drew closer, some of their number blasted out of the water from imperial cannons. The exchange boomed with deadly accuracy, each side taking heavy damage for a long second. 

Jon’s fingers tightened along the railing, his heart sinking in his chest. The fight began to turn, orc ships blasted to kindling and flaming bodies splashing into the water. The lead ship turned, blasting fiery cannonballs at the imperials while just evading return fire. White plumes of water and magic shot into the air. 

Seconds ticked by and the Imperial ships slowed. Chaos bloomed during the battle, orc ships firing on the three imperial ships and all sides taking heavy damage. 

Lilly placed her hand on top of Jon’s hand. “I know you want to help but their bravery is giving us enough time to escape.” 

Jon nodded gravely, “It still burns that we can’t help them.” 

“We will help them. We will help all of Aquris, once we find Aza Thule.” 



The Captain and Navigator watched as the battle grew faint from the expanding distance. Soon, only muzzle flashes of cannons could be seen and as they sped away, the battle was gone from sight as the  Dark Heart, Beauty’s Touch  and the  Fate sailed westward and past the Dagger Point isles. 


***

The sun set before a flash of yellow light touched the sky like dying embers. Three ships sailed along, a healthy natural breeze in their sails. 
The air cooled now that the sun was behind the horizon, night casting her cloak across the world. 

A somber mood touched the crew of the  Dark Heart as they mulled about. Cora sat by herself, her back to a railing and her knees to her chest. Zelda was sitting up, blanket still around her and a cup of mead in her hand. Pyrah and Syndra assessed the damage to the main mast, the witch ensuring the cannoneer that she can heal it when she was rested. 

Lusha laid on the deck, her head resting on her arms and sleeping. 

Eryn was next to her, exhaustion finally taking its toll. 

Amara sat with a bottle of rum in her hand and took long swigs. She giggled to herself between each drink, her mind a soupy drunken haze. 

On the command deck, Lilly held the wheel as Jon was at her side. 

The couple was silent as they looked to the star-filled horizon in the distance. 

The wind shifted and Lilly looked at Jon. “That was a great plan.” 

Jon gave her a weak smile. “I just wish the orcs didn’t sail to their deaths.” 

Lilly looked forward and nodded. “It was their choice and destiny. It was bound to happen since Free Waters is no longer free. The destruction and occupation of Hylore will have a rippling effect across all of Aquris. It stood as a beacon of neutrality and now that the Empire saw fit to seize it, other races and territories will not stand for it. The mutual respect and power are gone and soon, there will be war.” 



Jon looked down, shadows covering his eyes. “Do the people of Aquris stand a chance against the Empire?” 

It was Lilly’s turn to look down. “No. The Illuminous Empire has a greater share of ships, knowledge, magic, and power. It’s only a matter of time before the Empire crushes the smaller nations. Even their combined might cannot hold out for long against the Empire. This is only a preamble of things to come.” 

Jon lifted his gaze to the stars filling the sky. “What if Aza Thule was plundered a long time ago? We could be sailing toward an empty city with nothing to help us fight back against the Empire.” 

Lilly bit her lip before she spoke, “I spent many nights pondering the same thing. The only answer I have is that the guardian turtle would not have appeared to my father so long ago if it wasn’t guarding something. 

“Our journey may not yield all the treasures we seek, but it may have some. Hopefully, it will be enough to give us an edge.” 

Thoughts of the battle slithered into Jon’s thoughts. “What will you do about Cora?” 

Lilly looked out, her gaze calm. “I haven’t decided. She hesitated to strike back at the Emperor’s pets. She managed to fight them during the battle, but her hesitation cost us precious time. She cannot hold onto those old bonds or it could cost one of us our lives in the future.” 

Jon eyed the Captain, “I feel I don’t have a real say on how you run your ship. I only suggest you give her another chance.” 

Lilly looked to Jon and gave him a small, shy smile. “Jon, you and the crew always have a say. Do not think I never take your words seriously. I would be a foolish captain if I didn’t listen to my crew and lovers.” 

Jon smiled. 

“As Captain, I order you to talk to her. Help her see the errors of her ways and make sure she knows which side she’s on for future battles,” 

Lilly ordered. 

“Aye aye, Captain,” Jon smiled. 



The Navigator moved to the stairs and made his way down to the main deck. He glanced at Zelda who smiled at him. He stepped past Lusha and Eryn sleeping on the deck and walked to Cora. 

The Cabin Mate didn’t lift up her gaze as Jon’s shadow touched her knees. “Am I to be brought to the Captain for punishment?” 

Jon smiled as he knelt down and sat beside her. “Do you want to be punished?” 

Cora’s head tilted forward another inch. “It’s cruel to ask someone to fight and try to kill pets you helped raise.” 

Jon nodded. “I agree and so does the Captain. She asked me to talk to you about it, but I can listen, if you need it?” 

Cora glanced over at Jon before a sigh fell from her lips. “I know I hesitated. My lack of action is probably why Zelda was hurt. It just all came rushing back. I remembered Chiron hatching from an egg in my hands. My father let me hold the egg and he smiled as Chiron fought for freedom. After he hatched, he crawled all over me and squawked loudly. 

“I remember Alois too. He was a tiny little squid in a giant pool. He liked to cling to my fingers when I stuck them in the water.” 

Cora lifted her head and leaned it against the railing behind her. “I fed them, played with them and cared for them. They were my pets just as much as they were my father’s pets. My father liked sharing his fondness for them with me. I was the only one allowed to help take care of them, my father saying it makes the hardest souls weak when they love and care for another. It was the few times he seemed normal.” 

“What about the sea serpent?” Jon asked as curiosity touched his thoughts. 

Cora shook her head. “Doxa has always been a mean creature. He is intelligent to a degree and hated to be cared for by anyone other than the Emperor. He is the one pet that I will never shed a tear for.” 

Jon nodded as he relaxed beside her. “What will happen if they attack again?” 

Cora’s mouth tightened as she looked away. “I will not hesitate. I will strike them down if they attack us again. I swear it to the gods.” 



Jon’s mind drifted with thoughts. “What if you kept them after the Emperor is removed from the throne?” 

Cora looked to Jon with wide eyes. 

Jon shrugged. “If they attack us again, it may be life or death. If, and this is a big if, they survive and the Emperor is taken down, they will need a new caretaker for the new Empire.” 

Cora’s gaze shifted to the side. 

Jon smiled. “I mean, as Empress, you could keep them and have them work for you.” 

Cora gave a slight nod, her mind working. 

“Just food for thought,” Jon grinned. “I have to see a witch about a cracked mast.” 

Jon kissed Cora on the cheek before standing up and walking away. 

Cora sat, her fingers rubbing the cheek Jon just kissed and her heart glowing brighter with love. 

Pyrah and Syndra turned just as Jon approached them. Pyrah gave Jon a shy smile as Syndra looked to him with cool, crimson eyes. 

“I wanted to see how it was going with the mast?” Jon said. 

“I can heal it tomorrow. Today’s events drained me of my mana and I need time to replenish it,” Syndra said robotically. 

“Anything I can do to help?” Jon asked. 

“Time together would be very helpful,” Syndra smirked. 

“Can I help? I don’t know much about mana, but I can give you anything you need,” Pyrah said innocently. 

Jon and Syndra looked to each other and laughed. 

Pyrah watched them with a confused brow. 

The witch reached out and touched the cannoneer’s shoulder. “I gain mana at a faster rate when others… sleep with me.” 

“Oh,” Pyrah said as pink touched her cheeks. 



“Pyrah, will you excuse me and Jon for a moment. I would like to speak to him in private. Afterwards, the three of us can see about replenishing my mana,” Syndra said sweetly. 

Pyrah nodded, turned, and walked off. Jon couldn’t help himself to glance at her ass before snapping his attention to the shadow elf. 

“She is lovely,” Syndra smiled. 

“All of you are lovely,” Jon grinned. 

The two stood for a long moment before Syndra stepped closer and hugged him. Her arms snaked around his waist as Jon’s arms circled her shoulders. The shadow elf leaned the side of her head to his chest, her ears taking in his heartbeat as he held her close. 

“I’m failing,” Syndra whispered. 

Jon looked down, but didn’t break their embrace. 

The shadow elf looked to the side with sad resignation. “I’m not getting stronger. My mana drains so quickly with such grand spells. I fear the longer we fight, the more useless I will become.” 

“I don’t believe that for a second,” Jon said with a comforting tone. 

Syndra pulled back her head and looked into Jon’s eyes. “It’s not a question of desire, but a lack of refined skill. Mages go through powerful rituals to become more powerful. It requires years of training and focus. 

Most mages go to academies to strengthen their knowledge and skills. 

“I am using spells I have found or bartered with mages for on my journeys. Before I met the Captain, I travelled from island to island, seeking my destiny. My family has a mystical bloodline that stretches back for generations, but we lost so much when the Empire forced us from our home islands. They stole our great teachings and added them to their growing arsenals. 

“Now, I’m falling behind. It is why I am called a sea witch instead of a mage. I have reached the pinnacle of my power. For an uninitiated like me, I cannot become more powerful.” 

Jon looked into her sad, red eyes, “You drew mana from me, I think. 

You can always take whatever mana you need from me.” 



Syndra shook her head, “Thank you Jon, but it will not help me to keep drawing on your mana and power. Our bond is through the dragon spirit residing in your soul. Dragons have always been fickle creatures and there could be a time where your dragon spirit refuses. I paid the price to be bonded to you, but that doesn’t mean I will always have access to you and your power. 

“I need to increase my own pools of mana. I must know more spells and incantations. Mages learn from thirteen spheres of magic. I must master those spheres on my own, somehow, or my place as the Captain’s Witch could be dissolved for one who can use greater magic.” 

“Lilly would never do that to you,” Jon said with a protective fire in his eyes. 

Syndra looked down and pressed her forehead to Jon’s chest. “Our crew is growing and that means there may be opportunities where a full-fledged mage can do what I cannot.” 

Jon smiled. “I’m not against raiding a mage academy and stealing whatever books you need to become stronger.” 

Syndra pulled back to see Jon’s wicked smile. Her own smile grew before she kissed him on the lips. The pair kissed and held each other as the sounds of the ocean surrounded them. When they pulled apart, they leaned their foreheads against each other. 

“Thank you, Jon. It means a lot to me what you’re willing to do.” 

“It’s what Shullkars do,” Jon whispered. 

The shadow elf grinned as she pulled away, but continued to hold Jon’s hand. The witch pulled him along, across the deck and toward the entrance to the lower decks. 

Lilly looked down from the helm and smiled. 

“Just going to replenish some mana,” Jon said loudly. 

The Captain nodded. “Try to get some rest. I may need some of your mana too.” 

Jon smiled as Syndra pulled him down below. 



The pair made their way through the ship to the sleeping quarters. 

The heat between them seemed to grow with every step. When they reached Syndra’s cabin, the witch opened it and she pulled Jon inside. 

The door swung closed as Jon and Syndra looked at the bed, Pyrah laying on her side and naked. The bald elf smiled at them. 

“I thought I’d wait here and help,” Pyrah said with her own mischievous smile. 

Syndra nodded and began to undress. “Quickly, undress. The night is young and we will need every tick of time and drop of energy.” 

Jon began to pull out his shirt and toss his bandana aside. “Aye, I’m here to help,” he grinned. 







Seventeen

His dreams faded away as Jon’s eyes slowly opened. A waking confusion took hold as he tried to blink it away. A small soreness filled his body as he turned his head slightly, a figure stepping into the Captain’s cabin and closing the door behind them. 

Jon tried to gather his wits. The only thing he recently remembered was the hours-long love session between him, Syndra, and Pyrah. The ember and shadow elf could not keep their hands, bodies, and mouths off of him. Their time together blended into bodily contact and the continuous crash of orgasms from all three of them. 

Jon caught himself smiling, Pyrah’s flaming elfhood sitting on his face and her moans of pleasure. Syndra drank from his spring, her moans filling the small cabin. 

A thin form moved through the dark cabin, lifted a fur and slid into bed behind Jon. The young man looked ahead, Lilly’s back to him. The stained-glass windows glowed with morning’s early light, but the sun had not cleared the horizon yet. 

A hand smoothed along Jon’s body and took hold of his already erect member. 

Cora was silent as a ghost, one of her hands stroking Jon to attention. He turned onto his back and she snuggled closer, stroking him and placing a leg over Jon’s legs. She rubbed against him, wetness touching Jon’s leg. A small gasp escaped her lips, but she didn’t slow down. 

Jon’s arm took hold of her shoulders and held her close as she stroked him. He pushed his leg at her elfhood, the lithe elf’s tempo increasing. She was breathing faster as Jon’s fingers touched her pointed ear. Cora let out a deep moan and, in a blink, she was on him. 

Jon took hold of her waist while she took hold of his cock. She quickly impaled herself, her fingers rubbing her clit as she sank down on his throbbing member. The moment was intimate, Cora sliding down to Jon’s base and staying there. 



The young man watched her as she rode him slowly. Moans dripped from her parted lips as she moved, not giving more than a few inches between them. Her hips moved with a steady tempo, her breathing quickening with each blissful moment. 

Lilly turned around and faced them, her eyes slowly opening. The Captain gave them a small smile as Cora thrust down on Jon’s cock, happily impaling herself. 

Lilly snuggled close, pressing her face to Jon’s arm. She listened as Jon’s breathing quickened as well, matching Cora’s needful gasps. 

“I’m coming,” Cora said with a harsh whisper. 

Jon helped her along, holding her by the waist as she was nearly lost to the sensations. The scent of sex filled the cabin and it intoxicated all three of them. 

Jon grunted as he found it difficult to come, but his manhood would not wilt or bend. It stood of its own power, a primal need to stay within the beautiful elf woman. 

Cora let out a loud moan, her entire body tensing up. Her eyes rolled into her head as she sank down to the base, her fingers making rigorous swirls against her clit. The mood heightened to the breaking point and Cora let out a deep moan. 

Nerves flared with magical explosions. Heat bloomed from her body, a deep shuddering forcing out every drop of orgasmic bliss. She rode Jon, not breaking the connection as her body was blasted with dripping lust. The sun elf slowed, milking her own orgasm as Jon remained hard as stone. 

Cora let out a whimper and fell to the side, crashing face first into the bed. The connection between her and Jon was broken, the elf lying on her stomach and muffled moans rising up. 

 I’m starting to feel pretty cheap. She could have kissed me first. 

Jon smiled at his own joke when Lilly climbed onto him. She was massaging her womanhood before taking Jon’s still iron hard member and pressing it to her wet valley. The Captain sank down, engulfing Jon’s member and giving him a small, wanting smile. 



“You just want me for my body,” Jon whispered. 

Lilly nodded as she bobbed her body on his, her breasts bouncing lightly. Her nipples pointed from creamy white breasts. Lilly pressed her hands to Jon’s stomach as her hips moved up and down with lustful desire. 

“We have a meeting in a few hours,” Lilly hissed. 

Jon’s hands were on the seductive elf. One hand grabbed a breast while his other hand took hold of her hip, controlling the tempo. 

“I invited Captain Wyther and Captain Thorn aboard to discuss our partnership,” Lilly said before her brow wrinkled in pleasure and she moaned. 

“We’re going through with it, working together?” Jon managed before his own groan rose up his throat. 

Lilly gave a small nod. “We wouldn’t have made it without their help. 

They proved that… they can be useful,” Lilly said and squeezed Jon. 

Jon watched her as his self-control began to crack. 

“There will be stipulations… but… we should have an accord,” Lilly gasped as her body rippled with bliss. 

Jon’s will began to chip away as the Captain grew rougher, slamming her hips down and moaning. 

“They… may betray us… but… that is a chance… we will… have to take,” Lilly seethed as her nerves tightened to the breaking point. 

The tempo grew to their not so private symphony. Cora turned onto her side, watching her Captain and her Shullkar enjoying the intimate connection between them. Her hand drifted between her thighs, touching herself in undeniable thirst for more. 

Lilly and Jon’s breaths grew with each heated gasp. The two lovers stared into each other’s eyes as they could feel their bodies ready to unleash their primal power. Lilly squeezed as Jon grunted. Souls glowed before inner explosions slammed into their wits and senses. 

Jon’s cock spurted milky white seed just as Lilly’s valley flooded with orgasmic love. Their bodies shuddered and trembled as Cora let out her own lustful cry. The Cabin Mate snuggled closer to the Captain and Shullkar, rubbing her clit with abusive and hungry needs. The three of them grunted and moaned as heat filled the cabin. 

When the moment dripped away from their bodies, Lilly collapsed on Jon’s chest and Cora stayed close. Jon hugged Cora closer with one arm while he held Lilly to his chest with his other arm. The trio heaved in bliss. 

Lilly lifted her head and rested her chin on Jon’s chest, her face glowing. “When the time is right, their true natures will present themselves. Jon, I must know, if Storm or Rose betrays us, we must put them and their crews down.” 

Jon parted his lips, but hesitated. 

Lilly watched his expression with interested, unblinking eyes. 

“I will follow your commands, Captain,” Jon said. 

Lilly smiled and moved her hips. Their connection never separated and Jon found his cock rising from being half dead, ready to resume bodily negotiations. 

“Good, I need a few more orgasms before we start the day,” Lilly said as she coaxed life back into Jon’s member. 

 Storm and Rose, please don’t betray us. 

Lilly rose up and rode Jon again as Cora kissed his arm. The thoughts fell away, but never truly vanished from Jon’s mind as Lilly’s moans filled the Captain’s Quarters. 


***

The crew of the  Dark Heart and her Captain gathered on the main deck. Jon stood at Lilly’s side, taking in a deep inhale of the morning sea air and trying to not think about his sore body. The morning air was cool and the sea a little misty. 
Jon woke from the moment as he noticed Syndra, Pyrah, and Cora gazing at him with happy smiles. Zelda stood on the other side of the Captain as Lusha, Eryn, and Amara mulled about on the deck. 



On the right and left of the  Dark Heart, The  Fate and the  Beauty’s Touch sailed close by, their ships partially covered in the foggy mists. 

“Crew, we will be discussing an accord with the Captains of their vessels. If we are to make it to Aza Thule, we will need their help. Make no mistake, if there is a hint of betrayal, the accord will be dissolved and their lives forfeit.” 

“Aye, Captain,” most of the crew said except for Lusha. 

The wood elf made her way closer, looking to Lilly and bowing slightly at the hip. “Captain, I only offer my opinion, but we should let these pirates sail on without us. Their very presence puts us in further danger.” 

Lilly smirked. “I understand what you mean, but we must give them an offer we all want.” 

Lusha’s eyes narrowed as a small smile formed. “You’re going to make an offer to their very natures.” 

Lilly nodded. “Everyone, follow my lead and we will see if we have allies or enemies at our gates before the morning is over.” 

A pair of whistles blew, one from each ship. A figure swung out from the mists, let go and landed on the deck about twenty feet away. 

Captain Storm Wyther stood up and pushed his chest out. He walked over with confidence, watching as the crew made a half circle, Lilly standing in the middle. 

“Greetings,” Storm said and gave a deep bow. 

Another figure swung from the port side, let go of a rope and landed on the deck. Rose stood up and fixed her long pink hair and hat. She tugged on her already form fitting clothes before sauntering over and standing by Captain Wyther. 

“We could have had this meeting when the mist burned away. I swore I thought I would miss the ship,” Rose complained. 

Lilly ignored her, “Welcome aboard the  Dark Heart.  Considering our recent run-ins with the Empire, we share a mutual desire to achieve a greater goal.” 



“Treasure and all that,” Storm smirked. 

Rose nodded. “You seek something and we want a piece of it.” 

Lilly smiled. “Indeed. My crew and I are searching for a grand treasure. Maybe the greatest treasure in all of Aquris.” 

Rose tapped her boot on the deck, “Well, don’t keep us in suspense, out with it!” 

Storm simply eyed Lilly with a hint of greed. 

Lilly took a step closer, her face a smiling mask. “Patience my dear captains. I am ready to tell you both what grand treasure we seek, but before I can utter a word of it, I need assurances and promises.” 

Rose put a single hand on her hip, “Not this again! Are you to try and bribe us into your rebellion? Did you not see what three imperial ships did to twenty orc ships? There isn’t enough power on Aquris to fight the Empire.” 

“What if we could fight the Empire,” Lilly’s eyes sparkled. 

Rose and Storm glanced at each other before looking to Captain Silk again. 

“Does this have anything to do with your father’s time in the Rotting Sea?” Storm mentioned. 

Jon eyed the black-clad Captain, seeing that Lilly had told him about her father’s experience. 

“It does, in a way. But, as it's been said, we should cut through to the meat of why we’re here. I have discovered a map to a location where treasures were left undisturbed since the beginning of time. It is much too valuable to simply split the treasure between us, so I propose a pact. We join our ships and crews together, call on the Confederacy of Pirates and gather a fleet so large, the Empire will have no choice but to hear our demands.” 

The two Captains blinked. Rose threw her head back and let out a haughty laugh while Storm simply shook his head from side to side. 

Rose wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “Yes, delightful. An early morning laugh to begin the day. Truly, you have always amused me. Next, you will be saying that you found Aza Thule.” 

Lilly kept her smile. 

Rose’s amused smile waned and slowly vanished. Storm gave the red-headed captain a shrewd gaze. 

“You… can’t be serious,” Rose tried to laugh but her eyes betrayed her shock. 

Lilly put her hands behind her, turned and paced back and forth. “I cannot confirm nor deny such an outlandish notion. What I can confirm is there will be treasure and your only recourse is to join the people’s rebellion and when the time comes, join me as we command a fleet to take back Aquris. 

“And before you start bargaining with me, the three of us must make a blood pact on my ship to bind the accord.” 

Storm rubbed his jaw. “A blood pact? You must truly be serious if you’re willing to go that far.” 

Rose tapped her foot. “This is madness. A blood pact, in these times? It’s almost like you don’t trust us.” 

It was Lilly’s turn to give a haughty laugh. “I don’t. I have sailed with both of you. I know how you both conduct business. The question now is, do you follow your greed or do you follow a higher purpose?” 

Lilly stopped by Syndra and put her hand on the witch’s shoulder. 

“My witch can perform the rite. The only thing left is the three of us to agree.” 

Rose shook her head. “There is a reason no one uses blood pacts anymore. They can be dangerous if the accord is not followed to the letter. A betrayal from any of us will curse all three to waste away and come back as one of the undead. I’d rather not spend my afterlife roaming Aquris as some half rotting corpse!” 

Storm nodded. “I have to agree. The pact is too dangerous for a quest to find a city that may no longer exist.” 

Lilly kept her confident smile. “That is where my scholar can help sweeten the deal. Lusha?” 



The wood elf’s face was a calm mask as she stepped from the rest of the crew and looked to the two captains. 

“I was telling the truth when I said I know others in the Empire that can wipe out your bounties for a fee. After we find the lost city, I will give you those names and the proper code phrases so they can help you,” 

Lusha smiled. 

Storm and Rose each looked away, thoughts churning along their minds. 

Lilly stood in the center of the captains and crew. “We are running out of time for a long debate. We have imperial ships following us. We have the Emperor’s pets tracking us. We are losing precious time to your indecision. 

“I have declared that I will right the wrongs of the Empire. Maybe it is time the pair of you stop laughing at such high endeavors and choose the side that will win.” 

Captain Wyther gave Lilly a dark look, “Even if we enter this blood pact, there is no guarantee the Confederacy of Pirates will challenge the Empire. You can’t make soldiers out of thieves and pirates.” 

“Let me worry about that when we come to it. For now, we must join forces if we are to find the greatest treasure of Aquris and survive. I know, deep down, you two are good at heart. I know you both despise the Empire, even if you have worked for them on occasion. We will put all of that behind us and bring Aquris into a new age. Make the pact and we can set sail,” Lilly said with defined confidence. 

Storm regarded Lilly for a long moment before a small smile appeared. “I always knew you were destined for great things. I will take part in the pact.” 

Rose tapped her foot, concern wrinkling her brow. Time ticked away until she let out a long sigh. As she took an inhale, her entire face lit up as she brightly smiled at Captain Silk. 

“I suppose we all must take chances for greater rewards. I will take part in the pact, but if things begin to sink, I will have to say I told you so.” 



Lilly smiled. “Witch, to us.” 

Syndra stepped closer, her gaze cool. “Present your right hands.” 

Lilly, Storm, and Rose held out their right hands, palms up. Syndra pulled a dagger from her cloak and stepped closer. 

“I will slice your palms. Once the blood begins to well up, grab the wrist of the one on your right. I will recite the rite and you will repeat after me. Does everyone understand?” 

The three captains nodded. 

Syndra took hold of Lilly’s wrist and sliced the dagger across her palm. Lilly didn’t make a sound as blood rose up. Syndra did the same to Storm and Rose, each in turn. The witch watched as Lilly grabbed Storm’s wrist. Storm grabbed Rose’s wrist and Rose grabbed Lilly’s wrist. The three of them formed a makeshift triangle. Blood dripped off of wrists as the trio waited. 

Syndra put the dagger away and lifted her hands. “I call on Hexnia to bind these three souls in blood and curses.” 

“I call on Hexnia to bind these three souls in blood and curses,” the three captains chanted. 

“I accept the blood bond! I will join my crews for a greater purpose! I will call on the Confederacy of Pirates for aid! I will help raise a fleet to fight the Empire! I swear it to the old gods for if I break my pact, may I be cursed with disease, suffering, and forsake true death as my punishment!” 

The three captains spoke the words, their voices flowing together as energy grew from their bloody hands. 

“I swear it before all!” Syndra screamed. 

“I swear it before all!” the three captains shouted with power. 

The tingling power between them dwindled and soon was gone. 

“You may release each other, but the blood pact will stay chained to your souls until the Empire is defeated,” the shadow elf said and stepped back. 



The three captains released their hands from each other. Eryn stepped over with a glowing hand. She healed Lilly first before healing the other two captains. With their wounds closed, the captains eyed each other. 

Captain Silk spoke first, “We have a lot of ocean to cross. Since the Dark Heart  is the fastest ship, I will be leading us to Aza Thule.” 

“Black magic on the high seas is nasty business,” Rose said before turning on her heels and walking away. 

Storm kept his small smile and gaze on Lilly, “Before I go, you should know, Ashlyn is leading one of the ships following us. She is Captain of the  War Blade. ” 

Cora took a step closer to Storm, “Excuse me, Captain. If you don’t mind, what were the names of the other two ships?” 

Storm looked at Cora and bowed slightly, “One is named  Frost Fall. 

The other is named  Black Jester.” 

The Cabin Mate bowed. “Thank you, Captain.” 

Storm gave the lithe elf a sly smile. “Be sure to tell your Captain everything about them. We must survive if we are to take down the Empire.” 

Storm turned and walked to the starboard railing. He placed a boot on the edge, stood up and kept a perfect balance. A rope swung across and he jumped. Everyone watched as Captain Wyther caught the rope and swung back to his ship. 

Cora turned to her captain as the crew stepped closer. The Cabin Mate’s eyes shined with an edge of concern. 

“Captain,” Cora began, “my brothers are with Ashlyn. The  Black Jester belongs to my brother Thallan. I can assume my brother Rabyn has taken a new ship after what you told me about what happened during the battle of Free Waters.” 

Lusha shook her head. “Thallan is mad as they come. At least Rabyn can be reasoned with some kind of logic, but every story I have heard about Thallan Lufina sets those who speak his name on edge.” 



Cora bowed her head, “Thallan wasn’t always like that. Our father encouraged his bloodlust and violent nature.” 

Lilly stepped to Cora and put her hands on the thin elf’s shoulders. 

She looked the Cabin Mate in the eyes for a breath before she spoke. 

“You knew these days would come. Your brothers will stop at nothing to recapture you and bring you back to your father to be wed. 

You hesitated when it came to the Emperor’s pets. I cannot have you hesitate again for your brothers and the monsters under your father’s leash. 

“I must know, are you with us?” 

Cora looked away for barely a blink before she stood straighter. The lithe elf stuck out her chest and looked her Captain in the eyes. 

“I am with you and the crew, Captain!” the sun elf said stoically. 

Captain Silk smiled. “Good to hear.” 

“What are your orders, Captain?” Zelda asked. 

“We have oceans to cross! Set sail and may the old gods guide our path!” Lilly bellowed before walking to the stairs and climbing them to the upper deck. 

The crew dispersed except for Jon and Cora. Jon stepped closer to the Cabin Mate and hugged her. The elf hugged him back, pressing her face into his chest. 

“I know this all will be hard, but we are all here for you,” Jon said with a soothing tone. 

“Thank you, Jon,” Cora whispered as her heart slowly cracked. 

Lilly took the helm and looked down on Jon and Cora as they held each other. 

“I won’t let them hurt you,” Lilly said before looking up and seeing the morning mists part to a new day. 





Eighteen

Three ships cut through the calm waters of the Savage Sea, leaving wakes of white water behind them. Birds hovered on thermals, watching from the sky, the ships maintaining formation as they crossed the nearly empty watery expanse. 

Jon leaned on the upper deck railing, looking out at nothing but ocean and the  Beauty’s Touch.  Captain Thorn was at the helm, steering her ship as her crew of scantily clad elves danced and sang for her amusement. Jon had watched them many times over the last week, but even he grew bored. Life at sea had fallen into a humdrum existence. 

When he wasn’t eating, he was tending to the sonar and navigation. 

When he wasn’t tending to the sonar and the navigation, he was sleeping. Or at least, trying to sleep as nearly every crew member of the Dark Heart demanded time with him. He never said no, but Jon often wondered if he did say no, would they even listen. 

 I think they would laugh and jump on me anyway. They all have poor impulse control. Which is funny because I feel like I have less control of my life than I ever did before. Lilly tells me I have to adopt a certain mindset for long journeys at sea, but to be honest, I’m starting to go stir crazy. 

Jon’s thoughts switched to his family back on Urth. He pictured their faces and his heart and shoulders sank. He missed them, but he didn’t miss Urth. His home was destroyed and everything he owned was blown to bits or filled with bullets. He wondered if he would still have his soozes or would the government freeze his assets since he was now on the run. 

 I’m sure Mom and Dad will have it all sorted out. I just wish I could call them and hear their voices, even for a little bit. 

   Jon sighed as elves did cartwheels on the  Beauty’s Touch. 

Lilly looked over. She eyed Jon for a moment before clearing her throat. 

“We should reach the Shadow Deep Sea by tomorrow. The course we’re taking will be swift. It should take about two to three days before we reach the Rotting Sea.” 

Jon nodded as he stayed where he was. 

“Do you want to talk?” Lilly asked. 

Jon stood up, turned around and leaned against the railing. “I’m not sure what to say? We’ve been at sea for a while and I’m going a little crazy.” 

Lilly nodded. “We could have most of the crew join us tonight in our quarters? A night of wine and debauchery might be what we all need.” 

Jon smiled. “I won’t say no, but I need a little more than wine and sex.” 

Lilly smiled. “But those are the best things.” 

Jon let out a laugh. He stood up and walked to Lilly’s side. The pirate captain looked into his eyes as the breeze flowed over them. 

“I know things take time, but the farther we journey, the more worried I become,” Jon smiled. 

“I feel the same,” Lilly said plainly. 

Jon lifted an eyebrow. “The great Captain Silk actually gets worried?” 

“I worry all the time, but don’t tell the crew. I’m sure they know to some degree, but it's something best left unsaid.” 

“My lips are sealed,” Jon smiled. 

Lilly held the wheel, turning it slowly back and forth in her hands. “I must admit, I liked it when it was just me, you, Syndra, Zelda, and Cora. 

I like Lusha, Pyrah, and Amara, but they are still adjusting to life under my command. Lusha continues to disagree with me. Amara is in love with rum and Pyrah is working herself to the bone to impress me, no matter how many times I tell her she doesn’t have to. It’s tiring and sometimes I wish we were on Dream Hearth Isle, laying on the beach and drinking from sun up to sun down.” 

“Excuse me, but I heard you say you liked Lusha,” Jon chuckled. 



Lilly smirked. “She is coming around, slowly. I can tell she is still deciding if she will stay with us after we reach Aza Thule.” 

Jon nodded. “What happens after we reach Aza Thule?” 

Long shadows covered Lilly’s eyes. “We decide to build our fleet or liberate Hylore from the Empire’s control.” 

“We can try and do both?” 

Lilly looked up, the shadows pulling away from her emerald colored eyes. “Time is not on our side. I fear for Castellan’s life. I fear for the lives of many now that the Empire has extended its reach. We are entering dark times and Aquris’s waters may fill with the blood of the innocent if we don’t do something soon.” 

“We will do everything we can,” Jon smiled. 

Lilly looked to him and smiled as well. “I know we will. We have luck on our side. As your powers and abilities grow, our edge will increase. 

You and Cora could be the deciding factors in our fight against the Empire.” 

Jon nodded. 

Lilly looked down to the main deck, her crew scattered about. 

“Navigator, check in on the crew and report back to me when you're finished. They need to know they are always in my thoughts.” 

“Aye aye, Captain,” Jon said. 

Jon made his way to the stairs and climbed down to the main deck. 

Looking across the deck, he saw Amara sitting by the main mast, a bottle of rum in her hand. Zelda was throwing out a barrel with a rope attached to it into the sea. Syndra sat at the bow, looking up at the sky. 

The others were nowhere to be seen, Jon assuming they were below deck resting. 

Jon sauntered over to Amara. The ember elf looked up to Jon, gave him a sloppy smile and lifted her bottle up to him. Jon took it and took a healthy swig. He let out a soft grunt as he handed it back to the elf and she cradled the bottle to her chest. 

“Does it help you feel better?” Jon asked. 



Amara gave a small nod. “I don’t function well around others. 

Drinking helps me relax.” 

“I never thanked you for the fancy swordplay with the giant squid. I didn’t know your sword could conjure flames.” 

Amara tapped the space next to her. “Sit down with me.” 

Jon sank down and sat with the Blademaster by the mast. 

Amara lifted up her sheathed sword and held it across her lap, the pommel toward Jon. She gestured for him to hold it and he took it into his hands. 

Jon looked over the finely crafted pommel. Along the handle were crystal indents that seemed to part of it. They were smooth and barely noticeable. Jon would have glossed over them completely except he saw that there were thirteen crystals and two of them were glowing, one red and one blue. The glow was faint in the sunlight, but Jon studied them as he held the sheathed sword in his hands. 

Amara leaned in closer, “Do you know what a Blademaster is?” 

“Um, a master of blades?” 

Amara let out a loud cackle. “Tell me Jon, you must be a scholar from Urth since your wit cuts so deep.” 

Jon smiled. “I’m just a lucky guy.” 

“I can see that,” Amara said with warm, drunken eyes. “I can tell from the moment we met, you’re a good man with incredible power.” 

Jon looked down, a dark thought slipping into his mind. “I used to be a good man. Now, I don’t know what I am.” 

“Don’t speak of such nonsense! You’re still good even if you have performed dark deeds. Take me for instance. I’ve taken lives, but I know in my heart I’m a good elf.” 

Jon turned his gaze to the beautiful elf. “Does it get easier, taking lives?” 

Amara’s smile waned a little. “It never gets easier. Those lives can still haunt you, long after the moment the light leaves their eyes.” 



Jon nodded. 

Amara reached out and touched Jon’s hand by the pommel, “You see the glowing crystals forged into the pommel of my sword? As a Blademaster, it is our duty to become stronger so we can fight great evils. It goes beyond just a skill with a blade, we must harness power too.” 

The Blademaster’s fingers touched the red crystal, “Our swords are specially made for each Blademaster. When they cut an opponent with dragon spirit, the sword may draw some of that power into it, becoming stronger. As you can see, I have cut two opponents and, in the process, given my blade the powers of flame and ice.” 

Jon looked to the elf beside him with wide eyes. He glanced at the tattooed dragons on Amara’s skin and it all came together. 

“You agreed to join Lilly’s crew so you can get closer to me. You want to cut me and draw out some of my power.” 

Amara grinned. “I have been found out! Your intelligence is truly astounding!” 

Jon’s eyes narrowed. “So, when you have some of my power, you will leave us to find others?” 

Amara shook her head and the rum bottle. “No, no. I meant it when I said I wanted to join our Captain’s crew. You see, a Blademaster is most at home in battle and Captain Silk is ripe for a long fight. I pledged my life to her, as I pledge it to you and the crew.” 

Amara’s hand drifted over and touched Jon’s hand. “Do not be mistaken, I would never slice my blade across your skin and draw blood unless I had your permission. There are rules to being a Blademaster and since we are part of the same crew, it would be impolite to do such an act. We are together, for better and for worse.” 

Jon’s body relaxed a little as Amara took her sword back and placed it on the other side of her. 

“The night you took the oath…” Jon let the words hang in the air. 

Amara took a swig of rum before putting the bottle in her lap. “We can discuss it another time. I just wish to enjoy this bottle before I take a nap,” Amara said and finished with a burp. 

Jon eyed her, not sure what else to say. 

 I’m not sure if it was her talking through the alcohol or if she was just relaxed enough to speak her mind. She will want my blood at some point. If her sword can use abilities from dragon spirits, she will have her fill when we fight against the Emperor and his sons. 

Amara leaned over and rested her chin on Jon’s shoulder. “If you wish to learn how to wield a sword, I’ll be happy to teach you, for a kiss.” 

Jon lifted an eyebrow before it smoothed away and he smiled. “Just a kiss?” 

“We can talk more about other forms of payment, but a kiss for now will do,” the elf grinned. 

Jon smiled as he leaned in. Lips touched, but tongues stayed in mouths. Amara gently kissed him back before she pulled away. 

“I need some sleep. We will see when we can start your training,” 

the elf said before rising up on shaky legs and slowly making her way to the lower deck entrance. 

Jon watched her go. 

 Why do I feel like she is going to be a different person when she trains me? 

Jon shrugged and stood up. He made his way to the bow. The shadow elf was up and leaning on the railing, her back to him. Jon moved to her side, his hand sliding over her waist and holding her hip. 

Syndra leaned her head on Jon’s shoulder. The pair stared out at the oceanic expanse for a long moment. 

“The Captain sent you down to check on us,” Syndra said plainly. 

Jon nodded. “I wanted to check on you too.” 

Syndra smiled. 

“I never knew being out at sea for such long periods can be so boring,” Jon smiled. 



“You get used to it, with time. Enjoy the rest. My dreams have been murky lately and I fear we will be sailing into dark waters.” 

“Have you ever visited the Shadow Deep Sea?” 

“No. That sea is chaotic and I personally will be happy when we sail beyond it. There are stories that the Shadow Deep Sea plays with your very mind. I fear my knowledge and mystical skills will be tested once we cross into those waters.” 

Jon nodded. 

Syndra sighed. “Jon, stay with me tonight, just the two of us. I need you all to myself.” 

“Consider it done,” Jon smiled. 

The shadow elf snuggled against him a little more. 

The breeze flowed over them as the ocean scent touched their senses. Jon was about to close his eyes and enjoy the intimate moment when his senses sang loudly. He looked out and spotted a dark shape on the western horizon. 

“What is that?” Jon asked. 

Syndra looked out. Her eyes narrowed before they widened. The witch broke away from Jon, turned around and looked to her Captain at the helm. 

“Ship in the distance!” Syndra shouted. 

All heads perked up and they looked ahead. Syndra pointed at the horizon. From the  Fate  and the  Beauty’s Touch,  crewmembers pointed at the dark shape in the distance. 

Lilly picked up her spyglass from a nearby locker, lifted it up to her eye and extended it. She watched as something big and dark floated on the surface. She spotted trees, but these waters didn’t have any islands. 

Turning and focusing the spyglass, the dark mound came into view. 

Lilly smirked. “Crew! It looks like we will be making a stop before leaving the Savage Sea!” 



The three ships moved through the water as the dark mound drew closer. It began to take shape and soon the entire crew was on the main deck. Everyone looked out as trees surrounded the mound. The closer they sailed, the more defined it became. 

A floating platform bobbed in the waters. The platform was large, like a tiny island. Ships were lashed together with giant ropes. The closer the trio of ships approached, the more they saw the built-in platforms, levels, and trees. The entire thing was a mismatch of different kinds of ships from all over the thirteen seas. Docks spread out from all sides and dark-skinned figures waved to the approaching ships. 

Jon caught a glimpse of white hair along violet skinned bodies and he smiled. 

Syndra’s eyes widened as she too grinned. “My people!” 

The sounds of whistles and shouts filled the air as the three ships slowed down and approached. Sails were at half-mast, the breeze gently bringing them in. Male and female shadow elves rushed along the sturdy docks. Ropes were thrown to them and they secured them to the docks, helping bring in the ships until they stopped. Ropes were pulled taut as many shadow elves continued to wave and call out to the ship's crews. 

The gangplank of the  Dark Heart slid out and banged against the dock. Lilly was the first to step down, most of the crew following her except for Eryn who stayed on the ship. 

A large group of shadow elves approached the Captain and her crew, the leader wearing a scantily clad one-piece outfit and long, straight white hair. Her hair flowed over her shoulders, framing her face. 

Her red eyes took in Lilly and her crew before focusing on Syndra and then on Jon. 

“Welcome to  Raider’s Retreat.  We often get orc ships way out here, but it is nice to see many different elves from all across Aquris. We are a barter city so anything you have to trade is most welcomed. 

“My name is Liluth Starshine, Mayor of our floating city.” 



“Captain Lilly Silk and this is my crew,” Lilly named off everyone who was present. 

Liluth smiled. “It’s good to see all of you. We have rooms for the night and plenty of drink to share.” 

“Thank you, Mayor Starshine,” Lilly bowed. 

Jon looked past the group of shadow elves and saw along the top edge of the ship, a dozen shadow elves waved down to him with bright smiles. 

“He’s a handsome one!” one shouted. 

“His ears are so cute,” another one shouted and laughed. 

“I’ll let him shiver his timbers all over my face,” a voluptuous shadow elf shouted and they all cackled with glee. 

Pink touched Jon’s cheeks and heat crawled up his neck. 

The crew laughed and smiled. Syndra curled an arm around Jon’s arm and the gaggle of shadow elves whined their disappointment. 

Captain Wyther and Captain Thorn joined everyone with many from their crews. Male and female elves of the crews called out to the shadow elves. The shadow elves called out to them, fingers curling to invite them up. 

Liluth smiled at Lilly. “I’m sure many from all your ships will want to explore.  Raider’s Retreat is open to all, as long there is no violence or thievery. We function on an honor system, but we will not hesitate to expel any who would cause harm or trouble.” 

“We follow the code and will respect your rules,” Lilly bowed. 

Liluth bowed her head. “Excellent. Come aboard and relax. We can discuss business over rum or wine.” 

Jon looked on as they walked toward a large entrance. He marveled at how a ship like this could exist. On the outside, it looked like it would fly apart in a rough storm. Once they walked in, he saw that simply was not true. Thick roots and ropes melded the entire structure together. The inside was hollowed out with walls of rooms, decks and windows. 

Walkways crisscrossed the floor with open access to the ocean underneath. Shadow elf children played and pointed to the newcomers as they walked in with Mayor Liluth. 

Jon took in the scent and it reminded him of roses and sea water. It was an odd mix, but it seemed to work in this place. Some of Storm’s crew broke off, walking up to a section with a lot of female and male shadow elves waving to them from small balconies. 

Other shadow elves greeted many of the newcomers with bottles of rum. The atmosphere took on a hint of celebration as everyone smiled and laughed. 

Syndra leaned closer to Jon, “Since my people were forced off our islands, we have many structures like this across many seas. With our magic and the Tuka Trees, we can make such places home. The trees are solid like iron and can withstand some of the strongest storms.” 

The witch looked to the children running, playing and greeting the newcomers. “I have spent some of my youth on such places. We may no longer have our island homes, but these homes are just as valuable. 

Some of them can be quite large and hold thousands of shadow elves.” 

“This is amazing,” Jon whispered as he looked around. 

Elves swung from vines and landed on the wooden pathways. Many asked for news from other places while some simply hugged newcomers. 

Syndra blinked away wet eyes. “We tell the young ones very little of the outside world until we are sure they are mature enough to handle it. 

It lets them keep their innocence for a time and not dwell on what happened to our people.” 

“What if visitors say anything,” Jon asked as he watched Storm and Rose’s crews interact with the elves. 

“They are told to simply accept them as stories. The young will be able to have their own adventures and stories to tell when they are ready to sail from their floating homes.” 

“Is that what happened to you?” 

Syndra nodded. “I was innocent until I was of age. It was then when I was told of what happened to our people. I’m happy they waited because when I left my home and travelled, I could feel the hate and disgust many have for my people. The Empire turned us into monsters so they could steal our magic and homelands from us. 

“The sea elves were first to be treated as low tide scum. My people were next.” 

Jon nodded. “I know it may not mean much now, but we will change it all for the better.” 

Syndra hugged his arm. “It means everything to me. Thank you, Jon.” 

Liluth led the way and talked, “We have games and beds. Enjoy your stay here and come to me if you need anything. I will leave you to your activities.” 

Liluth turned her crimson gaze to Syndra, “Visit me if you wish to talk.” 

Syndra and Jon watched as Liluth and her entourage walked to stairs carved into a big tree and climbed them, disappearing from sight. 

Lilly moved to Syndra and Jon’s side. “We will manage here if you need to speak to your people?” 

Syndra bowed. “Thank you, Captain. May I take Jon with me?” 

Lilly smirked. “Jon will have to decide. I’ll be at their saloon, enjoying a few drinks and playing dice. Come to me after you're finished.” 

Syndra nodded. 

Before Jon could say he would go, Syndra pulled him along with her. Jon chuckled as they made their way to the stairs and began to climb them. They followed up the dark stairs, one step at a time until they emerged into a wide room. Lanterns hung from vines. A large chair was carved out of a tree that grew inside the room. Many shadow elves stood to the sides, all with swords and pistols at their belts. 

Liluth stood before the throne, turned around and sat in it. She gave Syndra a kind smile and beckoned her closer with a finger. 

“Don’t be shy. Bring your Shullkar as well,” Liluth smiled. 



Syndra pulled Jon with her before she knelt to one knee. Jon went with her, bending to one knee and bowing his head. 

“No need to display respect. I can feel it the moment I saw your ships,” Liluth grinned. 

Syndra and Jon stood up. 

“I can tell by your aura, you have been away from your people for a long time,” Liluth said. 

“I have taken an oath to follow Captain Silk,” Syndra answered. 

“She is a Captain of honor. You chose well,” Liluth’s gaze turned to Jon, “And you chose a man from another realm who has a dragon spirit.” 

“My name is Jon Song. Pleased to meet you,” Jon smiled. 

Liluth licked her lips. “Pleased to meet you too. Your spirit sings to me and I can feel the bond between the two of you. It delights my soul.” 

Liluth sat back in her chair, her gaze on Syndra. “I saw you both in a dream a few nights ago. I’m pleased it was not just a dream. What brings you out to this side of the Savage Sea?” 

“We follow a dream of our own,” Syndra said quickly. 

“It’s good you follow your dreams instead of your rage. I hope more of our people see your example,” Liluth smiled. 

Syndra smiled. 

“What is your name, little one?” Liluth asked. 

“Syndra Dreadwater,” the witch said. 

Liluth nodded with bright red eyes. “I know the family name. 

Dreadwater’s have a gift of mana. Many of those from that bloodline are often high priestesses or mages. What path do you follow?” 

Syndra looked down. “Sea Witch.” 

Liluth’s gaze softened. “You have not refined your gifts? You serve a captain and yet you only use primal magic?” 



Syndra’s lip wrinkled. “I have hunted for spells. I know many, but cannot cast them for long. I continue to search and hunt.” 

The regal and beautiful shadow elf shook her head. She stood up and then knelt to Syndra, taking the witch’s hands into hers. Syndra looked down with wide eyes, unsure why the Mayor was kneeling to her. 

Liluth looked up with tears streaking down her cheeks. “You have been lost for so long. You have found purpose and love, but not self-fulfillment. You wander the darkness of your own soul. This will not stand.” 

Liluth stayed on her knees as she glanced to the side. A female shadow elf nodded and stepped away. 

“The tides of Aquris have brought you here for a purpose. My dreams whisper to me still, telling me I must bring a lost soul back to our ways.” 

A shadow elf stepped to Liluth with a big, leather book in her hands. 

She passed it to the Mayor and the Mayor bowed her head and lifted it up to Syndra. 

“Take it,” Liluth said simply. 

Syndra looked down on the book and arcane writing over the leather cover. “I… I cannot. I must earn my path.” 

Liluth looked up with a wry smile. “You have. This is my spellbook. I have learned everything I can from it. I now learn greater magic from the elements and the universe. Take it. Learn from it. Perform the rituals to increase your own connection to the universe. And when the time comes where you have no need for it, give it to another so they may learn and grow from it.” 

Syndra eyed the book. She lifted her hands as her fingers trembled. 

Jon stood by her with a smile, watching with affectionate eyes as the shadow elf took the leather-bound spell book into her hands and pressed it to her chest. Her arms circled the book as Syndra bowed her head again. 

“Thank you, Liluth. You have changed my life and I will never forget it,” Syndra said with wide eyes. 



Liluth gave a small nod. “Change lives as you journey and your work will bring hope back to our people.” 

The Mayor stood up before Syndra and hugged her, the big book between them. 

“Be the flower in the dark that refuses to wilt,” Liluth whispered and kissed Syndra on the lips. 

Syndra’s knees weakened to the touch of the elder shadow elf. 

When she pulled away, her violet cheeks were pink and her eyes holding a sultry gaze. 

Liluth stepped back to her chair but did not sit. “Enjoy your stay here. I will be sure to see you and your ships off in the morning.” 

Syndra and Jon bowed before turning to each other. Jon was staring as he had never seen Syndra smile so brightly before. The couple turned and walked for the entrance as Liluth sat down and watched them go with warmth in her eyes. 

Jon and Syndra stepped down the stairs, the shadow elf still clutching the book to her chest. 

“With this, I can cast the rituals to increase my mana. I’ll be able to study spells from all the spheres of magic. This feels like a dream.” 

Jon nodded. “A great dream. I’m happy for you.” 

“Be happy for us. Fate has brought us together for these moments.” 

When the couple reached the bottom of the stairs, Syndra turned and pressed her body to Jon’s side. 

“We must celebrate,” the shadow elf said with a dreamy tone. 

Jon smirked. “Of course, we…” he trailed off as a shadow touched the edge of his senses. 

Captain Storm Wyther stepped closer, hands at his sides and an impish smirk across his lips. Syndra scowled as she held the book to her chest again. Jon lifted his chest, staring down the Captain as he approached. 



Storm lifted his hands, palms out. “I come in peace. I only wanted a moment of your time, Jon.” 

Syndra kept her scowl. Jon eyed the Captain. 

“It’s okay, Syndra. I can spare a few moments with the good Captain. I’ll meet you back on the ship.” 

The sea witch’s eyes narrowed. “Careful, he can be quite devious as he hides behind his charm.” 

Storm kept his smirk as he remained quiet. 

Syndra stepped past the sun elf pirate captain and walked on. She looked back to Jon and he gave her a nod and a smile. The shadow elf nodded back and continued on until she was out of sight. 

Jon turned his gaze to Captain Wyther, his eyes cold. 

Storm bowed at the hip, head down and the wide rim of his hat covering his face just enough to only see his mouth and chin. 

“I wanted to say, no hard water between us. Our first meeting was a little rough and I admire that you can throw a decent punch. Lilly chose well. Since we are travelling together, I thought I should sink the unspoken weight between us,” Storm held out his arm. 

Jon looked down at Storm’s arm and chuckled. “Your phrases here on Aquris are a little weird, but I get what you’re saying.” 

Jon took Storm’s forearm and the two men gave a strong shake. 

Storm pulled his arm back and looked Jon in the eyes. “Since there is a blood pact between the Captains, our time together will be very important. I wish to speak to you about the future, as it were. I’m sure Lilly has told you all kinds of tales about our plights and adventures here on Aquris, but did you know her family was part of the problem?” 

Jon’s brow hardened. “You come to me about making amends and now you try to insult my intelligence with information from the woman I love. You’re a piece of shit for even attempting it.” 

Storm’s face was cool as newly formed ice. “You misunderstand my intentions. Aquris has a rich history and there has always been ebbs and flows of those in power. Because of the pact, I cannot betray my fellow captains and I have no intention of doing so, but you, a babe to our world, you have the ability to change everything.” 

“Storm, spit it out,” Jon growled. 

Storm nodded. “The Emperor wasn’t always mad. Before he killed his wives and began marrying his daughters, he was kind to a degree. 

Don’t get me wrong, he displayed power when he needed to, but he often searched out for peaceful resolutions before going to war. 

“I try to obtain as much information as I can when I’m dealing with those I work with or love. Lilly will always be special to me, but our paths were meant to diverge. I felt it the moment we met. It didn’t stop me from finding out what I could about her and her family.” 

Jon lifted an eyebrow. 

Storm’s face turned serious. “Lilly’s father and mother were not just high-ranking officials for the Empire. Her father was a confidant to the Emperor himself. It is known that Lilly’s father is obsessed with Aquris history. It aided him greatly during wartime and skirmishes. The Emperor and him often spoke to the legends and myths of Aquris. Some would even say her father was instrumental to bringing the Emperor to the precipice of madness.” 

Jon crossed his arms. “This sounds like rumors and hearsay.” 

Storm nodded. “It could be or, it could be the truth.” 

“Have you spoken about this with Lilly?” 

Storm’s wicked smirk returned. “She can be a firebrand when she is cross. I did not bring it to her attention because she wouldn’t believe me. It is her father and mother after all. Who wants to hear that their family may be responsible for all the pain over the last twenty-five years. 

“This is where you come in. She will not listen to Rose or I, but she will listen to you. This mad plan to build a fleet to fight the Empire will get many people killed. If she was a true pirate, she would be trying to earn enough gold and power to retire. When your personal desires clash with the pirate way, you change from a pirate to a crusader. We don’t want her dead, but the life of a crusader often ends in death. I’m telling you all this so when the time comes, you will be a voice of reason to quell her fiery nature.” 

Jon kept his hard gaze on the Pirate Captain, “What’s to stop me from bringing everything you said right to her? Let her know that it’s possible her family is somehow involved with the Emperor’s madness?” 

Storm gave Jon a small smile. “Nothing at all. You can walk right up to her and tell her everything I said, but that may cause more harm than good. We are all going into dangerous waters. We are not just running from the Empire, but we may face giant monsters and unknown terrors of the deep. We need to be a united front or many will perish. Rose and I will stay true to the pact because there is a lot of treasure to be had, but after we find the mythical city, our lives may be in further danger. Be the voice of reason to her. Help her understand what is truly at stake. 

Saving her parents will be much easier than taking on the Empire. Let Lufina rule with iron and madness. As long as we are far away from his forces and territories, will it matter what he does?” 

Jon gritted his teeth as he glared at the Captain, “You are a piece of shit and I won’t play your game.” 

Storm smiled and closed his eyes. “Love fills the heart, but it blinds the mind.” 

The Captain turned and began walking off. 

“Do what you must, but know this, I only want what’s best for all of us,” Storm said over his shoulder before turning his head and walking away. 

Storm’s words brewed in Jon’s head. He began walking, making his way to the docks. Shadow elves talked and played around him, but Jon didn’t even notice. His gaze was to the floor as he walked, his mind and heart at war. 

 Storm didn’t ask me to betray her. He just wants me to be the voice of reason to her. I’ve seen that crazy look in her eyes sometimes. Sure, it can be a little scary. I have to admit, it does turn me on, but that’s my own crazy baggage. If her father and mother were involved with creating the mad Emperor and she doesn’t know, will she forgive them? Will she forgive herself if she took so many lives to fight a monster her family created? 

Jon woke up from his thoughts as he approached the gangplank to the  Dark Heart.  He walked up the ramp and onto the ship. He made his way to the lower decks and soon stood before Syndra’s door. He lifted his fist and gave it a knock. The door opened and was Syndra stark naked and looking at him with seductive eyes. 

The shadow elf’s hand shot out and grabbed Jon by the collar. She pulled him in and closed the door. Jon stood as her hands worked feverishly to undo his belt and open his pants. When his hardening member was exposed, she slipped down to her knees and began gently kissing it. 

“Was Storm cordial?” Syndra asked before engulfing the tip of Jon’s member. 

Jon looked down, watching the shadow elf as she sucked on him. 

Despite the sudden surge of bliss, the back of his mind prattled on with unknowns. 

“He was. He just wanted to make sure we were fine since I did punch him in the face when we met,” Jon said as blood drained from his mind. 

Syndra pulled away slightly and gave Jon’s cock a long lick. “Watch your back with him. He can be dangerous if he doesn’t get his way.” 

“Now, I’m thirsty and I wish to drink,” Syndra whispered before taking his throbbing manhood into her mouth again. 

Jon stood as heat filled the room. Syndra was insatiable, thick inches appearing and disappearing between her tight lips. The mood grew rosy as she moaned. When a taste of pre-come touched her tongue, her eyes rolled up into her head and a long moan vibrated along her throat. 

   Jon continued to watch the beautiful shadow elf as she played with him. 

 I have to tell her. Secrets will only ruin us and she is much too important to me. 



Jon’s cock thickened. Syndra looked down as his member filled her mouth. She took him deep into her throat before his seed spurted. 

Syndra swallowed, her lips coaxing more and enjoying his salty taste. 

The shadow elf pulled away and looked up with a bright smile. “The celebration is just beginning.” 


***

The sun made its cycle from afternoon to dusk and eventually night. 
The  Raider’s Retreat  was abuzz with activity, laughter, and drinking. The night continued on until the sun rose up again. As it cleared the morning horizon, dozens of bodies moved toward the docks, their bodies exhausted but their spirits light. 

The crew of the  Dark Heart were already aboard their ship. Many of them watched as the crews of the  Fate  and the  Beauty’s Touch walked back onto their ships. Lilly was at the helm, the rest of her crew on the main deck. 

Along the docks, shadow elves waved to the visitors. Mayor Liluth was among them, her hand giving a slow wave to the three ships. 

Anchors rose up and wind filled the sails. The ships pulled from the floating port and slowly turned. Shadow elves continued to wave as the crew waved back. 

Lilly was all smiles as she waved with one hand and held the wheel. 

Jon climbed the steps to the command deck and walked over to Lilly’s side. 

The sea air filled every sense with a relaxing scent. Liluth continued to wave as the three ships moved southwest, the wind carrying them on. 

Lilly turned her body to the wheel but her bright smile to Jon. “I hope you enjoyed your time on the floating city?” 

Jon smiled and nodded. “I did for a little while. I don’t know if Syndra told you, but she was given a spellbook from Liluth. Syndra will now be able to train as a mage.” 

“She told me this morning and I couldn’t be happier. I knew something good happened judging from how you both were celebrating. 

Half the ship could hear you,” Lilly grinned. 



Jon gave a weak smile before looking out to the horizon. “Captain Wyther spoke to me on the  Raider’s Retreat. ” 

Lilly’s bright smile waned a little. 

Jon took a deep inhale and told her what Captain Wyther told him. 

With each passing word, Lilly’s smile slowly vanished and by the end of it, she looked down with sad eyes. 

“I know secrets can kill relationships. My family is full of secrets because of what they do and many of their relationships were broken because they couldn’t be honest with each other. I knew I should say something.” 

Lilly looked at Jon, her sad eyes remaining but a small smile forming. “Jon, thank you for telling me. I understand how Storm tried to maneuver you to oppose me at some later time, but clearly, he doesn’t understand our bond. I’m not mad at you for telling me. I’m grateful you were not afraid to come to me.” 

Lilly looked to the horizon as she slowly turned the wheel from left to right and back. “My father and mother kept their work life separate from family life. My father talked to me about some things and my mother talked to me about other things, but it was rare if they told me anything more than that. I was not naïve, but I respected their space. 

“As for my father corrupting the Emperor, I know my father would never do such a thing. He was always a kind man, even during war. It pained him to fight, but he never backed down. His honor was his life and he knew if he didn’t have honor, he would be dead. Despite the lies and rumors spread about him, I know he is a good man. I have always felt there was more to the story and when we rescue them, we will understand everything. Until then, I will carry out our quest until Aquris is free from the Emperor’s tyranny.” 

Jon smiled. 

Lilly gave her Shullkar a cheerful smile. 

“Now, if you excuse me, I must fire on Storm’s ship,” Lilly said with an enthusiastic grin before stepping away from the wheel. 

Jon’s eyes widened. “Lilly! No!” 



Lilly marched toward the stairs when Jon’s hands grabbed her waist. Lilly’s arm shot up and threw her elbow back. Jon’s head moved to the side just enough for it to miss, but the movement forced him to let go. Lilly faced Jon with madness in her eyes. 

“Lilly! You need to calm down,” Jon said and instantly regretted it. 

“Calm down! CALM DOWN!” Lilly shouted. 

The sun elf tuned and leapt onto the railing overlooking the main deck. She was about to jump off, her knees bending when Jon wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her off the railing. 

Lilly kicked and punched the air in frustration as Jon held her to his chest and kept her boots off the floor. 

“One shot! All I want is one shot to teach that pompous slime licker not to mess with those I love! He will pay for fucking with me!” Lilly shouted. 

The crew looked up to see Jon holding the Captain by the waist in the air. Their heads looked down as they pretended, they didn’t see anything and returned to their duties. 

Amara laughed and lifted her bottle of rum to the Captain and Navigator as they struggled. 

“Jon! Let go of me! He must pay with cannon fire!” Lilly shouted. 

Through Lilly’s struggling, he glanced over to the  Fate.  Captain Wyther was watching with a wide grin. He gave Jon a quick wave before turning to the helm and ignoring them. 

 Fucking asshole! 

Jon gently lowered Lilly. The Captain slowly stopped struggling. Her boots touched the floor and Jon turned her to him. Jon kept his hands on her waist, keeping her close as Lilly looked into his eyes, a fire burning within. 

“Whether he told me or not, I will still try to be a voice of reason. We have to be there for each other or one of us will spiral out of control and drag the other one down with them.” 



The fire in Lilly’s eyes burned low and she rested her hands on his chest. 

Jon smirked. “And when the time comes, we can both fire cannons at him, you know, to teach him a lesson.” 

Lilly smiled before kissing Jon. The couple stood on the upper deck, holding each other close and kissing each other deeply. 

Across the way, Rose rested her chin in her hand as she leaned against the railing of her own ship. She gave a heavy sigh as she watched Lilly and Jon kiss each other with deep passion. 

“She used to kiss me like that,” Rose said with a heavy sigh. 

Rose’s First Mate smiled at her Captain’s side, “I can kiss you like that, if you wish?” 

Rose’s body stiffened and she stood up. She turned to her First Mate with a boiling rage. 

“Can’t you see I’m performing Captain duties! Make sure the crew are doing their jobs!” 

The First Mate blinked. 


“NOW!” Rose screamed. 

The First Mate rushed off. 

Rose moved to the railings edge and looked down as beautiful elves rushed around like chickens with their heads cut off. 

“Back to work! I want the ship spotless! Also, have a bottle of wine brought to my quarters! I need to be alone… with my thoughts!” 

Jon and Lilly broke from their kiss, but not their embrace. The couple looked over to Captain Thorn as she waved her hands around in annoyance and her crew raced along the deck of the  Beauty’s Touch. 

“Someone’s jealous,” Jon smiled. 

“Let’s give her something more to be jealous of,” Lilly said with a wicked grin before they kissed again in the morning light. 







Nineteen

Jon stood toward the bow of the  Dark Heart, taking in the nightmare seascape. The ship moved along choppy waters and small swells, the sky dark with clouds and the occasional purple flash of light. 

Crossing from the Savage Sea to the Shadow Deep Sea was calm and serene a few days earlier. The waters grew darker, as did the sky. 

Jon had thought it would be a smooth transition until the very ocean grew rougher with each passing hour. The  Dark Heart was fully capable of traversing the waters, but doubt began to rear its head as the ship rose and fell along the strange sea. 

The  Fate  and the  Beauty’s Touch  fared well for a time since they were bigger ships, but as the sea churned, their respective captains took the helms and guided their ships alongside the  Dark Heart. 

Jon held onto the bow railing, his stomach forming a knot. He had never been seasick in his life, but it seemed the Shadow Deep Sea was the exception. His senses couldn’t place it exactly, but something about the air and water crashed into his wits. The very ocean seemed alive with some odd disturbance and he felt like a compass with its needle spinning in every direction. 

The rest of the crew didn’t seem to fare well either. Eryn spent a lot of time in her quarters. Pyrah, Cora, and Zelda ensured the riggings were secured as they fought to keep their balance. Syndra had been studying her spellbook, having little time for anyone else. Lusha was often by Lilly’s side, the Captain taking the helm. Amara even slowed down her drinking, a rope wrapped around her arm and keeping her close to the mast. 

The ship tilted right and Jon held on, trying to not get sick. 

 One more day and we will be in the Rotting Sea. I hope we don’t have to come this way again because I’m not sure my stomach can handle it. 

When the ship righted itself, Jon let go of the railing, turned and stumbled across the deck. He moved like a drunkard, trying to keep his balance. He slowly stepped past Amara, the Blademaster holding onto the rope and her eyes staring off at nothing. Zelda, Cora and Pyrah pulled on the rigging ropes as the wind blustered against the sails. 

When he reached the stairs to the upper deck, he climbed them as bile touched the back of his throat. 

Lilly and Lusha stood, the Captain at the helm and the wood elf at her side. The pair looked at Jon as he approached. 

“You look sick,” Lilly stated plainly. 

“I feel sick,” Jon said with an uneasy tone. 

The Captain nodded. “We have passed through some of the more dangerous spots and thankfully, we haven’t sailed by any whirlpools. We might hit calmer waters by the morning.” 

Jon nodded as he moved to the sonar screen by the helm. Jon looked at the screen, trying to take his mind off of his stomach. The sonar pinged every other moment, detailing a picture of the ocean beneath them. Signals bounced back to reveal massive chasms deep below the ocean’s surface. Giant schools of fish pinged back, moving slowly through the water. 

Lusha looked over at the screen. “The Shadow Deep Sea has plenty of life because no one likes to travel through here. It’s also home to many large sea monsters. It has been long believed that since the Shadow Deep Sea and the Misty Sea border each other, the sea monsters live here, but hunt in the Misty Sea.” 

“I hope they don’t think we’re a snack,” Jon mentioned as he held onto the edges of the screen for dear life. 

“We should be fine,” Lusha said as she eyed Jon. “Maybe you should lay down until we’re through the worst of it?” 

Jon shook his head. “I’m the Navigator and must stay to my duty.” 

Lusha frowned. “You won’t be much good to us if you vomit all over the deck.” 

Jon smirked. “That won’t be a problem. I haven’t eaten in two days so there’s nothing to throw up.” 



Lusha shook her head. “I can’t tell if your smart or really dumb sometimes.” 

“I ask myself the same question,” Jon grinned as he continued to hold on for dear life. 

“We won’t be able to weigh anchor in these waters. We will have to power through until we reach the Rotting Sea,” Lilly said as the ship rocked. 

Jon nodded when something touched his senses. It was light, barely fleeting, but it was noticeable. He stared down at the screen, watching the digital images as the sonar pinged. The tingling feeling returned, running along his spirit like a gentle caress. This time, it didn’t leave. It stayed, calling to Jon with a siren song. 

On the main deck, Cora pulled a rope when her eyes widened. A feeling washed over her, disturbing her thoughts and the rope in her hands slipped away. The lithe elf lifted a hand, touching the side of her head. A throbbing took root, sinking into her mind and further down into her heart. It called out, demanding to be heard. Cora turned her entire body to face the upper deck. She looked at Jon and saw that he was looking at her. 

 Somethings here. 

Jon walked away from the screen and moved to a new locker that was installed on the upper deck. He knelt down and opened it. Inside were maps and primitive navigation tools. Jon remembered asking Lilly if a locker could be installed so he could keep some of his navigating gear here. His reasoning, he wasn’t a lifelong sailor like much of the crew and needed access to some of the tools he required. 

Jon’s hand fished around until he took hold of a map. Jon stood up, lifting the scroll and opening it. Eyes moved across the crude map until his gaze caught the Shadow Deep Sea. A small X was marked on the southwest portion of the map. 

Jon moved to the sonar screen. He tapped at the glassy surface, calling up the digital mapping program. He looked over the progress, the equipment creating a map of where the ship had been. Jon compared the map on screen to the map in his hands. 



Lusha looked over her shoulder and her eyes widened. “One of the temples is close by?” 

Jon nodded. “I think so. I can feel it. It reminds me of the one we visited in the Fire Eyes Sea. It has to be another one.” 

“Captain,” Jon and Lusha said at once before Lilly held up her hand. 

“It will be difficult to stop and explore. We also don’t want to tip off the other captains. Pull the sails and get me Syndra,” Lilly ordered. 

The man and elf nodded as they moved to the stairs. Lusha stepped to Cora, Pyrah, and Zelda, telling them what the Captain ordered. Jon went below and made his way to Syndra’s room. With a quick knock, Syndra called for him to enter. 

Jon stepped in to see Syndra on her bed, the spellbook in her lap. 

She looked up with curious eyes. 

“Captain needs to see us. We might be over a dragon temple.” 

Syndra closed her spellbook and left it on her bed. She stepped to Jon’s side and they left together. 

The pair made their way back up to the main deck. The crew and Captain were gathered around, all eyes turning to Jon and Syndra as they approached. When they were all together, the Captain began to speak. 

“Jon may have found another dragon temple deep below the surface. This may be our only chance to reach it and see if it will activate another ability for Jon and Cora. I don’t wish to give it away to our friends so we are going to be a bit devious.” 

Lilly turned to Lusha, “Write up two scrolls, telling Storm and Rose that our rudder chain snapped and we are in the middle of repairing it. 

They are to meet us at the edge of the Rotting Sea and give them coordinates. Put the scrolls into bottles and cork them.” 

Lusha nodded. 

Lilly turned to the crew, “Zelda, Cora, and Pyrah, pull the sails. We will still drift, but we should slow down.” 

“Aye, Captain,” the three elves said in unison. 



Lilly looked at Syndra, “Have the bottles with the notes delivered to each of the Captains. Once they have it, we will wait until they move on.” 

“What if they want to aid us in the repairs?” Pyrah asked. 

Lilly gave the ember elf a smirk. “They are great pirates, but they’re lazy too. My guess, they will wave to us and sail on, happy to get out of these turbulent waters.” 

Pyrah smiled. 

The Captain addressed the entire crew, “Once our pirate friends are safely out of sight, Jon, myself, Zelda, Cora, and Syndra will dive down to the temple. If it is anything like the temple in the Fire Eyes Sea, there will be some kind of guardian. We will avoid a battle if we can, but I want all hands ready to release the sails and make a quick retreat. We don’t want to fight anything that can hurt our numbers or our ship. 

“With any luck, it will be a quick trip and we will be back on the ship in no time.” 

Lilly looked to the wood elf, “Lusha, you will take the helm until we get back.” 

Lusha eyed the Captain. She said nothing and simply gave Lilly a quick nod. 

“Let’s begin,” Captain Silk smiled. 

The crew dispersed. Hands grabbed at lines and allowed sails to deflate. Lusha made her way to the lower decks as Lilly and Jon climbed the steps to the upper deck. The red-haired Captain moved the wheel and made strange faces as if it wasn’t working. Jon stepped to the sonar screen and watched as the pings lit up and detailed the ocean floor. A ping illuminated a pyramid structure deep below. 

“It’s below us,” Jon said as he marked the location on the digital map. 

Lilly nodded. 

Jon looked to the Captain, “I’m not seeing anything else down there. 

No sirens, fish, or monsters.” 



“We don’t know what manner of beasts may lurk in these depths. 

We will have to be as quick as we can before resuming our journey.” 

Jon looked back to the screen as his thoughts wondered. 

 Another ability may be activated, not only for me but for Cora as well. We have no idea what to expect, but any edge we can get will help us in the long run. 

Lusha and Syndra climbed to the upper deck. The wood elf had two corked bottles, a scroll in each one. 

Lilly gave a nod and Syndra began speaking arcane words. It didn’t take long before a word of power was uttered. A pair of watery tentacles rose up, one on each side of the  Dark Heart.  Lusha threw a bottle to one tentacle and then the other bottle to the second one. Each tentacle grabbed the bottles and moved them in the air to the other pirate ships. 

Lilly watched as a tentacle reached over and handed the bottle to Captain Wyther. Lilly shifted her gaze over to the  Beauty’s Touch and saw Rose take the other. 

Jon’s gaze flipped back and forth between the captains, his heart beating a little faster. When the two captains looked over, they made strange hand gestures and signals. 

Lilly lifted her hands and made some hand signals back. 

The two captains nodded. Crews from the other ships looked over the sides to see the  Dark Heart falling behind. Their eyes were wide as their ships continued on to the south west amid rising and falling swells. 

Lilly smirked. “They think we are going to die out here.” 

Jon looked to the beautiful elves staring back from the  Beauty’s Touch, “I’ll be happy to disappoint them.” 

The sun elf glanced to Jon, her heart beating with affection. “You are taking to this life.” 

Jon looked at Lilly with warm eyes. “I feel like I belong here.” 

“We do,” Lilly said with a sly edge. 



The  Fate  and the  Beauty’s Touch were soon gone among the turbulent waters. 

“Let’s do this,” Lilly smiled. 

They made her way down to the main deck. The crew gathered again as the ship tilted from side to side. Bodies kept their balance as Lilly pulled her pistols and checked them. 

“Stay vigilant and be ready for our return,” Lilly stated before looking at her Cannoneer. “Pyrah, keep Lusha honest.” 

“Will do, Captain,” the short ember elf smirked. 

“Lusha, keep her steady and close by. We don’t know where exactly we will emerge. Hands on the wheel until we get back.” 

“Aye, Captain.” 

Lilly turned to Syndra, “Cast the spell and we will be off.” 

The witch nodded. “The water breathing spell will be a little stronger to help with the pressure and maintain our blood.” 

“I was wondering about the bends,” Jon said. 

The witch nodded. “It should last several hours, but hopefully we will not need that much time. Once in the water, I will propel us down by taking control of the sea water around us. No need to hold onto me. I’ll get us down there quickly and safely.” 

Arcane words fell from Syndra’s parted lips. Mystical energy began to flow into her hands. When she spoke the last word of the incantation, the shadow elf stepped to Jon and touched his throat. Energy sank into his throat and spread out across his body. He marveled at it as Syndra touched Lilly and Cora’s throats. The witch touched her throat last, the prickling energy in the air fading away. 

“Let’s go,” Lilly commanded as she stepped to the edge of the starboard railing. 

Jon pulled out his cell-phone and tossed it to Lusha. “Keep it safe until we get back,” Jon winked. 

Lusha smiled. 



The Captain was first, leaping over the side and into the water. Cora and Syndra were next, diving over the side and barely making a splash. 

Jon was about to jump when Zelda grabbed him by his coat and lifted him up. 

“Zelda!” Jon shouted before she hurled him over the side and he belly flopped into the waters. 

The rest of the crew snickered as Zelda leapt over the side to join them in the dark waters. 

Jon opened his eyes, the abyss yawning before him and several elves floating close by. He watched Lilly, Syndra, and Cora take deep breaths, their bodies adjusting to breathing water. 

 Time to get it over with. 

Jon opened his mouth and took in a deep gulp of seawater. Pain and shock ran along his entire body. Panic caused his body to shudder as his natural instincts fought against the seawater entering his lungs. 

The pain was maddening as Jon closed his eyes and tried to calm himself down. The pain subsided and soon, he was breathing like he was on the surface. 

 Not sure I will ever get used to that. 

Syndra made several arcane hand signals before a pulse of power touched all floating around her. The shadow elf pointed down. The very water swirled around everyone and before they knew it, the group shot down like stones. 

Jon squinted as the water around them grew darker. The abyss gave up no secrets as they descended down into eerie depths. A pressure pushed at his inner ears, but soon it subsided. Energy pushed back at the crushing pressure as the darkness grew blacker. 

 How are we going to find it if we can’t see anything? 

A ball of light appeared in Syndra’s hand as she led the charge down. It grew brighter and brighter, chasing away strange fish once they caught a hint of her light. The shadow elf smiled as her light touched sloping, ancient chasms. 



Jon turned his head, looking around at the jagged walls as they sloped further down. Part of him wished he could just swim around and enjoy the dark depths. It spoke to him of something ancient and comforting. The further down they travelled, the more it seemed like a living dream. 

 Maybe we don’t have to go back to Urth. 

Jon smiled at the thought before images of his family touched his mind. 

The group sank deeper into the abyss and when it looked like they would be swallowed by the crushing darkness, a purple light glowed. 

All eyes stared as they approached. A small pyramid with four pillars, one at each corner, glowed at the bottom. Purple flames waved at the top of the pillars, keeping the primal darkness at bay and calling to them like a candle at night. 

Jon smiled. He stared down until Cora was beside him. The lithe elf reached over and took his hand. They soared downward, holding hands. 

Movement slowed and the group of five turned their bodies and landed on the muddy bottom. All of them stared in silence, the large temple standing before them. The purple flames glowed and waved to the currents. An entrance stood with shimmering water within. 

Jon stepped forward, like an astronaut on some distant planet. 

Movement was slow as the group made their way closer. Lilly pulled out a pistol and held it to her side, barrel down. 

The group reached the entrance and Jon lifted his hand. He touched the shimmering water, his fingers touching air on the other side. 

With one big step, he stepped through to the other side and into musty air. 

 Shit! 

Jon fell to his knees, his lungs convulsing. A thick stream of water was expelled from his open mouth and splashed on the rune covered floor. He heaved on his hands and knees, pain returning as his lungs pushed out every drop of water. When he took a deep inhale of air, it was old but still breathable. 

Elves stepped in and a second later, they began expelling sea water from their lungs. Zelda was the only one not affected as water flowed out of thin gill slits along her neck. She stepped normally to Jon’s side, knelt down and helped him back to his feet. 

“So dramatic,” Zelda grinned. 

“Yep,” Jon coughed. 

The pain subsided and Jon managed to pull his thoughts together to turn his head and look around. 

The inside of the temple was eerily similar to the first temple he was abducted and thrown in by sirens. Runes covered every wall. A pillar stood in the middle, a faint purple glow surrounding it. Runes were carved into the stone, but they were dark and still. 

Cora stepped to Jon’s side. “Is this like the temple you saw before?” 

Jon nodded. “It is. Last time, I had to fight a big male siren. When I beat him, he left and I touched the center pillar. I remember feeling its power before I blacked out.” 

“There doesn’t appear to be a guardian here,” Cora pointed out as she looked around. 

“Maybe it’s long gone. This place looks really old,” Jon said as he eyed the pillar but didn’t touch it. 

Lilly and Syndra moved to a sloping wall, seeing an ancient map of Aquris. The pair eyed it, seeing X’s, one in each ocean. Some of them were dark, but a few still glowed. 

“It looks like some of the other locations haven’t been discovered yet. I still see glowing X’s for the Dread Sea, the Emerald Sea, the Ice Spire Sea, the Fire Eyes Sea and the Gold Sea. From what we know, these may be the ones the Emperor’s sons may have found except for the Fire Eyes Sea,” Lilly said out loud. 

Syndra stepped closer and touched the X of the Shadow Deep Sea. 

“This one is not glowing. I assume it will start glowing once it’s activated.” 

Zelda looked at Jon and Cora. “Well, go on, touch it.” 

Jon and Cora looked to each other. 

“Will it hurt?” Cora asked. 

“Oh yes,” Jon said with a smile

Cora reached over and took his hand again. “We should do it at the same time.” 

Jon nodded. 

Cora lifted her right hand as Jon lifted his left. The pair gave each other a loving gaze, their hands inches from the ancient stone surface. 

Lilly, Syndra, and Zelda watched, all three of them holding their breath. 

Jon and Cora’s hands touched the pillar at the same time. Energy glowed from the runes, a small rumble vibrating the pillar. Mystical energy seeped into their hands as they firmly held them against the pillar. The power grew before it reached its pinnacle. 

Cora and Jon grunted in pain. Energy travelled along their arms and into their chests. It snaked out, reaching their spines and flowing upwards. A burning sensation crawled along the skin over their spines. 

It blazed along, forming a symbol on each of them. 

Jon and Cora stared as their gazes were blinded with power. Their mouths opened as it reached its crescendo. The fabric of their minds opened and the pair stared out at a city. The image glowed as the two of them stood in the sunlight. Around them, humanoid lizard people with wings walked around, not noticing them. They were many colors, ranging from blue and white to red and black. They moved along as some of them flew across the sky. 

“Home,” Jon and Cora said and smiled. 

As quickly as the moment happened, it faded into darkness. Jon and Cora looked around, trying to find the place again. A blink later, a surge of power blasted them and they screamed. 

Zelda rushed forward and grabbed Jon and Cora as power exploded and they fell back. Their eyes were rolled into their heads as the sea elf gently laid them down. Lilly and Syndra rushed to their sides and bent down. Lilly touched Jon’s neck as Syndra touched Cora’s neck. 

“They’re still alive,” the Captain said as she looked up to the pillar, the runes across it glowing with purple light. 

Syndra looked back to the crude map on the wall, the X in the Shadow Deep Sea glowing. 

“It is done,” the witch said as she looked down with concern on Cora. 

A long moment drifted on until Jon and Cora’s eyes shot open. The pair sat up and looked at each other. Both scratched at their necks. 

Zelda grabbed at the back of Cora’s shirt and pulled it down. Burned into her skin was a new rune. 

Jon took off his coat and lifted his shirt. Lilly examined him, seeing a new, 5th rune carved into the skin along his spine. 

“Did you see it?” Cora asked Jon with wide eyes. 

Jon nodded. 

“What did you see?” Lilly asked. 

Jon leaned back on his palms. “It was a city… filled with lizard people. They were all different colors and they had wings.” 

“They were dragons!” Cora said in excitement. 

Jon lifted an eyebrow. 

Cora scrambled to her feet and looked to Lilly. “They were dragons from the Dream Time where they took on forms that resembled us. They lived in a city and behaved like we do.” 

Jon looked up to Cora as he stayed sitting. “I don’t understand. I’ve seen my dragon spirit and it looks like a little gold dragon. It’s not humanoid.” 

Syndra stood up and crossed her arms against her stomach, “There was a time when dragons coexisted with the early races. The myth is, they wanted to be just like the people they created. Their forms were so big that they changed their shape to be humanoid to better the experience and live among the other races. 

“The Dream Time was only ten thousand years in our early history before the dragons left for the stars. It was the one and only time where Aquris knew peace. It was a time of learning, discovering, and building early societies.” 

Jon slowly made it to his feet and scratched his head. “This didn’t happen last time. Why now?” 

“Could it be because we are closer to Aza Thule?” Cora said with excitement in her eyes. 

Lilly looked to the pillar as her mind worked. “We don’t know why people have dragon spirits in the first place. We don’t know why they created these temples and placed one in each ocean. Our creators left us poems and cryptic messages, but we have no idea what it all means.” 

The Captain looked to Cora and Jon in turn, “We know that there are thirteen symbols or runes for anyone that has a dragon spirit. Cora, you now have two and Jon has five. What happens when the two of you reach thirteen?” 

The Cabin Mate and Navigator glanced at each other before looking down. 

Lilly stepped closer and put a hand on each of their shoulders. The pair looked up to their Captain’s smile. 

“We will discover it when fate decides it is ready to be revealed.” 

“Aza Thule may hold some answers,” Syndra said. 

“Even more of a reason we must make haste,” Lilly grinned before turning and walking toward the entrance. 

“Let us leave this place and hurry back to the  Dark Heart.  We are nearly to the end and we should not keep destiny waiting.” 

Everyone nodded before following the Captain. One by one, they stepped into the dark water. Syndra cast a spell, a ball of light appearing in her outstretched hand. Seawater filled lungs once more as they all adjusted to breathing water again. With a gentle push off the stone floor, the five of them began to rise. 

Syndra made arcane signals with her left hand before a pulse of power touched everyone. The shadow elf smiled as the spell slipped into the water around them, took hold and they all began to ascend. 

Jon looked down at the temple as it began to become smaller and smaller. He looked up, the abyss still obscuring the surface, but in a few moments, they would see the sky again. 

Syndra’s light touched the chasm walls as they sped upward. Above them, the ocean grew lighter as they could see the surface in the far-off distance. 

The very ocean began to vibrate with power. Captain and crew looked around, the water itself carrying a thick vibration. 

 Is it a seaquake? 

The walls along the underwater chasm cracked and thick streams of bubbles rose to the surface. Eyes widened as an entire cliffside cracked again. Large shards of stone fell away silently into the darkening gloom below. Something white glowed from the cracks and more jagged pieces of stone fell. An avalanche of stone fell to gravity’s pull and a moment later, a white tentacle emerged. 

Syndra made arcane symbols and power pulsed. The group’s speed increased as they watched in pure astonishment as something emerged from the falling cliffside. 

Long, blueish white tentacles emerged. They all came together to a point, reaching what looked like a waist. A humanoid upper body crashed through the rock with long arms and webbed six-fingered hands. The thing looked like it had the upper body of a woman, complete with breasts but no nipples. A neck connected the elongated head. Large eyelids pulled back as eyes focused. The creature had two slits for a nose and a thin line for a mouth. 

Jon stared in horror, not because of the creature’s appearance, but at its immense size. It was as big as a building back on Urth. It pulled from the underwater cliffside, a strange noise blasting their senses. 



The light of the surface glowed. Syndra pulled her Captain and crew mates as fast as she could. 

Jon’s stared at the creature and his heart stopped. Eyes the size of trucks focused on him and the giant monster’s face snarled in rage. 

 It must be the guardian! I knew this was too easy! 

Syndra called on her mana, driving more power into her spell. With an underwater yell, she pulled with all her power, their bodies racing to the surface. 

Pyrah was looking over the side of the turbulent waters when bodies exploded into the air. The ember elf watched in amazement as the Captain and crew that went with her flew into the air hundreds of feet from the ship. Their bodies soared, limbs clawing and walking on air as they all aimed for the deck of the  Dark Heart. 

Syndra expelled water as they were quickly rushing toward the deck of the ship much too fast. When the last of the sea water cleared her lungs, she shouted out a word of power. The air gently took hold, just enough to slow their fall. The crew hit the deck hard and rolled to a stop. 

Water burst from their throats as Syndra struggled to her feet. The witch called on her mana again, ready to bring the Maiden to fight when a plume of white water shot into the air beside the  Dark Heart. 

Everyone was stunned as the creature rose up from the water, a screech filling the dark, cloudy sky. 

Lusha was at the helm when she saw the gigantic beast rise up, her eyes the size of saucers. 

“A Deep One,” the wood elf whispered in terror. 

The giant creature looked down at the small ship and its crew. It snarled as it moved closer, tentacles coiling under and blocking the ship from moving. 

“Ready cannons!” Lilly shouted as she stumbled to her feet and ran for the stairs to the upper deck. 

Bodies moved in different directions. Zelda and Cora grabbed lines and pulled up the sails to catch the wind. Pyrah rushed down below as Amara was to her feet, sword in hand. Eryn appeared, stepping out of the lower decks and her blind gaze catching sight of the largest soul she had ever seen. 

Lilly rushed to helm and barked orders, “Don’t fire until I give the word! Syndra, ready the Maiden!” 

The witch nodded as incantations fell from her lips. 

Jon simply looked up at the giant monster. It looked down, a rage in its large eyes. 

Jon’s eyes half-closed. Faint whispers touched his mind as a rune glowed along his spine. It was the new one, pulsing like another heart against his skin. His body warmed and muscles relaxed. 

 What’s happening to me? I feel… like a blanket made of dreams. 

The gigantic monster looked down as it lifted a webbed hand. Its large eyes blinked before they began to soften. The tentacles kept the Dark Heart close as the webbed hand gently touched the bow of the ship and held it. The vertical elongated head lowered and the monster sank down into the water. It moved its face close to the railing, the monster’s face as big as the ship. 

Jon looked at her and smiled. 

Lilly hesitated to give the command to fire. She watched as the giant monster eyed Jon with unblinking eyes. 

“Sorry we disturbed you,” Jon said with a relaxed stance. 

The giant creature blinked, but kept its gaze on him. 

“You must have been asleep for a long time. Are you hungry?” Jon said as if he was talking to a new friend. 

The giant monster was silent, observing him like an ant on a piece of floating wood. 

Jon moved to one of the barrels of fish on deck. He opened the top of one, threw the cover to the side and grabbed the barrel. It was heavy, Jon’s arms struggling to pull it to the railing as every elf on the ship watched in stunned silence. 



Jon brought the barrel over to the railing, huffing and puffing. When he caught his breath, he patted it with a small smile. 

“It’s not a lot for someone like you, but it might help,” Jon said with cool eyes. 

The giant monster looked to the barrel and then back to Jon. 

“You can have it. I’m sure we can catch more,” Jon’s voice was deep and smooth. 

Pink touched giant pale blue cheeks. The monster let go of the ship, delicately reached over with a huge webbed hand and picked up the tiny barrel. The creature stared at the barrel for a moment before looking at Jon again. 

“Go ahead. Enjoy,” Jon smiled. 

The giant monster woman lifted the barrel and fish fell onto her tongue. For her size, it was not a lot. She pulled her tongue in and tasted the fish. She put the barrel back on the ship and looked to Jon. 

“Was that okay?” Jon asked. 

The monster looked to the barrels on the deck, she reached over, one finger tapping the group of barrels. 

“I think we do have enough food below deck. That was extra so you’re welcome to it!” 

The webbed hand gently grabbed the group of barrels and lifted them up. She stuck out her tongue and poured the fish onto it. When the last fish fell, the giant monster woman put the barrels back as she closed her mouth. 

“I wish there was more,” Jon said as he leaned on the railing edge and stared up at her. 

“What is happening?” Lusha whispered with wide eyes. 

Lilly grinned. “She likes him.” 

Jon stared at the giant monster with dreamy eyes. “I wish we could stay, but we have to keep going. You seem really nice. I think waking up made you grumpy. I’m like that too,” Jon said in a faraway voice. 



The giant squid woman gave him a light nod. Pink touched her cheeks again as she sank down into the water. 

“I hope we see each other again,” Jon said and waved. 

The giant smooth head touched the water, but the monster continued to stare at Jon. When she submerged, Jon looked over the side to see her staring back at him. She sank down further and further until the dark water swallowed up her pale blue form and she was gone. 

Zelda took a shaky step toward Jon. He continued to look down at the water until webbed hands grabbed him and hoisted him up. Jon gasped for air as the sea elf hugged him to her chest, pushing all the air from his lungs. 

“You amazing man! That was a Deep One! They are rarely seen and you somehow talked her into leaving us alone!” Zelda shouted with glee. 

Jon struggled as the glow from the new rune on his back faded away. After a long moment of intense hugging, Zelda put Jon down and he checked his ribs to see if any of them were broken. Thankfully, they were all intact. 

Lilly, Lusha, and the crew rushed to Jon. Pyrah appeared from below decks and joined them. Every elf on the  Dark Heart surrounded Jon, their eyes wide. 

“How?” Amara asked in bewilderment. 

“What did you do?” Eryn asked. 

“Did you know that would happen?” Lusha asked. 

Jon raised his hands, the noises of their questions dying down. 

“I’m not sure. I just felt all warm and loose. I just talked to her and she seemed very nice.” 

Lusha’s eyes narrowed. She stepped to the dripping wet Jon, grabbed his coat and shirt and lifted it up. She searched his skin as Jon bent over slightly. When she spotted the new rune, she ran her fingers along the symbol. 



Lusha grinned. “If this is right and, after what we all just saw I’m pretty sure it is, you have a new ability called Attraction. I think that is the best Urth word I can use for it. It’s very close to what our symbol for Shullkar is except for some subtle differences.” 

Lusha let go and Jon let his coat fall into place. 

“It felt… mutual. Like, we were connected. My head is all swimmy,” 

Jon said as he tried to stay standing. 

Lilly stepped to him and held him close, steadying Jon and looking into his eyes with a wide smile. 

“If the Deep One comes back, I want to be there. I want to see what happens next,” Lilly said and let out a laugh. 

The laughter was contagious as everyone began laughing and giggling. The tension melted away as the crew of the  Dark Heart clutched their stomachs in hysterical laughter. 

When the laughter died down, Cora stepped to Lusha, turned and pulled down the back of her shirt. Lusha wiped away a tear from one eye as she traced her fingers along the sun elf’s new rune burned into her back. 

“I believe it means Fire Weaver,” Lusha said as she looked over the symbol. 

Cora nodded and pulled away. The crew turned their gaze to the lithe elf as she stepped to the middle of the deck by the main mast and turned around. She held up one hand, palm up. With a thought, a thin flame shot up. The crew continued to watch, knowing she could do that already. 

Cora took a breath and looked to the flame. It began to waver and shift. The thin flame grew bigger and swirled until it formed into a new shape. The crew watched with understanding eyes as the flames formed into a sword of fire. Cora spun it in her hand, made stabs to the air and spun around, flames writhing but they didn’t burn her skin. 

Cora opened her hand and the flames vanished in a puff of smoke. 

Lilly stayed with Jon as she looked to Cora. The Captain turned her gaze to the crew as a new confidence filled all of their eyes. 



“Let’s get back to our quest. I have a feeling this is just the beginning to the greatness we’ll achieve. Are you with me!” Lilly shouted the last sentence. 

“Aye!” the crew shouted back. 

Jon stared at Cora as she stared back at him. Their souls spoke more than words could ever say. Power tingled against their skin as they knew, this was only a step to growing their power. 





Twenty

Jon slowly opened his eyes. He blinked as Lusha was by his side, staring at him. A collar was around her neck and a chain puddled in the space between them. Jon moved slightly finding that the end of the chain was wrapped around his left hand. 

Memories of the night leaked into his waking thoughts. A faint memory hovered, the  Dark Heart crossing into the Rotting Sea. The other ships waiting, Rose and Storm waving to them as they joined them. The days of sailing through the murky green waters as the three ships sailed on. 

Thoughts coalesced into recent memory. Jon remembered the wind dying last night. The three ships were dead in the water and with so little to do, the Captain and crew decided to drink heavily. As the evening wore on, Lilly grew more and more amorous, touching, leaning, and laying on Jon when she could. Laughter filled the ship as everyone continued to talk about the deep one. Jon quickly discovered that finding a deep one was like finding a unicorn and he mentioned it to the crew. 

Laughter ensued as Jon discovered that there were no horses, much less unicorns, on Aquris. The crew asked many questions about unicorns and laughed at the absurdity of such a creature with a magical horn. Syndra, Zelda and Cora mentioned Urth giraffes were considered a truly mystical beast because why would any creator create an animal with such a long neck, odd horns, and spots. Sea creatures with long necks were the norm, but a land animal with such a long neck was preposterous. 

As the evening bled on, so did Lilly’s desires. Jon remembered the Captain taking his hand and pulling him along. When she stopped and took Lusha’s hand, the three of them disappeared below and into the Captain’s Quarters. 

Jon smiled as he and Lusha looked into each other’s eyes. Most of the night was spent writhing and taking each other in ecstasy. The three of them were lost to their urges and desires. Jon remembered passing out and waking a short time later, Lusha pleasing Lilly with her mouth as the Captain held his hand. Lilly called out Lusha’s name and the wood elf continued her tongue lashing, causing the Captain to tremble in moaning desire. 

Jon moved his right arm behind him to feel for Lilly. Instead, he felt an empty space. 

“She left a little while ago to relieve Zelda,” Lusha said in a hushed whisper. 

Jon reached over and touched Lusha’s naked hip. He pulled slightly on the chain and Lusha snuggled closer, her breath touching his neck. 

“Last night was fun,” Jon said in a warm tone. 

Lusha nodded. 

Jon eyed the beautiful wood elf before faint thoughts grew in his mind. “Lusha, will you leave us once we find Aza Thule?” 

Lusha was silent. 

“Are you afraid I will tell Lilly?” 

Lusha sighed. “No. I’m hesitant to say anything because I don’t know. I don’t know if this life is truly for me and… I don’t want to die for a cause that may fail.” 

“What life do you want?” Jon asked with a smile. 

Lusha pulled her head back a little and looked into his eyes. She stared for a long moment, gathering her courage. Jon’s smile added to that courage and she parted her lips. 

“I want to be in court. I want to drink wine, read books, and travel. I want to crush my political opponents and I want to be where the parties are. I miss it sometimes. I miss being around people I hate and admire. 

It gets me up at sunrise so I can learn, verbally spar, and laugh with a drink in my hand.” 

“When we oust the Emperor, you will have all of that, in the middle of the Empire. You are a powerful woman and you will only grow in power when we complete what we set out to do.” 

Lusha’s eyes slowly blinked. “Jon, It’s never solely about power. I like having a family and love too, but at a distance. If you love too hard or too long, others will try to take it away from you.” 

The wood elf touched Jon’s cheek with delicate fingers. “I have fallen for you. I’m falling for the Captain. I’m even falling for the crew. All of you are becoming special to my heart. That is why this life is unappealing. Death can come for any of us and it can be swift. I’m afraid to love all of you because if one of you dies, a piece of me will die too.” 

Jon stared into Lusha’s brown eyes, “What if I don’t let you go?” 

Lusha stared at Jon but remained silent. 

“What if I keep you with us?” Jon smiled. 

Lusha gave Jon a faint smile. “I do enjoy our games, but they are just games. I love being your plaything, but in reality, it’s still my choice.” 

“I would never take away your choice, even in our games. I want you to stay with us so we can be family. I love my family on Urth with all of my heart, but I never felt like I was one of them. The time here is showing me that this is where I was meant to be and everyone on this ship is my family.” 

Lusha continued to stare, silent as a grave. 

Jon smiled wider. “If your choice is to leave us after this is over, I will support your decision, but I want you to know that I don’t want you to leave. You awoke something in me that I wasn’t sure was possible over a year ago. I have my desires, but I never acted on them. I was more concerned about others taking offense than what I wanted. 

“Now, my spirit feels lighter because I can be the person I always wanted to be. I feel free. I know you want a family who loves you. I want you to know…” 

Lusha pressed her finger to Jon’s mouth. “Don’t. Don’t say it. I need to decide for myself. When the time comes, I will take everything we’ve experienced together and make my final choice. For now, can we lay here a little while longer and just enjoy the company?” 

Jon nodded. Lusha moved closer again and hugged Jon as he hugged her. Naked bodies pressed against each other and it didn’t take long for Jon’s manhood to rise once again between them. 



Lusha smiled and pulled back her head. “You’re such a beast,” the wood elf smiled before sliding down. 

Jon stared off, his mind and heart conflicted. When lips wrapped around his member, the thoughts melted away as he closed his eyes and enjoyed the intimate moment. 


***

Eryn looked around a field of tall, yellow grass. The cleric grinned as she lifted her face to the sun, a deep sigh falling from her lips. She walked and listened to birds in the distance. Her heart felt light as a feather as she smiled. 
The cleric opened her eyes and saw Jon before her. He looked at her with a loving gaze and she rushed forward and hugged him. 

“You’re so handsome,” the cleric grinned and pulled back. 

Her gaze slid over Jon’s features, taking them in and her heart beating faster. 

“I really want you to talk dirty to me,” Eryn laughed. 

“Shullkar,” Jon said simply. 

Eryn’s eyes widened and heat rushed up her neck and into her cheeks. 

“No one… has ever said that to me,” Eryn whispered. 

“It’s the truth,” Jon smiled. 

Eryn’s eyes watered. “Oh Jon, you can stick it anywhere you like if you keep talking to me like that.” 

Eryn crashed into him, hugging him tight. 

Jon grunted. 

Eyrn blinked before she pulled back slightly. Wetness touched her hand and she looked down. Horror crawled into her eyes as she held a dagger, buried to the hilt into Jon’s stomach. Blood spurted, covering her hand and seeping into the sleeve of her cleric robe. 

Eryn looked up with wide eyes as Jon stared down at her with serpent eyes. 



“Why?” Jon asked in pain. 

The cleric gasped as she looked down again, her hand defying her thoughts and twisting the dagger in Jon’s gut, blood soaking her hand. 

“No! Jon! Please, it was an accident! Don’t leave me!” Eryn cried out. 

“Vala will not save you,” Jon said as blood dripped from his mouth. 

“Jon!” Eryn screamed. 

Eryn’s eyes blinked open, but only darkness greeted the cleric. 

Lying in bed, she touched her own hands, feeling that they were dry. A fearful sigh rose up from her lips as she lay in her bed. The cleric looked around again, seeing souls appear in the abyss of her gaze. 

“Vala, what is happening? Have I strayed from the path? Am I not meant to heal the wicked with love and lust?” 

The goddess didn’t answer. 

“Is Jon wicked?” Eryn whispered. 

Again, no answer came. 

Eryn stared at nothing as her heart beat with edges of worry and a hint of doubt. She closed her eyes and pushed it all away. 

“It was just a dream,” Eryn whispered as sunlight poured into the small portal window of her quarters. 


***

Syndra sat cross-legged in an arcane circle. Before her, outside the circle, her spellbook was open to a page with an illustration of the circle and the spell incantation. The shadow elf read the words again, even though she had committed the ritual to memory. Thoughts whispered to the elf, telling her that once the ritual was complete, her mana would grow and she would have the power to harness greater spells. 
Syndra opened her eyes. “I will have the power of a mage. I will be the greatest mage across all of Aquris and bring hope back to my people.” 



The shadow elf began reciting the incantation. Words and phrases fell from her lips as her heart beat with power. A tingling energy caressed her soul before it snaked around it. The words carried on, filling her quarters with mystical energy. 

Syndra spoke faster, the words bleeding into each other. Unseen energies awoke and moved to the elf. They latched on, following her siren tongue. The incantation had become a song and from a song, it began a symphony of her soul. 

The shadow elf uttered the last piece of the incantation and forced her heart open to swirling energies. The air vibrated and pulsed. 

Syndra’s eyes closed halfway, her mana growing and her soul shedding so she could become more powerful. 

The elf stood up, her crimson eyes glowing a bright red before they faded back to normal. 

“I am no longer a Witch. I am a Mage!” Syndra shouted. 

A loud banging came from the other side of a wall to Syndra’s room. 

“Keep it down! Some of us are still waking up!” Eryn said with a muffled shout. 

Syndra smiled as she bowed her head and thanked the universe. 


***

Jon stepped onto the main deck, Lusha following him. He was greeted with sunlight and the sound of the ocean when energy filled his chest. It was warm and inviting and he grinned. The energy filled him and the soreness from last night's activities faded away. 
“Are you well?” Lusha asked as she stepped out and stood beside him. 

“I feel great,” Jon grinned. 

The two stepped out and turned to see Lilly at the helm and Zelda at her side. 

“Morning,” Lilly said with a smile. 

“Morning,” Jon and Lusha said with smiles. 



The two made their way to the stairs and climbed them. They walked over to the Captain and First Mate. 

Jon glanced to the side to see Amara practicing with her sword on the main deck and Cora practicing with her throwing axes. Pyrah was by a railing, enjoying a drink in the morning as she watched the two elves slash at the air. 

Jon took in a deep inhale. and his nose wrinkled. The stench of rot filled his nose. The entire ocean smelled like this and when he thought he was used to it, the smell seemed to get stronger. 

Zelda caught Jon’s expression and laughed. “You think it smells bad, try swimming in it. My people avoid this sea because the water makes our senses go crazy. We can’t properly hunt because the death smell hides all prey from us, not that we want to eat the fish that inhabit this place.” 

Lusha’s nose wrinkled too. “This place is vile. I’ll be happy when we’re done with it.” 

Lilly nodded. “That is the good tidings. We’ve made some good time. The wind picked up during the night and Zelda followed the course we plotted. We should be close to Aza Thule by sun down.” 

“That is good news,” Jon smiled. “We still have to discuss what we’re going to do when we get there? If there is some sort of guardian, we will have to come up with a plan to stop it or, at least, slow it down.” 

Lilly nodded. “When we are close to Aza Thule, all three ship captains will have to convene. As much as I barely trust Storm and Rose, we will have to convince them to guard the ships on the surface as we explore. There is a chance they might want to come with us. If they insist, we should have only one of them join us.” 

Jon nodded before looking beyond the aft of the  Dark Heart.  The Fate  and the  Beauty’s Touch were side by side, following Lilly’s ship. 

The captain’s looked on for a moment before Storm turned his attention to Jon and gave an exaggerated wink. 

Jon’s brow hardened. “That guy really likes being an asshole.” 

“Yes,” Lilly said plainly as she looked ahead. 



Lusha spoke up, “The city is under water. It will be vast and we don’t know what kind of defenses it has or monsters that lurk there.” 

Lilly nodded. “This will not be a short trip. Once we reach the city, we must take our time and explore every inch of it. We will not chance missing something that may be used to help us fight back against the Empire.” 

“We could be here months, even years,” Lusha said. 

“We will take as long as we need to gain the advantage.” 

“What about Hylore?” the wood elf asked. 

Lilly looked to Lusha with understanding eyes. “Let’s focus first on finding weapons and technology so we can have the power to fight back.” 

The Captain reached out and touched Lusha’s shoulder. “We will do everything we can to free Hylore before moving on to the seat of the Empire, I swear it to the new and old gods.” 

Lusha lifted her hand and curled it around Lilly’s hand. The two looked to each other for a long moment before the Captain pulled her hand back and placed it on the wheel. 

Jon smiled. “I’m feeling really good about…” he managed before his senses blazed with alarm. 

Something pulled at him as he stepped to the rear railing of the deck and looked at the  Fate and the  Beauty’s Touch.  The ships moved along, following the  Dark Heart. On the surface, everything looked normal. 

A ping echoed from the sonar screen, followed by another and another. The pings sounded off in quicker succession as Jon rushed over and looked at the screen. 

“Shit!” Jon shouted before water exploded. 

Rose held the wheel as she turned to a plume of rising water and a metal, reptilian face emerged. Its beaked face gleamed in the sunlight, mechanical eyes focusing on the  Beauty’s Touch.  The large body of the thing surged through the water, toward Rose’s ship. 



“Cannons!” The Captain shouted a few seconds before the head and the top of an armored shell slammed into the  Beauty’s Touch. 

The ship tilted as wood cracked. Water sprayed upwards as the crew fought to hold on and the ship nearly tilted on its side. 

Lilly glanced over her shoulder, seeing the giant mechanical monster submerge. “It’s attacking the bigger ships first!” she shouted as she spun the wheel. 

Jon watched Rose and her crew hold on as their ship righted itself. 

The  Dark Heart powered hard to the left, making a large circle as it made its way around. 

“Ready all cannons!” Lilly shouted. 

Pyrah and Cora rushed to the below deck entrance. Amara moved to the railing and looked out, seeing a dark shape move through the dark green waters. 

Storm spun his wheel right, the  Fate turning away from the  Beauty’s Touch.  Storm’s crew grabbed rifles from lockers as cannons slid out of port holes. The  Fate turned in one direction, Storm’s gaze on Rose and her ship. 

Lilly held the wheel, her ship turning. “Port cannons! Fire when you have a shot!” 

Pyrah and Cora loaded the cannons and pushed them out. The cannons emerged on the port side, the two elves ready to strike down the firing button. 

Syndra and Eryn emerged from the lower deck. The cleric let go of Syndra’s arm and grabbed a railing while the shadow elf and Amara looked out to the water. 

“All eyes on the water! Call out when you have the beast in sight!” 

Lilly shouted. 

Jon, Zelda, and Lusha moved to three sides of the command deck. 

Eyes searched the water, looking for any hint of the metal monster. 

On the  Fate,  Storm looked out with cool eyes. 



“Stone and ice rounds! Aim for soft spots! Don’t waste your shot on the shell. Let the cannons do the work of cracking its hide!” Storm shouted. 

Rose held onto the wheel for dear life. She looked around to see if the metal creature would come up again. 

Deep below, mechanical eyes looked up at the hulls of the three ships. With powerful metal fins, it moved through the water, gaining speed. 

“Where are you?” Lilly whispered as she looked around. 

Water burst into the air as the metal turtle head opened its maw behind the  Fate. 

Rose turned her head and her eyes narrowed. “Starboard cannons! 

Fire!” 

Cannons shot off in quick succession, balls of ice streaking across the air. The metal turtle reached out its neck and bit down on the aft portion of the  Fate.  Wood and metal crunched and shattered as the rudder and part of the rear of the ship disintegrated in the metal turtle’s beak. 

Jon watched in astonishment, the metal turtle nearly the size of the Fate from what he could see. Balls of ice struck the back of its shell and exploded. Ice crawled along the metal, causing it to groan. The turtle chomped on wood and metal before it sank down below the surface. 

The  Fate was dead in the water. 

Storm’s First Mate handed the Captain a rifle. Storm ensured it was loaded before moving to the side and aiming at the water. 

“Fire on sight!” Storm shouted with calm authority. 

The crew of the  Fate filled the railings of the ship, everyone aiming outwards and to the water. 

Jon turned and rushed to the sonar screen. He gripped the sides as he caught the pings of the monster as it moved toward Rose’s ship. 

“It’s moving toward the  Beauty’s Touch again!” Jon shouted. 



Lilly nodded. “Port Cannons! Ice rounds! Aim for the water on the port side of the  Beauty’s Touch  and open fire!” 

Pyrah and Cora moved with expert skill. The two elves replaced the portside cannons with ice rounds. They slammed the back lids shut. 

Hands maneuvered the three cannons. A shadow moved underwater and Pyrah smirked. 

Pyrah and Cora slammed their hands on the button triggers. Light stabbed out from the cannons as three rounds streaked over the water. 

The turtle emerged and ice rounds struck it. Cascading water froze and crashed down as ice covered the shell and head of the metal monster. 

Metal groaned again as the monster shattered the ice by flexing its mechanical neck. 

Rose looked to the port side with madness filled eyes. “Fire!” 

At point blank range, a row of cannons went off. Balls of magical ice slammed into the turtle’s face and shell. The seawater around the monster flash froze as the monster opened its jaw and smashed the ice encasing its head. The monster struggled with giant metal flippers to break the ice. Scantily clad elves with rifles aimed and fired ice rounds. 

The air was filled with ice shards as they slammed into the giant struggling metal turtle. Ice grew over the creature as gears whined. 

“Don’t stop my loves!” Rose said with wide eyes as she hoisted up a rifle, aimed at the creature’s eye and pulled the trigger. 

A stone round flashed, closing the distance and striking the delicate mechanical eye. Smoke billowed up as the metal monster thrashed. The ice covering it shattered and it submerged instantly. 

“Jon?” Lilly shouted. 

Jon watched the screen as the sound of pings filled his ears. He watched the screen as the outline of the metal monster hovered underwater. The tension began to build as it didn’t move for heartbeats. 

The  Dark Heart turned fully and charged toward the  Beauty’s Touch. 

Jon held his breath, his senses blaring with alarm. The pings continued and Jon’s blood turned cold as it turned toward them and charged. 



“It’s coming right for us!” Jon shouted. 

Lilly looked to the wide space of water between the  Dark Heart  and the  Beauty’s Touch. A barely visible dark shape moved at incredible speed. 

Lilly’s eyes narrowed. “Forward guns, ice rounds! Wait for my order!” Lilly shouted to the communication tube to her side. 

Pyrah and Cora rushed to the forward cannons, loaded them and pushed them out. A pair of cannon barrels appeared from the portals of the bow. The two elves each stayed with a cannon, ready to fire. 

Rose watched as the shadow moved away from her ship and toward Lilly’s incoming ship. “Reload and fire on my command! This beast won’t have us this day!” 

“Syndra! Summon the Maiden!” Lilly barked. 

The shadow elf nodded and she began the incantation on the main deck. 

Jon looked up from the screen, catching sight of the large underwater shadow. “The cannons won’t stop it.” 

“The cannons will slow it down until we can take the advantage,” 

Lilly said grimly. 

Water surged and exploded upwards as the metal turtle opened its maw. 

“Fire!” Lilly shouted. 

Pyrah and Cora slammed their hands on the button triggers. 

Cannons flashed with light as two ice rounds crossed the small distance and struck the metal monster’s face. Ice covered it for a blink before it shattered, the monster still surging forward. 

Cannons on the  Beauty’s Touch went off, ice rounds striking the metal monster’s shell, but the thing didn’t slow down. 

“Brace for impact!” Lilly shouted. 

“Lilly!” Rose shouted with wide eyes. 



The monster turtle surged forward until water exploded underneath it. Eyes watched in abject amazement as the metal monster was lifted into the air by large, webbed hands. No one took a breath as they stared in disbelief. 

Webbed hands lifted the metal monster up and up. An elongated head rose out of the water, the enormous body rising up. Its pale blue feminine body continued to rise out of the water. Soon, tentacles filled the area, gently taking hold of all three ships and holding them close. 

The Deep One stared hard at the thrashing metal turtle in its hands. 

Jon rushed to the railing and grinned ear to ear. “It’s Debbie!” 

The Captain and others on the command deck glanced at Jon. 

“Debbie the Deep one!” Jon laughed. 

Debbie held the monster in her webbed hands. When Jon shouted, she looked down at him and blinked. The metal turtle’s head telescoped out and bit down on her shoulder. A screech filled the air as blue blood spurted from Debbie’s shoulder. 

“No!” Jon shouted. 

Debbie turned her gaze to the metal turtle. A webbed hand grabbed at the monster’s long neck and twisted. Metal groaned and shattered. 

The magical light in the turtle’s eyes went out. Debbie pulled the limp body from its severed head. With a loud growl, she squeezed the metal corpse until it shattered in her hands. Large pieces of debris fell, splashing around the giant Deep One. Debbie grabbed the head, pulled it off her shoulder and tossed it into the sea. 

Everyone watched as the enormous deep one let out a low whimper, her webbed hand clutching at her shoulder wound. 

Jon moved to the railing, never taking his eyes off of her. “Thank you! I’m sorry it hurt you.” 

The Deep One looked down on Jon. She stared for what felt like ages before she began to sink down. Massive tentacles pulled away from the ships as she sank lower and lower. When she was eye level with Jon, she reached out with her other hand. 



Jon looked up and she gently touched his head with a single finger and rubbed it. The Deep One barely smiled before she winced in pain. 

Storm and Rose watched from their ships, their jaws hanging open. 

Jon touched the smooth skin of the giant finger. “I hope you feel better.” 

Debbie stared at Jon before pink touched her cheeks again. She sank lower into the waters until she was submerged. Everyone moved to the railing to see her face looking up at them. She sank lower in the murky water until she was gone. 

Lusha spoke as she shook her head, “I don’t know what to say? 

Never in anything I have read or studied has something like this happened before. It’s unprecedented.” 

Lilly smiled. “I believe our crew just got a lot bigger.” 

Jon leaned on the railing, staring at the water for a moment before looking to the other ships. Rose and Storm were hastily making wide, sweeping hand signals in the distance. 

Lilly stepped to the railing and made sweeping hand signals of her own. 

“What are they saying?” Jon asked. 

“Storm is having his mage repair his ship. We should be able to start sailing again soon. Other than that, they keep asking what just happened.” 

Jon grinned. “Tell them I have a new girlfriend.” 

Lilly let out a laugh, turned and signaled to the captains. 

The pair of captains simply stood for a long moment before their hands moved rapidly in the air. 

The crew on the command deck laughed as the sun hung in the morning sky. 


***

The sun hung low in the sky. Three ships moved through the calm waters as long shadows trailed behind them. The rotting stench filled the air, but it didn’t dampen the crew’s spirits as they sailed closer to their destination. 
Jon and Lusha poured over several maps on the command deck while Lilly steered the ship. Much of the crew were on the main deck talking. Some of them glanced up to Jon, Lilly and Lusha before turning their eyes back to each other. 

Amara scratched her head. “I mean, if she did save us because she’s in love with Jon, how will they…” the Blademaster trailed off. 

“It isn’t always about sex,” Zelda said before she gave the ember elf a sharp grin. “But if she wants him, she’s going to have to use his entire body to please her.” 

A murmur of laughter filled the deck. 

“He could use both of his hands to rub her pearl,” Pyrah grinned. 

Syndra crossed her arms and shook her head. “Clearly I must aid him with some kind of spell. Maybe when I learn a little more, I can make Jon a giant.” 

Eryn blinked. “Jon is already blessed, but I’m interested if you can make just one part of him bigger, for research purposes,” the cleric smiled. 

The crew cackled on the deck. 

Jon glanced up from the map, hearing the murmurs and laughter before looking down on the map again. 

“They’re just having fun,” Lusha said in a low tone. 

Jon nodded. “I know.” 

Lilly glanced to her Navigator and Scholar, “We should be at the coordinates.” 

Jon picked up a map off the tilted sonar screen. He watched the screen, but each sonar pass revealed the ocean floor and no indication of structures. 

“We followed the poem and plotted the course. We should be right on top of it,” Jon said as he looked at the map and the screen. 



“Did we misinterpret something?” Lilly asked. 

Lusha shook her head. “No, this should be the area.” 

Jon kept looking at the map and the screen. “The city is what, millions of years old? Is there volcanic activity in the Rotting Sea? 

Maybe the tectonic plates have shifted over time? We could be way off? 

Or maybe the city was destroyed a long time ago?” 

Lusha gave Jon a tired glance, “Surely the dragons would have accounted for those things. They were the masters of Aquris. If they meant for others to find it one day, they would have prepared for many eventualities.” 

“We don’t know what they wanted,” Jon said with a gloomy tone. “All of this could have been a myth or legend. It could have been made up to…” Jon trailed off. 

Cora stood with the rest of the crew as they talked and laughed. 

She turned away from them and looked out to the water. A song touched her ears and when she glanced at her fellow crew mates, they continued to talk as if they couldn’t hear it. The lithe elf looked up to the command deck, her gaze connecting with Jon’s gaze. 

Jon stared at Cora, a song touching his soul. It gently called out to him like a siren. It was the most beautiful thing he had ever heard and he just wanted to sit down and listen to it. Jon turned his gaze down to the sonar screen and his heart beat faster. 

Lusha looked down and her eyes widened. “We… found it!” 

Lilly looked over to the sonar screen, watching as square and triangle formations filled it. The image seemed to only show some of the city as the  Dark Heart moved along. 

“Pull the sails! Pull them!” the Captain shouted. 

Zelda, Pyrah, Cora, and Syndra heard the Captain. They moved to the rigging and pulled the sails. Sheets fell, the wind unable to fill them any longer. The  Dark Heart slowed as Lilly made hand signals. 

The  Beauty’s Touch  and the  Fate  pulled their sails and slowed down as the sun hovered over the horizon. 



Once the sails were pulled, the crew raced up the stairs to the upper deck. Eryn was last as she walked. 

Bodies gathered around the sonar screen, seeing the gentle pulse as the city lit up below them. 

“We found it! We really found Aza Thule!” Cora looked with wide eyes. 

Lilly made many hand signals to the other two captains. When she finished, she turned around to the crew. 

“Jon, Cora, Syndra, Zelda, and I will be going down to explore before nightfall. Lusha, you will have command of the ship until we get back,” Lilly said sternly. 

“What did the captains say?” Jon asked. 

Lilly smiled. “I don’t know. I’m not here to discuss our plans. This is our expedition and we will go down first. If they want to risk their lives and crew, they can follow but I want us to touch the ruins first.” 

Heads nodded in agreement. 

Lilly looked to Syndra with warm eyes, “Mage, we will need to breathe underwater.” 

The Mage smiled. “Aye Captain.” 

The crew moved with purpose. Everyone made their way down the stairs to the main deck. Cora put on her axe throwing harness. Zelda took a single barrel pistol and stuffed it into her belt. Jon made sure his dagger was at his hip. Lilly checked her pistols before putting them in her thigh holsters and securing a leather band over them. The group moved to the railing as Syndra began her incantations. 

Lusha bowed her head to Lilly, “What if Captain Thorn and Captain Wyther attempt to betray us?” 

Lilly smirked as she looked to Pyrah, “Cannoneer, make sure the cannons are loaded with fire rounds.” 

“Aye Captain,” Pyrah smiled. 

Lilly looked to Amara, “Protect the crew if the ship is boarded.” 



“Aye, Captain,” Amara bowed. 

The Captain looked to Eryn, “Heal the injured.” 

“Aye, aye Captain,” Eryn bowed her head. 

Lilly looked at Lusha and smiled. “Protect the crew and the ship with your life and make sure you’re here when we come back up. Our family depends on your leadership.” 

Lusha’s eyes widened a hair, “Aye, Captain.” 

Syndra touched throats, her spell sinking in. 

The sun touched the horizon as some of the crew moved to the edge. Zelda jumped first, her body barely making a splash. Syndra was next. Jon and Cora moved to the edge. The sun elf grabbed Jon’s hand and he squeezed it. The pair jumped off and into the water. 

Lilly looked back to the remaining crew. “We don’t know how bad things will get. Keep your wits and we will succeed.” 

The Captain turned and dove over the side and into the water. The remaining crew rushed to the side, everyone looking down as their fellow crewmates disappeared from view. 

Under water, Zelda made a face as she breathed in the murky water. Jon grimaced as his lungs filled with water. It was worse than what he thought it would be. Cora’s face was a blank mask as she breathed in through her mouth. Syndra and Lilly turned their bodies and began swimming down. The rest followed suit. 

Syndra made an arcane hand gesture and took control of the water around them. With a burst of speed, they descended deeper down. 

A ball of light appeared in the mage’s hand and the edge of the light touched the tip of a pyramid. 

Jon’s eyes adjusted to the light. They all slowed down and he marveled at the underwater city. Cora swam to his side, visually drinking it all in. 

Large pyramids dotted the city. Between them were streets of perfectly cut stone, fitting together like jigsaw puzzles. Buildings of all kinds, sizes, and shapes filled the vast city in the murky water. Statues of dragons in various forms filled the tops of buildings and ran along the streets. Seaweed waved along many of the structures. 

Jon turned his gaze, trying to take in the scope of the immense city. 

He counted thirteen pyramids, but the one in the middle was by far the largest. It stood as the largest and tallest structure, all roads leading to it. 

The sight of the city filled his mind until a dark thought slithered in. 

Jon narrowed his eyes, looking around and turning his body. 

 I don’t see any fish or monsters. A place like this should be teeming with wildlife but I haven’t seen a single fin. Is the city keeping them away or is something else? 

Lilly swam to Jon and pointed down. 

Jon nodded. 

The group swam down further, Syndra’s light guiding the way. 

Cora swam close to Jon. The pair could still hear the siren song. It stayed the same volume as they swam over the city. Eerie shadows lengthened in Syndra’s light. The silence only added to the gloom of the long dead city. 

 The dragons must have made this city for a reason? Was it just so it could be found and give up its secrets or did they have other plans? 

 After such a long journey, will there be any secrets to find? 

Jon glanced at Lilly as she swam along. 

 What if there is no dragon tech? What if it was all just a fairy tale? 

 Lilly will be crushed. We will have to come up with another plan, a better plan to unseat the Emperor. We can’t rest until Aquris is safe again. 

Lilly swam down until she hovered over a street. Her hands and legs moved slowly in the gloom. Her oval eyes searched the dark shadows before looking to a large pyramid in the distance. Zelda and Syndra joined her sides. 

Jon and Cora swam closer. Cora kicked her legs as she descended. 

The thin elf turned her body and floated down until her boots touched the stone floor. 



Jon swam down and turned his body. 

 It will be like walking down a street in the past. 

Jon smiled as he sank down, his boots touching the stone floor. He reached out and took hold of Cora’s arm and pulled her closer. Cora moved with the touch, smiling at Jon before pressing her body to his. 

The water vibrated. 

Lilly looked to Jon and Cora with wide eyes. 

Energy snaked up from the stone floor like tentacles and stabbed into the couple. Jon and Cora’s eyes widened before their very eyes glowed with power. The red and gold energy tentacles snaked into their bodies further. There was no blood, only vibrations and power. 

Lilly, Syndra, and Zelda rushed to the couple. They reached out to grab them before energy blasted them back, knocking them away. 

Bodies spun, the three elves fighting to regain their senses. 

Jon and Cora held each other in a firm grip, energy bleeding from their eyes as the stone under their boots pulsed. 

Lilly gritted her teeth as she swam toward Jon and Cora. It was then when a force struck her hard. The Captain was slammed to the floor. At the same time, the same force slammed Zelda and Syndra to the stone street. Water pressure began to build as the three elves struggled against it. Jon and Cora stayed standing, their bodies glowing with red and gold auras. 

Lilly could barely keep her eyes open as she looked up. The murky water began to clear and she saw the surface. 

Zelda fought the crushing power as she turned onto her stomach and pushed back with powerful arms and legs. She growled as a deafening roar filled her pointed ears. She crawled over to her Captain and Mage. She moved closer before her muscles gave out and she slammed against the floor beside her friends. 

On the surface, Lusha took the helm. She stared out, giving the occasional glance to the other ships. She could see that both captains were preparing their crews to go diving. The sun touched the horizon as bubbles blistered along the surface. 



Everyone looked out, seeing that the very ocean began to bubble and churn. It went on for miles in the dying light. 

Hearts froze as a pointed tip burst from the water. Another tip, followed by another followed. Buildings began to emerge as water pushed away. 

Lusha held the wheel as a wave struck the side of the  Dark Heart. 

The ship tilted and flowed with the current. The wood elf cried out and she tried to hold the wheel and turn away from the wave. Amara grabbed Eryn and held her close as Pyrah grabbed a rope, sea water washing over her and onto the deck of the ship. 

The crews of the  Fate and the  Beauty’s Touch braced themselves as their ships were swept away along with the  Dark Heart. 

Spires and buildings continued to fill the entire area. When the edge of the city reached the surface, the entire city shuddered to a halt. Water poured out from streets and into the ocean. 

Lusha, Amara, and Pyrah turned and looked to the massive city. 

They stared with wide eyes as the setting sun painted the pyramids and buildings with a warm yellow light. 

Eryn turned and faced the growing light in her eyes. An outline of a city filled her blind eyes as she stared at blue flames surrounding it. 

“Aza Thule has risen,” the cleric whispered with shock and awe. 





Twenty One

Red and gold energy dripped back into the stone floor. The blazing light in a pair of eyes faded and soon, Jon and Cora’s bodies relaxed. 

The pair dropped their arms to their sides and blinked away the confusion along their minds. 

Jon turned his head to see Lilly, Zelda, and Syndra slowly rise to their feet. The three elves rubbed at their own heads and arms as feeling returned. Jon and Cora stepped over, helping the elves stay steady. 

Jon looked at Lilly as she straightened herself up and looked at him. 

“We had no idea that would happen,” Jon explained. 

Lilly nodded. “The dragons must have put that in place eons ago. 

The dragon rune book did say we needed two dragon spirits to access the city, but it never explained that the two spirits had to touch it to raise the city.” 

Jon glanced to the sun. It was more than halfway set. “What do you want to do, Captain?” 

Lilly turned her attention to the large pyramid in the middle of the city. “We are nearly there. We should investigate a little before we search tomorrow.” 

The Captain turned her attention to Syndra, “When we reach the temple steps, send a signal into the air so the crews know where we are.” 

“Aye, Captain,” the mage nodded. 

Lilly shook off the last tendrils of pain and turned. She eyed the wide street, seeing it led directly to the immense pyramid. The rows of small buildings flanked each side of the small group. Doors were closed and windows sealed. The entire city was covered in a wet shine as the sun moved lower against the horizon. 

“There will be a lot to explore, but let’s see about our prize,” the Captain said and began walking. 



The rest of the group followed. The street was gloomy. Long shadows moved slowly as the group walked along. 

Jon drank in the area as they walked. The entire city looked perfectly preserved. Runes covered many stone blocks. Runes were also carved over door entrances and windows. Jon stepped closer to a window and looked in. In the fading daylight, he could still see that he was looking into someone’s home. There was strange furniture, lamps, lanterns, tables, and when he squinted, he could see a large bed through a doorway. It was almost like everything was frozen in time. As far as he could tell, there was no dust on anything he could see and it appeared dry as a bone. 

“It’s like time had no meaning here,” Cora said as she stood next to Jon. 

Jon nodded. “They wanted Aza Thule to be found and knew the ravages of time. This was meant for us to find.” 

Jon took Cora’s hand and squeezed it. “We are the keys to the city.” 

The thin elf smiled and nodded. 

The group continued on, Jon and Cora side by side. Lilly continued to lead the way as Zelda and Syndra trailed their Captain. 

Jon swiveled his head as they walked. 

 There must be some kind of vaults. The dragons wouldn’t have taken the precaution to preserve everything if there wasn’t something they wanted to protect. We just might find our edge in the war, if the city is willing to give up its secrets. 

The sun dipped lower, a mere sliver across the horizon. By the time the small group reached the immense stairs to the giant pyramid, golden light touched the tip of the pinnacle. 

Lilly looked up the stairs to a pair of immense doors covered in dragon carvings and surrounded by runes. The Captain turned around and looked at the crew before something caught her eye. 

Street lanterns flared to life and cascaded across the city. The crew turned and watched the beautiful light unfold before their very eyes. 



Mystical flames filled glass ornamental lanterns. Their light touched everything, filling the ancient city with radiance. 

Lilly’s brow hardened. “Let’s get moving. Storm and Rose will dock their ships and make their way here.” 

The Captain turned and climbed the stairs. The rest of the group followed. 

Each stair was larger than normal, the group hiking up their legs on each one. Jon wondered if it was to accommodate humanoids and dragons in their natural forms. Mind spinning, the possibilities splashed on the shores of his curious thoughts. The dragons could have left anything for them. 

 If this was discovered on Urth, an army of scientists would swarm this place. 

Lanterns on black poles flared to life by the entrance as the sun disappeared behind the horizon. The group stepped up to the midpoint of the pyramid. Lilly walked along until she stood before the large entrance. 

“Syndra, signal to the others,” the Captain ordered. 

The mage turned, lifted a hand and whispered arcane words. Fire appeared in her hand and when the shadow elf uttered the word of power, the fireball streaked upwards into the sky and exploded in a bright flash. 

Lilly pressed her hand on the door but it did not budge. The Captain turned her gaze to Jon and Cora. 

“See if both of you can open it,” the Captain commanded. 

Jon could see the serious gleam in Lilly’s eyes. She was excited and cautious at the same time. 

 She’s trying to not get her hopes up. I can’t blame her after everything we have done to get here. 

Jon and Cora stepped to either side of Lilly. Hands up, the pair touched the intricately carved metal door. 

Nothing happened. 



Jon’s brow wrinkled as he kept his hand on it. 

 Maybe there is something more? 

Just as he was about to pull his hand away, energy glowed along the dragon designs on the doors. Light filled the edges of the entrance. 

Jon and Cora kept their hands on the door and a second later, something ticked and clanked. 

The doors moved outward, the group pulling back. They continued to step back until they reached the edge of the stairs. Zelda pulled her pistol from her belt and pointed the barrel down. Syndra stood at the ready. Lilly, Jon, and Cora simply watched as the doors opened wide. 

Lanterns glowed to life along a wide corridor. Lilly stepped closer and across the threshold. The air wasn’t stale as she took a deep inhale. It was crystal pure, as if there was always fresh air in the temple. 

With alert eyes, the group walked along. Inside the temple, it was awash in light. Very few shadows lingered as they stepped along. Lilly looked at the floor and the walls seeing that symbols, runes, and carved dragon designs filled nearly every inch. 

“Do you think there are traps?” Jon asked. 

Lilly shook her head. “I don’t think so. From what Lusha translated, the city was meant to be welcoming to all. We just didn’t know if they meant when it was filled with people or after it was found.” 

Cora touched the wall, her fingers gliding over symbols. “This was the center of Aquris at one time. Every race was created and sent from this very place. We are walking through history.” 

Jon nodded as they walked along. 

 Humanoid dragons lived with the races of Aquris. It would have been such an amazing time in their history. 

Golden wings caressed the young man’s soul. Jon raised an eyebrow. 

 Our history? 

The wide hallway opened up. Lilly’s eyes widened a hair before she bolted forward. The group followed, everyone wondering what the Captain saw. 

The Captain and her crew rushed into a cathedral sized chamber and stood in awe. 

The inside of the pyramid was hollow. Many levels filled the inside with a squarish walkway. Open entrances stood to many rooms and upon quick glance, they looked like they were filled with equipment. 

Many stairways connected all the walkways. On the bottom level were strange statues of dragons and tables with floating crystals over them. 

Odd tools lay in perfect grooves to keep them in place. Despite everything they noticed around, the centerpiece of the hollowed-out center was a gold and grey metal ship. Chains hung from the sloping ceiling, suspending the long ship in the air as a single walkway connected to the side of the ship. Gold dragons adorned the vessel in various poses. The ship had two decks, a main and an upper deck. On the upper deck, a golden helm shined in the lantern light. 

“A ship of legend?” Syndra whispered. 

Lilly shook her head slightly, “The books never mention a ship like this.” 

“How did they get it to the water?” Zelda asked. 

“It will be something we will have to explore. There might be a trapdoor where it can be lowered into water and sailed out,” Lilly contemplated out loud. 

Jon looked over to a nearby wall. Something tickled his senses as he noticed a chair carved into metal sections of the wall. Pellicular patterns fit along the wall and the cushioned chair, the two blending into a complete piece. The metals patterns for each chair were a different color and above the top of each chair, a dragon head stuck out in a menacing glare. 

Lilly looked over to see what Jon was staring at. The Captain turned and walked over to a red chair and metal pattern along the wall. She reached out and touched it, cold metal cooling her warm fingers. 

“Seating to look at the ship?” Jon said as he scratched his head. 



Lilly eyed the seat for a long moment before she turned and sat in it. 

The Captain placed her arms on the armrests and leaned her head back. 

Jon and the crew watched their Captain. 

Lilly’s brow wrinkled. “Maybe it is just for se…” 

The eyes on the metal dragon head began to glow. The metal puzzle around the chair rose up and shifted. Jon’s eyes widened as he pictured the metal edges slicing Lilly into pieces. He blurred forward, grabbed the elf and pulled her from the seat. 

The light in the dragon head died and the shifting metal fell back into place along the wall. 

“I don’t know what it was doing, but we can’t take a chance until we know more,” Jon said as he let go of Lilly. 

The Captain eyed the strange design with cool eyes. “Let’s get back outside. The crew should be arriving soon. We can explore the city a little more before we retire to the ship. Tomorrow, we are going to explore everything.” 

Lilly turned and began walking toward the wide hallway. The crew followed, all eyes lingering on the strange chair. 

When they were outside again, stars shined across the black sky. 

Night drifted across the world, but Aza Thule glowed with its own light. 

From the main street at the foot of the pyramid, a large group of elves emerged. Lusha led the way, a big pack on her back. Pyrah also carried a large pack in her hand while a cannon almost as big as her was strapped to her back. Amara led Eryn as they followed the wood and ember elf. 

To the right of Lilly’s crew, Rose walked with her head held high. 

She was trailed by over a dozen scantily clad elves, each one with a mystical rifle across their backs and stern expressions. 

To the left of Lusha and crew, Storm walked with a relaxed gait as he was trailed by twenty elves. They all had swords, pistols, and a few had some rifles. Some of the elves in the back of his group carried large packs as well. 



The large group climbed the stairs. Lilly began walking down, the group she came with following behind her. When all groups met at the midway point, Rose and Storm smiled while Lilly frowned. 

“It seems we were wrong to misjudge you,” Storm smiled. 

Rose shook her head, “I always believed in you, Captain Silk.” 

Lilly eyed them each in turn, “You should have stayed with the ships. We don’t know what to expect here in the city. Tomorrow morning, we can explore the city in its entirety.” 

“Why put off tomorrow when we can plunder today,” Storm laughed. 

Rose’s smile faded. “You didn’t even wait for us. I thought we were working together?  We formed a pact.” 

Lilly closed her eyes in frustration before opening them again. “Both of you seem to forget that you thought this journey was some silly adventure. I also know that you two will not hesitate to lay claim to things without proper discussion first. I did take the advantage so I can ensure a peaceful dividing of anything found, but we must work together.” 

“After everything we’ve been through, you still don’t trust us?” Storm smirked. 

Lilly gave him a hard look, “No, Storm, I don’t. During our time together, I have always kept my word. You pair have kept your word if it was convenient. I can see you brought your crews to back you up if there was trouble.” 

“A precaution, to make sure we can handle any traps or guardians on the island,” Rose said with a smarmy edge. 

Storm took another step up and looked Lilly in the eyes, “We made a pact to work together and split the spoils and that is what we are going to do.” 

Lilly’s anger began to boil. “We will and I will be the one leading that work and dividing the spoils. Nothing in the city will be touched until we have a proper agreement.” 

Storm kept his calm gaze, “You wound us and our partnership.” 



Lilly’s face remained angry, “You promised me a long time ago, you would never take a bounty to capture me or any of my crew. You broke that promise when you arrived on Urth with Ashlyn. You hunted Cora, who is part of MY crew! You did it for the gold and a chance to not be hunted by the Empire. Ashlyn used you to get to me and we both know she would have betrayed you and yours if you succeeded. 

“The blood pact was to keep you honest, but I know once it was done, you would find a way around it. Telling Jon about us and our relationship only proves you were going to find a way to manipulate the situation. Your lies may work on fools, but they will not work on me.” 

Storm’s cavalier expression melted into a pointed gaze. His crew behind him looked at each other, some of them shrugging and others nodding to Lilly’s words. 

“Captain Silk, you escaped to another world to protect the princess. 

You were lucky enough to find someone who would take you in and watch over you. What about the rest of us? We had nowhere to run to as the Empire hunted us. 

“I fully admit, I’m trying to save myself and my crew. It is what we are all trying to do. The Empire has increased their fleet size. They have hunted down many of our friends. Some are dead and others are in prisons. Helping Ashlyn was a calculated means to an end. With that failure, we escaped again but no ocean is safe from the Empire’s influence. You cannot fault us for doing exactly what you're trying to do.” 

Lilly’s expression softened, but her eyes still held a fire. “Those words would mean more if you believed in me. If you helped me find and save my parents. Instead, you pretended to not hear me. The two of you did little to nothing, patting me on the head like some foolish child. 

“This is our discovery, but I will lead and decide on how we proceed.” 

“We will decide,” Storm said firmly. 

Lusha pulled her pistol from her belt and pointed it at Captain Wyther. “You heard the Captain. She said she will decide.” 



Storms elves pulled their pistols and rifles. In a blink, everyone pulled out pistols and aimed. Rose stepped back into her crew, rifles and pistols drawn and aiming. Pyrah spun her cannon into her hands and aimed at Storm’s crew. Amara’s sword was half unsheathed as she looked around. Energy bled into Syndra’s hands as Zelda aimed her pistol at Storm. 

Captain Wyther turned and faced Lusha, his hands at his side and his body relaxed. “You pull that trigger and we all die tonight.” 

Lusha’s eyes narrowed. “You listen to Captain Silk and we all live.” 

Storm closed his eyes and tilted his head forward a little, the rim of his hat covering his eyes. 

“Lilly, you have an outstanding crew. I’m impressed,” Storm said with a light smirk. 

Rose looked to everyone, hands up with gloves on them and laces around the wrists. “We should all take a moment to reflect and calm our blood.” 

Lusha’s brow remained pointed and hard as she looked to Captain Wyther. “We are negotiating the accord. It would seem there is a degree of mistrust on all sides, but we must remain to the facts of our shared situation. 

“Lilly and I have studied the dragon runes to get us to this place so it substantiates our first claim to it. That in itself dictates that our expert knowledge is needed and required for us to proceed. Tell me, Captain Wyther, how many scholars do you have in your crew that can decipher ancient dragon texts?” 

Storm lifted his head, the rim of his hat no longer blocking his direct gaze. 

Lusha’s face softened as she continued, “If one trigger is pulled now, it will be a bloodbath. If myself and Captain Silk die in the process, you will have no one to translate the dragon language. You could take a chance and see what you could find, but who knows how many riches you will pass over without someone translating.” 



Lusha gave the Captain a small smile. “A man of your passion to free himself and his crew of an unfair bounty would be wasting an opportunity of a lifetime for some barbaric right of conquest. Follow Captain Silk’s lead and we will all get what we want.” 

Pyrah turned her cannon to Storm, a mad smile across her lips. “Or we all die in a blaze of glory and you will be first.” 

Lilly stepped down the stairs and stood on a higher step above Captain Wyther, “Storm, you and Rose will not be cheated. We made a pact and we will all honor it.” 

Storm looked up to Lilly with a warm smile. He lifted a hand and weapons lowered among his crew. Rose’s crew followed suit, their rifles lowering. Lilly’s crew did the same as a cool breeze washed over everyone. 

“What do we do first, Captain?” Storm smiled at Lilly. 

Jon let out a long exhale as he didn’t know he had been holding his breath. Rifles slung over shoulders and pistols were pushed back into belts or holsters. 

Lilly smiled. “We will return to the ships and wait till morning. We will create teams to explore sections of the city. Over the next few days, we will bring every bit of information together before we decide who will receive what.” 

Many heads nodded in agreement. Jon smiled as he watched Lilly relax and the excitement of their discovery returning to her. 

“We will inspect every building as…” Captain Silk trailed off as flashes of light appeared from the dark ocean. 

All heads turned in the direction of the flashing lights. Jon looked to the three pirate ships moored to an ancient stone dock before explosions filled the night with light. 

Everyone watched in horror as three imperial ships charged through the dark waters toward Aza Thule. Forward cannon ports stabbed out light as a second volley of fireballs streaked over the ocean waters and slammed into the pirate ships. 



Lilly’s heart froze in her chest as she watched fiery explosions cascaded across the  Dark Heart. Wood splintered and shattered into flaming shards. The sails burned away instantly. The faraway explosions bloomed as holes were punched through the ships. 

Storm stared with blank eyes, seeing the few crew members on his ship run with flaming bodies before explosions sent their burning corpses into the sea. 

Rose touched her chest in fear as the  Beauty’s Touch caught on fire and explosions blew pieces of it away. 

The Imperial cannons didn’t slow down as they fired volleys of fireballs. The night was alive with light as they landed on the burning ships with near pinpoint accuracy. Plumes of smoke rose into the air, obscuring the large ships in the distance as they approached. 

Jon turned his attention to Lilly. The sun elf lowered her head, shadows covering her eyes. Her right hand formed a tight fist as the Dark Heart burned and began to sink. The  Fate and the  Beauty’s Touch also began to sink as chunks of burning woods floated on top of black waters. 

“We must form a defense along the streets close to the docks,” Lilly said with a hard edge, shadows still covering her eyes.” 

Storm looked out as the Imperial Galleons, “Those ships will have a hundred soldiers each, not including the crew of sailors and those in command. We are outnumbered.” 

“Never mind the fact that there are two of the Emperor’s sons on those ships. They are generals with a lot of mystical power. They will have elite soldiers with them and that will make it next to impossible to defeat them,” Rose added. 

Lilly looked to Jon and Cora as they stood beside her, “We have our own mystical power on our side.” 

Jon and Cora nodded. 

Lilly looked out to everyone gathered. “Are you familiar with the battle of Tarth?” 



The pirates looked at each other with confused glances. Storm and Rose were silent. Lusha was the only one who nodded. 

Lilly stepped further down until she was in the thick of all the groups. 

“The citizens of Tarth were besieged by the Empire. The Emperor at the time wanted the city island intact so he sent in thousands of soldiers to take it. The people mustered up every weapon they had and took defensive positions along the city street and buildings. They fought for months, keeping the Empire from taking the city and forcing the Emperor to refocus his forces to other targets. 

“The citizens managed to hold the city by being clever and stalwart against an invading force. We must be like them. We will use the buildings to help us form a defense. We will have the advantage because they must advance to take the city. 

“We will form a defensive line close to the main street. When the first round is fired, we will slowly retreat to this temple. Here, we can defend the entrance easily, but we have to whittle down the imperial forces first or they will rush us, no matter how many pistols and rifles we have.” 

A pirate from Storm’s crew raised his hand. Lilly nodded to him. 

“I never heard of Tarth. What happened to it?” 

Lilly kept a blank gaze as she answered the question, “The Empire came back a year later and blew the island nation to dust.” 

Gazes and heads lowered among the different crews. 

Lilly lifted her chin as she spoke with authority, “We are not Tarth, but we can use their example. The imperials will want Aza Thule intact. 

That gives us an edge. They will try to exterminate us and if we allow it, they will win. 

“I will not say this is easy, but we must fight with every beat of our hearts. They want to subjugate us and keep us under heel. I say NO

MORE! This is our stand against the Empire. When we survive, we will be able to fight back in greater numbers. If we fall, it won’t matter because the Empire will just keep taking until it has every soul across Aquris. We must not let this come to pass!” 



Heads nodded in solidarity as courage filled many eyes. 

“Do not allow those imperial bastards to destroy our lives and the lives of our families! We will fight! We will hold the city! We will break their power! And when their blood fills the water, we will reclaim Aquris for the people!” 

“Aye!” Hands, pistols, and rifles pumped in the air. 

Storm faced his crew, “You heard the Captain! Let’s move!” 

Rose turned to her crew, “Ladies, let’s hold the city with beauty, style, and unrelenting firepower!” 

“Aye!” the female elves shouted in unison. 

Lilly’s crew gathered close to their Captain. Eryn reached over and touched Pyrah’s pack. The cleric reached in and pulled out a leatherbound book. She turned to Syndra’s glowing soul and climbed a few steps to the mage, holding out the book. 

“I brought this because I felt it wasn’t safe on the ship with so many pirates around,” Eryn smiled. 

Syndra took the book one hand and hugged the blind cleric with her other arm. “You are truly my sister.” 

The two kissed as the others turned to the Captain. 

Lusha took off her pack and placed it at her feet, she reached in and pulled out a leather belt with spell shell chambers along it. 

“We didn’t know what we would encounter so we grabbed every spell shell we could. This is for you. It’s fully loaded,” Lusha smiled. 

Lilly took the wide belt and put it over her head. The belt hung on her shoulder, six chamber rounds glowing with subdued light. 

“Thank you, Lusha,” Lilly said as she began descending the stairs, her crew close around her. 

“I want everyone with a pistol to fill your pockets with spell shells. 

This will be a long night.” 

Heads nodded. 



Lilly turned her gaze to Jon and Cora again, “You both will be needed to fight Thallan and Rabyn. They have dragon spirits and we don’t know how powerful they truly are. The rest of us can handle the soldiers and Ashlyn, but the Generals must be stopped at all costs.” 

Lilly stopped when they reached the bottom of the stairs. She put her hand on Cora’s shoulder and looked the lithe elf in her purple eyes. 

“We know they are your brothers, but they will stop at nothing to kill us and drag you back to your father. I will not ask you to kill them, but I will ask you to stop them.” 

Cora lifted her chin with a fire in her eyes. “I pledged my life to you and our crew. I will do everything I can to stop them and if death is the only way left, they will fall into death’s cold embrace!” 

Lilly nodded, turned and began marching. 

“Make no mistake, the night will be dark and full of pain, but if we rally together, we will survive. I love all of you and I will not let the Empire take you away from me.” 

Everyone nodded. 

“Now, let’s stop some Imperial scum,” Lilly said with a wicked grin. 


***

The three galleons docked at the stone port. Ropes were flung and gangplanks slid out. Sailors rushed out, grabbing the ropes and securing the ships to large metal hooks. Once the ships were secured, imperial soldiers in blue and white uniforms marched down gangplanks in perfect formations. 
Rifles were unslung as the soldiers rushed in packs of six, spreading out among the dock and taking defensive positions. Not far away, the flaming debris of three pirate ships drifted along, their fires causing shadows to dance along the stone docks. 

Ashlyn moved to the gangplank. The Shadow Enforcer looked around with hard eyes as two rifles crossed her back. Her hair was tied back tight and in a thin braid. She wore a black leather bodysuit, pads sewn in and runes along each pad. The Enforcer stepped down the gangplank and onto the stone dock. 



From the other two ships, men in regal fleet clothes and coats stepped down. One was tall with long, straight green hair. His face was thin and his nose a little pointed. He looked around with wide eyes and a maddening gaze. His mouth curled into a sneering smirk and when he caught sight of Ashlyn, he made his way closer to her. 

Rabyn stepped down the gangplank. The General also wore his uniform for his station. Blue and white ran along the exquisitely perfect outfit. Every line and crease were in place. The only thing that looked like it didn’t belong was his spiky, white hair. Despite his cold and distant expression, his hair looked like fiery ice. 

The two generals walked with ease to Ashlyn as she stood in the middle of the dock. The Enforcer eyed the elves in defensive formation, three hundred strong. 

“They did it. They found Aza Thule,” Thallan said with an unhinged tone. 

“As expected,” Rabyn said without emotion. “We calculated something like this would happen the longer Captain Silk and Cora were together. Jonathan Song only improved their odds.” 

Ashlyn seethed as she looked to the city. “The Emperor wants Cora and Captain Silk alive. He wants his sweet daughter back in his arms and Captain Silk to pay for her crimes before a tribunal. Everyone else is to be slaughtered. No witnesses as the Emperor has decreed.” 

Rabyn spoke as he looked to the mythical city. “We know what our Lord Emperor desires. The only reason you are here is to make amends for your two failures to capture her. And before you redirect your obvious response to me, I know I am here for the same reason. I failed our Emperor and father and must prove I desire forgiveness.” 

“As long as we all understand each other,” Ashlyn said in a menacing tone. 

Thallan stepped between Rabyn and Ashlyn and put his arms on their shoulders. “You both worry too much. We have enough power between us to stop several armies. We will have victory tonight and claim Aza Thule for the Empire.” 



Thallan let his arm drop and he slapped Ashlyn’s ass. 

The Enforcer’s face turned a hot pink as she growled, “As I said before, not in public!” 

“It’s adorable how you try to tell me what I can and can’t do. It will be equally adorable when you call out my name to not stop,” Thallan grinned. 

Rabyn shook his head. “Must I endure the constant flirtations?” 

Thallan looked over to his brother, “As long as it makes you uncomfortable, yes, you will.” 

Thallan pulled his arms to his sides and walked ahead of the pair. 

“Now, let’s get this bloody work finished. I have bodies to carve up and souls to separate from flesh. The itch needs to be fed and it is very hungry.” 

Thallan led the way as Rabyn and Ashlyn followed. Imperial soldiers side-stepped and formations moved. With mechanical precision, soldiers formed a protective square around the two generals and the enforcer. They all moved at the same pace, eyes alert and rifles in hands. 

“We must send out scouts,” Rabyn said. 

Thallan laughed. “Why brother? We outnumber them and can easily destroy their paltry forces. I’m sure they will try to negotiate or taunt us. 

It is such a delicious feeling to watch prey struggle before death comes for it. Let them spring their traps or spar with words. We will rip them to pieces.” 

Rabyn turned his attention to Thallan, “Father wanted me to come along to help temper your urges. If we give them any advantage, they will use it against us. We must send scouts.” 

“Blah blah blah. Your commitment to ancient strategy is boring. 

Can’t you feel the excitement and thrill of spilling blood?” 

Rabyn turned his gaze forward, “I feel we will suffer heavy losses if we don’t have a combined strategy.” 



“Strategy didn’t stop Jonathan Song from stabbing you in the side,” 

Thallan leered. 

“Blood lust will not stop him from doing the same to you,” Rabyn shot back. 

Thallan’s eyes took on a crazy glare. He reached over and clamped a strong hand on the back of Rabyn’s neck. The pressure built up as Rabyn’s cold demeanor twisted in pain. 

“Remember little brother, I have not failed our father. Our relationship is the only reason father has not allowed me to cut you up for your failure. I love you, but I would take one or two of your fingers to ensure you never forget what happened. Jonathan Song beat you in combat. That makes you weak and unfit to lead. 

“Tonight, I will show you how it’s done. With Aza Thule under our control, no nation or people will ever stand up to the Empire again. Now, ready yourself for a fight and watch a true general work,” he said with a menacing edge before letting go of Rabyn’s neck. 

Rabyn rubbed his neck, his voice silent as he walked along. 

Soldiers marched onto a wide street. They turned and walked with disciplined skill, making their way as a large pyramid stood in the distance. Soldiers kept their senses sharp and alert as their eyes glanced to the sides and roofs while their boots remained in step. The sound of their marching echoed off walls. When the first line of the formation spotted three figures in the middle of the stone street, the force stopped in their tracks. 

Thallan licked his lips as he moved through the standing soldiers, Ashlyn and Rabyn following behind. When they stepped from the line, all three looked down the street to see Lilly standing in the middle, Jon to her right and Cora to her left. 

“Is this a surrender?” Thallan chuckled, but never took his eyes off the trio. 

“I was just going to ask you the same thing,” Lilly smirked. 

“Captain Bloody Silk,” Thallan said with an eager tone. “Your bravery is well known. I mean, you charged the  Dark Heart through an Imperial blockade and made it back to Urth. Bravo.” 

Thallan’s gaze slid to Jon. “And this is the Urth man who defeated my brother. I thought you were… more.” 

Jon was silent as he ignored Thallan and looked at Rabyn. 

General Rabyn kept Jon’s gaze, but showed no hint of emotion. 

“Surrender and we will make the deaths of your crew quick and painless,” Ashlyn shouted. 

Lilly smiled but her eyes were not amused. “And I suppose I will be brought in alive to stand trial for my crimes? Cora will be placed back at her father’s side and the world will continue as it were. 

“Instead, march back to your ships and sail away. Tell the Emperor the people of Aquris will not stand for the cruel power of the Empire. If he does not stand down as Emperor, there will be a reckoning Aquris has not seen in thousands of years.” 

Thallan crossed his arms and gave Lilly an impish smile. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist such grandstanding. I swear, all pirates are the same. You love the flash and smoke, but you’re all thieves, murderers, and weaklings. You talk big, but you don’t have the numbers, intelligence, or means to break an Empire. Even with Aza Thule’s secrets, this is a comical moment and I so desperately want to laugh.” 

From side streets and alleys, rifles and pistols poked out and aimed. 

From several roofs, pirates aimed rifles down on the generals, enforcer, and the many soldiers behind them. Wicked grins formed as they drew beads on the standing soldiers and the trio leading them. 

Thallan looked around with a manic grin, “Yes, yes, you have a strong defense and we have greater numbers. It’s so sad to watch the weak pretend to be strong.” 

“Leave, or Aza Thule’s streets will be bathed in imperial blood,” Lilly said sternly. 

Thallan lifted an eyebrow, “And what of your Father and Mother? 

How will they fare when we don’t return?” 

Lilly’s heart skipped a beat. 



“Don’t let him rattle you,” Jon whispered as he stared forward. 

Thallan continued, “Let’s have a thought experiment, shall we? If we don’t return, your parents will be tried in your place. We have known who they are, no matter what name you take to hide behind. We know who they are and where they are at all times. 

“Now, if for some off reason our expert forces are killed and we are taken prisoner,” Thallan chuckled to himself as he couldn’t help himself, 

“Your parents will stand trial and I do believe it will be a quick trial. 

Afterward, they will be hung in the center of the Empire and left to rot as crows peck at their decaying corpses.” 

Thallan’s eyes narrowed. “We all know you created this pathetic rebellion to save your family. You have no higher code. You have no higher ideal. You fight for the only reason you have to live, to save your family. It would be noble if so many other lives didn’t hang in the balance. Your selfish desire and familial bonds were the spark, but the fire will consume so many lives. 

“How about you surrender? Come with us while we kill every pirate in Aza Thule. You will be treated well the entire trip back to the heart of the Empire. You will be reunited with your parents and spend time with them before trial. They will be set free after you give up your life and hang from the gallows. Most will get what they want and everyone else will be dead or fallen in line. 

“You just have to say the words and many more lives will be spared by your noble actions. Surrender and walk toward us with my sister. 

After that, the heavy burden of your life will be lifted and you will know some happiness before you die.” 

Lilly looked down as her heart raced in her chest. 

“We are with you, Captain,” Jon said a firm edge

“We are with you, Captain,” Cora said with a cool tone. 

Lilly lifted her gaze, staring directly at Thallan as he leered. 

The sun elf took in a deep inhale. “I am Captain Lilliana Bloody Silk! 

Hear me now and forever, I fight for the people of Aquris!” 



Pirates all around the Captain nodded, their hearts glowing with pride. Fingers fell on triggers, aiming at Imperials. 

Thallan nodded. “Good. I’m happy you speak the truth before you die. Soldiers!” 

Two lines of Imperial soldiers marched forward. The first line took a knee and aimed their rifles. The second line stood behind them, rifles aiming down the street. 

“Lilly, everyone knows your intentions. I’ll drive home the point,” Jon whispered. 

“Ready!” Thallan shouted with a razor-sharp grin. 

Imperial soldier’s fingers gently laid on triggers. 

The tension grew with each passing second. 

“We need them alive!” Ashlyn shouted at Thallan. 

“I’ll just tell father mistakes were made,” Thallan grinned. 

“Stay to the plan,” Lilly whispered. 

“Aye, Captain,” Jon and Cora whispered in unison. 

“Aim!” Thallan shouted. 

Jon’s body relaxed as his eyes narrowed. 

 This is just the beginning and the Empire will know our power. 

Thallan licked his lips again as his eyes widened. “Fire!” 





Twenty Two

Time slowed down as Thallan shouted the word “Fire!” Fingers slowly pulled back on triggers as the street grew sharper along everyone’s senses. 

Jon’s body moved slightly faster than reality. His eyes narrowed as he stepped in front of Lilly. Cora was moving, but not as fast as him. A flame erupted from her hand as she was also stepping forward with focused intent. 

Jon watched as Thallan’s mouth moved, trying to complete the word. Time ticked and Jon walked. A rune glowed along his back, the young man channeling his new power. It grew easier and easier for Jon to activate his abilities, each one becoming second nature to him. His sixth sense sent alarms along his senses, but he managed to reign them in, noticing it but not letting it control him. 

 I’m in control. 

The rune glowed and Jon smirked as he took another step forward. 

Several female and male imperial soldiers watched with shrewd eyes as Jon blurred. When he slowed down and walked, many fingers were pulling back on triggers. For some elves among the front line, they watched an incredibly handsome, cute, warm and friendly man walking toward them. Hearts flashed with instant affection and in barely a blink they began moving. Hands pushed at rifles from fellow soldiers, a raging fury filling them as logic slipped away. The immediate thought was how could they hurt such a man? Surely, he must be a friend or potential future lover? 

Jon’s dragon spirit laughed along Jon’s heart as he took another step forward. When the last of the word fell from Thallan’s lips, his eyes watched in confusion as part of the front lines turned on each other as rifles went off. 

Fire and ice shells exploded from some barrels as other soldiers were surprised by their fellow soldiers attacking them. Chaos bloomed as some soldiers pulled pistols and fired into their fellow soldiers, trying to stop them from hurting the magical person walking toward them. 



Lilly stepped away with a smile before she shouted “Fire!” 

Pirates pulled back on triggers, rifles and pistols going off. The street was filled with magical light, fire, and ice. 

Jon walked with serenity as magical bolts flashed around him. He kept his smirk as he stepped forward, his gaze on Thallan, Ashlyn, and Rabyn. Dagger in hand, he walked down the middle of the street, every shot missing him by feet or inches. 

Cora bent low as she charged. The fire in her hands swirled and formed into a tall shield. She held it up and braced herself as small fireballs and ice shards slammed into it. She grunted and pushed on, the shield holding as a barrage of spell shells crashed into it. Her right hand pulled a throwing axe from a sheath and held it to her side as she advanced. 

Thallan’s confusion bled away as he understood what was happening. Time slowly sped up and he grinned in anticipation. 

Imperial soldiers fell during the chaos, some from pirate rifles and others from their own brothers and sisters in arms. A pirate rushed out into the fray, only for a fireball to cave in their face. 

Rose called out commands, one group of her crew firing while the other reloaded. Storm drew a rune covered sword and shouted out commands as his pirates added to the fiery exchange. 

Behind a building, Eryn stayed low as Zelda and Lusha fired on the imperials. The sounds of magical explosions caused a sliver of fear along the cleric’s spine, but she closed her eyes and readied herself to heal the wounded and dying. 

Lilly moved to an alley, fire and lightning missing her. Both hands fell on her pistols as she turned around, drawing them. One hand swung around the alley edge and she watched for a split second as Jon walked toward the enemy, not a single round landing on him. She grinned as she pulled the trigger, her pistol firing a lightning bolt. 

The imperial soldiers began scattering for cover as over a dozen fell from the first barrage. Bodies littered the street, some soldiers screaming as they tried to collect severed limbs or pulling away their wounded. 

Jon watched the exchange as he kept his heart hard. 

 There was no peaceful way out of the situation and if it means I have to take lives to protect those I love, then so be it. 

Rabyn’s hand shot out, a wide ice blade forming. He brought it up sideways and knocked away ice shards in a sweeping motion. Ashlyn aimed and fired her rifle, the chamber clicking into place and firing again. Each shot rang out. One pirate pulled back before a stone round struck his eye. Another scantily clad pirate screamed as a stone round struck her stomach. 

“I’m getting them!” Zelda shouted as she rushed out into the chaos before anyone could get a word in to stop her. 

The tall sea elf charged across as Lusha stepped to the edge and fired at the imperial’s down the street. The wood elf moved like a machine, firing, pulling out a spent shell, inserting a new one and firing again. Several imperials took aim at the large sea elf as she grabbed the two fallen pirates. They aimed and were greeted with fiery explosions. 

Zelda hoisted up the two wounded and rushed back behind a building. She laid them down and Eryn’s hands were on them. Healing energy replaced an eye and closed a stomach wound. The pirates looked to her in astonishment before Lusha yelled at them to get back into the fight. 

Mana burn filled the street as both sides exchanged fire. Despite the deadly chaos, both sides didn’t aim at the man and elves meeting in the middle. Cora reached Jon’s side as he walked. 

Thallan licked his lips before a shadow emerged from his hand and formed a giant claw. 

“Power is diminished between dragon spirits. Let’s see if you are just as dangerous as they say!” Thallan shouted and charged. 

Ashlyn turned her rifle on Jon and fired as Thallan rushed him. Jon’s ability switched and another rune glowed. His body side stepped the shot as General Thallan was on him. The shadow claw came down and Jon was already spinning away. Jon’s body moved at odd angles, dodging spell shells and Thallan’s swipes. It defied logic and comprehension as Jon moved like a strange dancer in a rainstorm. His limbs and upper body twisted as everything missed him. 

Thallan growled as shadows shot out from his back and formed giant spider-like legs. Each one stabbed down and Jon was spinning away. The legs struck the stone street, cracking it as Thallan pushed his attack. When a leg shot out and it looked like it was going to strike Jon as he flipped through the air and Cora appeared at his side, parrying the shadow limb with her axe. 

“Out of the way, Sister!” Thallan shouted as another spider leg shot sideways at the lithe elf. 

Cora moved silently, her body ducking down and leaping up as her brother took a second swing. Cora moved her fire shield to block it and the shadow limb struck it and burned. 

“Argh!” Thallan grunted as he pulled back. 

Ashlyn pulled her trigger in rapid succession, stone rounds filling the area. Cora swung her shield around, blocking rounds as they bounced off. Jon landed on his feet and rushed into the fray. Rabyn darted toward him, his ice blade swinging in small arcs. Jon’s body moved, the sword missing him by inches as he kept the General at bay. 

Lilly saw that Thallan was focused on Cora, aimed and pulled the trigger. A fireball streaked toward him and when he noticed it, a shadow leapt up and intercepted it. Fire exploded and Thallan grunted from the attack. 

“Enough of this!” Thallan growled before his body erupted in shadowy tentacles. 

Spell rounds continued to fill the street as darkness spread out. 

Black tentacles grabbed Rabyn and Ashlyn. Another set caught hold of Cora and Jon. Jon stabbed at the tentacle along his ankle as Cora tried to cut the one around her waist with her fire shield. 



Thallan grunted as he bent his legs and jumped. Many watched in awe as the generals and pirates were lifted into the air. Thallan growled in pain as he whipped around, throwing everyone onto a nearby roof. 

The mad General landed on the roof and gasped for oxygen as his limbs trembled. 

“Defend me until I get my strength back!” Thallan ordered. 

Jon and Cora were to their feet as Ashlyn and Rabyn stood before the weakened Thallan. 

“Thallan is dangerous, but he is affected by fire,” Cora stated. 

“Can you take him while I take on Rabyn and Ashlyn?” Jon asked as he took a battle stance. 

Cora gave a firm nod. 

Ashlyn aimed her rifle as ice formed into a small shield along Rabyn’s left forearm. 

“Stay close so we can help each other,” Jon said before he and Cora charged. 


***

Imperial soldiers saw that the street was clear of their generals. 
Discipline and tactics fell back into place as commanders among their ranks took charge. Chaos reformed into order and soon, measured attacks filled the street with deadly accuracy. 

The pirates fired at the imperials until fellow pirates fell from carefully aimed attacks. Bodies stumbled back and others fell from high places. Shouts and cries filled the pirate ranks as they were picked off one by one. 

Lilly swung her pistol around the edge and immediately pulled back, a lightning round striking the edge of the wall and sending small shards of stone into her face. One cut her cheek and she took a step back. 

“They have reformed their ranks!” Captain Thorn shouted as she fired her pistol. 

Syndra stood close to Kreegar and Mina. The three mages pooled their mana as they chanted arcane words. Eyes flashed open as a pulse of magical energy filled the area. 

Blocks of stones rose up along the street in the middle of the gun fight. They rose about three feet in the air and by the dozens. Imperials called out to mages when the stones shot toward them in rapid succession. Several soldiers were struck, ribcages shattering. Limp bodies hit the floor as more stones shot out like cannons. 

Imperial mages spoke incantations before words of power were uttered. A wave of magic struck the remaining floating stones and they fell to the street once again. 

The three pirate mages gasped before they took hold of each other’s hands again and readied another spell. 

Imperial soldiers shouted out orders and soon they began to advance. Pirates poked out heads, only for their very heads to be blown off by sharp-eyed soldiers. Blood and bodies fell as many pirates began to pull back. 

“We have to pull back!” Rose shouted as she ducked, a fireball missing her. 

“We need to keep them busy for the counter attack!” Lilly shouted. 

“There won’t be enough of us for a counter attack!” Rose said before ducking behind an alley edge as spell rounds struck the wall. 


***

Amara, Pyrah, and a few pirates moved along a side street. The Blademaster was ahead, her sword in her hand and eyes sharp. The ember elf moved to a corner and peaked around it. Her eye took in the fire fight a block away, Imperial soldiers moving into view. 
Pyrah put her back to the wall beside Amara and the other elves did the same. Pyrah held her cannon in her hands, her heart racing in her chest. 

Amara pulled away and touched her back to the wall. “They have begun to advance.” 

“We have to counter attack now!” a pirate elf from Storm’s crew said with a harsh whisper. 



Amara shook her head. “If enough of them don’t move into view and we fire on them, we won’t be able to break their ranks. The captains said we have to wait until a lot of them are in view.” 

“We will have the element of surprise!” the elf growled. 

“Not yet,” Amara said coolly. 

“Fuck this!” the elf said and tried to step forward when a blade point touched his neck. 

The pirate froze as he looked at Amara's deadly gaze. 

Pyrah closed her eyes and sighed. “I would listen to her.” 

The pirate smiled at Amara and stepped back. “My apologies.” 

Amara nodded and lowered her blade. “We wait.” 

The sounds of marching boots echoed off the walls as the small group of elves waited in silence. Pyrah leaned her cannon against the wall as she pulled out a cellphone and began to tap the screen. 


***

Jon rushed Rabyn, dagger in hand. The General eyed Jon, but it was Ashlyn who took the shot. Her rifle went off, stone rounds scattering through the air. Jon’s body bent backwards as his knees hit the floor, he slid forward as pieces of stone flashed over his eyes before he snapped forward and stabbed out. Rabyn’s shield was low, the dagger glancing off. 
Jon leapt back onto his feet as Ashlyn and Rabyn were on him. The Enforcer used her rifle like a club swinging it and Jon dodging low. 

Rabyn’s sword stabbed out for Jon’s face and watched with cold eyes as Jon kept his gaze on the General while spinning his body sideways. 

Jon grinned as he landed on all fours, spun his body around with a wide low kick. Rabyn leapt into the air, but Ashlyn was knocked off her feet, the Enforcer falling on her back. 

Jon stood up as Rabyn eyed him, the two men circling each other. 

“You will not have my overconfidence like our previous encounter,” 

Rabyn said with a cold tone. 



“And you won’t have my mercy, unless you yield,” Jon said with a commanding tone. 

Rabyn kept his cold gaze on Jon, “Something has changed.” 

Jon nodded. “I’m not backing down.” 

Rabyn nodded. “Good. It would have been cruel to kill a whimpering Urth man.” 

Rabyn shot forward, ice blade slicing across until a dagger blurred up and parried it. The edges of blades bit into each other as the ice sword broke in half. The top part spun and Jon’s hand caught it. The edges bit into his palm as he turned it around in his hand with nimble fingers and sliced hard across. 

Rabyn stepped back when a trickle touched his neck. Raising his hand, he touched his neck and it came away with blood. 

“To show I’m serious,” Jon smiled. 

Rabyn smiled as well. Ice stabbed up from his broken blade, reforming like it was brand new. Cold air circled the General’s upper body as a thin ice armor formed. Thick round spikes stabbed outward and when the armor solidified, the General was covered in spiky armor. 

Jon nodded before his hand shot forward, throwing the sharp ice blade from his hand. Rabyn knocked the shard away as something blurred to his right. The General watched in slow motion as Jon brought his heel down on the side of his unprotected knee. Rabyn twisted and Jon kicked out the back of the General’s leg. 

Rabyn hit the ground and rolled back onto his feet, sword and shield at the ready. 

Twenty feet away, Cora flipped into the air as Ashlyn was getting back to her feet. Thallan looked up with wide, manic eyes as Cora brought her heel toward his head. The older brother stepped to the side, Cora’s boot striking the roof. A black blade formed in Thallan’s hand and he parried an axe. 

“Sister, come home. Father is worried sick about you,” Thallan’s arm shook as he held the parry. 



“I’m not going back to that monster,” Cora seethed as her arm trembled. 

The two pushed at each other with power, both sliding backwards from each other. 

Ashlyn pulled a pistol, aimed at Cora and pulled the trigger. A lightning bolt blasted out. 

“No!” Thallan shouted as a shadow leapt up and took a direct hit from the bolt. 

Thallan grunted. Ashlyn was pulling back on the trigger again when an axe swung through the air and sliced into her shoulder. Ashlyn cried out as she grabbed the throwing axe and tossed it aside, her blood on it. 

The sun elf watched as Cora stared at her with cold eyes and pulled another axe. The Enforcer re-aimed when a shadow struck her and knocked her to the ground. 

“She is not to be killed!” Thallan shouted before turning to Cora. 

“You have gained some skill, but I’m still bringing you back to father.” 

“You will have to bring back my corpse!” Cora shouted as she leapt into the air and threw her axe. 

The axe spun before Thallan knocked it from the air. Shadows moved to his boots as he held a black blade. Cora landed and pulled another throwing axe. When she tried to step forward, her boot wouldn’t move. The sun elf glanced down, a shadow holding her in place. 

“Forgive me,” Thallan grinned. 

The shadow whipped Cora into the air and slammed her down. All the air left her lungs as she tried to gasp for more. Her body was instantly lifted up and slammed down again and again. 

Cora fought through the confusion, fire surrounding her hand. The fire shield melted away as the lithe elf curled forward in midair and grabbed the shadow tentacle around her boot. Fire burned the shadow and it let go. Thallan grunted in pain as he stepped back. Cora hit the roof and turned to her side. Cracked ribs radiated along her body as she struggled to ignore the pain and tried to stand. 



“You have our spirit, but a beating should help you find your place again,” Thallan grinned. 


***

Lilly reloaded when something buzzed in her pocket. She didn’t have to check it to know what it was. 
“Fall back!” the pirate Captain shouted before stepping out and unleashing both barrels. 

Imperial soldiers marched with power. They fired at the pirates as they began to scurry from their hidden locations. Pirate elves fell as they tried to run, smoke rising up from their backs. 

Storm watched Lilly as she screamed and fired her pistols like a red-headed demon from the underworld. He knew the plan. He knew they had to fall back. He watched as his men admired the beautiful pirate captain and he found himself admiring her again. 

Storm marched out into the deadly firefight, sword in hand. 

Lilly pulled back and looked over to Storm standing in the middle of the street. “Storm!” 

“Get our crews to safety. In the meantime, I’ll keep the Empire busy,” Storm said with a wicked smirk. 

Lilly and many pirates pulled back. They glanced at the Captain clad in black and red as he stood without fear in the middle of the street. 

Many imperial soldiers took aim at the lone elf. Fingers squeezed triggers and the street was alight with fire, lightning, and ice rounds. 

Storm stood his ground as a blue gem amulet glowed around his neck. Sword at the ready, he advanced as mystical bolts struck him. 

The amulet glowed and the elemental shell’s power died a foot from impact. The force behind the bolts caused him to grimace, but no damage was taken. 

Storm bent low and charged, sword out to his side. Many imperial soldiers aimed and fired again. A barrage of bolts winked out before reaching him. Storm was silent as a heart attack as he leapt into the front line, his sword slashing. A chest opened up on a soldier while two rifles were cut in half. Storm’s eyes took on a small craze as he stabbed and sliced. 

“Down with the Empire!” the Captain shouted as he carved up the soldiers. 

Several soldiers pulled out pistols and fired at point-blank range. 

Their shells fizzled and a blink later, a sword lopped off a head and stabbed into a throat. Storm moved with skill, cutting his way into the soldiers. 

Lilly watched as Storm fought like a controlled hurricane. The Imperials couldn’t advance as the lone captain held them off. She watched as the glowing amulet flipped around as Storm fought, cancelling out magic. 

The edge in the fight was short-lived. Soldiers pulled swords and daggers. A dozen rushed the lone sword-elf. Storm kicked one away, but they flowed over him like a wave. He parried three blades before he was knocked off balance and fell onto his back. Soldiers were on him and grunts rose up. Storm grunted as a dagger stabbed into his side and sank to the hilt. 

“Storm!” Lilly shouted and unleashed spellfire. 

The street lit up again with magical elemental bolts. Several soldiers were struck and knocked away, but many others returned fire. Storm grunted as he grabbed the wrist of a soldier holding the dagger. With pure determination, he pulled the dagger out, turned the wrist of the soldier and stabbed him with his own blade. The light in the soldier’s eyes died as he slumped onto the Captain amid the firefight. 

A block away, Amara peeked around the corner to see many soldiers at the end of the street. 

“Pyrah,” the Blademaster whispered. 

Pyrah smiled as she lifted up her hand cannon. The short ember elf spun around the corner and aimed. When she had a large group of imperial soldiers in her line of sight, she pressed down on a trigger. 

The cannon roared to life. A thick fireball streaked down the street. 

A soldier looked to the side and gasped before the large fireball hit him and exploded. Bodies were hurled in every direction as smoke billowed. 

Storm bent his head into the dead body on him, fire licking the air above him. When it subsided, he pushed the body off and slowly made it to his feet. The Captain turned and walked back the way he came, holding his side and blood dripping from between his fingers. He stumbled as spellfire filled the street, bolts fizzling when they were too close to him. 

Lilly watched with wide eyes as Storm stumbled toward her. He gave her a smirk as blood dripped down black leather. 

“Zelda! Cover!” Lilly shouted and bolted forward. 

“You heard the Captain! Cover her!” Zelda shouted. 

The sea elf and wood elf lifted their pistols and fired on the Imperials. Pirate elves pulled back except for Zelda, Eryn, and Lusha. 

Rose shouted orders, what was left of the crews turning and running to their last defense point. 

Storm stumbled as he was rapidly losing feeling in his legs. He looked on, seeing Lilly charge down the street to him. He smiled before falling to his hands and knees, his sword clattering at his side. 

Lilly ducked down and reached him. Spell bolts fizzled around them as the two Captains looked at each other. 

“Don’t deny me this heroic death,” Storm smiled. 

“You’re just trying to get out of the pact. I need you alive,” Lilly said before putting her arm under his and helping him back up. 

The red-headed Captain holstered her pistols and kicked up his blade into her hand. Lilly moved at a steady pace, Storm hanging on her and his face getting pale. 

Zelda stepped out to rush to her Captain’s side when a fire bolt struck her shoulder. The sea elf pulled back and Eryn touched her with healing energy. 

“I like Jon,” Storm whispered as his eyes grew heavy. 

“Shut up!” Lilly growled as she helped him along. 



Storm’s eyes closed and he was going limp. Lilly growled with rage as she barely dragged him to a corner and fell behind it as bolts lit up the street. 

“Eryn!” Lilly shouted, but the cleric was already laying hands on the fallen pirate Captain. 

Storm made a small moan as his wounds healed, but he didn’t open his eyes. 

“He’s too badly hurt. He will need rest,” Eryn said. 

“Zelda,” Lilly said. 

The sea elf nodded and picked Storm up. She threw him over her shoulder as the group began to retreat. 

Several streets away, Pyrah laughed as she fired off her cannon. 

Stone cracked and fiery explosions filled the distant street. The ember elf was all smiles until she clicked the trigger and nothing happened. 

The ember elf reached to a satchel hanging off her hip when a stray fireball struck the wall near her and exploded. The ember elf was knocked to the floor, her senses reeling. A hand reached out and grabbed her. Pyrah moaned as she was pulled behind the wall. 

“This is not the time for a nap!” Amara growled. 

The elves with them helped the dazed ember elf. 

“Retreat,” Amara said when she looked up and saw flashes of light from the rooftop. 

“Take Pyrah back to the secondary defense point,” Amara commanded. 

“What about you?” a pirate elf asked with fear in his eyes. 

“I have to help a friend,” the Blademaster said before turning to the wall before her. 


***

Jon and Rabyn dodged and sliced at each other, neither one landing a blow. Rabyn moved with poise and skill, but Jon moved like a grass blade in the wind. The General kept his stoic cool eyes as his ice sword slashed and slashed again. 
Jon glanced at Cora as he dodged Rabyn’s blade point. The sun elf struggled to stand as Thallan grinned. Giant shadow spider legs had emerged from his back and stabbed out like lightning. Cora moved like a ballet dancer as pointed shadows struck stone. Fire axes formed in her hands and she chopped at a leg. Fire burned and the leg was severed. 

Thallan grunted as he advanced. “I’m going to carve up every pirate on this island while you watch. Then, maybe you will learn that we are the power of Aquris!” 

Cora heaved as she lifted her fire axes in defense. 

Jon spun as Rabyn stabbed out. 

“She must learn this lesson,” General Rabyn said as he pivoted away from Jon’s dagger. 

“No… she doesn’t!” Jon seethed before bringing his heel straight up under Rabyn’s unguarded chin. 

The General’s body lifted off the ground as his eyes widened. Pain roared as he fell backwards. A blur appeared next to the falling General. 

Rabyn glanced over as shadows covered Jon’s eyes, his dagger up. 

Death hovered close by, watching the moment unfold. 

Rabyn fell as Jon brought the dagger down toward the General’s throat. 

Golden wings flared along Jon’s soul, calling for blood. 

Rabyn saw death at the corner of his eye, deadly intention in Jon’s downward thrust. The General’s hand shot up and Jon’s dagger penetrated his palm and excited out the back of his hand. 

Rabyn hit the ground hard and Jon was over him. The General’s hand trembled as Jon pressed down with both hands, the dagger point an inch from his throat. 

“This… is the only way… to stop you!” Jon growled. 



Cora looked over and saw Jon trying to push the dagger down on her brother’s throat. 

“Jon!” Cora managed before a shadow struck the side of her head and sent her spinning and crashing to the floor. 

Jon glanced to the side and his heart froze. 

Rabyn saw the love and pain in Jon’s eyes. It blended with his own soul and logic roared in his mind. 

“I yield,” Rabyn said. 

Jon looked to the sun elf with wide eyes, realization splashing against his soul like cold water. 

 What… am I doing? I… tried to kill him. 

“Protect my sister,” Rabyn whispered. 

Jon relented, letting go of the dagger and looking at his hands. They trembled as death floated away. The dragon along his spirit sank down in annoyance. It yawned and waited as Jon flexed his fingers. 

Cora moaned as she lay on her side. Dirt covered her face and limbs as she tried to crawl away. Thallan lifted a spider leg and blunted the end. 

“A few more broken bones to deaden that fiery spirit,” the General smiled evilly as he lifted up the spider leg. 

Jon’s focus became razor sharp. His hand flashed forward, taking hold of his dagger and pulling it from Rabyn’s hand. Rabyn grunted as Jon was already up and blurring forward. Tunnel vision filled Jon’s eyes as he saw Thallan in his sights. His senses screamed, but Jon ignored them as he closed the distance. 

Ashlyn sat up and saw Jon blurring toward Thallan. Her hand scooped up her pistol, aimed and squeezed the trigger. 

Jon appeared at Thallan’s side as his clubbed spider leg shot down toward Cora’s head. Thallan’s manic eyes turned to Jon’s grim determination. 

Light flashed as a dagger sunk into flesh. 



Jon’s body was flung sideways as a lightning bolt struck his side. He let go of the dagger in Thallan’s shoulder as he spun and landed next to Cora. The sun elf lifted her upper body, eyes filled with horror as Jon lay, his eyes slowly blinking. 

Thallan grunted as he grabbed the dagger in his shoulder and pulled it out. He threw it to the floor as blood spilled from the wound. 

“Nice attempt,” Thallan half-grinned as a shadow covered the wound and kept it sealed. 

Ashlyn was to her feet and aiming her pistol at Jon. 

“I… couldn’t do it,” Jon whispered. 

“I know,” Cora said as she looked to the large bleeding wound along Jon’s side. 

“Not so lucky, is he,” Thallan laughed. “All that power to land only one blow on me. Oh, how will I survive?” the General said sarcastically. 

Jon turned his eyes to Thallan. “Luck is all timing,” Jon whispered weakly. 

Thallan’s grin faded when a sword flashed with fire. Ashlyn turned and pulled the trigger of her pistol. Amara’s sword slashed upward, the lightning bolt ricocheting off of it and the bolt flying into the air. 

Amara darted forward, the end of her sword sparking against the stone roof and slashing upwards. Thallan stepped back, the blade missing him. He laughed when the buttons along the side of his uniform fell away. 

The ember elf didn’t slow down as her fiery sword slashed in small arcs. A black sword appeared in the General’s hand and he parried the blows. The fire along the sword burned and the General grunted in pain. 

Shadowy spider legs curled around and stabbed out. Amara moved with liquid grace, dodging, parrying, and yet still keeping the general on the defensive. 

Thallan tried a taunt when the fiery blade stabbed into his shoulder. 

He cried out and stepped back, none of his attacks landing a single hit on the Blademaster. 



Ashlyn reloaded her pistol, lifted it up and pulled the trigger several times. Amara’s body bent as a bolt flashed by. Her sword slashed upwards and another bolt was reflected away. The Blademaster’s arm and sword were a blur, her eyes like calm pinpoints. She never stopped moving as she slashed at Thallan and reflected Ashlyn’s bolts. 

Cora looked down on Jon as he grew pale. 

“This is going to hurt,” the thin elf said sadly as fire bloomed along her hand. 

Cora pressed her burning hand to the wound and Jon grunted as he gritted his teeth in torment. The wound cauterized instantly, Cora’s flames licking them closed. 

Across many streets, Syndra felt Jon’s life force waver as she fled with what was left of their forces. 

“Jon, my love, I’m here for you,” the mage said and mentally took hold of her own lifeforce. 

The invisible connection between them blazed bright. The dragon along Jon’s soul nodded and the floodgate opened. Energy poured into Jon, further healing the wound. 

Syndra slowed down, her heartbeat getting weaker. She stumbled and Rose grabbed her and helped her up. The shadow elf smiled weakly. 

“I have you,” Rose said as she fired back at the Imperials and helped the mage along. 

Jon sat up with new light in his soul and body. Cora smiled as she looked up at him. 

Jon smiled at her before turning his attention to Thallan and Ashlyn fighting Amara and the Blademaster holding them off. 

“Excuse me while I help a friend,” Jon said and he darted forward in a flash. 

Jon scooped up his dagger as everyone moved slower around him. 

Amara slashed with precise strikes, keeping the General and Enforcer at bay. With their attention on the Blademaster, Jon picked his targets. 



With a gentle slide across the ground, he slid under black shadows in the shape of spider legs above him. The dagger flashed and blood came away with it as Jon sliced across the back of Thallan’s knee. 

The General grunted as he fell to one knee. Jon slid back to his feet and flicked his wrist. The dagger shot across and stabbed into Ashlyn’s thigh. The Enforcer let out a painful cry before she stumbled back and grabbed at the dagger. When her fingers were about to take hold, Jon was already to her and grabbing his dagger. Ashlyn looked up with wide eyes as Jon smiled. He shoved her hard as he drew the dagger from her thigh. 

“You pesky flea!” Thallan shouted as he raised a hand and a torrent of shadows burst forth. 

Amara darted to Jon and raised her flaming blade. The torrent struck the flaming sword and split in two as Amara kept her determined gaze. Jon was behind her and smiling as the Blademaster showed no hint of fear. 

Shadows curled around. Jon’s senses blared with alarm. He glanced back to see shadows surging back when he grabbed Amara and pulled her down with him. The pair hit the floor as shadows writhed above them like a two headed snake, ready to strike. 

“Fire and luck will not save…” Thallan became silent as something hard hit him in the back of the head. 

The writhing shadows dissipated. Thallan fell onto his hands and knees. Wetness touched the back of his head before he turned his glare over his shoulder. 

Cora stood with heaving shoulders and a throwing axe in her hand. 

Her brother’s blood painted the flat side of it as she looked down on him. 

“Leave my Shullkar alone!” Cora shouted and lifted the bloody axe up. 

“Shullkar,” Thallan said in disgust. 

Thallan glanced over to Rabyn as he sat. The youngest brother made no attempt to move or help them. Instead, he watched with cold eyes. 

“Your dishonor has spread to another of our family!” Thallan growled as his eyes turned black. 

“No, brother,” Rabyn whispered. 

Jon and Amara slowly rose to their feet as a sickening growl fell from Thallan’s parted lips. 

Cora was about to bring down her axe again when shadows rose up all around them. They morphed and changed, forming humanoid bodies. They grew larger and into hulking forms by the dozen. 

Thallan grinned at Cora, “It will sadden father when I tell him you’re dead. I’m sure he will mourn for a year before he replaces you with others.” 

Jon and Amara put their backs together as the large roof was filled with dozens of hulking shadow bodies. Purple eyes glowed among them as they silently looked to the elves on the roof. 

“I think we need to retreat,” Jon said as he saw that they were hopelessly outnumbered. 

“I agree,” Amara said with her flaming sword. 

Cora glanced at the shadow creatures before looking to her brother. 

She brought the blade of the axe down at her brother’s head when a large fist struck her from the side. Cora went spiraling to the floor, her axe clattering away. 

“Cut us a path,” Jon ordered. 

Amara nodded and darted forward. Shadow creatures rushed them as the Blademaster spun, her fire sword keeping them away for a second. Jon darted low, one hand sheathing his dagger and opening his arms wide. He scooped up the unconscious Cora and lifted her to his chest. Amara was close behind, slicing at the shadows as they crowded around. 

Jon saw an opening toward the giant pyramid in the distance. He charged forward, not wishing to leave Amara behind. The Blademaster sliced at a black limb and it separated as she spun her flaming sword around. Shadows closed in and Jon shouted as the three of them burst through the line of shadows and leapt off the roof. 

Jon’s legs cycled in the air as he saw that they were too high. He braced himself as he hit the ground, rolling with Cora in his arms and his hand holding her head before he was back on his feet, unharmed. 

“Lucky,” Jon smiled as he glanced back to see Amara still at his side. 

“We have to get back to the second defense point,” Jon shouted before glancing back again to see a horde of shadow creatures falling like a wave and giving chase. 


***

Lilly looked around with pistols raised. Zelda, Lusha, and Eryn were close to their Captain, with Captain Storm in Zelda’s arms. The area had very few elves as spell bolts filled the air. The group met by a wall, glancing to the giant pyramid just a hundred feet away. 
Lilly spotted Rose helping Syndra along and half a dozen of her own crew behind her. The group managed to reach Captain Silk’s side as they slowly collapsed one by one. Other elves filtered in, some in pairs, but the Captain saw that their forces were dwindling. 

“Where is everyone?” Lilly asked as she moved to the edge of the wall, ready to fire on approaching imperials. 

“Most of them were massacred as we retreated,” Rose heaved, trying to catch her breath. 

Lilly looked to the wide stairs leading up to the pyramid entrance at the halfway point. “We have to make one last dash for the entrance and make our final stand there.” 

“They will pick us off! We have to try for their ships and blast them with their own cannons!” Lusha said. 

“Either way is a death sentence. The Imperials will be on us at any moment and the ships will have a crew and guards. We’d be lucky if we made it across the docks,” Rose said as she leaned against a wall. 



Syndra sat down and looked up at her Captain. “I’m sorry. I helped Jon with some of my life force. He was in danger.” 

“Rest and regain your strength. We will still need you once we defend the temple entrance,” Lilly said with a soft edge. 

Lusha looked to Lilly with hard eyes. “We will be overrun, even if we hold the entrance. This is a defeat! We should hide and escape.” 

Lilly closed her eyes. “Lusha, I will not let that happen. All of you are my family and I will not let the Imperials win. I promise, we will see the morning light.” 

Lusha’s eyes saddened. “That is a promise you cannot keep.” 

“I believe in you, Captain,” Zelda smiled. 

“I believe in you,” Syndra said in a weak voice. 

Rose looked to Lilly and smiled. “I believe in you, even if you have terrible fashion sense.” 

Lilly smiled. 

Eryn moved to Syndra’s side and touched her with healing hands. “I believe in all of us. Vala believes in us too.” 

Lusha stood, doubt clouding her thoughts. 

Lilly opened her eyes and smiled to the wood elf. “I believe in you, Lusha. You have become part of our family and know this, I will do anything for my family.” 

The wood elf’s eyes watered before she stood up straighter. 

From a side street, Pyrah and a few pirates raced into the open. 

They looked to Lilly and others before they charged over. The elves skidded to a halt by the wall, breathing heavy. 

“Captain, the Imperials have spread out across the streets and are following us. I think they are closing in and cutting off our escape,” 

Pyrah huffed. 

Lilly’s expression hardened. She turned and peeked around the corner. Her eyes widened as she saw Jon holding Cora in his arms and Amara following as they ran toward them. They ran at full tilt while behind them, Imperial soldiers and large, hulking shadow monsters charged. 

“We make our last stand,” Lilly said firmly as she stepped from the edge and looked out at the haggard elves in the area. 

“To the temple entrance! Now! Move it! We are not dying in the streets! We make our stand there!” Lilly shouted with authority. 

Elves turned and raced across the wide area and past a fountain with dragon statues. They charged up the stairs, not even looking back. 

Lilly looked to Lusha and Rose, “You two will go and set up the defenses. I’m waiting here for Jon, Cora, and Amara.” 

Lusha was silent. 

Rose gave a tired nod. “Fine but… I’m not used to… running so much,” the Captain in pink huffed before she began running again. 

Lusha hesitated, fear coloring her eyes. 

Zelda moved to her side with Storm in her arms and gave her a warm smile. “Come on. I’ll make sure they don’t hurt you.” 

Lusha nodded as they turned and ran for the stairs. 

Pyrah slung her cannon across her back before helping Eryn and Syndra to their feet. 

“I got you,” the short ember elf smiled as she hurried them along, making sure they held onto her. 

Lilly waited by the wall edge. She peeked out again and her eyes widened as Jon nearly ran into her. 

“Lilly!” Jon shouted in relief. 

“We have to get upstairs and make our stand,” Lilly said as her eyes betrayed how happy she was to see him. 

Amara turned around and sliced hard across a shadow creature, cleaving it in two with her fiery sword. 

“We have to keep moving!” the Blademaster shouted as she backed up. 



The small group turned and bolted for the stairs. 

A breath later, Imperial soldiers and shadow creatures emerged from the streets. They watched as the pirates ran for their lives. When Lilly’s boot touched the first step, the area was alive with elemental bolts. 

Lilly turned around and climbed the stairs backwards as she fired her pistols. The Captain watched as the crowd of Imperials and shadow monsters surged in behind them, crossing the distance. Magical explosions rippled along the stairs and the side of the temple as the enemy advanced on them. 

From the entrance, pirates fired down on the advancing horde. 

Pyrah helped Syndra and Eryn into the entrance before pulling her cannon around and walking back to the entrance. She loaded as she stepped and when three rounds were secured in the cannon, she stepped to the edge of the entrance and pressed the trigger button. 

Pyrah’s cannon flashed, a light stabbing out and a fireball streaking down. It struck several Imperials and a shadow creature, blasting them to burning corpses. Pyrah turned her body slightly and fired again. 

Another fireball streaked down and exploded, sending bodies into the air. 

“I’m taking as many of you as I can with me,” Pyrah smirked as she fired again. 

Jon held Cora to his chest as he climbed the stairs. Chaos bloomed with explosions, shouts, and tormented cries. Jon glanced over his shoulder to see the swarm of Imperials and shadow monsters as they reached the bottom of the stairs. Shadow creatures leapt up onto the sides of the pyramid and climbed as Imperials fired from below. It created a storm of elemental light as bolts whizzed past. 

The group made it to the entrance as Pyrah, Rose, and Lusha fired down. Lilly was the last to the top of the stairs, firing until her pistols clicked empty. 

Pirates fired down on the advancing army as Jon stepped into the large entrance. He placed Cora down next to Storm as he lay unconscious. Zelda checked her pistol and was about to turn and march to the entrance when Jon grabbed her arm. 

“They get up here, we are going to have to fight and retreat. Make sure Cora and Storm are okay and I will defend you,” Jon instructed. 

Zelda smiled and nodded. “I need you alive to keep training me in your dragon style. Don’t die on me.” 

Jon smiled, “I won’t. I promise.” 

Zelda gave him a razor smile before marching back to the entrance and joining in the firefight. 

Jon looked to the elves as they fired down on the enemy. 

 We have to survive this. I won’t let the enemy destroy my family. 

Jon steeled his nerves. He walked back to the entrance, his heart racing in his chest. A rune glowed against his back as he stepped out of the entrance and stood, his gaze down on the horde halfway up the stairs. 

“Get down!” Rose growled as she fired her pistol at the enemy. 

Jon ignored her as he poured all of his heart into the rune and it blazed bright. 

Two dozen soldiers saw the amazing man at the entrance. Their convictions faltered before they eyed their fellow soldiers and attacked them. Chaos bloomed in small sections of the horde, infighting rising up. 

Jon watched and his heart sank in his chest, seeing that it was not enough. The soldiers were quicker this time, subduing or straight killing any soldier turning on them. Blood spilled and painted the stone floor and stairs red as the main force continued to advance. 

Rose put a pistol in Jon’s hand and pulled him by the wrist down beside her. 

“Nice try handsome, but it looks like we have to fight to the last soul,” Captain Thorn smiled before firing down the stairs. 

Lusha fired as her heart beat rapidly in her chest. Smoke and spellfire filled the area and she felt death hover close. She clicked open her pistol when a shadow creature leapt up, black claws above its head. 

Lusha loaded a spell shell, lifted the pistol up and fired as the monster was nearly on her. The lightning bolt blasted a hole in it, but the creature’s arm came down to slice at her. Another pirate shot the shadow creature in the side. Lusha watched as the creature melted away, but another leapt up and onto the pirate who just aided her. Black claws racked across the pirate elf, blood splattering across her face. 

Something cracked along the wood elf’s soul. Her fear turned to rage. She grabbed a sword from the dead elf, pulled it and stabbed into the shadow creature. She pushed, driving the blade to the hilt and the monster dissipated. 

The wood elf became unhinged as she screeched like a banshee. 

She loaded her pistol and rushed into the fray as several shadow monsters reached their location. Pistols went off from pirates, but it was Lusha cutting through the monsters. 

Zelda appeared at Lusha’s side and the two fought against the invaders with a sword, pistols, and claws. Zelda roared as she fired her pistol in one hand and raked her claws across black bodies with her other hand. 

The fighting grew heated as the elves fought like unchained demons. 

Jon fired his pistol, his lightning bolt striking a shadow creature, burning a hole through it and striking another one behind them. 

The group fought with wide eyes as they were beginning to lose inches as they retreated back into the entrance. 

Lusha screamed as she sliced at a shadow creature. Her fury burned bright when a lightning bolt struck her stomach. 

Lilly watched in slow motion as Lusha was thrown back. The wood elf’s eyes were wide as she nearly floated in space before hitting the floor. Lusha grabbed at her stomach, blood and burnt flesh blending together as she cried out in pain. 

“Eryn!” Lilly shouted with a hysterical edge as she fell to Lusha’s side. 



Lusha coughed up blood as she looked to Lilly with helpless eyes. 

“No, beautiful Lusha, no,” Lilly’s voice cracking. 

Zelda roared as she grabbed a shadow creature, picked it up and threw it down at the Imperials. 

Jon turned his head to see Lilly over Lusha. From the back, Eryn tried to walk through as bolts filled the air. The blind cleric watched Lusha’s soul flicker as it was ready to wink out. 

Pandemonium filled the stairs and entrance as pirates, Imperials and shadow creatures fought tooth and claw to survive. 

Eryn fell to Lusha’s side, placing her glowing hands on Lusha’s body. The cleric watched as the soul tried to slip away and she grabbed it, keeping it close with her power. Lusha’s eyes rolled into her head as Eryn fought to heal and keep Lusha’s soul close enough to re-enter her body. 

Lilly’s eyes burned with rage. The Captain stood up with bloody hands and holstered her pistols. She turned and darted down the corridor, running away from the battle and disappearing from view. 

“I’m losing her soul!” Eryn cried out as everyone fought around her. 

Syndra stepped behind the cleric and sank down. She touched Eryn’s back and smiled. 

“Take as much energy as you need,” the mage said and poured her mana into the cleric. 

Eryn’s eyes glowed as mana filled her. The cleric’s brow hardened as her hand reached out and grabbed something invisible. Light bloomed in her hand as her other hand healed Lusha’s body. 

“Death is not an option!” Eryn shouted angrily as she slammed the ball of light into Lusha’s chest. 

Syndra kept her smile as she slumped to the floor. 


***

Lilly rushed along into the larger inner chamber. She looked to the gold and silver ship as it hung from chains. She turned her attention to the strange seat she saw before. Stepping over, she didn’t hesitate to sit down on it. 
“I must protect my family,” Lilly said with a low growl. 

The lights on the dragon head glowed and the metal along the wall shifted. Plates spun around as Lilly sat back in the chair. Her heart beat like a drum, not sure what to expect. The metal dragon head sank down as metal plates turned and clamped along rods moving over the Captain’s body. 

Lilly was very still as she was engulfed in spinning and bending metal before it all went dark. A light glowed before her eyes and soon she could see the vast inner chamber of the temple. 

A small, humanoid dragon appeared to the side of the screen in front of her. He began speaking, but the Captain furled her brow. In frustration, she lifted her arm and it moved easily. She stood up and looked down at her armored body. It had a feminine form, eerily similar to hers. Metal scales covered everything from her head to her arms, including her body and legs. Taloned reptile feet encased her feet. 

The glowing dragon spoke again, it’s words gibberish, but the Captain noticed a few words of ancient dragon tongue. 

“I don’t speak dragon!” Lilly shouted. 

The figure rubbed its scaled jaw. “It would appear I must speak the mongrel language of elves. It has been a long time.” 

“You speak elvish!” Lilly said. 

“I speak whatever language I need to assist a pilot. How can I help you?” the dragon said and bowed his head. 

“We are under attack! I need to defend my friends and the temple!” 

Lilly shouted. 

The dragon winced. “No need to shout. I can hear you.” 

Before Lilly’s eyes, an image of a humanoid dragon stood. It barely looked like the little dragon to the right of her gaze. It was armored like what she was wearing. 



“Guardian Armor is easy to utilize for combat. You’re in a red dragon guardian and have all the abilities of that sphere. Thoughts will activate its abilities as the armor protects you from damage. Think fire and you will be able to harness it.” 

“That’s it?” Lilly shouted. 

The little dragon nodded. “Easy function for battle. And please, no need to shout. I can hear you.” 

“Anything else I should know?” Lilly said as she turned and began marching toward the hallway. 

The dragon nodded. “Here in Aza Thule, the armor will work with near unlimited power. Beyond the shores of the city, it’s power and endurance will be greatly depleted.” 

Lilly nodded. “I just need it for tonight. We can talk more in the morning. Do you have a name?” 

“I do not,” the little dragon said. 

“I’m Captain Lilliana Silk. You can call me Lilly. Pleased to meet you.” 

“It’s a pleasure, Lilly,” the dragon image smiled. 


***

Jon and Pyrah shot down on the advancing army. Zelda clutched at her burnt arm as Eryn held Lusha close. The cleric’s hand was still entwined with Syndra’s as she lay unconscious. Rose fired down as Imperials continued to advance. 
Desperation bled into everyone as the Imperials and shadow creatures would not relent. 

“It was wonderful while it lasted,” Pyrah said before her cannon blasted down the stairs and scattered bodies. 

“It will last longer than tonight. I know it,” Jon said when he heard something metal charging from behind. 

Jon turned his gaze over his shoulder, his eyes widening. A metal humanoid dragon charged through the hallway, straight for them. 



“Everyone down!” Jon shouted before flinging his arms wide and grabbing Rose and Pyrah. 

The three of them hit the floor and looked up as the nine-foot dragon humanoid rushed to them and jumped. 

“I will defend my family,” Lilly’s voice came from the red dragon humanoid as wings made of fire flashed out from its back. 

Jaws dropped as the armor flew into the air above the battle. 

Imperials looked up for a brief second and stared in astonishment as an armored dragon flew around. 

Lilly watched with grim eyes as she circled above the battlefield. 

With a thought, flames filled her clawed hands and she began to dive. 

The soldiers watched as the humanoid dragon dove for them. They lifted their rifles and fired. The sky was alight with elemental bolts of fire, ice, and lightning. Lilly twisted and turned, dodging the magical bolts. A fireball glanced off her arm, but there was no damage. When an ice shard struck her armored thigh, a small alert filled her screen. 

“Under one percent damage. Be warned, this armor is susceptible to the water sphere,” the glowing dragon said plainly. 

“Good to know,” Lilly said as she lifted her armored claws and streams of fire blasted down. 

Elven soldiers fired at the dragon monster before streams of flames washed over them. Screams and flailing burning bodies rushed and fell to their deaths. Lilly flew along, thirty feet off the ground and pointing her armored hands. Flames blasted out, burning soldiers to crisps before she flew up and banked left. 

The focus of the battle shifted as every rifle aimed and fired at the flying armor. Lilly grinned with madness in her eyes as fireballs appeared in her hands and she began to throw them. Explosions rippled across the area, scorching stone and sending bodies in different directions. 

Jon sat up and watched. 



Lilly’s wings flashed as she landed on the stone street. Shadows rushed her and she turned to them. Flaming fists punched holes into each one, blasting them to nothing. Imperial soldiers fired as Lilly aimed her hands and sent one big stream of fire. 

Fear cracked the hardest souls as morale dropped instantly. 

Soldiers turned and ran, dropping their rifles in the process. 

Lilly growled as she created fireballs, pulled her arm back and threw them with the force of a cannon. Explosions send more bodies flying, consumed with flames. 

From a distance, Thallan, Ashlyn, and Rabyn watched as the armored humanoid dragon ripped their forces to burning embers. 

“This is… unexpected,” Thallan said with a dark edge. 

“We cannot fight that with our current forces. We must retreat,” 

Rabyn stated. 

Thallan nodded. Shadowy wings unfolded from his back. He reached over and pulled Ashlyn close to him. Rabyn stepped closer, but Thallan stopped him with a palm out. 

“No, brother. You betrayed us and our father. I heard you ask Jon what to do. I heard you ask him to protect Cora. That dagger to the side made you soft again, like when we were younger. You stay here and clean up this mess. I’ll come back when we have a larger force,” Thallan smiled as black wings beat. 

“You can’t! Father would never allow this!” Rabyn said as Thallan flew higher into the sky. 

“I’ll be sure to tell him you fought bravely,” Thallan shouted down and laughed. 

Rabyn watched as Thallan flew off to the ships at the dock. 

Thallan soared along the wind and glided down toward the imperial ships. 

“Why save me?” Ashlyn asked with a slow blink. 

“Why? Because I have urges and you’re fun. Don’t question too much or I’ll leave you behind as well.” 



“I understand,” Ashlyn smiled and snuggled into his chest. 


***

Lilly stood, surveying the destruction. The remaining shadow creatures melted away. Many of the Imperials lay as burning corpses. 
The few that survived sobbed for mercy. 

Jon stood up and waved to Lilly with a bright smile. 

Lilly turned her dragon head to the temple and watched Jon wave with a smile. She waved back. 

Explosions at the dock woke Lilly up from the moment. Fire wings spread out and she leapt into the air. The armor soared high into the night sky and she looked at the docks. 

A lone Imperial ship fired cannons as it sailed away. The remaining two ships were blasted hard, flames lighting and beginning to burn. The cannons didn’t stop pummeling the docked ships and after a long moment, the two docked ships began to sink. 

Lilly soared toward the fleeing ship. She streaked across the black sky and when she reached the edge of the city, she noticed a bar in the corner of her gaze begin to lower. When she was over the water, it dropped considerably. The armor began to drop and fly, drop and fly. 

Lilly turned it around and flew back. Once she was within the city limits, power returned and it flew normally. 

At the temple entrance, Lusha slowly opened her eyes. She blinked and looked up at Eryn as the cleric smiled. 

“Welcome back. Don’t do that again,” the cleric grinned. 

Lusha gave a weak nod and a small smile. 

Eryn lifted her head and looked at her hand holding Syndra’s hand. 

The shadow elf gave Eryn’s hand a squeeze as her eyes slowly opened. 

A tear slipped down the cleric’s cheek. 

Amara and Pyrah sat back to back, too tired to talk but their hearts glowed with relief. 



Rose fanned herself as she sat, the excitement too much for her. 

Storm stirred as he opened his eyes and looked up at a few of his crew around him with happy smiles. 

Zelda sat next to Jon, lifted an arm and pulled him down. Jon complied. He sat down and the sea elf turned and rested her head in his lap. He cradled her head as Cora stepped over and sat on the other side of him. The Cabin Mate rested her head on his shoulder as the pair looked to Lilly flying back and landing at the bottom of the stairs. 

A lone figure emerged from the street, his hands at his sides and his palms out. Lilly turned and lifted an armored hand. Rabyn walked across the wide area and when he was before the metal dragon armor, he fell to his knees before her. 

“I surrender,” Rabyn said without a drop of emotion. 





Twenty Three

Morning light touched the tips of pyramids. The lanterns along Aza Thule’s streets dimmed and faded away to a new day. 

At the bottom of the largest pyramid, many imperial prisoners stirred, their wrists and ankles bound in chains. They lifted weary heads to the circle of pirates watching them. Pirates had pistols at their hips and liberated Imperial rifles in their hands as they kept a close eye on the prisoners. 

Jon stood at the main entrance of the pyramid, looking down with relief and concern in his eyes. 

 I’ll feel better when some of the pirates searching the city can find a secure place to keep them. They are still a danger and we have too much to do besides babysitting prisoners out in the open. 

Lilly moved to Jon’s side and looked down as sunlight began to bathe the ancient city in light. 

“We will find a place for them,” Lilly said plainly. 

Jon nodded. “I hope so. I’m not too comfortable with Storm and Rose’s idea of executing them.” 

“It would have been my idea too, but I knew you wouldn’t like it,” 

Lilly grinned. 

Jon looked to the beautiful Captain, raised an eyebrow and smiled. 

“You know I said that in jest, right?” Lilly gave him an innocent look. 

“I think part of you said that in jest, the other part didn’t,” Jon smiled. 

Lilly let out a laugh. “You know me too well, Jon Song.” 

The Captain slid her fingers between Jon’s fingers and clasped his hand. “Let’s take a look at some of the spoils together.” 

Lilly pulled Jon with her and the pair made their way down the long corridor. 

“Will Syndra be able to raise the  Dark Heart?” Jon asked. 



Lilly’s bright demeanor faded a touch. “We don’t know yet. Ships can be repaired and healed, as long as there isn’t too much damage. A ship blown to pieces cannot be healed through magical means. There is a chance it will never sail again.” 

“How do you feel about that?” Jon asked with a concerned edge. 

“I don’t know yet. My mind is still in the battle from last night. We were so close to losing and the idea makes everything uncomfortable. I don’t mind taking chances, but losing any of my friends is difficult to accept. I’m happy we made it through, but Storm and Rose’s crews didn’t fare as well. They lost the majority of their people and it may burn at them that we survived.” 

Jon nodded as Lilly’s implication meant that the battle of Aza Thule may have a lasting effect on their partnership and friendships. 

The pair continued walking the long corridor. 

“I never expected Rabyn to surrender,” Lilly said out loud. 

“Neither did I. I assume it was out of self-preservation and seeing Cora again. Has he said anything else?” 

Lilly shook her head. “He has been silent the whole time. The only thing I’ve seen is his eyes lighting up when he saw Cora. Other than that, not a word. He is locked in a room and guarded. He is still dangerous, but it’s hard to tell exactly what he wants now.” 

Lilly’s brow hardened a little. “But if he makes any attempts at escape or hurting anyone, he will be executed without hesitation.” 

Jon nodded. “Sounds fair.” 

The end of the hall approached and the sun elf gave Jon’s hand a tight squeeze. 

“Let’s focus on the good. The guardian armors will be very useful if we can better understand how they are powered. Their range is limited, but if we can change that, we can have a whole force of armors to fight with. 

“I have the crew looking over the ship. I tasked them with exploring every inch of the vessel to see if she is seaworthy. Lusha is looking over the dragon runes across the ship and trying to decipher them.” 

“How has she been, since the battle? She didn’t say much to anyone after she was resurrected. I assumed it was the shock of coming back to life.” 

“Eryn told me that forcing a soul back into a body is one of the hardest things a cleric can do. Without Syndra to help her, she wasn’t sure she could do it. Despite that, Eryn felt she would make a full recovery.” 

“And Syndra?” Jon asked with heavy concern. 

“She will be fine as long as she rests. She told me she needed a longer period to recover, but she will be ready to follow in a week. Eryn is tending to her.” 

Lilly looked to Jon as they reached the inner temple and stood at the entrance. “What happened during the battle? Usually you are quick to check on the crew, but after our victory, you separated from us and took a long walk about the city.” 

Jon turned to the red-headed Captain, his free hand touching her hip. He looked into her emerald green eyes and wanted to lose himself in them again. 

“I had to sort out my head. I tried to kill Rabyn, thinking it was the only way to stop them. Cora shouted out to me and he pleaded with me to protect Cora. Part of me thinks he used the situation as a tactic to gain the upper hand in the fight, but when it was all finished and done, he surrendered. 

“Before we left after the fight with Skorp, my sister told me that the shock of taking another life may come back. I didn’t think it would, since killing Skorp relieved my spirit, but when I saw my dagger so close to Rabyn’s throat, I hesitated. I think my hesitation changed the outcome, but I don’t know if it was for better or worse? I don’t know if my hesitation was a sign of weakness.” 

Lilly looked up to him with big eyes and a small smile. “Your hesitation is a great strength. Where most follow a simple impulse, you had a presence of mind to judge your own action during a difficult time. 



Jon, your actions may have helped us with the Emperor’s current plans. 

Once we interrogate Rabyn, it may further our edge.” 

Jon smiled. “I hope so.” 

“Don’t dwell on it. We won. Now, we must examine our winnings and prepare for the future,” Lilly smiled wider before kissing Jon on the lips. 

The two held each other, lost in their embrace. Heat flowed up as their bodies touched. Loving sensations played along their lips and bodies as desire dripped. 

Lilly pulled back and bit her lip. “Later, we should find a nice place in the city to call ours. I think we earned a few days’ rest.” 

“I don’t think we’ll rest much,” Jon said as he touched his forehead to hers. 

“No, I don’t think we will,” the captain smiled before breaking away and walking. 

“Let’s see the ship and then we can discuss more private matters.” 

Jon smirked and followed the beautiful Captain. 

The pair walked along the inner walkway until they reached the thin bridge to the hanging ship. Elves moved along the main deck as the couple approached. 

Jon looked around with curious eyes. The ship was pristine and beautiful. His eyes moved to the side, seeing a single post with a black crystal on top. A thought pushed against his body, an urge to touch it. 

He ignored the urge as they stepped onto the main deck. 

Lusha, Cora, Zelda, Pyrah, Amara, Storm, and Rose were moving about and inspecting the ship. Captain Storm and Rose turned to Lilly and Jon as they boarded. 

Rose grinned as she graciously walked across the main deck with open arms and hugged Jon and Lilly, pushing them into her plentiful chest. 

“My favorite pirates!” the Captain squealed before letting them go. 



Storm stepped over and bowed to them. “Good to see you both. 

Jon and Lilly nodded. 

Storm continued, “Rose and I discussed it and we believe this should be your ship, Captain Silk.” 

Lilly smirked. “You’re only saying that because you think there might be better ships hidden away.” 

Rose giggled and held out her gloved hand to Storm, “I knew she would figure it out. Pay up!” 

Storm shook his head as he fished out a gold coin and put it in Rose's waiting hand. 

Cora and Zelda rushed Jon, mobbing him with tight embraces and the young man fighting for air. Pyrah and Amara watched with amused eyes, the smaller pirate leaning her head on Amara’s arm. 

“I think we found our family,” Pyrah whispered. 

Amara eyed Jon as he struggled in Zelda’s grip. “I think we have,” 

the Blademaster smiled. 

“Need… air,” Jon gasped. 

Cora had already let go, but Zelda continued to hold Jon. She looked down with a smile and pretended innocence before she let go. 

Jon gasped for air. 

Lilly stepped along the main deck and looked around. “What have you discovered?” 

“Captain, the ship has an array of cannons and other defenses I’m not familiar with. It will take time and some testing before I understand what they can do,” Pyrah answered. 

“There are a dozen cabins below deck, a large cargo hold and we found many crystals housed in different locations of the ship. When Syndra is recovered, she and I will study them and report what we find,” 

Zelda smiled. 

“The ship reminds me of the war luxury ships. All the amenities and enough firepower to decimate a small island. There have been similar designs with the royal fleet, but none of them can compare to this ship,” 

Cora added. 

Lusha approached the Captain, her eyes blank. “I’ve translated some of the old texts carved into parts of the ship. Most of them are simple signs, designating locations and equipment. It will take time to uncover everything, but I believe we can do it.” 

Lilly smiled at the crew. “Great work. We will continue looking over the ship and figure out how to get it to the sea over the coming days. I think we should gather what supplies we can and have a celebratory feast. Today was a great victory for the rebellion and we all should take part.” 

“I may have had a crate of rum taken off my ship before it went down, hidden somewhere,” Storm said with a sly smirk. 

“I already have some of my crew performing a salvage operation. 

What we can gather will be added to the feast,” Rose smiled. 

“We do have to discuss any and all further spoils, to divide equally of course,” Storm said. 

“Yes, fair is fair,” Rose grinned. 

Cora stood by Jon’s side and hugged his arm. “Thank you, for not killing Rabyn.” 

“I couldn’t do it, knowing how it would affect you. I hope with time, he will understand that we are not trying to destroy Aquris, we are trying to save it.” 

Cora nodded as she still hugged his arm. “He will. He was the kindest out of all of us growing up. I hope now that he is no longer under our father’s influence, his old self may return.” 

“I hope so too,” Jon smiled. 

Lusha stared at Lilly for a moment as everyone talked. Lifting her chin slightly, she stepped over to the Captain and looked her directly in the eyes. Lilly’s smile faded away as she looked to Lusha, clearly the wood elf needing to say something. 



“As per our agreement, you may ask me the question now,” Lusha said with a hard edge. 

Lilly kept Lusha’s gaze, her hand resting on her pistol. “We don’t need to do this now.” 

All eyes turned to the two elves as they stood, eye to eye. 

“Captain, yes, we do. Ask me the question and I will give you my answer.” 

“Lusha, we have a lot to…” 

“Captain! Ask the question,” Lusha said firmly. 

Jon and Cora stayed at each other’s side as they watched. Rose and Storm had blank faces as they too watched. Zelda, Pyrah, and Amara stood off to the side, their attention fully on the Captain and Scholar. 

Lilly gave Lusha a small nod as her expression shifted to a serious look. “Lusha Leafwhisper, per our agreement, once Aza Thule was discovered I would ask you a question. This question will only be asked once and never again. Depending on your answer, you will be part of my crew or walk free to live your life.” 

Lusha nodded. “I understand.” 

Lilly nodded and pulled her pistol. Everyone on the deck became deadly silent as they watched Captain Silk aim her pistol at Lusha’s chest. 

The wood elf didn’t move or wince. She stared into Lilly’s eyes with grim determination. 

“Lusha Leafwhisper, As Captain of the  Dark Heart, may she rest in peace, will you stay with us? Will you accept me as your Captain for this lifetime? Will you become part of our family until fish pick our eyes from our waterlogged corpses? Will you stay with our family?” 

Lusha’s eyes watered. “I have been fighting my entire life and never feeling like I truly had a home. That was until I met you. When death came for me, all of you fought to keep me here when most would have let me die. The journey, affection, and love I felt from our family showed me that I can have what I always wanted.” 

Lusha bowed slightly, closed her eyes and a tear streaked down her cheek. “Yes, I will stay, now and forever.” 

Lilly nodded and pulled the trigger. 

Hearts stopped and Lusha looked up with wide, wet eyes. 

The pistol clicked empty and Lilly gave the wood elf a wicked smirk. 

The Captain opened her arms and smiled, “Welcome to the family.” 

Lusha stepped closer and the two elves embraced. 

The rest of the crew and captains cheered and clapped. 

Cora clapped and smiled. Jon took in a breath, not realizing he was holding it. A dizziness took hold and he stepped back and leaned against a post. A black crystal glowed green and the temple began to tremble. 

Jon turned around with wide eyes at the glowing crystal. All eyes turned to him as the entire place shuddered. 

“Jon?” Lilly shouted. 

“I don’t know what I did!” Jon said with wide eyes. 

“Off the ship!” Rose said as she moved toward the bridge when it pulled away. 

Jon watched the bridge pull back as the sloping ceiling began to shift. Walls slid down as hanging fabric appeared. The chains of the ship were connected to the draping fabric and a second later, they began to balloon. 

“Hold on to something!” Lilly shouted. 

Everyone took hold of a railing as the entire pyramid rumbled. Light appeared from the very top before it was obscured by a ballooning tarp. 

Jon looked around as he held the railing. Chaos and confusion colored everyone’s eyes as they continued to hold on. 



Outside, a pirate sat with a rifle leaning against his shoulder. He picked at a tooth before he glanced up and his jaw dropped. 

The top part of the pyramid shifted, pushed out and began to slide down. The pyramid opened wide and something floated up. An oval balloon with metal rings appeared. Chains appeared under it as it continued to rise. 

Everyone outside looked up in stark amazement. Arms lifted and fingers pointed as they had never seen such a ship in their entire lives. 

Lilly rushed along the deck as they rose higher in the air. Jon and Lusha joined her. They climbed the stairs to the upper deck. Lilly grabbed the metal wheel and took control. To her right was an odd post with several knobs, buttons, and levers. 

The strange ship cleared the top of the open pyramid and hovered in the air, sunlight painting it in golden light. 

“It’s an airship!” Jon shouted as he rushed to the aft and looked down. 

Large twin fans spun to life. The airship began to move forward slowly. 

Lilly grinned as she looked down on four buttons in a rhombus shape. With a mischievous smirk, she pressed the button on the right. 

Holes along the port side blasted out air and the airship began to veer right. Lilly let out a happy shout as she moved the wheel, the keel turning the air from the fans and the airship moving to her command. 

The crew and Captains stared down with wide eyes, Aza Thule under them as the airship floated along. 

“This is amazing!” Cora grinned as she looked down on the ancient city, the wind rustling her short hair. 

Jon moved back to Lilly’s side with a warm smile. “So, Captain. It looks like you have a new ship.” 

“Indeed, it does,” Lilly grinned with excited eyes as she began to get the hang of piloting the craft. 

“What do you think she should be called?” Jon smiled. 



Lilly looked out to the distant horizon, her heart filling with bright possibilities. 

“The  Bright Hope seems to fit,” Lilly grinned. 

The Captain called out to everyone aboard, “What say you!  Bright Hope, aye or nay!” 

“Aye!” everyone shouted back with smiles. 

Lilly turned the wheel as the airship slowly began to circle the island. “Aye, let’s see what this ship can do. Once we’re done here, we will liberate Hylore and take the fight to the heart of the Empire itself.” 

“Aye, Captain,” Lusha smiled. 

“Aye, Captain,” Jon smiled. 

Lilly grabbed Jon by his collar, pulled him close and kissed him as pirates in the city below cheered on the floating airship in the brilliant morning light. 





Twenty Four

A large ruined chamber stood silently. A smashed wall allowed for the sea breeze to flow in. Odd crows hopped around, looking for a pest to devour as torn tapestries and destroyed furniture dotted the walls and floor. Stones lay in odd piles and a musty smell filled the large chamber. 

A side door opened and a figure was shoved in. Castellan hit the floor and cried out as the door closed behind him. The former plump elf stood on feeble legs, his body much thinner and his skin sagging off of him. Dark circles surrounded his sunken eyes as he struggled to stand and stumbled a few steps. 

The haggard elf looked to the large opening in the wall. He shuffled toward it. A dirty and torn robe covered his emaciated body as he feebly made his way to opening. 

“Maybe, I can escape,” he whispered to no one, the starvation eating away at his sanity. 

Castellan reached the opening and looked down. His heart wrenched in his chest as he saw his beloved city nothing more than piles of rubble. Skeletons and decayed corpses littered the broken structures, scavengers still enjoying the dreadful feast. 

Castellan wept without tears as he looked up to a fleet of ships surrounding the once neutral island and sea. 

The door to the chamber opened and a large figure stepped in. The door slammed shut as the figure leisurely stepped in and into the small light. 

Castellan turned and fell to his knees. The sobbing continued as he bowed his head. 

“You destroyed everything special about this place. What more do you want from me?” Castellan sobbed. 

A tall, wide elf stepped into the light. Short light green hair covered his head. He stood nearly eight feet tall, with wide shoulders, giving him a T shape appearance. Tight skin covered rather large muscles. The elf’s neck was thick as he looked down on Castellan with cold eyes. He moved with power and grace as he stepped closer, his gaze never leaving the elf on his knees. 

“You know your crimes. You threw a rock at the Empire and the Empire came down with a well-made hammer. Your blood and the will of the Emperor are the only things keeping you alive. I would be grateful if I were you,” the elf’s deep voice coming out like black silk. 

Castellan looked up with exhausted eyes. “Your father is mad and everyone knows it! It is only a matter of time before his madness consumes him and he starts eating his young. I pray you are the first,” 

Castellan said with a harsh tone. 

The elf stood over Castellan, a small smirk forming. “There is the fire in our blood speaking. You are truly a Lufina.” 

“A Lufina that will fight the Mad Emperor! He has turned all the people of Aquris against each other for his dream of power and conquest. It’s only a matter of time before the people rise up and put down the evil that lurks in the Empire.” 

The elf stepped closer. Big hands gently took hold of Castellan and helped him up. The sun elf didn’t fight him, not that he could. He allowed the big elf to help him to the large hole, the pair of them looking down on the ships in the sea and the destruction across the island. 

The elf lowered his head until it was next to Castellan’s face, both of them looking down. 

“You see those ships? Those ships are filled with royal engineers, stone, metal and wood workers. They are also filled with supplies from the heart of the Empire. They are here to bring Hylore to new glory. New homes and buildings will be built. Docks will be repaired and lives will return to this island.” 

“In exchange?” Castellan whimpered. 

“Your loyalty and obedience,” the large elf said with a deep tone. 

“Never. Hylore and Free Waters is a neutral territory,” Castellan growled. 

The large elf nodded. With one hand, he bunched up the robe along Castellan’s back. A powerful arm lifted up the frail elf and held him out of the hole, over the rocky debris several stories down. 

“Do it! It will be a better fate than bowing down to bullies!” Castellan shouted. 

The large elf kept his smirk as he pulled Castellan back in and threw him. Castellan cried out as he flew twenty feet before crashing onto the floor and rolling to a stop. Castellan lifted his head, pain throbbing along his body. 

The large elf stepped from the hole in the wall, light surrounding him as shadows covered his face. 

“Hylore will be restored, with or without your obedience. Take heart that you still have some use to us. Spies saw the  Dark Heart emerge from the portal the night this island was destroyed. Our spies confirmed Captain Silk and Princess Cora are indeed here on Aquris. Their love and loyalty to you will be their weakness when they try to save you.” 

“They don’t even know I’m alive. Why would they liberate a broken island at sea?” 

The large elf chuckled. “Because they will hear about what is happening. They will discover that the brave Castellan is still alive. Once they know, they will come directly here to help the elf that has been their friend for such a long time.” 

The large elf reached down and picked up a large stone in one hand. He held it before him so Castellan could see. 

“And when they come, I will be here, waiting. I will be here to deliver the Emperor’s supreme justice. And when Captain Silk, her crew, and her Urth man lay broken at my feet, the last thing they will see is Princess Cora in my custody, my hand grabbing their feeble heads and crushing them into paste, one by one.” 

The large elf’s hand with the stone trembled. Castellan watched with defeated eyes as the elf’s fingers strained for barely a second and the stone exploded into powder, dust, and debris. 

The elf dusted the powder from his hands as he smiled. “Let’s take you back to your cell and feed you. I want you healthy and strong when Silk’s rebellion comes to a crushing defeat,” the large elf’s white teeth glowing amid the shadows covering his face. 



 ~Fin~
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