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 Norrington: “You are without a doubt the worst pirate I’ve ever heard of.” 
 
    Jack Sparrow: “But you have heard of me.” 
 
    ~Pirates of the Caribbean, Curse of the Black Pearl  
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 One 
 
      
 
    The morning mist flowed onto the island of Hylore like pale fingers. The dim sun was a speck in the vast distance as the island nation slowly stirred from the long night. The air held a cool chill as a grayness touched the often-vibrant island in the middle of Free Waters. 
 
    A small navy of ships were engulfed in the morning mists. The groans and creaks sounded off as they rocked to small waves. Crewmembers stayed to tasks and duties, ensuring each ship was battle-ready with lookouts scanning the cloudy horizon from the crow’s nests. 
 
    Along the edges of the island nation, spell cannons stood silently, pointing out at the surrounding ocean waters. Many were newly created, only a few weeks old. Others were raised from the bottom of the surrounding waters and repurposed for the island’s defenses. They were cleaned, mended and polished, a triangular stack of spell cannonballs beside each one. Mystical runes were carved into each cannonball. When fired, they would launch ice, fire, and lightning at any enemy ships that might attempt to take on the free island. 
 
    The keep and tower stood like a dark sentinel on the highest point of the island. Where once it was a place for diplomatic relations and meetings, it had now been turned into a hardened fortress for any who would dare attack it. Always alert, many elven eyes stared out in all directions for any hint of approaching Imperial Navy vessels. 
 
    An airship was moored to the tower. It floated in the breeze as a sea elf leaned on the railing edge and looked out at the gray mists covering the world.      
 
    A pale elf with long, red hair stood by an open window along the high keep walls. Her green eyes gleamed in the gray morning as she held a mug and sipped its dark contents. She scanned the beach below, looking for any hint of the man she loved. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes darkened as she took another sip. Memories caressed her morning thoughts with a bleeding sorrow. The pirate Captain tried to push them away, but they always snaked back, showing her blood, cannon fire, and screams. The once stoic and experienced captain stood with doubt in her mind and heart. An image of her Cabin Mate filled her thoughts and the edge of her lip curled downward in dismay. 
 
    The pain never went away. It stayed like a serpent wrapped around her heart, its fangs pushing venom into her soul. 
 
    A knock at the bedchamber door woke the beautiful elf from her thoughts. Lilly turned and leaned against the window edge, her mug still in hand. She composed herself and let out a small sigh before she lifted her gaze to the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Lilly said loudly. 
 
    The thick wooden door with iron bands opened. A tanned elf with long purple hair and wearing a white dress slipped in. She closed the door behind her and stood with a small smile across her lips. 
 
    Lilly relaxed as she gazed upon Lusha. Memories washed on the shores of her mind as she remembered how well the scholar took to commanding the Bright Hope, as they attacked the very keep they were standing in.  
 
    “Anything to report on this cool, misty morning?” Lilly asked, like she did every day since they arrived. 
 
    The wood elf’s smile dimmed. “Nothing new. The lookouts have seen nothing. My sources have heard nothing. The Empire knows we have taken Hylore back, but not a word on any gathering ships, or preparations for an attack. 
 
    “It seems like they have written us off as a loss,” she finished with a slight bow at the hip. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes half-closed and she took another sip. “Lusha, you don’t have to bow. I know you’re in your element here, but we don’t have to stand on ceremony.” 
 
    “It’s a hard habit to break,” Lusha smiled. “Castellan’s advisors in his court are followers of tradition. There is a lot of bowing so no one is offended after discussing politics.” 
 
    Lilly closed her eyes and shook her head. “Any word from Captain Wyther and Captain Thorn?” 
 
    Lusha shook her head. “Not a sound. They could still be on Aza Thule, waiting for their airships to finish building, or on their way. No way to know unless we send a ship with a message to them, but that information would be hard to control the more anyone knows about it.” 
 
    Lilly’s lip wrinkled, knowing it was far too dangerous to let anyone out of their inner circle know where Aza Thule was located. If the Empire, or others, found its location, there would be no telling how many airships could be built. It would shift the balance of power and weaken their edge. 
 
    “How is the Bright Hope?” Lilly asked as she opened her eyes. 
 
    “Fully repaired and ready. Pyrah informed me some time ago that the ship naturally regenerates. We had to repair the one chain that was broken during the battle. The dragon armors fully regenerated the damage and are also ready.” 
 
    Lilly tapped her mug with an extended finger. “The regeneration is slow. We’ve been here six weeks and it took five weeks to fully repair the ship?” 
 
    Lusha nodded. “The ship did take a lot of magical damage and was pushed to its limit. Syndra and Pyrah believe, because of the magical nature of the damage, it took longer for the ship to regenerate completely. It’s something we must be aware of when we charge into battle again.” 
 
    The captain nodded as she shifted her gaze to the big, lavish bed. She stepped over, her boots sounding off with each step across the thin rug until she reached the edge. She sat down and patted the space next to her.  
 
    Lusha made her way over and sat down. She looked at her Captain with alert eyes and pointed ears. 
 
    “How’s the crew?” Lilly asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    Sadness touched the edges of Lusha’s oval eyes. “Don’t you mean, how’s Jon?” 
 
    Lilly’s heart sank in her chest. There had been a distance over the last six weeks. Jon’s words hung in her mind, him explaining that they were going to arm themselves to the teeth and strike at the heart of the Empire. They were bold words and for a moment, she believed them, but after a few days, Jon had become withdrawn. He often left their room at early light, and didn’t return until late dusk. He was often exhausted and the couple spoke little. When she showed him her affections, he often embraced her and fell asleep, mumbling that he needed his rest. 
 
    The malaise didn’t affect just Jon. The entire crew were sluggish many times during their stay on Hylore. Sorrow colored their hearts and eyes as they busied themselves with tasks. The reconstruction of the damaged island and implementing defenses took everyone’s attention and time. When Syndra was not helping enchant cannons, she was often buried in her mystical studies. Pyrah was married to the airship, often repairing what didn’t naturally regenerate on the vessel. Eryn spent most of her time tending to the people of Hylore through prayer, and taking in the visual splendor of the island now that she was no longer blind. Amara quietly continued her patrols of the island. When she wasn’t on patrol, she spent her time teaching those of the island’s new militia how to use a blade in close combat.   
 
    Zelda helped with the heavy lifting. The sea elf was often jovial as she worked, but Lilly knew her well enough that she was hiding her pain. She stayed on the airship most nights, Lilly knowing her First Mate was ready for any action they may take against the Empire. Lilly knew her First Mate and friend was ready for what was to come next, since Cora’s death.  
 
    Despite the low morale, Lilly couldn’t keep her thoughts and heart from circling back to her Shullkar. The bond between them was still strong and bright, but the grief they all felt weighed on them like chains around their necks. It was enough for the beautiful captain to doubt her leadership and their chances against a full-scale attack on the heart of the Empire. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s dealing with the grief in his own way,” Lilly remarked as she looked away. 
 
    Lusha reached over and put her hand on Lilly’s hand, “We all are, but you must know, every command you have given, has been true and just. I’ve seen the doubt in your eyes, and I’m here to tell you, you are a great captain and leader. I know it. The crew knows it. Even our Shullkar knows it. 
 
    “There was nothing that could have been done to stop Kymil from killing Cora. She knew the risks, just as we do. I miss her too, but we need our captain and our orders.” 
 
    Lilly looked down at Lusha’s hand and then looked up at the beautiful wood elf. A heat swirled along her senses and her heart. 
 
    “Prepare a meeting room for the crew. I want everyone there so we can discuss strategies. We beat back the Empire from Hylore and Free Waters, we can push our advantage to the heart of the Empire,” Lilly said with a commanding tone. 
 
    “It will be done,” Lusha smiled. 
 
    “What’s the status with Rabyn, and Thallan’s corpse?”  
 
    “Rabyn has stayed in his cell, but continues to ask the rest of the crew to put in a word with you so that he may join your banner. 
 
    “As for Thallan’s corpse, the wraps have slowed the decay, but he is still drying out into a husk. It will still be useful as a bargaining chip should the Empire try to push back too hard,” Lusha nodded. 
 
    The fire in Lilly’s eyes dimmed a little as reality came rushing back into her thoughts. “We can’t win a direct confrontation with the Empire, even with the airship. The strategy we used, coming in from high up and decimating the Imperial Navy here, cannot be used again. The emperor and his generals will already be prepared for such a tactic.  
 
    “Lusha, I will need you to find any tomes or books that may aid with possible strategies or examples of a small force taking on a larger one and winning. I know it may be slim, but I will aid you in your research. We can divide any books you find between us and see if we can come up with something to cripple, or destroy the empire.” 
 
    The scholar smiled. “I already have a stack of books I’m reading through on that very subject. I’ll deliver half of the stack to you after our meeting.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. 
 
    The scholar stood up and turned to leave, when Lilly called out to her. 
 
    “I make no guarantees for our success, but we will give the Empire a hell of a fight,” the captain said with a firm edge. 
 
    “I know we will,” Lusha smiled at her captain before walking to the door, opening it, and slipping out. 
 
    The door closed shut and silence filled the bedchamber. 
 
    Lilly’s gaze lowered. The moment of strong confidence wavered and melted away. Doubt reared its ugly head and lingered as she continued to sit on the edge of the bed. Her thoughts flowed back to Jon and her heart ached. 
 
    “We will do everything we can to mend our hearts and avenge our fallen comrade, lover, sister, and friend,” the sun elf whispered as she tried to keep the sorrow from overwhelming her fragile confidence. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun rose a little higher, rays of light cutting through the morning mists. The gray air slowly began to clear as a man and a giant monster were on a deserted beach. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Jon pressed his open hands onto the sand. Muscles bulged as he lifted his legs straight up into the air. He remained in his handstand, allowing himself to adjust his balance. When he felt sure, he began doing slow pushups while staring at the sand below him. 
 
    Jon’s body was fit, his muscles slightly larger than they were before. He didn’t grunt as he lowered and pushed himself back up, using his body weight to help strengthen his arms and shoulders. His shirt was in near tatters from jogging around the entire island twice, every morning since he, Lilly, and the crew liberated Hylore and Free Waters. After his morning run, he practiced his Dragon Fighting style before moving on to calisthenics. He was fit before, but now, his entire body was covered in strong muscles. He kept his slim build, but his muscles were further defined and cut. He ate very little, but when he did, he was sure to consume meat, vegetables, and fruit.  
 
    Half on the beach, Debbie lay on the sand, her arms crossed and her chin resting on them. The Deep One watched and kept Jon company as he did his morning routine. Tentacles occasionally rose up from the waves and sea, before splashing down.  
 
    At first, many people on the island would come out to see her as she watched Jon. The legends of Deep Ones filled every fairytale book since the dawn of time. But to see one was a marvel most never witnessed in their lifetimes. For two weeks, elves, dwarves, orcs, and many other people that lived on Hylore would bring blankets and baskets with meals to break their fast. They would settle down a healthy distance away, so as not to disturb the Urth man and the Deep One as they carried on with their morning routine. It brought a kind of magic to the morning, seeing a powerful and ferocious Deep One, lingering on the beach, watching the Urth man as he exercised.  
 
    But after a time, the magic wore off. Over the next four weeks, less and less people broke their fast at the beach. In the last week, no one appeared to break their fast on the beach as Jon and Debbie continued with their morning ritual. 
 
    Jon was fine with it as he lowered himself and pushed his body back into the air. He had ignored them and focused on his exercises. Jon never called Debbie to come up and spend time with him, but the Deep One did it anyway, her alien eyes focused on him as he focused on himself. 
 
    Jon’s mind began to wander as he continued his hand-stand pushups. A ghostly image of Cora haunted his waking thoughts. She appeared out of the dark recesses of his mind, her sad eyes staring into Jon’s soul and her lips moving, but no sound coming out. It had become worse at night, Jon trying to sleep as his dreams turned into twisted versions of reality, and Cora trying to speak to him, but no words coming. It was too much as he began exercising himself to exhaustion so he could sleep for a few hours at least. 
 
    Jon grunted as he did a pushup and Kymil entered his thoughts. The large, ogre-sized elf was a bane to Jon’s every waking moment. Kymil used the body sphere and enhanced his body to such a degree, it twisted his form into something large and brutish. Despite his uniform, he looked like a monster with his clothes barely containing his large muscles. Jon couldn’t match the large elf’s strength and he thought his quickness was enough to even the odds. During the battle, it was enough for a small amount of time. When Kymil turned the tables, using a hidden, powerful ability, it nearly killed Jon as he was thrown with many of his bones breaking from the impact. Despite his luck, it wasn’t enough to save Cora in the end. 
 
    Jon pushed up and bent his legs down. He allowed his boots to touch the sand and he curled up to a standing position. Debbie smiled and blinked, her eyelids moving from the sides like a great white shark before going in for the kill. A deep, vibrating sound filled her throat, Jon thinking she was being supportive, in her own, alien way. 
 
    “Thank you, Debbie. Same time tomorrow?”  
 
    The Deep One made a whimpering moan with wide eyes. She pushed herself back into the sea and sank down. Her elongated head was last to submerge, her eyes just above the waterline. She blinked and sank down until she was gone. 
 
    Jon’s gaze lingered on the water for a time. Sweat rolled down from his temples as his thoughts stormed on. 
 
    I will never let that monster, Kymil, get the edge on me again. I may not be as big as him, but he will know my strength when we meet again. 
 
    Jon used his shirt to wipe sweat from his brow. He let it drop back into place as he looked out over the misty ocean. 
 
    The sun rose higher and its light sliced through the mists. The morning grew brighter and the grayness receded back further out into the vast ocean.  
 
    Jon was about to turn and head back to the keep to change, when something dark on the horizon caught his eye. He focused on the dark shapes in the distant mist. They weaved from side to side, getting bigger with each passing second. 
 
    Jon stood his ground, waiting and watching. When a bow of a ship penetrated the mist, followed by black sails, ringing bells sounded off. The sound cascaded along the island as elves in crow’s nests shouted to others on decks. Bodies moved with urgency along the militia fleet. On the island, many moved to spell cannons. They opened the backend of the cannons and loaded in spell cannonballs. They closed the hatches and locked it into place, ready for orders. 
 
    The lone Urth man stayed on the sandy beach as he looked out across the sea waters. Nine ships with black sails barreled toward the island nation. Each ship was massive, covered in different designs, from the arcane to the macabre. Their hulls varied in colors from a sea green teal to an urthy black. Oversized sun-bleached skeletons of giants covered the bows of a few ships, while others had more nautical designs of squids, octopi, and one had a statue of a Deep One under the pointed bow. 
 
    Jon’s brow hardened as he stood relaxed on the beach. 
 
    “Pirates,” he whispered as the sun rose higher in the morning sky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Two 
 
      
 
    The waves splashed against the dock pillars, and the seabirds floated on thermals overhead, looking down with interested eyes, perhaps seeing an easy meal. The sun was reaching the apex of the day where morning turned to afternoon. The scent of seawater filled the noses of a large group standing on the end of the dock and waiting in the hot sun. 
 
    Jon stood next to Lilly. He was washed up and in his pirate gear, complete with a sword, rune pistol, and dagger at his belt. A bandanna covered his head as he looked out to sea. 
 
    Lilly was dressed in her normal outfit, complete with weapons holstered and sheathed at her belt. A bandolier crossed her chest, filled with various spell shells. She stared out at the militia ships making a wide corridor while a single row boat came toward them. 
 
    Syndra and Eryn were to Jon’s right. Castellan, Lusha, and Amara were to Lilly’s left. High up in the airship, Zelda and Pyrah looked over the railings and watched with alert eyes as the simple rowboat moved closer to the dock in the distance. 
 
    Captain Silk’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the sea elf standing at the bow of the rowboat as two crew members paddled with oars. The blue-skinned elf was tall and wide at the shoulders. He had a black hat, similar in shape to Lilly’s hat. He wore a leather doublet, black leather leggings and a wide, amused smile. He was bare-chested, like an undershirt would have been an insult to cover up his defined chest. Even in the distance, everyone could make out his sharp teeth, similar to Zelda’s teeth. 
 
    No cannons were aimed at the approaching sea elf, but crews were on alert. Many others stood at attention by cannons, ready for any command to aim them at the small rowboat and blow it out of the water. 
 
    The sea elf’s smile broadened as his rowboat reached the lower dock. He kept his dark gaze on Lilly for a small moment. 
 
    “Captain Silk! I am Captain Morthil Saberfang, one of the nine leaders of the Pirate Confederacy! May I disembark my vessel at your behest?” 
 
    Lilly forced herself to take on a more cordial facial expression before she nodded. “Captain Saberfang, you may step onto Hylore as a free elf.” 
 
    The sea elf nodded and kept his smile. He kept his perfect balance as he stepped off the small row boat and onto the small dock landing. He climbed the thin set of stairs until he was on the main dock. Just like Zelda, he towered over everyone present, standing at over seven feet tall. Gills ran along the sides of his neck. His eyes were black as coal and Jon noticed his teeth were larger and sharper than Zelda’s teeth. 
 
    Castellan stepped forward. Jon’s gaze fell on the elf politician. He was thinner than before his capture, but had regained some of his weight. Between meetings, he did take on more exercise, walking around the keep and attempting to mirror Jon’s workout routine. The once fat elf often boasted about his success to do three pushups. It brought him pride as many of his advisors and the members of the crew cheered him on with positive reinforcement. Jon had noticed the elf’s attempts at staying healthy and gave him pointers and encouragement when they crossed paths. Castellan was giddy every time Jon spoke with him and redoubled his efforts to try hard to be healthy. 
 
    “On behalf of the Free People of Hylore, we welcome you to our shores, Captain Saberfang,” Castellan said with warm, welcoming flair. 
 
    The sea elf bowed deeply to the sun elf. “Thank you, Castellan Lufina. Your heroics and honor speak volumes. Enough so, that I am deeply honored to be in your presence.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Captain! It is appreciated. But I must ask, what brings one of the nine captains to our shores? As you know, Hylore is free of Empire control once again and has become a neutral island nation.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the good news. I wish I could say I’m here to take in the lovely island once again,” Captain Saberfang turned his attention to Lilly, “but I’ve come with news for Captain Silk. As pleasant as the air is out here, perhaps we should adjourn to a more private setting?” 
 
    Lilly didn’t let it slide as she saw only one, instead of all nine captains. “Why did you make the effort to come here to deliver bad tidings. I see nine ships, but only one captain. If this was a meeting for the benefit of all free peoples, there should be a whole pirate fleet out there,” she said with a hard edge. 
 
    Saberfang gave her an agreeable nod. “You are as smart as you are beautiful. Yes, what I bring is dark tidings, but we should speak in private.” 
 
    Castellan shot Lilly a look before giving the sea elf captain a wide smile. “Yes, yes, we should go in and talk. There are pointed ears everywhere and we should have discussions far from prying eyes.  
 
    “If you will follow me, we can make the journey to the keep. Your men will be cared for with food and water. Please, this way,” Castellan said as he pointed with an open hand to the keep on the hill. 
 
    The crowd moved as one, surrounding the tall sea elf as they made their way inland. Morthil didn’t mind, walking with a relaxed gait. 
 
    Jon studied the sea elf, noticing he didn’t have any weapons on him. If he was anything like Zelda, his body was a weapon. Jon wondered if they sent him alone because he could handle himself, or if he was there as some sad attempt at an assassination? But the more he looked at him, he noticed the lack of alert eyes. He moved a little like he had been drinking, without a single drop of tension showing. If he was there to kill them all, he was either confident or genuine that he only meant to bring news. 
 
    The small crowd made their way up the many stairs and reached the main doors to the keep. Militia soldiers opened the doors as Castellan spoke of the harrowing adventures he had as a prisoner of the Empire. Morthil smiled and nodded, engrossed in the elf’s tales as they made their way inside. 
 
    Jon and Lilly watched their new guest as they made their way through the halls and corridors of Hylore Keep. When they reached a large door, Castellan opened it and ushered Captain Saberfang in. He gave Lilly a small look before proceeding inside. 
 
    Lilly sighed. “Jon and Lusha will accompany me inside. The rest of you stay out here,” she ordered. 
 
    “Captain?” Syndra and Amara said at the same time. 
 
    “Follow my orders. I don’t sense a threat, but stay out here. I’ll call for you if I need you.” 
 
    Syndra, Amara, and Eryn bowed. 
 
    Lilly looked at Jon. The couple felt the pull of each other’s souls, but didn’t speak. They stepped inside the chamber as Lusha followed and closed the door behind them. 
 
    The room was medium sized. A sturdy table took up the middle with chairs surrounding it. Tapestries covered the walls. A cabinet was opened and glasses taken out. Castellan put the glasses on the smaller, nearby table before reaching for a large, dark bottle. The sea elf sat in one of the chairs like he had lived in the castle all his life. 
 
    “Captain Saberfang, may I interest you in some rum to soothe the nerves?” Castellan said with a hospitable, comforting tone. 
 
    “Yes, please, but my nerves are already soothed. An early day drink hasn’t killed anyone yet,” the sharp-toothed sea elf laughed and slapped his knee. 
 
    Jon couldn’t hold back a small smile. 
 
    Captain Saberfang is quite a character. 
 
    Lilly took a seat across the table from the sea elf captain. She put her elbows on the table and gave him a hard stare. 
 
    “Alright, out with it,” she demanded. 
 
    Morthil lifted a webbed hand as a drink was placed in it. “I haven’t taken a sip yet? Now my nerves truly need soothing.” 
 
    Jon sat down beside Lilly. Lusha sat on the other side of Jon. Castellan returned to the small table and poured rum into three glasses. He picked them up with his hands and walked over. He placed one in front of Lilly and another in front of Jon. He then moved to the head of the table and sat down, drinking most of the rum in his glass. 
 
    Jon looked down at the glass full of elven rum and dared not drink it. A memory colored his thoughts of losing all control and being a complete nut job as he fought a bunch of elves and laughed the whole time on a nearby island. 
 
    Lilly didn’t touch her drink as she continued to lean forward on the table. “You have your drink, now out with it. Castellan and I sent letters to your islands weeks ago and heard nothing until you arrived today. And instead of a fleet at your back, you bring nine ships. I think it's safe to assume the other captains of the nine didn’t bother to sail all this way with you.” 
 
    Morthil grinned. “You are sharp enough to cut everyone in this room,” he said and gulped down his rum in one swallow. 
 
    The sea elf put the glass down and sat back in his chair. His amused expression melted away as continued. 
 
    “Captain Silk, there were long discussions about your proposal. You managed to find the lost dragon city of Aza Thule and you procured your very own airship. Truly, an outstanding display of cunning and skill.” 
 
    Captain Saberfang looked at Jon, “And your Urth man killed Thallan Lufina. Bravo for such bravery. I am in awe of your prowess and humbled to be in the same room as you.” 
 
    “Cut the shit,” Jon growled. “Captain Silk is right. Letters were sent so we could join forces and push back against the Empire. It has been six, long weeks and there’s no fleet out there.” 
 
    Saberfang’s webbed hand touched his empty glass and fiddled with it as he spoke, “I know what your heart’s desire. I mean no disrespect to either of you. I came, because a letter could not speak the details a face to face can. You routed Kymil Lufina. Killed Thallan Lufina. You have Rabyn Lufina as your prisoner. You have many accomplishments that normally would cause every free island nation to join you and burn down the Empire once and for all.” 
 
    Captain Saberfang turned his gaze to Lilly. “I say this from the deepest part of my heart, I, and the other eight, are sorry for the loss of your Cabin Mate, Cora. Her legends only started to brew with your adventures and we expected her to become a grand pirate. We are sorry for her being cut down and grieve with you.” 
 
    Lilly’s hard stare softened. Jon’s expression did the same. A shared pain crawled along their hearts. 
 
    The sea elf continued, “You and your crew, have many advantages and victories, enough to sing songs to for a thousand years, but a full assault on the Golden Isles is madness.” 
 
    A vein throbbed along Lilly’s forehead. The sun elf stood up from her seat and slammed her open hands down on the table. The table itself rattled, but Morthil’s understanding expression didn’t change. 
 
    “Madness? This is our only chance to strike back at the Empire! Many of the island nations are pledging their support, but with the confederacy, we stand a chance to topple their regime once and for all!” Lilly shouted. 
 
    Captain Saberfang gave a small nod to the agitated captain. “I know. It’s tantalizing to know we have a small chance to break the Empire, but hope and a chance is not enough to fight them, even if you have a fleet of airships.  
 
    “The Imperial fleet numbers in the tens of thousands. They have the best mages and soldiers across all of Aquris. The royal family have powerful dragon spirits. Many of the people in the Gold Sea support the Empire. They don’t care what happens out here. They don’t care about freedom. They only know safety and security and if it is threatened, they will take up arms to fight us. Even if we brought every ship we could to the fight, we would be fighting an empire that has lasted for thousands of years.” 
 
    Castellan gave Lilly a nervous glance. Jon looked up at her. 
 
    The sun elf’s fury cooled. She slowly sat down, a sad realization that everything they had worked for, everything they had fought for, everyone they had lost, was for nothing. 
 
    “Lilly,” Morthil said with a kind edge, “We of the Nine, know you have done so much to fight the Empire. We know what is at stake for you. We understand your pain and loss, for we have all felt that at some point in our lives, but fighting the Empire is suicide. If we took this venture, there would be nothing left, on both sides.  
 
    “You know the stories from ancient history? You know what it was like before the sun elves rose to power. It was chaos and anarchy. Only the most strong and skilled survived. Monsters from the sea destroyed communities. The weak were slaughtered so the strong could eat. There were barely any ships, most peoples trapped on their islands, wondering if they would survive any raids or monsters. And those that did have ships, used them to their full advantage to subjugate others. 
 
    “You know I hate the Empire as much as you do, but the order they brought did help heal Aquris for a time. We know your personal stake in this, but toppling an empire to save your parents is a dream.  
 
    “We can continue raiding the Empire’s ships and spreading the wealth to the less fortunate, but we are not soldiers. We’re pirates. We were born for stealth, subterfuge, and driving a dagger in someone’s back. We’re not made for war.” 
 
    Jon watched Lilly as he felt her heart break in her chest. She looked down, her convictions wavering and her soul falling into despair. 
 
    “Captain Saberfang, you are one of the Nine. You have to convince the others this is the true path. With the Empire toppled, we can start a democratic society where everyone has a voice. Jon, Castellan, and I have drawn up rights and laws that can change Aquris for the better.” 
 
    Lilly’s eyes hardened. “Even if I have to sacrifice my parents to achieve it, I will.” 
 
    Morthil’s eyes widened a hair and then he looked to the side. “You don’t mean that, Captain. I understand you are trying to show me your convictions, but I’ve sailed around many islands and met many people. We know your heart is true to the cause, and we don’t expect any proof of that.  
 
    “You freed Hylore from the Empire’s grip. You are already heroes in the eyes of the people. If the Empire attempts to retake Hylore, the Confederacy and the island nations will not stand for it and support your fight against them, but we cannot support your desire to destroy the Empire itself.  
 
    “You know as well as I do, if we lose a full assault on the Gold Sea, the Empire will punish all. Families, friends, loved ones, will be hanged for all to see. No sea will be safe from the Empire’s wrath. No island communities will be able to protect themselves against the tsunami that will come.  
 
    “Bask in your victory. Know you have done great deeds for every nation not under the Empire’s flag. You’ve earned it ten-fold. And if one of the Nine retires, know your name will be at the top to replace them in the future, you have my word on this.” 
 
    Lilly’s fingers curled and nails stabbed into her palms. Jon reached over and touched her shoulder. She turned to him, lost eyes staring back at him. 
 
    Castellan cleared his throat before he spoke, “Captain Saberfang, please reconsider.” 
 
    The sea elf shook his head as he stood up. “It has already been considered and the decision has already been made. Thank you, Castellan, for your hospitality. I will be returning to my ship and we shall set sail for the morning.” 
 
    Castellan stood up and did a slight bow. “I will walk you back to the docks.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Morthil said as he came around the table. 
 
    Lilly stayed where she was, hunched over the table with tight fists. Morthil stepped to her side and placed a webbed hand on her shoulder. He gave her an understanding pat, before he pulled away. Castellan walked with the sea elf captain to the door. The elf glanced back to Lilly and Jon before opening the door. The pair left the room and silence filled the chamber. 
 
    Lilly broke the silence, “Lusha, bring the crew in.” 
 
    The wood elf nodded, stood up and moved to the door. 
 
    The moment it closed, Jon spoke, “I know that look. We’re about to do something crazy.” 
 
    Lilly gave a single nod. She relaxed her fists and sat back in her chair. The door opened again and some of the crew filed in. Syndra, Eryn, and Amara looked upon their captain with knowing eyes. They all circled the table and took a seat. Lusha closed the door and retook her seat. 
 
    Lilly slowly blinked before her lips parted. “The Confederacy will not aid us in our fight. We’re on our own again.” 
 
    “Cowards,” Syndra said with a scathing tone. 
 
    Lilly continued, “I knew this verdict would come, but I didn’t want to believe it. The Confederacy likes to feed off the Empire like some parasite, but I know we are destined for more.” 
 
    “We’re going to proceed with our own plans,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “We have an airship, a powerful and experienced crew, and a Deep One, on our side. The people support us, they just need an overwhelming reason to fight back.” 
 
    Lusha’s eyes took on a faraway gaze. “Our sacrifice will be the match that will start the flames of revolution.” 
 
    Everyone at the table nodded, knowing the implications of such an undertaking. 
 
    Lilly lifted her head and looked at her gathered crew. “I know what I’m asking will be difficult…” she was cut off. 
 
    “We know the risks, Captain,” Syndra said with a strong tone. 
 
    “We wouldn’t have come this far if we didn’t understand what was being asked of us,” Eryn smiled. 
 
    “We will fight to the end,” Amara said with a nod. 
 
    Jon put his hand over Lilly’s hand, “You know we will fight for our world.” 
 
    The captain let out a long, relieved exhale. “Thank you, my family. We will need to stock the Bright Hope with as much munitions as she can carry. Lusha and I will continue our research for any weaknesses we can exploit across the Gold Sea territories. We will fly by night, and during the day find deserted coves or islands to hide us. We will be over the capital in two to three days.  
 
    “Once we have the Capital City, Nalerion, in our sights, we will unleash every cannonball into it from above, like an avenging angel. It may not be enough to defeat the Empire, but it will be enough to give it a black eye. That may be enough to convince everyone on Aquris to fight. Even if they don’t, it will sow the seeds of doubt to the Empire’s power for generations to come.” 
 
    Lilly leaned in closer and everyone at the table did the same. 
 
    “We must keep this between us. We cannot speak of it to anyone. The moment we pull away from Hylore, rumors will fly faster than the wind. Once the Bright Hope is ready, we will fly away in the middle of the night. It will give us a small edge, long enough to spring our surprise attack. The Empire may already have defenses in place, but I think it’s safe to assume they will not stand up to our convictions.” 
 
    “What about Rabyn?” Lusha asked. “He continues to affirm he wants to be part of the crew. He has renounced his allegiance to the Empire and his father. Do we still keep him as a prisoner?” 
 
    Lilly gave the scholar a maddening smile. “He may join us. We are not under any allusions that we may survive. If he wants to turn his rage for his sister’s death back on the Empire, who are we to stop him? If anything, we should encourage him.” 
 
    “And if he betrays us?” Syndra asked. 
 
    Lilly gave a slow nod. “Then we gut him like a fish before our capture or our deaths.” 
 
    “I like this plan,” Jon’s smile mirroring Lilly’s smile. 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Let’s work out the smaller details. We will cast off in two nights. It should be more than enough time for our final preparations. If there are any letters you wish to send to any loved ones or friends, give them to me before we depart. I will hand them over to Castellan and he will have them delivered if we reach our demise,” the captain said before she spoke in a hushed tone. 
 
    Jon listened. In his heart, he knew he had to write a letter to his family before they cast off. They would want to know what happened if they didn’t make it back. There had already been many sacrifices, but his family would need closure. Luck was on their side, but against such an overwhelming force, even luck had its limitations. 
 
    Whispers continued on as the plan unfolded to several pairs of pointed ears and one pair of human ears. 
 
    *** 
 
    The wind smelled of pure ocean air. Jon stood by the roof edge, staring down at the city of Hylore below. He leaned on the edge, breathing in the salty air as the sun was well past its zenith and sinking lower in the late afternoon sky.  
 
    Far below, the people of Hylore moved like ants. Waves splashed on the beaches and ships bobbed on the water. The golden glitter of sunlight along the ocean was beautiful and calming. It took Jon back to his days in Southvale Harbor, standing on his balcony over the ocean and drinking coffee. It settled his mind and eased his heart. They were calm moments in a city filled with busy lives. The sea spoke to him all of his life, and now, it spoke to him again, calming his spirit as he gazed out to it. 
 
    A figure emerged from a door behind him. They moved closer, not bothering to hide their approach. When they moved to Jon’s side, they settled their arms on the stone edge of the roof and looked out at the beautiful sea. 
 
    “This is your only chance to go home,” Lilly said with a soft tone. 
 
    “Why would I do that? I thought I was already home,” Jon grinned as he looked out at the sea. 
 
    “You know what I mean. You still have your family on Urth. They will miss you terribly. The portal is right there. You can take a small ship and sail back to Southvale. I’m sure they will welcome you back with open arms.”  
 
    “You can stop trying to convince me to go back. You know as well as I do, my luck is the only thing giving this plan a chance of success. We will need every drop of it if we want to topple the Empire.” 
 
    Lilly continued to look out to the sea, “Even if, by some miracle, we do succeed, Cora was our greatest chance to transition the Empire back to the people. Without her, no matter how hard we hammer at the empire, it will take generations to understand what we are trying to accomplish.” 
 
    “It won’t matter to us after a certain point, because there is a very good chance we will not survive,” Jon quipped. 
 
    Lilly leaned her head on Jon’s shoulder. “What happened to us? We used to be so full of life and laughter. Now, it feels like we have nothing but broken hearts.” 
 
    Jon reached up and touched Lilly’s cheek. “We still do, but Cora was our spirit and she’s gone. We just have to find our life and laughter again.” 
 
    Lilly looked over to Jon with endearing eyes. “Will we find our life and laughter again?” 
 
    Jon looked over to the beautiful sun elf. Her red hair nearly glowed in the sunlight. Her sea green eyes gleamed as they stared into his. Jon felt it, Lilly’s need for reassurance. They had been distant for many weeks and their bond moved farther apart, but it was still there, strong as iron. 
 
    Jon stood up and turned to the beautiful captain. Lilly did the same, looking up into Jon’s eyes. 
 
    A cool wind passed over the couple. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’ve been distant,” Jon confessed. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’ve distanced my feelings to you, the crew, and Cora. I loved her, we all did. I thought I had to be strong to lead. I forgot to just give our hearts time…” Lilly didn’t finish. 
 
    Jon took hold of her waist, brought her close, and pressed his lips to hers. Lilly flung her arms around his broad shoulders and held him close as she returned his kiss. Their lips parted and tongues met. They danced in intimate joy as the couple held each other in a tight embrace, never wanting to let go. 
 
    Time stood still as they kissed. Jon wanted this moment to last forever, but couldn’t hold back his smile as Lilly’s hips began to move against him. His manhood stirred and instantly filled with blood as welcomed and familiar feelings surged. Animalistic moans filled Lilly’s throat as she refused to let go. Jon couldn’t keep his smile as Lilly trapped him. He held her close as her hips moved with urgency. 
 
    Lilly pulled back with heavy breath. “We have to get to our room,” she said with a heated, sultry whisper. 
 
    “I thought we would just do it up here,” Jon grinned. 
 
    “Okay,” Lilly said with a hushed breath. 
 
    The pair were about to rip each other’s clothes off when something caught Jon’s attention. It was an ethereal, or odd push on his senses. He turned his head and looked up at the clear, blue sky. Lilly turned her head to follow Jon’s gaze. Their movements stopped as they both stared at the sky, like something was there. 
 
    The couple broke their embrace as a shiny speck appeared in the distance. It began to grow bigger and bigger as it seemed to be coming straight at them. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Jon said as he pulled his pistol and held it at the ready. 
 
    Lilly did the same, pulling both pistols from her belt and pointing them down. 
 
    The glittering speck grew larger until a form came into focus. Wings were close to the main body as a hawkish bird face stared down with an unwavering gaze. It shot down from the sky like a spear, keeping its focus on the elf and Urth man on the keep roof. 
 
    “Friend or foe?” Jon asked as he never turned his gaze from the incoming, shiny hawk. 
 
    “I’m not going to wait to find out,” Lilly said as she lifted her pistols and aimed.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Three 
 
      
 
    Jon lifted his pistol and aimed alongside Lilly. The pair kept their hands steady as the glittering bird flew down toward them like a predator going in for a kill. 
 
    Jon drank in the creature as it descended. It was bigger than he expected and with each passing second, it grew bigger. It was a goldish-brown, its body reflecting rays of sunlight. Underneath it, claws folded out and opened, just like a bird of prey. 
 
    “It’s one of the emperor’s assassins!” Lilly shouted before she pulled back on her pistols’ triggers. 
 
    Lightning bolts blasted out of her arcane pistols. Jon did the same, squeezing the trigger and lightning blasted out of the barrel. 
 
    The bird shifted left and right as lightning bolts streaked past it. It kept its focus on the couple and it barreled down toward them. 
 
    Lilly shifted her aim, trying to anticipate the incoming creature. She squeezed the triggers in quick succession as lightning bolts filled the sky.  
 
    Jon pulled his trigger, energy bolts blasting out. 
 
    The monster bird grew bigger as it turned, shifted, and barrel rolled in the sky. 
 
    The closer it was, the more details began to emerge. Jon noticed the metal form, built together like a complicated puzzle. It was streamlined, like a living creature, but every part appeared to be made of metal. Clockwork eyes stared without feeling as metal wings flashed out and caught the wind. 
 
    Lilly smirked as she aimed and pulled both triggers at the same time. Lightning streaked up at the metal bird and just as they were about to hit, metal wings folded in and the mechanical creature dove at the couple as the pair of lightning bolts missed. 
 
    Lilly pulled a trigger and the pistol clicked empty. She moved with deft skill, putting one pistol under her arm before she grabbed a spell shell from her bandolier. She managed to insert one round into her pistol when the shadow of the metal bird was over them. 
 
    Jon’s body reacted and he lunged at the sun elf. He crashed into her and they both hit the stone floor. He covered her with his body as he lifted his pistol to hit the creature at point-blank-range.  
 
    A shadow shot past them. Jon lifted his head and turned to see the metal bird, bigger than a rowboat, bank to the left, turn and fly back toward them. Jon was about to take the shot when metal claws flashed again and the metal bird slammed them down on the edge of the stone railing of the keep. 
 
    Lilly was on her back and looked up as Jon was over her, aiming his pistol. 
 
    The metal bird turned its mechanical head toward the couple and opened its beak. 
 
    “Greetings Lady Silk and Lord Song! I am a messenger from the emperor. Please put away your weapons so I may impart a very important message and invitation. You are not in danger for I come in peace,” the metal bird said with aristocratic flair.     
 
    Jon and Lily glanced at each other before looking back up to the giant, metal bird. 
 
    “Would another appearance put your minds at ease?” the metal bird asked. 
 
    Jon and Lilly simply blinked, their weapons still aimed at the metal. 
 
    “I will take your silence as a yes,” the metal bird said and began to change. 
 
    Jon and Lilly watched with unblinking eyes as the metal plates shifted and turned. Gears appeared under the metal plates. The form of the bird began to flow together like metallic water, swirling and spinning. Plates fell back into place as a humanoid form began to appear.  
 
    Jon and Lilly slowly moved and got back up as they watched parts move into new positions. Wings shifted to the humanoid’s back as its face took form. Elven features appeared with pointed ears gracing the sides of its metal head. When it finished transforming, it appeared like a metallic elf with angel wings. It kept its copper color as it looked at the couple with mechanical eyes. 
 
    “An automaton,” Lily whispered with knowing eyes.  
 
    “This form is more suitable, yes?” the automaton asked with regal flair. 
 
    “It will do, for now,” Lilly said as she reloaded her pistols. 
 
    “I assure you, I mean you no harm,” the metal elf said again. 
 
    “I’ve heard that before,” Lilly muttered as she finished reloading. She slid one pistol into its hip holster, but kept the other one in her hand. 
 
    Jon kept his pistol in hand. “What is this about?” 
 
    The metal elf bowed to them. “I have an important message from the emperor. He wishes to invite you both, and your crew, to a gala in your honor. Afterwards, he wishes to invite you to the palace for a private conversation about the future of Aquris.” 
 
    “You mean he intends to trap us and kill us,” Lilly said with a scathing tone. 
 
    The metal elf remained in his bow, “Nothing can be further from the truth. The emperor understands your reluctance, and assures you of his honesty. With the death of his youngest daughter, Princess Cora Lufina, he has had a chance to reflect and wishes to put this ugly business behind all of us. 
 
    “The gala will be on the largest of the pleasure islands, Kinara. There, you will be his honored guests for a night of feasting, pleasure, and warm relaxation. It will ease the tension and allow all parties involved to be well rested before meeting at the palace on Nalerion.” 
 
    “I hear nothing but lies! You can go back and tell the emperor, his reign is at an end!” Lilly spit. 
 
    The metal elf stood up and looked upon the sun elf with understanding eyes.  
 
    “It was mentioned you may behave this way, that is why, the emperor offers a gift to show his willingness to meet and discuss the future.” 
 
    The metal elf with angel wings opened his mouth, but another voice came out. 
 
    “Lillian, Lilly Petal, it’s me, your father.” 
 
    Lilly’s eyes widened and her pistol hand trembled.  
 
    “The messenger speaks the truth. I am speaking to you as a message. The emperor has had a change of heart with this ugliness. It took the death of Cora Lufina to change his mind on these matters. He has confided in me that he wishes to bring Aquris into a new age of enlightenment and understanding. 
 
    “Knowing you, I would be skeptical as well. I just want to say, the emperor has not harmed me or your mother. We have been his honored guests and despite your retaking Hylore, no harm or punishment has been inflicted on us. 
 
    “As of this message, your mother and I will board a ship shortly and set sail for Kinara. There, preparations will be made for your arrival. I know you still mistrust all of this, but if you saw the emperor’s eyes as I have, you would have seen a changed elf. He has assured me, if anything seems out of place, or not to your liking, you, and your crew will be free to leave at any time. 
 
    “It has been so long since we’ve seen you, Lilly Petal, it will be wonderous if we could reunite. We hope to see you soon and we can talk more,” the metal elf said and closed his mouth. 
 
    Jon looked over at Lilly. Her eyes were as wide as saucers. Her lip trembled before it firmed up. Her brow formed a hard point as her grip on her pistol tightened. 
 
    “I know the emperor has enough mages and magic at his fingertips to fake my father’s voice!” 
 
    The metal elf bowed again, “That is why, seeing your parents is only part of his majesty’s gift. He has avowed, if you arrive at Kinara, several of the surrounding islands will have every sea elf prisoner in the Empire. Upon your arrival, thousands of sea elves will be set free. They will return to the waters as free elves. A decree will be announced that sea elves are to no longer be hunted for their meat and flesh. They will be equals in society once more. Any who break this decree, will be punished to the fullest extent of the law. 
 
    “A gift for all your efforts to bring freedom to Aquris.” 
 
    “This… this is too good to be true,” Lilly said with startled eyes. 
 
    Jon’s brow furled. “It does sound too good to be true.” 
 
    The metal elf stood up. “I will wait here for your decision. When you are ready, you may board your airship and follow me to the Gold Sea. No Imperial ship will fire upon you, for you are all honored guests. At Kinara, you will have the finest accommodations and anything else you desire.” 
 
    Lilly’s gaze went from shock to calculating, “What about his dead son and his captured son? Surely, he will not let that slide?” 
 
    The automaton nodded. “The emperor has no allusions to his son, Thallan. With honesty, he understands that his son was mad and someone had to put him down. He does wish for the body’s safe return, so it can be buried within the family crypt and remain with his ancestors. 
 
       “As for Rabyn Lufina, if he is returned, he will have his freedom to do as he wishes. If he is not returned or chooses to stay with you, there will be no retaliation or punishment. He is free to decide for himself where the winds will take him.” 
 
    Lilly and Jon glanced at each other with concerned eyes. 
 
    The metal elf bowed his head. “There has been much blood spilt, on all sides. Captain Silk, your crusade has reached all the way to the emperor’s ears and he is listening. He is willing to negotiate a better future for all of Aquris. He feels you are the best hope to achieve that, without further bloodshed. 
 
    “You have until tomorrow, at noon, to give me your decision. If you agree, I will lead your ship to Kinara. If you refuse, I will return to the emperor with your decision. Either way, there will be no further blood spilled, whatever you decide. Your parents will not be harmed, but the sea elves will take longer to win their freedom.” 
 
    Before Lilly and Jon could say anything else, the automaton leapt into the air and began changing back into its bird form. It floated down on metal wings as its claws clamped onto the stone railing. The metal creature turned its hawkish features to the sky and became perfectly still, sunlight gleaming off its head. 
 
    Silence filled the roof as the couple stared at the metal bird with stunned gazes. 
 
    Lilly grabbed Jon’s hand and pulled. Jon woke up from the moment, legs moving and he trailing behind the determined elf. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Jon asked as he kept up. 
 
    “To get the crew, the entire crew. We need to talk,” she said without looking back as they marched for the roof door. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun hovered over the horizon. The sky had turned from an azure blue into a pinkish and orange hue. Birds floated on thermals as street lanterns blinked on, one by one, across all of Hylore. 
 
    Deep within the castle keep at the top of the hill, a captain and her crew sat. Zelda and Pyrah were there, sitting next to each other. Syndra and Eryn sat side by side. Amara and Jon were paired up on one edge of the table. Castellan and Lusha were there, listening with alert, pointed ears. 
 
    Everyone listened as Lilly finished retelling what was said on the roof with the emperor’s automaton. When she was finished, she sat down between Jon and Castellan. 
 
    “This sounds like a trap,” Syndra and Lusha said at the same time. 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Zelda spoke up, “But if there is a chance of any truth to it, many, if not all of my people will be spared a cruel fate.” 
 
    Syndra crossed her arms against her stomach and leaned back in her chair. “I don’t suppose it was mentioned about my people and our conquered homeland?” 
 
    “This smells of bad fish,” Pyrah said as she shook her head. 
 
    Castellan spoke up, “It might be genuine. You know the cruelty I endured under Kymil’s occupation, but I have known the emperor for a long time. My uncle has had moments of mad cruelty, but he has shown great compassion as well. That is why the people love him. He has been generous to many under his rule.  
 
    “The death of Thallan and Cora, may have awakened him from his madness, enough to consider that maybe an iron rule is not worth it since it took two of his children.”  
 
    Lilly shook her head. “Be that as it may, true or not, every piece of me thinks this is some kind of elaborate trap, but it does present us with an opportunity.” 
 
    Everyone at the table leaned in a little closer, all eyes on the captain. 
 
    Lilly looked at her crew with devious eyes. “If the Emperor wants peace, he will let us get close so we can discuss things. He may only have a few elite guards, and perhaps his sons present during our negotiations. It will be the perfect moment to strike him down and those who follow him.” 
 
    Castellan gave Lilly a subdued look, “He will expect an assassination attempt.” 
 
    Lilly nodded. “He will, but this plan has a better chance than our original plan to sneak into the Capital and blast it to rubble.” 
 
    Lilly turned her gaze to Syndra, “Isn’t that right, my mage.” 
 
    Syndra’s red eyes widened slightly and her head made a slow nod. “With my new spells and growing mana, I believe we can add to our advantage.” 
 
    “Captain, what do you have in mind?” Zelda asked. 
 
    “We accept his invitation. We visit Kinara and ensure my parents and the prisoner sea elves are there and released. If the Emperor’s word is true, the sea elves will be set free.  
 
    “Afterwards, when we meet at the palace,” Lilly glanced at Syndra, “we listen to what the emperor has to say. Syndra will be carrying our weapons, as Pyrah will be aboard the Bright Hope.” 
 
    The shadow elf mage nodded. “I have more mana and better control. I can create a dimensional pocket to store our weapons for an extended period of time.” 
 
    “I can ready and use the cannons on the ship, but someone will have to take the helm,” Pyrah added. 
 
    Castellan bit his thumb nail as he listened. When it seemed too much, he spoke up. 
 
    “Lilly, you can’t be serious about this plan? The emperor, and his advisors, will be expecting any, or all of this. This plan is just as much a suicide as your original plan. I don’t wish harm for you, for any of you, but this is madness. How deep is the pain that you would sacrifice your lives simply for an attempt to hurt the emperor?” 
 
    Captain Lilly Silk turned her dead serious gaze to Castellan. Her heart beat true as she looked him directly in the eyes. 
 
    “The Illuminous Empire has prospered on the backs of the poor, and weak, for a very long time. They have enslaved the sea elves, and even feast on their cooked bodies as they smile and talk without a single care in the world. Many lives have been lost, their bodies littering the bottoms of many oceans. We’ve all seen it. We’ve all felt the cruelty the Empire has wrought. Even you have the scars from imperial occupation.” 
 
    Castellan looked away and gave a grave nod. “But what if you’re wrong? What if the emperor wishes for true peace? What if this is his attempt to make Aquris better by bridging the gap between the empire and every other nation across the thirteen seas? 
 
    “Your plan will only get you all killed, and perhaps, give the empire a black eye. They will rebuild. They will be harsher, crueler to all who do not bend the knee.” 
 
    “Jon’s luck will see us through,” Lilly said with conviction. 
 
    Castellan shook his head. “I don’t want you to throw your lives away.” 
 
    Lilly’s eyes softened. “What would you have us do, my friend? Spend time trying to convince those who would not fight? Spend time trying to build a navy? We don’t have the time, or resources. Every day that passes, the empire will implement contingencies against us, if they haven’t already. Our airship, our combined abilities and experience, and Jon’s luck gives us the edge we need to hurt them. No one else has risen to the challenge. It is up to us to finish this.” 
 
    Castellan looked around at everyone at the table, but his gaze pointed back at Jon a few times. “We must find another way? I don’t want to see any of you die. All of you saved my life, and saved the lives of many people here on Hylore. We are always in your debt, but this plan will only end in bloodshed.” 
 
    “Cora’s death will mean nothing if we don’t take action,” Jon said with firm conviction. 
 
    Castellan’s eyes widened as he stared at Jon. His lip quivered as he slowly stood up. Shadows touched his eyes and he bowed his head to everyone at the table. 
 
    “I cannot be part of this suicide any longer. I will keep your secrets. I will keep a torch lit so you may find your way here, to home and safe waters. I will support you in anything else, but this. 
 
    “A chosen family can be greater than any family of blood. I lost my father many years ago. He, and his crew disappeared. The empire searched and searched, but not a single clue, or wreckage could be found. He was swallowed up by the sea, never to return. 
 
    “I embraced the rest of my family, helping them grow, and learn, but when I witnessed my uncle’s madness from time to time, his cruelty to his children, my cousins, it was too much. I took my post here, in Hylore. When I won the love of the people, I renounced my blood ties to the Empire and made Hylore a true neutral island nation.” 
 
    Castellan turned his dark gaze to Lilly, “You are like a cherished sister to me. I wish I had a drop of your bravery, the bravery I have come to admire and respect. I don’t want to lose you. I don’t want to lose any of you. You are precious to me. 
 
    “Stay here, with me. We can build a new, democratic agreement between all the nations not under the empire’s banner. With enough time and diplomacy, we may be able to turn the tide in the future. We can challenge the Empire with our own might and sway the people to our side.” 
 
    Lilly looked up to her friend, “How long will that take, fifty, a hundred, two hundred years? How long before the Empire sends every ship in their navy to destroy us. They will not sit idly by and let us grow our power. Any hint of it, and the entire force of the emperor’s will, will come down on us. No one will be spared. You know this to be true, because history has been littered with such tragic moments, where the common folk banded together to fight. The oceans are littered with the bones of the men, women, and children with good intentions. 
 
    “This is our only chance. Either we kill the emperor, damage his palace, or die in the attempt. This is the way to a new future and sacrifices must be made.” 
 
    A tear streaked down Castellan’s cheek. “The oceans are also littered with heroes who died for their causes. I don’t wish that for any of you. I will take my leave, and pray for your safe return. I will also prepare gravesites, to honor your heroic deeds, should you not return.” 
 
    The room was silent as Castellan bowed, stood up, turned, and stepped to the door. He slipped out and closed it behind him, a somber feeling filling the chamber. 
 
    Lilly looked at her crew “This is your last chance to come to your senses and leave. You will always be part of my crew, but I’m not against anyone who wishes to stay and guard Castellan and Hylore.” 
 
    The room was silent as everyone looked down, except for Jon. He reached under the table and took Lilly’s hand into his. He gave it a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    Zelda looked up to her captain with a fire in her dark eyes. “I think I can speak for the crew and myself, we are with you, Captain!” 
 
    Heads lifted up and eyes filled with firm conviction. “Aye!” the crew said as they nodded in agreement. 
 
    Lilly’s mouth twisted into a knowing grin, “All is not lost. I have a few ideas that may keep our edge and see us through this. I cannot guarantee all of us will make it out alive, but we will have a better than average chance to make it through this and show the empire their time in power is coming to an end.” 
 
    Everyone gathered leaned in again as Lilly spoke in hushed tones. 
 
    Jon smirked, knowing they had a real chance to win this battle and change the world, or die trying. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Four 
 
      
 
    The bright sun filled the early morning. Muted gull caws rose up from the docks and beaches of Hylore. The air was fresh and the breeze light.  
 
    A large metal bird was perched on the stone railing of Hylore Keep. Two figures emerged from a doorway and its mechanical eyelids pulled up. Its clockwork eyes stared ahead as Lilly and Jon approached the automaton. Sunlight gleamed off its metal head as it waited patiently for them to approach. 
 
    When they stood before the metal messenger, it was Lilly who spoke first.  
 
    “We have agreed to the emperor’s invitation and will be ready to leave within the hour.” 
 
    The messenger nodded. “Excellent tidings. I will take off and circle high above. When you unmoor your airship, I will lead the way to Kinara. At our calculated speeds, we should reach Kinara in a day and a half.” 
 
    “From there, how long is it to the capital?” Jon asked. 
 
    The messenger turned its clockwork eyes to the Urth man. “Less than a day. The emperor will be pleased when news of your arrival spreads through the entire empire.” 
 
    Metal wings flashed open. Mechanical legs bent and the automaton launched into the air.  
 
    Jon and Lilly watched as metal wings flapped. The large, mechanical bird flew higher until it caught a thermal. It then veered to the side and circled high above the Bright Hope in the clear blue sky. 
 
    Jon and Lilly looked at each other. 
 
    “We’re committed,” Jon said. 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    “I thought I would be nervous, or scared, but I feel fine. I feel better than fine. I feel like I can take on the entire empire myself,” Jon remarked. 
 
    Lilly stepped close and touched Jon’s cheek. “When you no longer fear death, nothing can stop you. We have an elvish term for it, Lukkor. It means, fearless soul.” 
 
    Jon lifted his hand and pressed it over hers. He stared into her eyes, the feeling filling every part of his spirit, saying they can do anything, together. 
 
    “As much as I could stay here and gaze into your eyes forever, my Shullkar, we have final preparations to make,” Lilly cooed. 
 
    “Lead the way, my Captain,” Jon smiled. 
 
    The couple held hands as they walked toward the roof doorway.  
 
    Jon glanced up to the tower and the metal chain mooring the Bright Hope. Memories of his life back on Urth filled the edges of his thoughts, but he quickly pushed them away, not wanting a drop of temptation to lead them away from what they had to do. Aquris was his home now, and the crew of the Bright Hope was his family.  No matter what happened, he knew in his heart they were doing the right thing. 
 
    I wish I could see my family one last time. If we don’t survive, at least, Castellan will send my letter to them with my goodbyes. 
 
    Jon let the thought float away as he and Lilly entered the tower doorway and began their ascent up the winding stairs. 
 
    On the deck of the Bright Hope, the crew moved about quickly. Ropes, metal hooks, cases of spell shells, and extra, single round pistols and rifles were stowed away in the deck lockers. Zelda shouted orders to Pyrah, Amara, Lusha, and Eryn to make the deck tidy for the captain. 
 
    Syndra floated a few feet off the deck, her legs akimbo and her mystical spellbook hovering before her. Crimson eyes moved from left to right, reading arcane passages and the pages turning on their own.  
 
    The airship was pristine and flight worthy. The last of the items were stowed away and the crew let out a collective sigh. 
 
    From a rope ladder, Captain Silk was first to climb up and step onto the main deck. Jon was next, following the captain onto the deck and stood by her side. 
 
    “Captain on deck!” Zelda announced. 
 
    The crew snapped to attention, except for Syndra as she stayed in her floating pose. 
 
    “At ease,” Lilly smiled as she looked at her loving crew.  
 
    The crew relaxed and looked at her with bright smiles. 
 
    “The moment we disembark, there is no going back. We will be on our way, possibly to our own deaths. I know everyone here has volunteered, but never let it be said that I didn't give anyone a chance to change their minds.” 
 
    “We haven’t changed our minds, Captain,” Lusha said with confidence. 
 
    Everyone on deck nodded in agreement. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “Very good. Lusha, take the helm. Zelda, raise anchor. Follow the Emperor’s messenger and we should arrive in Kinara in a day and a half's time.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” the crew shouted and rushed off to their duties. 
 
    Lusha and Zelda climbed the stairs to the command deck. Lusha took the wheel as Zelda moved to the arcane control panel. She touched a crystal and it glowed with mystical light. 
 
    A golden dragon claw flexed and opened. It let go of the edge of Hylore Tower and swung back. The thick chain began retracting, pulling up the golden claw anchor until it slipped into its metal groove along the bow of the ship.  
 
    Lusha took the helm as sections under and behind the airship opened. Fans whirled to life as rudders moved from side to side, up and down. Air blasted out and the airship began to move. 
 
    On the streets of Hylore, faces looked up and hands waved. Shouts and cheers filled the air. The free folk watched with excited eyes and smiles as the majestic airship began turning north. Sunlight gleamed off its hull, giving it a magical aura. Whistles rose up with cheers, wishing the heroes of Hylore luck on their journey. 
 
    On the roof of Hylore Keep, Castellan stood alone. He waved to the airship with wet eyes. His lip quivered, trying to stop himself from blubbering as the airship finished turning northward and began moving with greater speed. 
 
    “Goodbye, my friends. Goodbye, my family,” Castellan whispered as he continued to wave, holding back tears. 
 
    On the deck of the Bright Hope, Jon looked over the side at the cheering people of Hylore. He smiled as he drank it in. 
 
    This might be our last chance at a restful peace. Better enjoy it while we have it. Dark days will be on the horizon, but if our luck holds, we might be able to end the empire’s regime, and bring Aquris into a new age. Maybe then, my family can come to visit as me, Lilly, and the crew, build a life together in peace time.  
 
    Jon smiled at the thought. His heart beat with new fervor, excited that this quest for peace might be getting closer to reality. 
 
    Lilly surveyed the ship as the wind picked up. Her long, red hair waved in the breeze. She glanced up at the sky, seeing the automaton glide ahead of them. It took its place before them, keeping a healthy distance. It led the way with metal wings outstretched and sunlight reflected off its metallic body. 
 
    “Blademaster! Bring up the prisoner,” Lilly ordered. 
 
    Amara looked to the captain and bowed. She quickly raced to the main door leading down into the lower decks and disappeared through it. 
 
    Lilly turned her attention to the command deck, “First Mate, I want you at my side.” 
 
    Zelda nodded before she left her post. She took the steps down to the main deck and moved to her captain’s side.  
 
    Jon moved from the railing and stepped to Lilly’s other side. “What’s happening?” 
 
    Lilly gave Jon a knowing grin, “We might be growing our crew by one.” 
 
    Not long after the captain spoke, the doors to the lower deck opened. Amara came out with Rabyn beside her. He was clean shaven and dressed in his old, blue and white uniform. His hair was spiky and pure white. His gray eyes stared about with intelligence as he walked beside the Blademaster. When they reached about five feet from the captain, first mate, and Jon, they stopped. 
 
    Lilly eyed the Lufina as he stood. “Did you mean what you said on the day of your sister’s death? Did you renounce the crown, and blood ties to your family, offering yourself to be part of this crew and what it stands for?” 
 
    Rabyn gave a single nod. “I did and still do. My brother killed my sister. My father is plagued with madness. I have nothing left, but to correct what was wronged. My honor demands it. 
 
    “I say again, Captain Silk, I pledge my life and services to you, the crew, and the ship. It would be my honor to serve a worthy cause for once in my life,” Rabyn said with clear conviction in his eyes, and his voice. 
 
    Lilly’s gaze took on a cool gleam. “Grief can make even the strongest of us fall to our knees. To throw your previous life away, over one death, is a step in a different direction. How am I to know you will stay true to your word? How are any of us to trust you, since you have killed many people and pirates. You have sunk ships, filled with people with families and loved ones.” 
 
    Rabyn kept his stoic expression. “Captain, if you know the stories, you know, I gave every crew I have encountered a chance to surrender. I have given every opportunity for a fair engagement. My honor, and my integrity is sound.” 
 
    The captain’s eyes narrowed, “Until now. You dishonor yourself to join a pirate crew, my pirate crew. In the eyes of the empire, you will be branded a traitor and your honor will be stained. Once you take the oath, there is no going back. You will be a pirate for the rest of your days. Whatever outcome that may come, you will be known as a turn cloak until your demise. Can you live with that? Can you live, knowing you turned your back on your empire and your blood?” 
 
    Rabyn kept his cold stare on the sun elf but five feet away from him. There was no looking away, or hesitation. He genuinely gave the captain every chance to speak her peace. When he felt she was finished, he parted his lips. 
 
    “The decision never came lightly. I understand the risks, and what it means for my honor, and my life. What was done to my sister was the last straw. What the empire has done to Aquris, has broken the last thread of loyalty I had for it. What comes next has solidified in my heart. I do not care for titles or grandeur. I care only for righting the great wrongs of our world.” 
 
    Rabyn tilted his head forward in submission. “Joining your crew and serving your cause will be my penance for all those lives I took in the name of the empire. As for my royal blood, it means nothing in this new age. I embrace my new life, ready to live, and die for the cause of freedom.” 
 
    Lilly kept her firm stare. “You know, the penalty for betrayal of one’s captain, and crew, is death?” 
 
    “I do,” Rabyn nodded. 
 
    Captain Silk gave the Lufina a measured nod. “You must take the oath, and a mark on your skin. It cannot be healed, only cut off.” 
 
    Rabyn lifted up his hands and undid the top buttons to his shirt. He pulled aside the fabric so his upper chest and his neck was plain, for all to see. 
 
    “I gladly take the oath and my brand in a visible place,” Rabyn said without a hint of concern or fear. 
 
    Lilly eyed his pale, strong chest before looking into his eyes. “You will need a sponsor from the crew. What say you? Do any here wish to sponsor this imperial trash and allow them on our crew?” 
 
    Everyone on deck was silent. The wind flowed over the bodies and deck aboard. 
 
    Jon glanced around and saw not one crew member would sponsor him. Memories bloomed of the honorable fight between them. Memories of Cora speaking highly of her kind, and gentle brother, before their father punished him to make him stronger. The crew telling him that Rabyn could have left his cell at any time, and only did it once to tell Lilly he wanted to join the crew. 
 
    He is an elf of honor. He has made his bed and now will lie in it. Considering we may be traveling to our deaths, what’s one more soul on this ship of the damned? 
 
    “I will sponsor him,” Jon said flatly. 
 
    All heads turned to him and nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Mage, I need you by my side,” Lilly commanded. 
 
    Syndra uncurled her legs like a spider on a web. Her feet gently touched the deck and she walked over, her spellbook hovering beside her head. She took her place by her captain’s side. 
 
    “Say the oath,” Lilly said. 
 
    Rabyn nodded. 
 
    “I, Rabyn Lufina, join the crew of the Bright Hope,” Lilly said. 
 
    “I, Rabyn Lufina, join the crew of the Bright Hope,” Rabyn echoed. 
 
    “To serve, fight, and love by our sides,” Lilly said. 
 
    “To serve, fight, and love by our sides,” Rabyn repeated. 
 
    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 sun elf said with conviction. 
 
    “Crew, what say you? Aye or nay?” Lilly said with robust flair. 
 
    “Aye!” everyone shouted. 
 
    The captain looked into Rabyn’s eyes. “What say you, aye or nay?” 
 
    “Aye!” Rabyn said with unwavering conviction. 
 
    “Before I welcome you into our ranks, you must be marked.” 
 
    Rabyn nodded. 
 
    Syndra lifted her dark hand. A red glow enveloped the tip of her finger. She stepped closer to the standing sun elf. Rabyn took hold of his shirt again and opened the top, exposing his skin. Syndra didn’t hesitate as she stabbed the tip of her glowing nail into his flesh. Steam rose up as he made a small grunt. The scent of burning flesh touched everyone’s nose for a moment as everyone waited for the mage to continue her work. 
 
    A crescent moon was burned into his flesh, right below his collarbone. It was raised, and pink. Syndra finished with the symbol and stepped back. Rabyn closed his shirt. 
 
    “Rabyn Lufina, welcome to the crew of the Bright Hope,” Lilly smiled. 
 
    Claps and cheers filled the deck, but no one rushed to embrace him. 
 
    Jon could see the uneasiness in the crew’s eyes. They all knew his reputation, and it was a hard thing to let go. To accept him, even under these circumstances, was difficult. 
 
    If this is going to work, he needs to be part of the crew. He gave up everything to avenge Cora’s death. It’s only right he be treated like any one of us. 
 
    Jon stepped closer to the white-haired sun elf. Rabyn looked upon Jon with curious eyes until the Urth man hugged him. 
 
    The crew stopped clapping and cheering, seeing Jon embrace Rabyn like a brother. 
 
    “Welcome to the crew. Welcome to the family,” Jon said in Rabyn’s pointed ear. 
 
    Rabyn’s eyes widened, but only for a heartbeat. They took on a comforted edge as he returned Jon’s embrace. 
 
    “Thank you, Jon.” 
 
    Jon didn’t let go as he whispered into the sun elf’s ear, “If you betray us,” he began. 
 
    Rabyn let out a subdued chuckle, “Do not fret, brother. I would impale myself on my own blade if that were to happen.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Jon smiled and broke their embrace. 
 
    “No time for celebrations! We have a journey into the heart of the empire to complete. Take your stations!” Lilly shouted over the wind. 
 
    Everyone moved to their stations, except for Rabyn. He looked around, unsure where to go. 
 
    Zelda approached the sun elf. Her seven-foot-tall height towered over him. She gave him a sinister smile as she bent forward by her hips and gave him a razor grin. 
 
    “Beds need to be turned and the lower decks need to be swept,” the First Mate stated. 
 
    Rabyn nodded. “As you will it.” 
 
    “I will it,” Zelda grinned from pointed ear to pointed ear. “When you’re finished, let’s put those cooking skills to work. I’m sure a Lufina has eaten many fine foods. Let’s see if you can cook them?” 
 
    It was Rabyn’s turn to give Zelda a wicked smirk. “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    Zelda gave a slow nod. “Good, cause if the captain doesn’t like it, none of us will like it. I’ll be sure to supervise, so you don’t poison the crew.” 
 
    “Good, I’ll enjoy the company,” Rabyn stated without turning his gaze from Zelda’s amused stare. 
 
    “Before all of that, let’s get you some new clothes and burn that Imperial uniform. You won’t need it again, ever.” 
 
    “Let’s,” Rabyn said. 
 
    Zelda tapped a webbed foot. “Well, off with it.” 
 
    Rabyn blinked before he nodded in understanding. The sun elf took hold of his clothes and began pulling pieces off. His doublet was first, followed by his shirt and belt. His boots, socks, and leggings were next. The pale elf stood on the cold, windy deck in just his small clothes. 
 
    “All of it,” Zelda grinned. “Don’t want anyone getting confused if you’re part of the crew or not.” 
 
    Rabyn took hold of his small clothes and pulled them down. He stepped out of them and stood with confidence. 
 
    Jon saw that the sun elf was still very fit, despite being their former prisoner. His skin was pale, but his slender build was lean and muscular. The hair surrounding his cock was as white as the hair on his head. Jon didn’t want to compare sizes, but he saw that the Lufina’s member was slightly smaller and thinner than his own manhood. 
 
    “Anything else?” Rabyn asked plainly. 
 
    Zelda looked over to Syndra. The mage nodded. She made an arcane symbol with her hand. The clothes began to rise up with the wind. They flew off the ship and scattered into the air. Syndra’s crimson eyes glowed before she snapped her fingers. The flying clothes burst into flames. They turned to ash and scattered away. 
 
    “Alright, follow me. We’ll get you a proper uniform before you start your duties,” Zelda said with authority. 
 
    The sea elf led the way to the main doors to the lower decks. Rabyn followed, not ashamed of his naked self. He walked with confidence behind the towering sea elf. The pair of them disappeared down into the ship. 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow and looked over at Lilly, “You know, every time we’ve taken on a new crewmember, there is a big, um, sexy celebration.” 
 
    Lilly turned to Jon with an amused smile. “It doesn’t happen all the time. But don’t worry, my handsome Shullkar. Rabyn has big boots to fill, and I doubt anyone will want him near them in that way.” 
 
    “I’m not worried, but later?” Jon asked with a small tone. 
 
    Lilly let out a long, loud laugh. She turned and began walking to the stairs to the command deck.  
 
    “Hey! You didn’t answer the question!” Jon shouted as he followed her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Five 
 
      
 
    The sun sank low in the western horizon. The wind flowed over the deck of the Bright Hope, as its crew looked on. 
 
    Jon was toward the bow, looking down on the ocean waters as they turned from a deep blue, into crystal clear. The sandy bottom was fully visible, schools of fish moving with ease through the waters. He noted the near golden hue of the sand and water as Eryn stood beside him. She was looking over the bow at the same waters, seeing them for the first time since her new goddess healed her sight. 
 
    “I’ve heard how beautiful the Gold Sea is, but to see it with your own eyes, it’s breathtaking,” the cleric said with a whimsical edge. 
 
    “It doesn’t look too deep. It may be forty to fifty feet down. The water is so crystal clear, nothing can hide in it.” 
 
    Eryn nodded. “Wait until nightfall. I’ve heard the tales of the Gold Sea and I want to witness it myself. Can we witness it together?” 
 
    Jon looked over at the cleric and gave her an approving nod.  
 
    Eryn squealed as she latched onto his arm and rubbed her cheek on it. “It will be so romantic, the two of us seeing the Gold Sea for the first time!” 
 
    Jon looked down at her as she looked out. “The world is completely different to you now, isn’t it?” 
 
    The cleric nodded as she still held tightly onto his arm. “For joining Kana, I was rewarded with new eyes. I can’t see souls anymore, but this is a dream I never thought possible. I know I’m still a half-breed, but now I’m a seeing half-breed.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “Does that happen from time to time, deities deserting their followers?” 
 
    Eryn’s gaze took on a slight, sad edge. “It has been known to happen, like you said, from time to time. Deities can get jealous, like we do. Or they can have a change on how they want their faithful to follow them. Or they can just kick anyone out, without any reason at all. Following greater beings can be chaotic sometimes.” 
 
    The former blind cleric snuggled at Jon’s arm. “I think, Vala didn’t want me to help you anymore. Syndra and I have discussed it, during our time on Hylore. The dragons were the god’s favorite children, but since the dragons deserted Aquris, we think that the gods took it personally. 
 
    “You have a dragon spirit and Vala knew how much I loved you. She may have disliked that love, or hated it. Who knows? But, she did what any deity would do if they didn’t approve of what a follower was doing, they would take away any power granted to punish them.” 
 
    “Isn’t Vala the Goddess of Lust and Love? I thought she would be more understanding than most?” 
 
    “You’d think so,” Eryn shrugged. 
 
    The sun sank lower until it touched the distant horizon. 
 
    “But I think Kana likes you very much and that is why she gave me sight. I have always heard the tales of Kana’s kindness. When Vala began pulling away, I knew, if the day ever came, I would turn my faith to the Goddess of the Deep Seas.” 
 
    “Like me? She’s your goddess,” Jon said with a slightly confused look. 
 
    Eryn giggled. “You don’t understand how it all works, do you?” 
 
    “It would appear not,” Jon smiled. 
 
    The cleric lifted a hand and patted the top of Jon’s head. “Passion and faith connect us to the gods. It’s not like on Urth, where you have to devote every part of yourself to a deity.  
 
    “On Aquris, who and how you love brings us closer to divine understanding. Even if you love yourself, or the sea, or a favorite trinket, all of it connects you to higher powers and understanding ourselves.” 
 
    Eryn brought her hand down slightly, beside Jon’s face. She lifted a single finger and booped his nose.  
 
    “You, and the crew, are my totems, fetish, divine connection to the goddess, Kana. The closer we are, the closer I am to her.” 
 
    “You love me to get closer to your goddess?” 
 
    Eryn gave Jon a wicked smile. “Don’t you?” 
 
    Jon turned his head and looked out to the sea. “I just follow my heart. That’s all I can do. That’s all I want to do.” 
 
    Eryn nodded and snuggled against his arm again. “That’s all any of us can do. Maybe, a deity will speak to you, if you allow it. Maybe, your soul is open to divine possibilities?” 
 
    The wind flowed over the close couple as they stared out at the horizon. The sun was sinking lower, the light fading away from the day. 
 
    “We’ve missed you. I’ve missed you,” Eryn whispered. 
 
    Jon continued to look out. “I’ve missed everyone too. Cora’s death hit us all pretty hard.” 
 
    Eryn closed her eyes and rubbed her cheek on his arm. “Most of the crew will be coming for you tonight.” 
 
    Jon chuckled. “I figured, since we may not survive our last adventure.” 
 
    All of a sudden, Jon felt a hand cup his bulge. He looked down at Eryn’s hand as she gently massaged him. 
 
    “I’ve felt you inside me and on me, but I haven’t seen it yet with my new eyes,” Eryn said with a whimsical tone. 
 
    Jon couldn’t stop himself from laughing. The sultry absurdity nearly brought him to tears.  
 
    It has been a long time, but will it be the crew attacking me, or me attacking the crew? 
 
    A loud splash rose up from the portside of the airship.  
 
    Jon and Eryn stiffened, before they broke apart and rushed to the portside of the ship. Fingers curled over the metal railing as they looked down in the dying sunlight. 
 
    Jon’s eyes widened as he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The water was not too deep. It had batches of coral reef dispersed in different areas. But that wasn’t what shocked him, it was the half-humanoid creature with trailing tentacles that set off alarm bells. 
 
    In the crystal-clear water, Debbie followed the airship. Her webbed three-fingered hands grabbed at the sandy bottom, propelling herself under water. Her long tentacles trailed behind her, one or two occasionally rising up and splashing down. She kept pace with the fast airship, never looking up as she moved at impossible speeds. Her pale skin glowed in the last rays of the sun as it had nearly set. 
 
    “Debbie! No!” Jon shouted over the side. 
 
    The Deep One continued, either not hearing, or not caring what he had to say. 
 
    Syndra moved to the railing and stood on the other side of Jon. She leaned forward and looked down with knowing eyes. 
 
    “She won’t listen. She has fallen for you and will travel all of Aquris to make sure her love is safe,” the mage stated simply. 
 
    “She could be killed. I don’t want her swimming into a trap,” Jon said with a concerned tone. 
 
    Syndra shook her head. “All creatures on Aquris love who they love. Even if she understood you, I doubt she would do as you would say.” 
 
    “Good for her,” Eryn giggled. 
 
    Jon looked down at the beautiful Deep One as she continued her relentless pursuit of the airship. 
 
    The last rays of sunlight vanished behind the horizon. The sky flashed with brilliant light before it faded into glowing embers. When the last of the day vanished from the world, new light began to glow along the waters below. 
 
    Jon looked down with curious eyes. Debbie continued chasing them, but patches of light began to fill the now dark waters. The neon glow grew greater with each passing moment, until the ocean was alive with swarms of light. 
 
    Schools of glowing fish moved with flowing ease under the currents. They changed their colors from light blues and reds to dark purples and electric whites. Illuminous invertebrates crawled and swam from hidden places. It all became a dance of light along the waters as the evening darkness parted to their combined glow. 
 
    “It’s beautiful!” Eryn said with wonder in her voice, seeing something like this for the first time. 
 
    “It really is,” Jon said, his breath taken away. 
 
    Syndra looked down and smiled. “Captain sent me to fetch you both.” 
 
    Jon and Eryn pulled away from the railing edge. Jon glanced up to the command deck, seeing Lusha at the helm. She looked down and gave him a shy smile, before turning her gaze back to the winged automaton in the distance. Two points of lights along the metal wings glowed as it led the way. 
 
    “Are we in trouble?” Jon said with a small chuckle, knowing full well, with death on the horizon and lack of intimacy, the crew would not be denied. 
 
    “You could say that,” Syndra said before stepping away from the railing, turning, and walking for the below deck entrance. 
 
    Jon and Eryn followed, the cleric clutching at his arm as if to keep him from escaping. 
 
    I don’t think they understand how much I missed them too. 
 
    The trio made their way down to the lower deck. The corridors were empty as they strolled to the aft of the airship. The wind was gone, and a sense of calm fell over Jon. Despite the peace, a new fire glowed deep in his spirit. 
 
    If we survive this, I’m going to marry all of them. 
 
    Jon smiled to himself, his heart beating true. Never in his life had he felt so connected, so loved, and he loved them all. To know they could spend the rest of their lives together, felt like a dream coming true. Gone were the days of living a lonely life, in fear of supervillains. Everything had changed on that fateful day, where a ship filled with elves arrived in Southvale Harbor. The moment where he grabbed Lilly by the waist and pulled her closer so she wouldn’t get pooped on by a seagull. How their lips touched and everything fell into place, like a perfect puzzle. 
 
    The three of them reached Lilly and Jon’s master bedchamber. Small moans floated up from the other side and energy began to fill Jon in many different ways, but mostly into his hardening member. 
 
    Syndra looked at Jon with a wicked gleam in her crimson eyes. “Captain says you're sequestered to quarters until sunrise.” 
 
    “Don’t want to disobey orders,” Jon laughed. 
 
    Syndra and Eryn both nodded. 
 
    The shadow elf took hold of the doorknob and opened the door. Eryn walked with Jon as they entered the large private quarters. Moans rose up like a velvet song as Syndra closed the door behind them and locked it. 
 
    Jon stood with a stupid smile on his face as moans and groans touched his ears. He looked on the giant, round bed, bodies close and writhing. 
 
    In the center, propped by many pillows, Lilly and Zelda lay, their lips locked with each other and tongues playing. Muffled moans rose up from between them as their hands glided over each other’s bodies. They were completely naked, hands giving gentle caresses and squeezing each other with intimate care.  
 
    Amara was on her side and behind Lilly. The long-limbed fire elf kissed and nibbled on the captain’s neck. Her body was covered in thirteen colored dragon tattoos. They looked perfect against her skin, blending it all together into a living painting. Her hips moved as her arm was over Lilly’s hip and her hand was between the captain’s thighs. Fingers worked, playing with her captain’s clit, wet sounds touching the air with low moans. 
 
    Between Zelda’s impressive thighs, Pyrah’s head moved with seductive eagerness. She licked and lapped at the sea elf’s dripping valley entrance, her tongue sending electric spirals through the First Mate. Zelda stayed close to her captain, as her legs were spread to the Cannoneer licking her further and further into submission. 
 
    The moans and quivering bodies continued their dance as Eryn and Syndra began to undress on either side of Jon. 
 
    Lilly pulled back, turned her head and smiled at Jon as Zelda fell forward and kissed her neck. 
 
    “Jon? How good to see you following orders. We couldn’t wait and didn’t want to tire you out completely, so we started a little early.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “I don’t mind at all. I just hope you’ve saved enough energy for me?” 
 
    “Plenty of energy to go around,” Amara said in a sultry whisper. 
 
    Lilly brought her arm around Amara’s head and pulled her closer for a kiss. The two elves lingered, their tongues playing. 
 
    Jon felt hands on him. He glanced at Eryn and Syndra unbuttoning his shirt and undoing his belt. Eryn was naked, and on her knees. She licked her lips as she pulled his belt free and threw it aside. 
 
    Syndra moved with easy confidence as she undid Jon’s shirt. She looked down as she finished the last button and pulled open his shirt to reveal his strong chest. 
 
    “I watched you as you worked out your grief. It seems not a drop of it went to waste.” 
 
    Jon looked down on the shadow elf. She was slightly shorter than him, but her strength only seemed to make her bigger in his mind’s eyes. Her dark breasts heaved as her nipples stood erect. Her body was slender and plump in all the right places.  
 
    Jon remembered how she was first to claim him when they were first on Urth. Now, it seemed like thousands of years ago, but the flame between them never died. 
 
    Eryn roughly pulled down Jon’s small clothes with his leggings. When his member sprang out and throbbed, her eyes widened. She licked her lips as she stared at his rock-hard member, standing on its own power. Memories filled her mind of the sensations of it in her mouth and her intimate valley. Now that she saw it, it only caused her to shudder in needing it again. 
 
    Lilly gently pulled away from Amara and looked at Jon with sultry eyes. “Eryn, Syndra, please ensure Jon fires first before he comes to bed. I want his second shot to last a little longer.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Eryn and Syndra said at the same time. 
 
    “Careful, I know I have more than a dozen rounds…” Jon trailed off as Eryn grabbed his manhood and devoured it. 
 
    The luna elf didn’t waste any time as she took his thick inches in her mouth. She pressed her lips tight around the girth as her tongue undulated like a sea snake. Her head bobbled slowly. Her moans vibrated along his cock. 
 
    Syndra put her arms around Jon’s neck and draped herself against his side. Jon’s arm slipped around her waist and held her close as Eryn greedily sucked on him. 
 
    “I want you to know, no matter what happens, I have always loved you,” the shadow elf said in a low, loving whisper. 
 
    “Nothing will happen. We will all make it out alive. We will live a long life together,” Jon whispered back with confidence. 
 
    Syndra made a sharp gasp as her body trembled. She pressed her lips to him in a deep, loving kiss. Wet tongues slid over each other as wild scents filled their noses. An intoxication had swirled, filling the entire chamber in loving warmth. 
 
    From the bed, Lilly watched as the crew on the bed writhed, moaned, licked, fingered, and kissed each other. She was lost in a sea of heat and bodies, watching the man she loved enjoy himself.  
 
    When Amara’s finger rubbed Lilly's clit in just the right way, a shudder filled her form. Zelda moved down as she licked at her captain’s erect nipple and Pyrah gave loving, muffled moans between the First Mate’s thighs. 
 
    Eryn slid her lips over veiny inches. Her body bounced as she touched herself. Wetness coated her fingers as she looked up. She watched as Jon and Syndra kissed and it brought her closer and closer to climax. The tension in her body began to build as the taste of her lover overwhelmed her. Muffled moans turned into muffled whimpers. The walls of self-control cracked and the tide was cresting. 
 
    “No,” Eryn said, but it barely came out of her full mouth.  
 
    Her eyes rolled into her head as the tidal wave of paradise loomed over her. Her mouth tightened and her thighs trembled. She let out one last moan of hope, before her own orgasm blasted her senses to glass. 
 
    The cleric shuddered hard as her lips touched the base of Jon’s steel-hard member. She nearly choked on his cock, lost to inner explosions as bright as the sun. A surge of wetness dripped from between her parted thighs and onto the floor. Her soul reeled and before she could get control of herself, she fell back onto her rump. 
 
    Jon and Syndra stopped kissing and looked down with curious eyes on the cleric as she huffed in exhaustion. 
 
    “I need… more,” Eryn huffed in delayed confusion. 
 
    “She’s so eager. Let me finish what she started,” Syndra said as she slid down Jon’s body. 
 
    Jon watched her as she was on her knees. She gently took hold of his raging cock and sucked on the tip like a piece of candy. Slowly. Her dark lips slid down the shaft, coaxing and massaging his member so it would spill its secrets. 
 
    Eryn stayed on her ass with her legs spread. Her chest heaved as she watched her friend suck on their shared lover. Her hand went between her own legs and made slow, intimate circles. She let out a whimper as the urges for more grew into a bonfire. 
 
    “Kana, bless us,” Eryn whispered as she felt another volley of orgasms rising to the top of her soul. 
 
    Lilly squirmed as she was trapped by her crew. Seeing Jon standing with unadulterated confidence set her entire world on fire. Zelda kept her captain close and Amara trapped her from behind. They licked, kissed, and nibbled on the sun elf as their bodies dripped with lust. 
 
    “Mage… I… need you… to… have Jon… fire his shot,” Lilly said with a breathy command. 
 
    The shadow elf heard her captain’s command. Her slow duty turned into a fevered one. Her bobbing head moved from slow to much faster. Jon let out a warm exhale as Syndra’s mouth and tongue worked with arcane knowledge. The tip of her tongue touched all the places along Jon’s shaft, knowing their secrets. When another hard exhale left his lips, she knew her spell was working. 
 
    Jon looked down on the shadow elf, her mouth and tongue speaking her familiar magic. The excitement of the moment caused him to be too aroused, too hard to come. But now, he was losing the battle as Syndra knew just how to release his desires in a torrent of bliss. 
 
    Jon’s cock thickened as Syndra worked her magic. 
 
    “I… can feel it… from you both!” Eryn said with urgency as their connections blazed bright. 
 
    Syndra looked up with crimson eyes as her lips slid down the shaft. Jon looked down on her with loving warmth and urgent need as he reached the tipping point. When her lips were nearly down to the base of his cock, she pulled back, and with it, took the last of his control. 
 
    Jon grunted loudly as ropes of molten white seed painted the shadow elf’s throat. She gulped as another volley unleashed. Bliss blasted all of Jon as he grunted a third time, seed spurting from his member. 
 
    Eryn let out a whimpering yell as she rubbed her clit. Control was shattered as the connection between them roared. She let out a maddening cry as explosions rocked her form, causing her whole body to tense and tremble. 
 
    Syndra released her lips from around Jon’s cock and pulled back. Come dripped from his still hard member, splashing on her dark, inviting breasts. The shadow elf smiled as she rubbed the seed against her skin and let out a loving exhale. 
 
    Lilly let out her own primal moan as Zelda sucked on her nipple and Amara massaged her clit. 
 
    Jon looked upon the beautiful elves on the bed. He stepped past the huffing Eryn and Syndra. Blood flowed and urges whipped at him. Despite coming, his new healthy self, remained hard as diamond. 
 
    Lilly could not take her eyes off her Shullkar as he climbed onto the bed. She watched as he moved behind Pyrah as she licked and lapped at Zelda. Her large, firm ass was in the air. Wetness dripped from her slit as she feasted on the sea elf. Jon took her by the hips and touched his purple-headed warrior to her dripping valley. 
 
    Pyrah’s head snapped up as the head of Jon’s cock spread her pink lips. Her wide eyes half closed and a moan dripped from her lips as thick inches speared her tender flesh. 
 
    “You’re all so beautiful, I just want to take my pick,” Jon said with a husky edge as he pushed his throbbing cock deeper between the fire elf’s round bottom. 
 
    Pyrah gasped before she lowered her wet cheeks and chin back onto Zelda’s womanhood. She resumed her task, pleasure filling her entire body. 
 
    “My handsome Jon, fuck her for the both of us,” Lilly cooed as she watched him. 
 
    Jon’s hips touched Pyrah’s ass. He then pulled back and thrusted. The sound of skin on skin rose up. Zelda broke away from her captain and watched just as Lilly did. They stared with heated gazes, watching Jon punish the fire elf. 
 
    “Yes, my love.” 
 
    Moans rose up from between Zelda’s thighs as Pyrah was forced to take every inch. The sensual energy was already lit, but what Jon brought turned it into an uncontrollable blaze. Pyrah moaned as Jon slammed his hips into her robust ass. Waves of power rolled along her flesh, one after the other as he pushed deep. 
 
    “You’re all next,” Jon grunted as he held the fire elf by the hips so she wouldn’t escape, not that she would try. 
 
    Lilly and Zelda held each other as they watched with interested eyes. The air in the chamber prickled with body heat and the scent of sex. Syndra was on the floor, Eryn holding her friend by the waist with one hand, and her other hand between the shadow elf’s parted thighs, massaging her clit with loving care. 
 
    The intimacy grew into a fever. Golden energy filled his soul as yellow wings spread from it. 
 
    We want what we want. 
 
    Jon’s cock thickened as he punished the fire elf. Pyrah let out sultry gasps as she lifted her head, unable to concentrate on Zelda anymore. With a firm thrust from behind and the sound of skin smacking into skin, the fire elf’s eyes widened as Jon let out a primal grunt. 
 
    Thick inches spread Pyrah’s inner world to nearly the breaking point. Thick jets of come filled the tight space as Jon’s cock moved lazily back and forth. Pyrah’s toes curled as she was on her knees and elbows. She let out moans of ecstasy as Jon pumped more and more of his seed. She squeezed him like a vice, milking his member as come dripped from their union. 
 
    One last gasp fell from Pyrah’s lips and she collapsed onto the bed, huffing for precious breath. 
 
    Jon pulled out his wet cock and looked at Zelda with hungry eyes. 
 
    Zelda bared her sharp teeth in a smiling growl. 
 
    The Urth man crawled over the exhausted Pyrah and toward the seven-foot-tall elf. She laid with her thighs open and her slit dripping with needs. She kept her razor grin as Jon was over her. His left hand shot forward and clamped onto her neck.  
 
    Zelda’s dark eyes widened a hair as she felt the firmness of his power, but didn’t hurt her. Jon stared into her stern eyes as his cock bounced in the space between them like a weapon. 
 
    “Remember when we first met? Remember how you came into the shower and forced me to come?” Jon said with a heated edge hot enough to melt stone. 
 
    Zelda silently gave one single nod, keeping her razor smile. 
 
    “Let me return the favor,” Jon hissed as he pushed the head of his cock to her wet, quivering slit. 
 
    Zelda’s eyes fluttered as Jon held her throat firmly in his hand and invaded her with his cock. Every inch forced her open and her hips helped let him in deeper. Wetness surged as his throbbing member pushed into her tight valley. 
 
    Lilly gasped at Jon’s forwardness, watching his hips push between Zelda’s quivering thighs. It was enough to whip herself into a moaning climax as Amara continued to abuse her captain’s clit. 
 
    “Take me, my lover,” Zelda whispered as Jon did just that. 
 
    With a hard brow, he thrust himself deep into the large sea elf. Moans dripped from her open mouth as he kept his hand clamped on her throat. He let out a warm grunt as she squeezed his cock with her strong inner world, making it tight like a vice. The two were caught in each other’s gravity. He stabbed her deep and she whimpered at each thrust. 
 
    “Suck on her nipple,” Jon directed Lilly. 
 
    The captain, who somehow felt always in charge, was lost to Jon’s command. She latched onto Zelda’s large, light blue, creamy breast and suckled on her pointed nipple. 
 
    Zelda writhed and moaned, lost to the tantalizing sensations. Her razor smile faded as she gasped and moaned. Each push caused her body to tremble. Wetness flowed and dripped from their union. Jon punished her, by slapping his hips against her inner thighs. Each time, she adjusted so she felt every inch. 
 
    Jon watched as Zelda and Lilly writhed to each other. He enjoyed feeling Zelda lose control as her hips moved up just as he thrust into her. Bliss filled the space between them, lost to intimate sensations. Their souls burned so bright, and so close, they couldn’t tell where they began and where they ended. 
 
    Jon let go of Zelda’s throat and she let out a long gasp. Lilly pulled back and watched as Jon was on the sea elf. He snuggled to her large breasts, sucking on a nipple as his hips thrust with power. Powerful arms wrapped around Jon, and Zelda held him close. Tears welled up in her closed eyes, spilling to the sides as her love bloomed like a field of flowers. 
 
    “I love you, my Jon,” Zelda whispered. 
 
    Jon pulled away from her nipple and looked up to her tears streaking down the sides of her eyes. 
 
    “I love you too, my Zelda,” Jon whispered with genuine love. 
 
    Zelda threw her head back and let out a loud moan as her willpower shattered. Her thighs trembled as orgasmic explosions rippled along her soul. White touched her eyes and in the middle of it, was Jon looking at her as he sucked and licked her nipple. 
 
    Jon smiled with a loving gaze as wetness squirted and surged from their union. Jon’s cock thickened as Zelda was lost to a river of undeniable bliss. 
 
    I can’t let our love end. We… need each other. Whatever happens, we will come through this together. 
 
    Supernatural power filled Jon’s loins as thick spurts of seed painted Zelda’s inner world. Come mixed with her honey, forming the bonds of their love. He thrust and then thrusted again, pushing every last drop of his love into the tall, strong sea elf.  
 
    Zelda let out a single, whimpering moan, and passed out. 
 
    Jon looked down at her, his hips moving slowly as the last of his come spurted into his loving Zelda. He then pulled out and looked at Lilly and Amara. 
 
    The two elves were sitting up. Bare breasts hung, defying gravity’s pull. They looked at him like two succubi in the night, and he looked at them like a demon who had been hunting and found his prey. 
 
    “I will need both of you,” Jon said as he moved toward them. 
 
    “What does our Shullkar desire?” Lilly said with an amused smile and wanting eyes. 
 
    Jon flopped onto his back, his cock still standing. It throbbed as it was covered in seed and clear honey. 
 
    “I want a meal as someone sits on my cock,” Jon said. 
 
    Lilly could barely contain herself as she crawled onto him like a maddening demon.  
 
    Jon was slightly unnerved by her eagerness until creamy thighs clamped onto the sides of his head. He stared up at her budding lips, wetness dripping onto his chin. Lilly lowered herself onto his mouth as his lips and tongue rose up to touch her. They met in the middle and Lilly let out a whimpering moan. 
 
    Jon’s arms held onto Lilly’s waist as his tongue explored her folds and discovered her clit once again. He lapped at it, snaked along it, as his lips tried to gobble her up.  
 
    Lilly fell forward a little, her palms touching pillows and her fingers curling into the fabric. She moaned every time he gave her an intimate kiss. Her hips moved and he stayed to task. Moans dripped as her breasts bounced. Lilly looked down. Seeing the smug look of contentment in his eyes stoked her fire. She cried out as his tongue lashed her further into submission. 
 
    Amara crawled over Jon’s hips. She hovered over him and took hold of his standing manhood. She slowly sat down, impaling herself on his cock. A moan dripped as inches spread her inner world. She moaned louder, sliding down until she reached the hilt. She adjusted to his size and not long after, moved on him like a rutting beast. The fire elf moaned her delight as she bounced on Jon’s cock. She watched as Lilly’s ass moved and her thighs trembled. 
 
    Lilly continued to cry out as Jon lashed at her clit. “I love you, my Shullkar. I love you, Jon,” she said with heated gasps. 
 
    “I love you too,” Jon said, but the words couldn’t come out as he drank in his lover’s honey. 
 
    The movement of Jon’s lips, and the meaning behind them set Lilly’s entire body into a roaring blaze. She screamed as the floodgates cracked and exploded. She rode his mouth as a string of inner explosions shattered her to pieces. 
 
    Hearing Lilly scream was enough to push Amara over the edge. She let out her own whimper as her body convulsed. She rode Jon’s member, milking her own orgasm until her thighs grew weak. When she saw Lilly pull back from Jon’s face, the fire elf pulled herself off of Jon and flopped onto the bed. Tingling sensations stormed her inner world and she basked in it as Lilly mounted Jon. 
 
    Lilly was frantic, impaling herself onto Jon’s cock. Thick inches filled the void in her soul and she sank down with urgent and primal need. 
 
    Jon’s upper body curled up and hugged her. Lilly’s firm breasts bounced in his face and he snuggled between them. She wrapped her arms around his head and held his face to her cleavage and closer to her heart. Jon’s hand fell to her firm ass and soon, the two fell into a mutual tempo. Wet inches appeared and disappeared between them as the lovers held on as if the very universe would fly apart if they separated. 
 
    “Jon… we must keep our family… together,” Lilly whimpered with closed eyes. 
 
    “We will,” Jon said as he snuggled between her breasts. 
 
    “I love you,” Lilly said again, but with an innocent tone. 
 
    “I love you,” Jon said with an equally innocent tone. 
 
    The couple continued on for long moments, caught in their own swells of lust, love, and affection. When hearts hammered in chests and the scent of sex was overpowering, Lilly sank down to the hilt as Jon held her close. 
 
    Jon’s cock erupted as Lilly cried out in a storm of orgasms. The pair barely moved, milking the blissful sensations as they held each other. Sweat dripped from their bodies as they enjoyed the fleeting tendrils of paradise. 
 
    When they slowed down to a stop, they looked into each other’s eyes with a bond that could never be broken. 
 
    A wave of naked elves pounced onto the couple. Jon and Lilly laughed as they were pulled apart. The rest of the crew laughed and giggled as they attacked the captain and their Shullkar. 
 
    Jon and Lilly looked over at each other with distilled love and understanding before they both moaned as hands, lips, mouths, and skin enveloped them in an orgy of sultry pleasure. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun rose up from the eastern horizon. Its faint light grew stronger, painting the side of the Bright Hope with warm illumination. 
 
    Jon stirred from his deep sleep and bliss touched him. He opened his eyes to Amara sucking on his cock.  
 
    Past her, the rest of the crew was dressed and leaving. 
 
    “Good morning,” Lilly said with a bright smile. 
 
    “Good… morning,” Jon said as Amara skillfully sucked on his abused member. 
 
    “We are going to get the ship prepared and work on that special project we discussed in Hylore. You can stay in bed and try to rest. Don’t rush to get up because your duty is not over yet.” 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    Lilly looked at Amara, “Keep him busy a little while longer. Then come up to the main deck.” 
 
    Amara nodded with her mouth full. 
 
    Lilly blew Jon a kiss before leaving their quarters with the rest of the crew. 
 
    Jon let out a deep exhale as Amara sucked on him. The combination of sleep and morning wood, did nothing to hold back his primal urges. His cock thickened and, in a flash, come spurted into Amara’s waiting throat. 
 
    She moaned her approval, sucking it down. When every last drop was milked, she lifted her head and smiled. 
 
    “I’m not ready for the morning,” Amara grinned. 
 
    “I’m not either,” Jon laughed. 
 
    The lithe Blademaster stood up, already dressed in her black and red leather outfit. She looked down on Jon like she won a major victory. 
 
    “Destiny will see us through this, I know it. I have dreamed about it for a long time.” 
 
    “As long as we are together, we can do anything,” Jon said as he slowly sat up. 
 
    Amara’s features softened, “Jon, if we had a child together, would you love us?” 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow. “I would never stop loving you, and any child we conceive.” 
 
    Amara’s oval eyes took on a faraway gaze. “I already knew what you would say, I just wanted to hear it. Destiny and dreams guide Blademasters, but I have only opened my full heart to you.” 
 
    The fire elf bit her lip as she looked down on Jon’s naked, strong body. “Destiny may have to wait when I fulfill our dreams.” 
 
    Jon smiled, unsure what she meant. 
 
    The door to the quarters opened and Lusha stepped in. 
 
    Amara looked at the tanned wood elf and smiled. “He’s all yours.” 
 
    Lusha smiled as she began to undress. She pulled at her silky, white dress and let it flow down her curves. 
 
    Amara left the master bedchamber and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Jon turned his attention to the now naked wood elf. Lusha sauntered closer with a demonic need in her brown, oval eyes. 
 
    “The captain said not to wear you out, but we both know we won’t be following orders, now will we, Lord Dragon?” 
 
    Jon fell back onto a mountain of pillows, with his arms out. “No, we won’t, play thing. Take care of your lord and lick clean his cock. Then we can discuss what punishments you deserve.” 
 
    A faraway look filled Lusha’s eyes as she crawled onto the bed. “Yes, Lord Dragon.” 
 
    Jon looked up at the ceiling as Lusha wrapped her lips around his cock. It didn’t wilt as she sucked and licked him, cleaning a night’s pleasure from his manhood. 
 
    One way, or another, this will all end and our new lives will begin. 
 
    Jon smiled at the thought as Lusha lovingly licked his cock clean with adoring pleasure. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Six 
 
      
 
    Jon and Lusha stepped onto the main deck. The early afternoon air washed over them as they both looked to the side to some activity happening on deck. 
 
    Syndra, Pyrah, and Lilly were crowded around the red dragon armor chair. They had it shifted to the side and appeared to be fiddling with it in the lower back of it. Pyrah had a rune covered rod in her hand, as the captain and mage were in deep discussion. 
 
    The small group stopped talking when they turned their attention to Jon and Lusha. 
 
    “Just the crew I wanted to see,” Lilly said with a small smile. 
 
    Jon nodded and returned her smile. A small pat on his ass distracted him as he turned to Lusha’s wicked eyes and smile. She sauntered away from him and closer to the group around the throne-like chair. 
 
    On to new business. 
 
    Jon approached as everyone was looking down on the chair once again. 
 
    Lilly didn’t waste any time, “Lusha, from the stacks of books taken from Aza Thule, do any of them have any knowledge about airships and dragon armors?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I can go and check. Give me a little time to search and I will return,” Lusha answered. 
 
    The gathered crew watched as Lusha darted off for the main doors and descended to the lower decks. 
 
    Jon glanced around to see Zelda at the helm on the command deck and Amara and Eryn at the bow, their backs to them and staring out at the clear, blue sky. In the distance, the metal automaton continued to lead them deeper into the Gold Sea. 
 
    Jon turned his attention back to the small group gathered, eyeing the red, metal throne chair. 
 
    “I assume this has to do with the other part of the plan?” Jon said. 
 
    Heads nodded as they looked down on it.  
 
    Pyrah was first to speak up, “The Bright Hope doesn’t have any kind of magical intelligence. It is simply a ship that obeys commands.” 
 
    The Cannoneer held up the rune covered rod to show Jon. It was covered in ancient dragon runes, all carved into the metal. Jon could feel the mystical power radiating from it, but it was low. 
 
    “This is one of the command rods,” Pyrah said. 
 
    “It’s similar to spell round presses, but much more intricate,” Syndra explained. “The Bright Hope has a surplus of these rods. Many more are already in place along the inner workings of the airship. They channel commands to needed areas to activate them.” 
 
    Pyrah continued, “After our last battle at Hylore, I had to replace a few of them. They were burnt out and blackened, from the magical feedback during the battle. Syndra and I looked them over and wondered if they could be used in a different way.” 
 
    Lilly crossed her arms against her stomach, “We are trying to connect one of the rods to Discord. The dragon armor has an intelligence, and for our plan to work, he needs to be our failsafe.” 
 
    Lilly’s brow made a small V. “The only problem we are having is, he refuses to allow the rod to connect to him. I sat in the chair and asked him to allow us access to his inner workings, but he refused, saying he cannot be responsible for taking control of the ship. It is against his design. He is only meant for assistance during conflicts, and only follows direct orders given to him, from the armor pilot. 
 
    “If our plan has any chance of success, we need to make this work. If we leave a crewmember on the ship, it will seem suspicious. The enemy needs to be left with a false sense of security.”      
 
    Jon looked at the metal chair and inspiration struck. “Maybe I should speak with him?” 
 
    Everyone looked at him with curious eyes. 
 
    “I have a dragon spirit. If Discord is anything like a computer back on Urth, I may have admin rights. He may listen to me and follow my commands.” 
 
    Lilly gave Jon a sly smile. She pointed her open hand to the chair, “Be my guest.” 
 
    Jon stepped to the arcane chair, turned and sat down. He placed his hands on the armrests and felt an instant connection. He had never tried to interface with the dragon armors, knowing the crew needed them more than he did, but for this to work, they had to try something different. 
 
    Jon concentrated and felt an invisible force connect with his mind. Golden wings spread out along his soul. A sense of control took root. Jon knew he didn’t want the whole armor to activate. He focused his thoughts for only a particular part. 
 
    The top back of the chair shifted. Armor plates spun and moved. They crawled over Jon’s head and changed shape until it formed a dragon head. It clamped down on his shoulders, but didn’t change anymore, the rest of his body simply sitting in the chair. Red eyes glowed as Lilly and the crew stared at him. 
 
    Light filled the inside of the dragon head and invisible strands of energy connected further. A portal appeared, showing Lilly and Syndra as they stood before him with concerned eyes. A small, dragon humanoid appeared next to his face, glowing a pale blue. 
 
    “Welcome Master! I am Discord, co-pilot for the fire dragon armor. How may I assist you?” the small glowing figure smiled. 
 
    Jon smiled. “Captain Silk has interacted with you and asked to open a port in your design to add a command rod. I was told you denied her. Can you tell me why?” 
 
    Discord nodded. “My design and command functions allow me to assist any pilot, but I cannot make changes to my purpose. My function is to assist, not control. Captain Silk wishes me to take control of the Bright Hope’s cannons and use them for an escape plan. My command designs do not allow me to fire on living beings. It sets a dangerous precedent the ancient masters did not want in all of their designs. A living being must make the decision to take the life of another. If we are given such an ability, there is a chance we will turn it on our own masters.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “Thank you for your honesty, but there must be a way around this? I’m willing to work with you to come to some kind of compromise?” 
 
    Discord bowed. “You carry the blood of our ancient masters. You have access to commands others will not, but even your blood will not allow a change of my primary commands.”  
 
    “What commands do I have access to?” Jon asked. 
 
    “You may allow others special commands and lock out procedures. As of this moment, anyone may use a dragon armor.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “Only allow the crew of the Bright Hope to have access to the red and blue dragon armors.” 
 
    Discord bowed. “It is done. I have connected with the blue armor and initiated the command.” 
 
    Now we don’t have to worry about anyone taking the armor when we’re not aboard. 
 
    “Anything else, Master Song?” Discord asked. 
 
    Jon sat and thought it over. After a few seconds, an idea bloomed. 
 
    “By your own command, you cannot fire on living beings, correct?” 
 
    “That is correct,” Discord nodded his draconian head. 
 
    “What about inanimate objects?” 
 
    “There are no commands to stop me from firing on inanimate objects. What do you have in mind?” 
 
    Jon’s mind worked as he spoke, “If I gave you access to the Bright Hope with a command rod, could you fire the cannons with air cannonballs? They could provide enough damage to buildings, but not too much to cause it to collapse or kill anyone. Even if you aimed off target at soldiers and mages, the cannons would provide enough distractions for the crew to board the airship and make their escape.” 
 
    The little glowing dragon humanoid nodded. “I see your reasoning. Provide a big enough distraction to aid the crew, without causing any harm to any living beings. These commands are acceptable.” 
 
    “Then you will allow us to install the command rod?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Song.” 
 
    Pyrah was behind the metal chair, looking for a way to open it while Jon was in the seat. Her eyes widened as metal shifted away and opened to the inner workings of the armor. 
 
    The fire elf knelt down and began looking at the innards of the armor. 
 
    Lilly blinked as the dragon armor head pulled apart and moved like flowing water. It reformed to the back of the chair and settled down. Jon stood up and nodded to the captain. 
 
    “Discord will take control of the airship’s mana shield and the cannons when we issue the command, but will only fire air cannonballs. I also gave him the command to only allow the crew to have access to the dragon armors.” 
 
    Lilly stepped closer and rested her arms on Jon’s shoulders, her hands intertwining behind his neck. She looked at him with loving eyes. 
 
    “You truly are our lucky charm, my love,” Lilly said with a breathy whisper. 
 
    Jon put his hands on her hips. “This may be a suicide run, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be smart about it.” 
 
    A sorrow touched the edges of Lilly’s oval eyes. “I wish this could be different. If we had a fleet at our backs, I would feel much better about our chances.  
 
    “Castellan was right. Anything we do will be anticipated by the emperor and his advisors. Even with the dragon technology, our magic, skills and your power, I don’t see a happy ending for us and our family.” 
 
    Jon saw the genuine concern in her eyes. They spoke volumes. Her confidence was shaken, and to Jon’s regret, so was his. 
 
    Cora’s death has shaken all of us to the core. Before her end, we all could have taken on the world. There didn’t seem to be any fight we couldn’t handle. We had some close calls, but we managed to get through them with some scratches and new stories. Now, I don’t know. We might not make it through this one to tell the tale. My ability to shift into dragon form is my ace, but even that may not be enough.  
 
    Jon lifted his hand and touched Lilly’s cheek. She leaned into it, feeling his warmth and touch as the cool wind flowed over them. 
 
    “No matter what happens, we lived our life the way we wanted. We know the emperor is a monster. He can show any good deeds or willingness to speak, as much as he wants, but we know what he’s done and what he’s capable of. Just as his advisors can predict what we may do, we can certainly predict what they will try to do to us.  
 
    “We are not going into this blindly. The empire will throw everything they have at us if they do not get their way, but we have amazing people on our side. Lusha can help negotiate. Amara can be our bodyguard. Eryn will bring her experience with the people to the ear of the emperor. Syndra knows enough magic to give us an edge against any magic they may use against us. Zelda will bring the muscle and power when we need it. Pyrah will be our connection to the Bright Hope. And you will lead all of us to a brighter future.” 
 
    Lilly gave Jon a shy smile. “You forget yourself in our little family. You are the heart and power of our lives. Without you, we may be all dead and at the bottom of the ocean if you didn’t enter our lives.” 
 
    Jon gave a confident smirk, “I didn’t forget. I just wanted to hear what you had to say. It sounds better coming from you.” 
 
    Lilly let out a genuine, heartfelt laugh. She hugged Jon tightly, pressing her cheek to his. 
 
    “I love you, Jon Song,” Lilly whispered. 
 
    “I love you, Lilly Silk,” Jon whispered back while breathing in her intoxicating scent. 
 
    Syndra looked on as Pyrah tinkered with the dragon armor chair. The fire elf continued to poke around until she found what she was looking for. Her hunch was correct, two opposite round groves where a command rod would fit perfectly. She gently put the rod in and it snapped into place. A light glow touched the ends and when she gave a small tug, the rod didn’t budge. 
 
    Pyrah stood up and put hands on hips. “It’s done!” 
 
    Jon and Lilly broke their embrace and turned to the chair and Pyrah. Syndra looked over with an approving nod. 
 
    The doors to the main deck opened and Lusha rushed out with an open book. “I think I found something! It says here, those with dragon spirits have the ability to alert commands to technology. Anyone with a dragon spirit is speaking for the dragons and the technology will do as they are told,” the wood elf said with excited flair. 
 
    Syndra shook her head. “Jon already figured it out.” 
 
    “I’ve already added the command rod to the armor chair,” Pyrah added. 
 
    Lusha’s wide smile deflated, as did her shoulders. The wood elf slumped forward as she closed the book shut and cradled it to her chest. 
 
    “Self-esteem hug,” Jon said and led the charge. 
 
    Lusha snapped to attention as Jon, Lilly, Syndra, and Pyrah hugged her all at once. Lusha’s eyes took on a comforting glow as she leaned into the group hug. After a moment, they all broke their embrace. 
 
    “Crew! I need your attention!” the captain shouted. 
 
    Eryn and Amara turned from the bow of the airship and began walking to the group. Zelda touched a crystal on the nearby control panel and set the helm to automatic. She left her post and took the stairs down to join the rest of the crew. 
 
    When everyone was gathered and all eyes were on their captain, Lilly addressed them with commanding flair. 
 
    “In a few hours, we will be at Kinara, the pleasure islands of the Gold Sea. As was stated to us, all sea elves captured by the empire will be released when we arrive. Hopefully, the emperor will stay true to his word and allow the sea elves to flee to safer waters. This will be the first shred of proof the emperor means what he has said, showing kindness to open negotiations. 
 
    “I cannot speak for all free people beyond the empire, but I know we will do our best to speak on their behalf. This does not mean we should not be on our guard. This may all be an elaborate ruse to capture and torture us.” 
 
    Lilly glanced at Jon, smiled, and returned her gaze to the crew. “We are entering the belly of the beast, but our bonds will ensure we come out of this together. Cora may be gone, but she lives in our hearts.  
 
    “You are the finest crew I have ever sailed with. Each of you has brought a needed piece of our combined soul. When Cora was murdered, the empire murdered a piece of that soul. We will not let this go unchallenged, or unpunished. The empire will obey our requests, or we will fill the thirteen seas with Imperial blood.” 
 
    “We are with you, Captain!” Zelda said with conviction. 
 
    The crew nodded in agreement. 
 
    Lilly nodded to them, her heart lifting in her chest. “We will avenge our fallen sister! We will bring an end to the empire’s power! One way, or another, we will be victorious! No matter what happens, our actions here will be legendary!” 
 
    “AYE!” the crew shouted all at once. 
 
    Jon looked upon Lilly, seeing the determined fury and fire in her green eyes. “Aye!” he said with a strong whisper. 
 
    Captain Silk gave her crew a devious look. “We have but a few hours. Let’s finalize our plans before we change history.” 
 
    The crew crowded closer as hushed whispers filled the windy deck. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jon stared out from the bow of the airship. To his right was Syndra, and to his left was Eryn. The wind whipped through their hair as the sun sunk low in the last afternoon sky. 
 
    Jon looked down at the crystal-clear waters, watching clusters of populated islands drift under them. White buildings with golden, domed roofs stood on each island. The islands themselves were of different sizes, some quite small, and others fairly large. All of them had stone streets and many elves waving to them as they glided overhead. Horns and bells filled the air as they celebrated the airship as it passed over them. 
 
    Fine and beautiful ships littered the clear waters, looking like they were floating on air. Schools of fish swam under, or around the ships as their crews stopped what they were doing and joined the spectacular sight and waved. 
 
    Despite the dark work ahead of them, Jon couldn’t fight back his own smile. The mood was celebratory and infectious. The people on every island and ship smiled and waved, like the Bright Hope was leading some kind of parade. Cheers floated up as some island residents danced on balconies and roofs. 
 
    Jon drank it in, each island and dwelling intricately made with flowing designs and arcane symbols. Some of the island’s centers and building walls had mosaic pictures of sea serpents, golden elves, and kind dragons. It all coalesced into an artful and functional design to soothe the senses. Jon felt it, the peaceful calm as his shoulders relaxed. 
 
    “Is the Gold Sea only inhabited by elves?” Jon asked. 
 
    “Yes, to a degree,” Syndra answered. “Most elves are sun elves here in the Gold Sea. Others may join the empire, but they must go through thorough examinations, and even then, there is no guarantee of citizenship.” 
 
    Syndra’s eyes narrowed as she looked down on all the happy elves below. “As you can see, there are no shadow elves among the crowds. Much like the sea elves, shadow elves were seen as a lesser race. That is why we were scattered to the thirteen seas to find our own way. The empire took our islands and forced us out. If I were to walk the streets below, I would be ridiculed. If it was at night, I might have a dagger in my back.” 
 
    Jon’s relaxation faded away to Syndra’s words. Despite what appeared as a welcoming celebration, it hid a dark truth. The empire only wants what the empire wants. It didn’t matter who it rolled over, as long as it got its way, all others meant nothing to them.” 
 
    Syndra’s lip wrinkled. “I don’t believe the gesture of kindness from the emperor is true. The sea elves may have their freedom, for a time, but the empire may hunt for them again after the trap has been sprung. There is too much gold involved in the slave and food trade to let such a bountiful harvest flee for too long.” 
 
    “We can make sure to do enough damage that they will have to reconsider their options,” Jon winked at the shadow elf. 
 
    Syndra looked at Jon and cracked a small smile. “Jon, I will be at your side when we burn all of our enemies to ashes.” 
 
    “And I get to watch!” Eryn chimed in. 
 
    The three of them burst into laughter. Jon grabbed at his stomach as Eryn leaned on his shoulder. Syndra could not contain her laughter, touching Jon’s arm as she laughed along. 
 
    Laughter is the best medicine for tension. 
 
    The moment drifted away their laughter died down. Their eyes focused on the distance, the automaton rising up on metal wings and diving down.  
 
    Jon, and the crew around him followed the metal bird as it dived down toward a large island, covered with trees. White towers stabbed out from the canopy and many stone docks lined its edges. Birds flew up and circled the island as trees waved in the small breeze. 
 
    Jon surveyed the waters and saw a fleet of Imperial ships surrounding it. Each one had a white flag of peace flapping in the wind. Their decks were filled with Imperial soldiers and covered cages. Blue arms and webbed hands poked out from the tall cages, the imperial soldiers standing around and just out of reach. 
 
    “Crew! Look alive!” Captain Silk shouted from the command deck. 
 
    Jon turned his head to see Amara, Pyrah, and Lusha on the deck with himself, Syndra and Eryn. Zelda stood by the captain’s side, at her post by the control panel. 
 
    Jon turned his attention to the approaching island as his heart skipped a beat. 
 
    I almost wish Rabyn was up here with us. If things get hairy, we’ll need everyone. But if our plan is to work, he must still pretend to be our prisoner. I know Pyrah left his cell unlocked, but if anyone boards the ship and finds him, our surprise is going to be ruined. If there is any hint that he has joined us, they may turn every cannon in their fleet on us and attempt to blow us out of the sky. 
 
    Jon calmed his nerves as he once again looked out. On a wide, stone dock, a group of Imperial soldiers stood. In front of them, an elf in a white and gold robe stood. Jon noticed everyone was impeccably dressed, even from a distance. They waited patiently as the sun sank lower in the sky. 
 
    “We’re taking her down, nice and easy,” Lilly mentioned. 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Zelda said. 
 
    Lilly never took her eyes off their slow descent. “First Mate, stay with the ship. Under no circumstances let anyone board the ship except for myself and crew.” 
 
    “Understood, my captain,” Zelda said with a nod. 
 
    “I wish you could be on the island with us, but this plan will only succeed if we keep our plans close to the chest.” 
 
    “I will be there in spirit,” Zelda said and gave her captain a wicked, razor smile, “Or I will be there in the blue dragon armor, rescuing all of you.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, just yet. Continue our descent so we can dock and meet our hosts,” Lilly said with a slight grin to her First Mate. 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Zelda said and turned a crystal. 
 
    Fans blasted out air along the aft of the ship as rudders turned their direction. The airship sank lower and lower with a direct course to the wide, stone dock. 
 
    On the dock, gold bands circled and spiraled around stone pillars. Small statues graced the tops of half-pillars as a regal sun elf stood. Behind him, Imperial soldiers stood in perfect formation. Their blue and white uniforms pressed to perfection. The white, four-pointed star of the empire graced the top of their sleeves, close to the shoulders and on their chests, displaying it proudly. Spell rifles were slung over their shoulders as each soldier looked on with practiced discipline. 
 
    The regal elf watched as the airship floated down further, a mere thirty feet above the water line. He lifted a hand and made a small, simple wave. 
 
    Jon readied himself, wondering if that was a signal to spring the trap, when the sound of metal doors swung open and shouts filled the surrounding air. 
 
    The crew of the Bright Hope watched in muted disbelief as the cages on the many Imperial ship decks opened all at once. Tall sea elves rushed out of their cages, leapt over the sides of ships and dove into clear waters. Imperial soldiers on the ships unslung their weapons and stepped back, giving a wide berth for the large sea elves as they didn’t hesitate to jump to freedom. The soldiers made no attempt to attack or interfere in any way of the parting sea elves. 
 
    Jon glanced around in astonishment as the surrounding waters were alive with fleeing sea elves. They didn’t look back as they swam in large schools, staying underwater and propelling themselves as fast as they could from their now former captors. 
 
    Zelda looked out and her eyes watered, seeing so many of her people tasting freedom for the first time in their lives. 
 
    “Don’t let this moment sway you from the mission,” Lilly said sternly. 
 
    “It hasn’t, my captain. If anything, it has swayed me further to us doing the right thing. If we hadn't fought so hard, this moment would have never happened. I’m happy I’m alive to see it, and cherish it, if not but for a little while,” The First Mate said as a tear streaked her light blue cheek. 
 
    “I feel it too. If we succeed, many people of Aquris will know this feeling. Let’s stay to task and we may know it very soon.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Zelda said as she stiffened up at her post. 
 
    Lilly kept the wheel steady as the airship was just five feet above the water. She brought the Bright Hope closer to the wide dock and floated to the side of it. The waiting elf and soldiers turned on their heels and looked up at the majestic airship. 
 
    A wide ramp slid out from the side and lowered down to the dock. The railing parted at the top of the ramp as a group formed on the deck.  
 
    The regal elf looked up with kind eyes.  
 
    Captain Silk appeared at the top of the ramp. She stood with a piercing gaze, before it melted into a more approachable expression. She made her way down, boots clicking off the metal ramp. She was unarmed as she made her way down and stood before the regal elf. 
 
    “Permission to dock?” Lilly said with seafaring politeness.  
 
    “Permission granted, Captain Silk, for you and your crew,” the sun elf said and bowed to her. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Lilly said without taking her gaze off the elf in gold and white. 
 
    The crew gathered at the top of the ramp and began their descent. Jon led the way, with Syndra, Eryn, Amara, Lusha, and Pyrah following. When they reached the bottom, they made a semi-circle behind their captain. 
 
    The highborn elf gave a small nod as he addressed them. “Welcome to Kinara Island! Thank you for making the journey to meet during such auspicious times. 
 
    “I am Garald Lufina, first son to Emperor Lufina. My father has tasked me with ensuring your stay is a pleasant one,” the elf said with another, slight bow. 
 
    Hearts beat harder along the crew, but their expressions didn’t show it. 
 
    Garald Lufina! Cora’s brother! If he is as powerful as Kymil and Rabyn, we might be in deeper trouble than we expected. 
 
    The handsome elf lifted up his arms in a welcomed gesture. “Do not fret. I am here merely as a royal host and guide. Your acceptance of the emperor’s invitation has brought us closer to a new age. For that, we have prepared a celebration in your honor.  
 
    “If you follow me, I will show you what Kinara has to offer. The island is truly a pleasure island. Drink what you want. Eat what you want. Take what you want with respect to minds and bodies. All is a feast for the senses and bodies to ease the tension before we embark for the palace tomorrow to further our negotiations.” 
 
    The soldiers snapped to attention, turned and parted into two columns. Garald led the way between the two columns.  
 
    Jon and Lilly shot each other a glance. 
 
    “Let’s get this started,” Lilly said as she took Jon’s hand. 
 
    Jon squeezed her hand, his own trepidation filling his eyes. 
 
    The pair led the way as the crew followed.  
 
    The sun slipped down behind the horizon. Braziers flashed with brilliant flame across the docks and the island, as the last of the sea elves leapt to freedom from the Imperial ships, and swam away with hope in their hearts.        
 
    

  

 
   
    Seven 
 
      
 
    Jon glanced around as his heart beat with a steady rhythm. His pulse drummed against his ears, slow and powerful. His senses were dialed to eleven as he glanced at every shadow along the tree-lined path. Despite his concerns, his eyes drank in the beauty of the area as they entered a small clearing. 
 
    Trees with long vines parted as a stone fountain appeared before them, trickling with flowing streams of clear water. Beautifully carved sea elves were frozen in a swimming dance as streams of water splashed at the bottom of the fountain. Magical lanterns glowed with subdued light, creating a warm atmosphere amid the cool evening. A symphony of frogs carried on, one of the little amphibians hopping from the underbrush, crossing the stone floor, and hopping up into the fountain. 
 
    Garald was leading the group until he reached the fountain. The regal elf in white and gold, turned around and bowed slightly to Jon and Lilly’s group. The Imperial soldiers filled the path behind them, blocking off any escape. 
 
    Garald stood up and gave Jon and Lilly a warm smile. “We have prepared a gala for your arrival, but first, I will show you to your rooms. You can change and be a little more comfortable as you enjoy the festivities.” 
 
    Lilly shook her head. “We can be shown our rooms later. Take us to the party.” 
 
    Garald nodded. “As you wish, but before we join the gala, know this, Kinara is a pleasure island and nothing more, or less. No weapons are allowed. I am pleased you all came unarmed, but your mage may be problematic.” 
 
    “I will not perform any spells, as long as there is peace,” Syndra said sharply. 
 
    Garald nodded to the shadow elf. “That may be true in your heart, but you understand the precaution. To go any further, I will need you to wear an anti-magic collar. It will prevent you from using any spells during your stay here.” 
 
    Lilly, Syndra, and Jon shot each other a look before Lilly turned her serious expression back to the sun elf. 
 
    “I can vouch for her. On my honor and reputation, she will not cast a single spell,” Lilly said firmly. 
 
    Garald kept his cordial expression. “We do indeed know your reputation to be a devious tactician. As I don’t doubt your honor, the mage must wear the collar before we proceed. It is in the name of safety for all the guests and elves who reside here.” 
 
    Syndra’s hands formed fists at her sides. She looked at her captain. Lilly gave her a familiar half closing of her eyes. The mage gave one back before lifting her chin at the taller, regal elf. 
 
    “If my word will not be respected, I will not be part of this. I will return to the airship and guard it with our First Mate,” Syndra said defiantly. 
 
    Garald bowed again. “As you will. Two of my elite guards will escort you back to the ship.” He then turned his attention to Captain Silk, “She will not be harmed, you have my word.” 
 
    “You expect us to trust your word, but not ours?” Lilly said with a hard stare. 
 
    “At this time, yes. It is my duty to guide and protect you, the guests, and all who dwell within the empire. I know you’re an honorable pirate, but I know what you're capable of. The mere fact I am a Lufina is enough for you to try and kill me. I could have sent anyone to host your arrival, but I did not. My life is in danger with your presence here, but I follow my duties and I will not shirk them.” 
 
    Lilly parted her lips to speak her mind when Syndra spoke up. 
 
    “It’s alright, Captain. I’m sure I have enough power to dispatch two soldiers, and half the island, if they tried anything odd. I will go back to the ship and stay with Zelda. If anything happens, I will be sure our people are protected.” 
 
    Captain Silk nodded. “Be safe.” 
 
    The shadow elf bowed to her captain. “I will.” 
 
    Syndra stood up and turned. She walked with her head held high as two soldiers moved to either side of her. The three of them marched back up the path they came down and disappeared from sight. 
 
    “Now that we are settled, let us proceed to the gala,” Garald said as he turned on his heels and led the way. 
 
    Jon stared at the Garald’s back as they walked.  
 
    Either he means what he said, or they are trying to weaken us before they spring the trap. Syndra and Zelda are our strongest crewmembers. If something happens, it will take time for them to reach us. 
 
    The tree lined path began to widen. The sound of string music floated into the evening air. The murmur of conversations grew louder, broken by an occasional laugh. Light grew brighter through the trees. 
 
    Jon readied himself for anything. He mentally tapped his Sixth Sense rune along his spirit. He expected alarm bells to go off, but nothing happened. No sense of danger lurked. No hints of enemies lying in wait. The mood along his soul was calm and serene. 
 
    Lilly glanced over at Jon. He looked back at her and made a slight shake of his head. The captain knew the meaning, giving him a slight nod. 
 
    If there is a trap, either they are really good at hiding it, or there isn’t one. 
 
    The trees parted to a massive area lit by burning braziers and magical lanterns. Jon could barely hold back his amazement as a massive, round tent filled the center. It was covered in sheets of silky, cloudy transparent fabric. The entrance was open and airy, the silky, fabric flaps tied to each side. At the entrance, male and female elves stood in see-through loin cloths and chests bare.  
 
    Jon blinked at the incredibly beautiful and handsome elves as they stepped forward with bowls of fruit and glasses of wines, or spirits. They smiled brightly as joy filled their eyes, surrounding the crew. 
 
    “Welcome to Kinara!” one elf said with genuine excitement. 
 
    “We are here to serve,” a male elf bowed. 
 
    “Please take what you will,” a topless sun elf smiled at Jon as she grinned. 
 
    Despite the many trials and tribulations Jon had endured during his life and adventures, he thought nothing could shock him anymore. But the sudden joy and kindness caused him to shy back a bit and he touched the side of his head. His eyes closed and by reflex, smiled back at the near naked elves. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said automatically. 
 
    Pyrah and Amara giggled as they noticed Jon’s shyness. Lusha crossed her arms and gave a half smile. Eryn stared at the half-naked elves. 
 
    Lilly hid her smile as she looked away. 
 
    The elves snaked their arms around everyone present, save for Garald and the soldiers.  
 
    “This gala is for all of you,” one elf smiled as she took Jon by the arm. 
 
    Everyone was whisked into a large event tent. 
 
    Jon drank in the scene before him. Elves of all kinds stood or sat with drinks in their hands. A small orchestra played to the right, with unusual instruments native to Aquris. The entire area was filled with comfortable couches, love seats, elaborated tables and chairs. Small bars filled the spaces in-between areas so guests would not have far to travel for a drink. Scantily clad elves moved around the many guests inside, bringing full glasses of drink, or taking away empty ones. The atmosphere was pleasant and dreamy. Jon had to blink a few times, his body instantly relaxing to the sights and sounds.  
 
    Garald’s voice floated from the side as the crew looked on. “Please, enjoy your stay. On the other side, there is a wide path to the castle where your rooms are. Ask any of the beautiful servers and they will take you to your rooms. There will be plenty to discuss tomorrow, but tonight belongs to our guests of honor.” 
 
    Most of the guests inside stopped talking. They turned to the small gang of pirates, lifted their glasses up and cheered. 
 
    Jon spotted the regal robes and outfits of the guests. They all appeared with genuine smiles and cheers. Nothing tripped his senses and it concerned him further. 
 
    “If you need me, any of the servants will bring you to me. If there is no need to see me, I will see you in the morning. Enjoy your stay.” 
 
    Jon, Lilly, and the crew turned to see Garald turn on his heels and leave the party tent. 
 
    The crew returned their gaze to the casual party, the guests drinking and talking like it was a normal night in the empire. 
 
    “Jon, stay with me. The rest of you know what to do,” Lilly said in a low voice. 
 
    The crew nodded before they dispersed into the crowd. 
 
    Lilly curled her arm around Jon’s arm and they slowly entered the main area. She tilted her head close to Jon as she glanced around. 
 
    “Are you nervous?” Jon asked. 
 
    Lilly smiled. “A little. My parents may be here and I don’t know what to expect.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine,” Jon said as he patted her arm. 
 
    “Before you meet them, please, have an open mind,” Lilly whispered. 
 
    “After everything we’ve been through, you don’t believe I have an open mind?” Jon chuckled. 
 
    Lilly grinned. “You know what I mean. I haven’t seen them in years, and I don’t know what it will be like to see them again. I’ve wanted this moment for so long, I can’t believe it’s actually here. I thought I would have to burn down the empire to see them. Instead, I was invited back to see them while many sea elves were set free. It feels like a dream.” 
 
    “Then we are sharing the same dream and I couldn’t be happier. We’ll get through this, together,” Jon said with a reassuring edge. 
 
    Lilly looked down as they walked, “What if they are disappointed with me? What if they try to convince me to leave my life behind?” 
 
    “We will handle it together,” Jon said as he squeezed her arm. 
 
    Lilly slowed, holding Jon close to her. “I… I don’t know if I can,” she stopped when a voice called out to her. 
 
    “Lilly Petal?” 
 
    Lilly’s eyes widened as she turned with Jon close to her. 
 
    An elf couple stood. The male had dark hair mixed with a few strands of gray. His hair was slicked back. A thin beard covered his chin. A small, thin mustache graced the space above his lips. His eyes were oval and dark green. They stared with half excitement and half awe as he looked at Lilly and Jon. He wore a dark robe, with silver runes embroidered on it.  
 
    To his right, a beautiful elven woman stood in a similar dark robe with silver runes. She had red hair, and although it was a little duller than Lilly’s, it did nothing to dampen her beauty. Her bright green eyes stared as she drank in Lilly’s form. Her skin was flawless. She had a slight, hourglass shape. Her hair was in long, wavy locks, framing her delicate features. 
 
    Lilly was stunned. An uneasiness fell over her, paralyzing every muscle in her body. 
 
    “It is you,” the older male elf said before he and his wife rushed the stunned elf. 
 
    Jon slipped away and watched with a warm smile as Lilly’s parents embraced their daughter. Tears of joy appeared along their shut eyes, holding her close. Lilly let out a small whimper as she hugged both of her parents.  
 
    “I… didn’t think I would see you both again,” Lilly sobbed. 
 
    “We always feared the worst,” the older elf sobbed. 
 
    “But we never gave up hope,” her mother said with tears in her eyes. 
 
    Jon watched the happy reunion, his eyes glistening in the comfortable light. 
 
    After a long moment, the three separated, but held each other’s hand in a triangle formation. 
 
    “Mother, father, I… don’t know what to say,” Lilly said with wet eyes and a confused laugh. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything,” the older male elf said with a happy smile. 
 
    Lilly pulled back a hand and wiped the tears from the corners of her eyes. “I… um… I’ve met someone.” 
 
    Lilly pulled away from her parents and stood by Jon’s side. She took his arm into hers and held him close. 
 
    “Please meet my Shullkar, Jon Song,” Lilly sniffled before turning slightly to Jon. “Jon, please meet Varlan and Nydia Brightbook.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, Jon Song,” Varlan said with a bow. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet the man who has made our daughter so happy,” Nydia said with a slight bow. 
 
    “Thank you. It is a pleasure to finally meet both of you. I have heard so much…” Jon trailed off as a realization washed over him. He turned to Lilly and looked into her wet, happy eyes. “Your family name is Brightbook?” 
 
    Lilly let out a deep, embarrassing laugh. It took a moment to collect herself and she hugged his arm tighter. 
 
    “I gave up my family name when I became a pirate and to help protect my family. Not many people know my family name, not even any of the crew. You’re the first,” she explained. 
 
    Varlan nodded. “It was a needed change and plan. Before we were abducted by the emperor’s soldiers, we had often talked about different strategies and steps to protect our family should the time come.” 
 
    Varlan looked at his daughter with proud eyes. “I’m happy to know all our talks were not wasted. It took some time for some in the empire to make the connection between Lillian Brightbook and the dreaded Captain Lilly Silk.” 
 
    Jon blinked. “No one could make the connection between Lillian and Lilly?” 
 
    Varlan, Lilly, and Nydia laughed.         
 
    “Lillian is a fairly common name on Aquris, like the name Jane on Urth,” Varlan explained. 
 
    Jon gave an understanding nod. 
 
    Lilly’s parents turned to their daughter with happy eyes. 
 
    Lilly looked at them, her soul warm. “How have they been treating you?” 
 
    Varlan nodded. “Well, considering. We have been sequestered at the palace since our arrival. We were considered honored guests, but couldn’t send out any letters or contact anyone in our circles.  
 
    “The emperor would often speak with me. He made many inquiries into my previous dragon knowledge and research. Considering we were his prisoners, and veiled threats of harm to my lovely Shullkar, I complied as best as I could.” 
 
    “But we stayed strong throughout our stay, knowing you were out there trying everything you could to help us,” Nydia smiled warmly. 
 
    Lilly nodded and glanced around at the guests not too far away. “Is it safe to talk here?” 
 
    Varlan nodded as he gave his daughter a slow blink. “It is safe. The emperor has declared a need for peace and wishes to do everything in his power to heal Aquris. Despite his previous moments of madness, he has been surprisingly lucid for some time, happy even.” 
 
    Jon’s mood turned dark. “Happy, even if he lost a son and daughter?” 
 
    Varlan and Nydia looked at each other before looking back to Jon.  
 
    “We believe their deaths helped him wake up to what was happening across Aquris. I’ve known him a long time, and he has always been obsessed with the ancient world of dragons. The obsession often blinded him, but the deaths of his two beloved children was the shock he needed to see the world around him. 
 
    “At court with his advisors, he often looked away, bored to their constant discussions of politics. For the most part, the empire ran itself and he took many steps back to follow his scholarly aspirations. The death of Thallan and Cora Lufina seemed to wake him from his malaise, and he became more involved with the empire,” Varlan explained. 
 
    Nydia followed up after her husband, “He began asking deeper questions concerning the empire. He was the one to question keeping the sea elves locked away and used as cattle. He has spoken about some of the larger islands that were taken under the empire’s flag and considered further discussion to return them to their rightful people, especially the islands that belong to the shadow elves.” 
 
    Varlan nodded. “The court was in disarray for a time, but not one of them tried to deter the emperor and his new way of thinking. They swallowed their pride as they began making changes within the empire. After much time, it was finally agreed upon to release the sea elves and put laws in place so they were no longer hunted, imprisoned, or eaten.” 
 
    The older elf looked upon Lilly with warm, loving eyes. “He’s changed, and he wanted to show Aquris the change. He knew, if he simply enacted the change, there would be much suspicion. That is why he made it conditional on you, daughter. 
 
    “Your name has been spoken and whispered many times throughout the empire in one form or another. There are books of your adventures, circulating every corner of the empire. The people have really taken to you and the impossible fight to free every people on Aquris. When the emperor invited you here, it was his way of extending a peaceful gesture for a better future.” 
 
    Jon’s brow creased. “A few gestures, no matter grand or small, cannot erase all the damage the empire has caused.” 
 
    Varlan and Nydia simply stared at Jon with understanding eyes. 
 
    Lilly squeezed Jon’s arm. “No, it cannot, but it is a start,” she whispered and dug her nails into his skin. 
 
    Jon’s brow softened as he nodded. 
 
    Something else is going on below the surface. Varlan and Nydia are speaking like peace has finally arrived on Aquris. Lilly is playing along. Something is being said without words and we may be in bigger danger than we thought.  
 
    I have to trust them. Hopefully, if we have a private moment, maybe the truth will come out. I just have to play along and pretend everything is alright. 
 
    Varlan spoke up, “We should have some drinks. The wine is amazing, and I’ve already had two glasses.” 
 
    A topless female elf walked up to their group with a silver tray in hand. Several wine glasses stood on the tray as she bowed with expert grace and balance. 
 
    Nydia picked up two glasses and handed one to Lilly, and the other one to Jon. She took a glass for herself next as Varlan took another. 
 
    “Jon,” Varlan said with a warm tone, “I must apologize for my people here on Aquris. Your people were never meant to know about our sometimes-chaotic politics on our world.” 
 
    “It has been an eye-opening experience,” Jon smiled. 
 
    Nydia moved to her daughter’s side. “I knew he was handsome from the stories, but I didn’t know how incredibly handsome he actually was in person. Has there been discussions for the future?” 
 
    Pink touched Lilly’s cheeks as she gave a slow nod. “We’ve talked about many things and the future.” 
 
    Nydia sipped her drink and eyed Jon. “You know, we are a traditional family.” 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow as he caught a double meaning in Nydia’s tone. 
 
    Lilly smiled and looked at Jon. “In most long family bloodlines, it is tradition for mothers to ensure their daughters are bonding with the right mate. It often means spending a night together for approval to be part of the family.” 
 
    Jon kept his raised eyebrow. “Um, really?” 
 
    Nydia nodded and smiled. “Experience allows us to determine if a mate will add strength and knowledge to the family. You need not worry, it is voluntary, but encouraged.” 
 
    Jon looked at Varlan. 
 
    “I already give my approval. You seem like a stout and intelligent mate for our daughter. It is up to my Shullkar to ensure the ties will bind.” 
 
    Lilly leaned close to Jon’s ear, “And you were worried when I met your parents. It would seem, our families are made for each other.” 
 
    The sun elf pulled back her hand and smacked Jon’s ass. 
 
    Jon laughed before taking a tiny sip of his wine. The flavor washed over his tongue and he mentally remarked on how delicious it was. 
 
    “Father, Mother, may I have a moment alone with my Shullkar. All of this reuniting has made it difficult to breathe, even in here,” Lilly said with pink cheeks. 
 
    “Of course!” Varlan said. “We’ll be right here when you return.” 
 
    Lilly took Jon’s hand and pulled him away. The two crossed the large tent to a side opening with flowing silk walls of billowing fabric. They stepped beyond and into the cool night air. 
 
    Jon watched as Lilly moved to a small bench and sat down. She patted the space next to her. Jon walked over and sat down beside her. She lowered the side of her head on his shoulder and let out a long sigh. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Jon asked softly. 
 
    Lilly nodded. “I think so. It’s hard to say when so many emotions are swirling in my heart, mind, and belly. I didn’t think any of this could be real, but it is, and I’m not sure how to feel anymore.” 
 
    “What do you feel, at this moment?” 
 
    “Relief. Calm. My heart wants to burst out of my chest. I have always been a leader and taking care of others, but now, seeing my parents, I feel like a little girl again. I feel like I want to grab them and you and run away, forever,” Lilly whispered. 
 
    “Is this affecting the mission?” Jon asked in the barest of whispers. 
 
    Lilly turned her head and looked up into his eyes. “Nothing will ever stop the mission, my love. If I could be so easily swayed, I never would have become a pirate.” 
 
    Jon leaned his head forward for a kiss, but stopped a half of inch from her lips. “What was said between you three?” he whispered. 
 
    Lilly kept her adoring eyes on Jon as her mouth barely moved, “We are all still in danger. My father made a slow blink, telling me he is being coerced. We came up with that signal when I was much younger.” 
 
    “Should we grab your parents and make for the airship?” Jon asked with intent in his eyes. 
 
    “I doubt we will make it far,” Lilly whispered and kissed him on the lips. 
 
    The couple held each other close as their tongues slid over one another. When they finished, Lilly pulled back and pressed her palms to the side of Jon’s head, her wrists covering the sides of his mouth from prying eyes. 
 
    “We don’t know what terrible enchantments may be on my parents, or who is watching over them. If we make any attempt, all of us may be killed or taken prisoner in the process. I’m afraid we must continue playing this game,” Lilly whispered. 
 
    Lilly looked to the side. “If we had Syndra here, she would have been able to alert us. But if they put that collar on her, our weapons would have been forced out of the dimensional pocket. I don’t think Garald Lufina would have been so polite with an arsenal of weapons at his feet.” 
 
    Jon and Lilly chuckled like young lovers in the night. 
 
    “Do you think the others have finished scouting around?” Jon whispered. 
 
    Lilly bit her lip. “Not yet. We will need extra time. We don’t know how many soldiers might be hiding on, or around the island. The Imperial ships surrounding the island might still be there.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “Let’s get back to the party. They might have some news.” 
 
    The beautiful sun elf didn’t move as she held Jon in place. “My love, whatever happens, we go down fighting.” 
 
    “To our last breath,” Jon whispered back. 
 
    The couple kissed again before she let go of his head. They both stood up and made their way back into the lavish tent. 
 
    Lusha sauntered up to them as soon as they entered. The wood elf draped her arms on Jon’s shoulders and brought her lips close to his ear. 
 
    “Amara already made it to the shore and back, unseen. She reports the Imperial ships surrounding the island have already pulled anchor and have sailed off. The waters around Kinara are deserted,” she whispered. 
 
    Jon nodded as Lusha slid away from him and made her way to a side bar. 
 
    Jon leaned in closer to Lilly and relayed the message. 
 
    “They pulled their ships away? How peculiar,” Lilly whispered. 
 
    “Aside from your parents, it looks like a lot of the important elves are here. Their robes look expensive,” Jon said in a hushed tone. 
 
    “You’re right, my Shullkar. I’ve spotted a few who I knew from when I was younger and visiting the capital. They may be here just for the thrill of meeting an actual pirate. Their worlds are so small, not caring beyond their close and narrow views.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “I like your parents.” 
 
    Lilly looked at Jon with bright eyes. “You truly do? I was worried you might not like them.” 
 
    Jon chuckled. “How could I not? Their love brought you into the world. I should be bowing and thanking them for the next hundred years.” 
 
    “Fifty years should be fine,” Lilly winked. 
 
    Jon couldn’t hide his smile. Despite staring into the face of pain and death many times, his heart still beat true for the beautiful elf at his side. 
 
    “If we have to run, get my parents to the Bright Hope. Syndra may be able to dispel any kind of restrictive magic that may be on them,” Lilly ordered. 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    Lilly gave her lover a wicked smile. “Let me worry about that. For now, act like everything is normal until it is no longer normal. I’ll make sure we all get away with our lives.” 
 
    The couple held each other close for a moment, before parting and stepping back into the crowd, Varlan and Nydia waving to them from the center of the lavish tent. 
 
    *** 
 
    The pleasure island of Kinara glowed like a beacon in the night. Stars shined across the heavens as several moons rose up for their nightly, cosmic dance. Small creatures made loving sounds to each other as glowing fish rushed through clear waters. 
 
    A vibration pulsed along the crystal-clear waters. Glowing fish stopped swimming for an instant before balking and scattering into deeper waters. The critters, reptiles, and amphibians on Kinara went silent as a large ship with black sails emerged from the darkness of the sea. 
 
    On the deck, many oval eyes looked out as the breeze pushed it closer to the glowing island in the night. The helms elf turned the wheel slightly, keeping the ship steady on its course for the island.  
 
    The ship turned and moved toward the northern dock. It slowed its approach. 
 
    A squad of Imperial soldiers on the north dock stopped talking and looked at the approaching ship with black sails. They unslung their spell rifles as one of them ran to a bell to ring the alert. An arrow silently slipped through the air, the pointed end stabbing into the elf’s throat. Blood spurted as he coughed and gurgled. Life spilled into his lungs and he fell to the cold stone dock, feet from the bell. 
 
    Spell rifles rose up, but before fingers fell onto the triggers, a wave of arrows fell from the night sky. Soldiers grunted and cried out, but were quickly silenced, arrows in eye sockets and throats. Their bodies fell to the stone deck, their life leaking and spreading out. 
 
    The ship docked. Bodies slipped over the side and tied the mooring lines to the dock. A ramp slid down and bodies clad in black slipped down the ramp like silent demons in the dark. 
 
    Weapons flashed as they moved as a cohesive group. Some of their numbers peeled off from the rest, but they didn’t slow down. They invaded the island with weapons drawn. Oval eyes stared at the lights beyond the trees. Hunched bodies stepped into the underbrush. 
 
    The outside world was silent as a grave as small laughter touched the air from the center of the island. 
 
    Several moons rose higher into the night sky, their illumination adding a mystical shine to the waters as blood leaked from the dock, dripping into the magical, nearly glowing waters.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Eight 
 
      
 
    Eryn stood at the edge of the open tent. The cleric stared up at the star filled sky as several moons rose into view. She let out a deep sigh, loving every moment as she again saw the world through new eyes. 
 
    Lusha approached the luna elf and stood beside her, taking in the same magnificent view. 
 
    “I wish I could see this with new eyes like you,” the wood elf smiled.  
 
    Eryn grinned before it slowly curved into dismay. “Kana blessed me when no other deity would, not even Vala. I wish this was just a simple gift, but there is a piece of me that feels she may have deeper plans for me. No god or goddess gives such a gift through simple faith and worship. She may want something.” 
 
    Lusha looked at the blonde elf with curious eyes. “If Kana does demand something from you, will you follow, even if it is something you don’t agree with?” 
 
    Eryn continued to look up at the stars as a nervous feeling filled her stomach. “I… don’t know. I have to know what it is, and only then, I can decide.” 
 
    The elf turned her gaze to her fellow crewmate and friend. “The sea whispers to me in my dreams. I feel the thoughts of creatures from the deep. They call to me, whispering kind praises. I don’t know how I know, I just know.” 
 
    Lusha hugged Eryn, her lips close to her ear, “You know we are here for you. No matter what happens, we will be by your side.” 
 
    Eryn snuggled her head to Lusha’s shoulder. “Thank you. Sometimes, I just need to hear that.” 
 
    The two pulled apart and stood, holding each other’s hands.  
 
    “We should return to our work. There is an odd mood to this party and we should be ready to aid the captain if she needs it,” Lusha whispered. 
 
    Eryn nodded. 
 
    The pair of elves rejoined the party as laughter and drinks continued on in the background. 
 
    Toward the middle of the tent, Jon and Lilly were all smiles as Lilly’s father asked many questions about Aza Thule. 
 
    “I still can’t believe my daughter found the fabled dragon city and raised it from the depths. I wish I could have been there when it happened. Was it as glorious as we talked about?” Varlan asked with excited and interested eyes. 
 
    Lilly smiled. “It was everything we talked about and more. Without Jon, we wouldn’t have been able to raise the city. We would have spent weeks diving down to find any of its secrets.” 
 
    Varlan smiled and nodded. “Outstanding! We watched your airship approach. I cannot wait to board it and look over its many intricacies. I wonder if there are still mysteries to uncover?” 
 
    “The crew have gone over it. There are some things we don’t completely understand, but, with time, our mage, scholar, and cannoneer may discover them.” 
 
    Jon spoke up, “Maybe we can show it to you, tonight?” 
 
    Varlan’s eyes widened a hair when Nydia touched his arm. His excitement dulled as his face took on a restrained sternness. 
 
    “That would be wonderful, for another time. We are simply so pleased to see you both, we never want this night to end.” 
 
    Jon studied Lilly’s parents. The sudden movement from Nydia and Varlan’s restraint continued to speak volumes.  
 
    This continues to smell like a trap, but nothing has happened yet. I wish we could be someplace a little more private so we can talk.  
 
    Across the tent, Amara and Pyrah stood side by side. The Blademaster had her arms crossed, while the cannoneer had loaded up a plate with cooked shellfish and held a glass of elven rum. The shorter fire elf moved to her friend and shoved the plate at her. Amara took hold of the plate and held it up as Pyrah picked up a cooked shellfish, cracked it with one hand, and began scooping the morsels into her mouth, while washing it down with rum. 
 
    “Why do I have to hold the plate?” Amara asked, annoyed. 
 
    “Because we have to be together, and ready for anything,” Pyrah said as she cracked another shellfish and scooped up the contents. 
 
    “We have spent a long time together. Maybe we should break up for a time?” Amara said with a wicked smile. 
 
    “We are part of the same crew. Besides, if we parted, you would miss me terribly,” Pyrah giggled. 
 
    “Would I?” Amara grinned. 
 
    “You would,” Pyrah grinned as well. 
 
    “I’m willing to wager my sword, I wouldn’t,” Amara winked. 
 
    “Don’t tempt me with that bet! I don’t use swords, but I would use yours and make you watch as I cut down our enemies,” Pyrah laughed with food in her mouth. 
 
    Amara laughed. “Most likely, you would cut yourself and come crying to me.” 
 
    The lithe fire elf pretended to sob as she pulled her hand into the sleeve of her shirt. “Look at me! I have lost my hand! Be a dear and fetch it for me as I bleed all over the floor.” 
 
    “You delightful bitch!” Pyrah laughed. 
 
    “You beautiful whore!” Amara laughed. 
 
    The two fire elves cackled like a pair of sea hens, many of the surrounding guests giving them sideways glances and disapproving head shakes. 
 
    Across the room, Jon glanced to the side and smiled, seeing Amara and Pyrah laughing like the pirates they always were. 
 
    I’m glad they’re having a good time. Maybe we can… 
 
    Jon mentally trailed off as his sixth sense rune glowed with deadly intent. Music played on as he turned his head quickly from left to right and back again. Eyes drank in the many party guests, servers, bartenders, and his crewmates as he reached for Lilly’s hand, grabbed it and gave it a squeeze. 
 
    Lilly turned to Jon, her smile fading away as she noticed that familiar look of danger in her lover’s eyes. 
 
    “Lilly Petal?” Varlan asked with concerned eyes. 
 
    Jon’s senses blazed hot as his body tensed. When he looked past the see-through, silky fabric along the tent, he noticed movement just beyond. 
 
    “Get DOWN!” Jon shouted as he turned and launched at Varlan and Nydia. 
 
    Lilly leapt over a bar to their side as Jon slammed into Lilly’s parents, his arms coiling around their waists and forcing them to the floor.  
 
    A breath later, streams of lightning bolts blasted through the edges of the tent and into the crowd. 
 
    Screams and chaos erupted as lightning bolts slammed, or blasted through guests. Blood sprayed and several limbs separated from bodies. A horrendous crackling of lightning and mana burn filled the area as guests dove for cover or died standing.  
 
    Jon covered Lilly’s parents with his body as they clutched to him. 
 
    Lilly pushed down a bartender as her hands grabbed at two bottles of spirits. 
 
    Lightning flashed as Amara turned the plate in her hand to the side, dumping the food. Pyrah darted behind her friend as the Blademaster turned the large plate into a shield. A lightning bolt struck it dead on and blasted it out of her hands. Amara kept her cool as she spun, grabbed Pyrah and pushed her down as lightning ripped through the area. 
 
    A pace away, Lusha stared with wide eyes as elves clad in black charged from the bushes and around trees. She tried to move when Eryn stood before her, the cleric’s arms out. 
 
    “Kana! Bless us!” the cleric shouted with defiant eyes. 
 
    The goddess smiled and blessed the luna elf. Liquids from glasses and cups shot up. They moved with incredible alacrity, spiraling around the luna and wood elves as they stood. The spirits and water formed a barrier around them, just as lightning bolts streaked toward them. When the bolts hit, they crackled and arced as they spiraled around the wet barrier. When the energy made a full rotation, Eryn and Lusha watched as the same lightning bolts blasted out. 
 
    Elves in black, pirate gear launched into the tent, all of them holding single shot spell pistols and short swords in their off-hands. Some of them landed in the tent with wide eyes as lightning streaked back and struck several of them. Their eyes glazed over as they fell, smoking craters filling their chests.  
 
    “Stay with me,” Eryn ordered Lusha before the cleric’s eyes turned a cerulean blue. “Kana, I pray to you. Aid us in our time of need.” 
 
    Along the island’s edge and below the small waves, sands began to shift. Armored bodies rose up as sand slipped off their bodies. Crustaceans the size of large dogs rose up from their slumber. They moved as one, advancing up from the waters and onto the sandy beaches of Kinara. The ocean goddess spoke to them and they obeyed, scuttling further onto the island, a daughter of Kana needing their protection. 
 
    Bedlam continued within the tent. From all sides, pirates roared and shouted as they invaded. Several of the scantily clad elves rushed to meet them. They moved with expert skill, trying to protect the guests and fight off the sudden invaders. Swords slashed as pistols went off. Elves cried out before souls left bodies. Near naked elves launched onto the force, striking with palms and high kicks to necks. Chaos bloomed into a bloody flower. 
 
    Jon held onto Varlan and Nydia as he imparted some of his luck onto them. They let out a gasp, feeling the golden energy filling their bodies. 
 
    “You’re going to be very lucky for a time. Rush to the castle and find a place to hide! We will be following you shortly!” Jon said as he pressed his palms to the floor and pushed himself so hard, he hopped back onto his feet. 
 
    Lilly lifted her upper body up from the bar and tossed full bottles of spirits at the invading elves. Glass shattered as alcohol soaked a few invaders. Lilly ducked down as lightning bolts blasted away the top part of the bar. She grabbed more bottles, stood up and tossed them with defined accuracy. 
 
    Jon faced the large force coming toward him. Some invaders broke off, stabbing and blasting guests begging for their lives. The main group rushed him with sinister smirks and wild violence in their eyes. 
 
    Jon activated his quickness rune as he bent his legs. Varlan and Nydia were up and running to the north side of the tent. Lightning bolts blasted past them, missing them by inches as they charged out of the tent. 
 
    From the main force, six pistols aimed at Jon, having him dead to rights. 
 
    “You guys cannot be this dumb,” Jon scowled as he leapt at them with his arms out. 
 
    Three pistols jammed as three others fired. Jon glowed with confidence as three lightning bolts missed him. He crashed into the six invaders. When he planted his feet, his arms and legs moved in blurs. A heel shattered a jaw as a fist broke a delicate nose. Jon became a typhoon, his arms and legs moving faster than the invaders could react. Many of them were thrown by his power and new strength. Jon shattered the attacking line and pummeled elves, sending their bodies flying back like ragdolls. 
 
    More invaders stepped in, burnt or bleeding bodies around them. One of them stepped between two elves on the floor. The pair on the ground launched up and grabbed him. Pyrah grabbed his pistol arm as Amara slammed her knee into his stomach. Several nearby invaders turned their pistols on the three of them. Pyrah forced the invaders’ finger to pull the trigger as she aimed at point-blank range. The pistol went off, blasting an invader in the chest as several other pistols went off. Amara spun the elf in her hands as Pyrah pulled the pistol from him. The elf shouted at his cohorts to not shoot when they pulled triggers.  
 
    The invading elf shouted his death rattle as his body was riddled with lightning. Amara grunted as energy arced into her arms. She pushed the dead elf into the others. The moment she let go, her body moved like an acrobat in a thunderstorm. She spun, jumped, and flipped as lightning bolts crisscrossed the area. 
 
    Pyrah threw herself to the floor and rifled through a dead elf’s pockets. When she pulled out several lightning spell rounds, she loaded her newly acquired pistol as another wave of elves stormed the tent. 
 
    “How many are there!” the cannoneer shouted as she took aim with her pistol and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Jon was a juggernaut of punches and kicks. Black clad elves rushed him, only for the Urth man’s attacks to their knees and throats sent them crashing off to the sides. 
 
    “Get out of here!” Lilly shouted to some guests who were cowering behind furniture.  
 
    The sun elf stood up and threw more bottles filled with spirits when she glanced at a standing lantern. The flame inside waved to her as she planned her route. 
 
    Lilly burst from the side of the bar as a few more lightning bolts cracked and shattered it into kindling. She ducked behind a couch as lightning blackened it. She launched herself again into the air. Her hand reached out and grabbed the lantern off its hook. She landed, turned and threw it hard at the invading elves. 
 
    Several elves skidded to a halt and tried to dive to the side. One wasn’t quick enough, the lantern shattering on his elbow. Oil and flames touched his already spirit soaked shirt. Flames roared as he was engulfed. His flaming upper body flailed as he burned to death. 
 
    An invading elf was stunned to see a cohort go up in flames. Lilly snatched his pistol from his hand, turned it and pulled the trigger. Lightning caved in the side of his head as he fell. She crouched and grabbed several spell rounds from his belt. With expert skill, she reloaded as she stayed low, lightning filling the inside of the tent. 
 
    Flames leapt up to furniture and other invaders covered in spirits. Fire attached and burned as invaders screamed in agony. 
 
    Jon’s knuckles slammed into an elf’s nose, sending the elf reeling and crashing onto the ground. Jon turned, ready to take more on when new waves of pirates launched into the now partially burning tent. He kept his body low as short swords and daggers gleamed in the firelight. Mystical pistols aimed at him from all sides. 
 
    They are going to overwhelm us. We need a choke point. 
 
    Jon glanced to the north side of the immense tent, seeing the path to the castle. He turned his gaze to see Eryn and Lusha surrounded by a water aura, and Pyrah and Amara fighting with weapons they took off the invaders. 
 
    “To the castle! To the castle!” Jon shouted as the tent lit up with fire and streams of lightning bolts. 
 
    *** 
 
    Syndra and Zelda were side by side, leaning on the main deck of the Bright Hope. The shadow and sea elf stared out at the island as moons slowly took their places in the sky. The mood was serene and quiet, like Aquris had just taken a deep, cleansing breath. 
 
    “Do you think they’re okay?” Zelda asked out loud as she looked across the tree covered island and castle stabbing up in the distance. 
 
    “Maybe for now,” Syndra said as her crimson gaze cut through the shadows and darkness. 
 
    “I feel we should be there, in case anything happens,” Zelda said in a low whisper. 
 
    Syndra looked over to her friend, “I don’t remember you being so nervous. Are you well?” 
 
    Zelda’s face sagged as she shook her head. “I don’t know how to feel. I have spent my life wanting to free my people and return all of them to the seas. Now, it has been done. The emperor let them go. Many of my people are free once again. It feels like the wind has been taken out of my sails, my quest complete.” 
 
    Syndra moved to the tall elf’s side and rested the side of her head on Zelda’s shoulder. 
 
    “The quest isn’t over. The empire can change its mind. They could start hunting all of our peoples again. I don’t trust them for one moment. We have to stay vigilant, or they may swoop in when our guard is down.” 
 
    Zelda could feel mana prickle against her skin where Syndra was leaning against her. “I can feel your energy. I can feel your mana.” 
 
    Syndra nodded. “After spending so many years dwelling in mystical ignorance, the floodgates are finally open. Every night, I continue to unlock a piece of my potential.  
 
    “Since Eryn has completely healed my heart, it beats with new power. Mana floods my body.” 
 
    “What if it becomes too much?” Zelda asked with concern in her dark eyes. 
 
    Syndra kept the side of her head leaning on her friend’s shoulder. “I may lose myself to it. There is a danger for every mage who may lose themselves to the power of mana. For now, I have control. But if it grows too much, and I lose my control, I may become something else.” 
 
    “Syndra, my sister, I don’t want to lose you,” Zelda said warmly. 
 
    The shadow elf lifted her head, turned it to her friend, and smiled. “It may be a long time before we have to worry about anything like that. For now, I am here to serve our captain, and the crew.” 
 
    Zelda slowly blinked. “Promise me, you will live a long life with our family. Promise me.” 
 
    Syndra parted her dark lips, but remained silent. Her crimson eyes looked off to the side. 
 
    Zelda’s eyes narrowed. “Promise me,” she said, her voice a little sterner. 
 
    “I… promise,” Syndra said with little confidence. 
 
    Zelda’s eyes narrowed. She was about to verbally lay into her friend and sister, when screams filled the night sky. 
 
    The two elves turned their attention to the large tent in the distance. Lightning bolts shot into the air as flames erupted from the tent. 
 
    Syndra’s eyes flashed with power as her hands made arcane gestures. 
 
    “Stay and guard the ship. I will assist the captain and our crew,” Syndra commanded. 
 
    “I’m the First Mate!” Zelda growled and stopped as the wind picked up. 
 
    Air currents whipped around the shadow elf mage as she slowly lifted off the deck. Her red eyes glowed brighter, the crimson color turning into a mana blue. Before Zelda had a chance to say anything else, Syndra shot into the air as mana crackled and arced along her limbs. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jon slammed his shoulder into an elf, sending them sprawling to the floor. He glanced up to the burning chaos as the rest of the crew fought their way to him. Lightning blasted from several directions as guests tried to make a run for it. Several servants were blasted off their feet, their bodies blackened and hitting the floor. 
 
    The confusion and chaos turned into a hurricane of screams and violence. Amara’s body moved with deadly accuracy, driving her elbows into necks and jaws, while slicing through the enemy with her newly acquired short sword. Blood sprayed into smoke and flames as she spun, ducked, parried, and sliced. 
 
    Pyrah fired back at the invaders as they fired at her. She clumsily pulled back as she shot at them, a lightning bolt caving in an elven face. 
 
    Eryn stepped easily through the chaos, with Lusha right behind her. The pair were protected by a swirling water bubble. Lightning reflected off it and back into the enemy as they couldn’t land a strike on the cleric and scholar. 
 
    Lilly stared with hard eyes, a spell pistol in each hand. She unleashed a pair of bolts as she guarded the north side of the tent. What few guests that were left, rushed past her and toward the castle in the short distance. 
 
    Outside of the burning tent, panicked bodies charged along the stone path. Lightning bolts shot out from the nearby brush, blasting away a few legs and new screams bloomed. 
 
    Lilly glanced at the path, seeing several guests shot and down. They cried and crawled to the castle, trying to flee the horrific moment. 
 
    “More of them are hiding and ambushing everyone!” Lilly shouted as she finished reloading and firing back at the invaders. 
 
    Jon glanced at Eryn and Lusha again. “Eryn, guard everyone’s escape!” 
 
    The cleric nodded from inside the swirling bubble. She and Lusha charged past Jon and Lilly. They emerged onto the stone path as lightning blasted at them. The cleric moved calmly, lightning bolts reflecting off her watery shield. She and Lusha bent down. The cleric touched a screaming guest and healing energy engulfed Eryn’s hand. Wounds closed up and the guest stopped screaming. 
 
    “Come with me!” Lusha said as she helped the guest up and rushed them toward the castle entrance.  
 
    Eryn stayed, moving from one wounded guest to another. She called on Kana for her healing light and the goddess answered. Screams and moans slowly stopped as bodies got back up and ran for the castle.     
 
    The cleric stood her ground, expanding her watery bubble to create a barrier against the hidden invaders firing from the brush and around trees. 
 
    Inside the smoky and burning tent, Pyrah fired at dark shadows. Lightning lit up the area and she was rewarded with a painful grunt. The short fire elf turned to run and reload, when several lightning bolts shot past her. One bolt glanced off her arm and she grunted as the smell of burning elf flesh filled her nose. 
 
    Amara whipped around, slicing and cutting limbs off bodies. When she heard Pyrah grunt, the Blademaster whipped into a frenzy. She cut through the enemy like an axe through saplings. In a blink, she was by her friend’s side. She grabbed her and helped her along, the two making it to their captain’s side. 
 
    “Get in the castle and secure the entrance the best you can!” Lilly ordered as she fired her spell pistol. 
 
    The pair nodded as they rushed along, past Eryn and her water barrier. 
 
    Lilly reloaded as she watched Jon fighting off a dozen elves.  
 
    “My love! Time to leave!” Lilly shouted as pistols clicked shut with new spell rounds. 
 
    “Working on it!” Jon shouted as he knocked away elves. 
 
    An elf slipped through and shoved the barrel of his pistol into Jon’s stomach. Jon’s hand blurred up and grabbed the sides of the elf’s smirking face. The elf pulled the trigger, but the pistol jammed. 
 
    “Not so lucky,” Jon said darkly before snapping the elf’s neck with a hard twist. 
 
    The dead elf fell as more lightning bolts shot past him. Jon looked up to see another wave of elves rushing into the burning tent. 
 
    Lilly aimed at the surge of elves when one she missed leapt at her from the side. The captain’s elbow slammed into their jaw, before she slammed the barrel of her pistol into his neck and fired. A loud “pop!” filled the air as the elf’s head shot up and away from his body. 
 
    Lilly holstered a pistol in her belt and grabbed the falling, headless corpse in one smooth move. Her hand pulled at the shirt as the corpse fell. She glanced down to see no markings on their chest, before she let go. 
 
    The captain turned to the smoky fight, Jon knocking them away. “Stop playing around!” 
 
    “Yes, Captain!” Jon shouted back as he retreated to her. 
 
    Jon and Lilly grabbed at each other as they turned and rushed out of the blazing tent. Invading elves gave chase as smoke billowed and whirled, the tent collapsing on itself. 
 
    Lightning bolts shot past the couple as they ran. 
 
    Eryn let out a soft sigh as her blessing began to diminish. The water barrier fell as the cleric rubbed the side of her head. Jon and Lilly grabbed her and ran, lightning bolts missing them by inches. 
 
    The castle entrance stood open, Imperial soldiers guarding it and firing into the nearby woods. One of their numbers was blasted off her feet and hit the ground as Jon, Lilly, and Eryn arrived. 
 
    “Get inside! We’ll hold them off...” the Imperial soldier managed before a lightning bolt struck the side of his head. 
 
    Blood and burnt pieces of skull hit Jon’s chest as he turned and looked out from the entrance. 
 
    Invaders moved with greater caution, staying to the shadows and aiming pistols. Others reloaded as the gleam of sinister eyes stared at the Urth man at the entrance. 
 
    “Jon, get back!” Lilly shouted. 
 
    Jon’s eyes narrowed. “They are going to storm the place. I have to hold them off. If they get in, they will kill everyone,” Jon said as his fingers closed into tight fists, the image of Lilly’s parents firmly in his mind. 
 
    *** 
 
    Black clad pirates kept their positions, surrounding the ancient castle. Many of them aimed at the front entrance, while squads of others eyed side doors to the castle. The structure was not reinforced like a normal castle. It was simply a castle-like inn to hold guests and fine dining. The doors were strong, but not strong enough to last against a siege, or invasion. 
 
    The pirates made hand signals and sharp whistles, signaling to each other. The orders flowed like a living thing, filling pointed elf ears. Bodies readied, preparing to storm the structure and kill every living being within. 
 
    An elf’s ear twitched as something moved behind him. He glanced down in horror as a large, open crab claw hovered around his ankle. The crab-like crustacean looked up with black eye stalks, before its powerful claw snapped shut and severed the foot from the leg. 
 
    The pirate elf screamed as he fell, blood spurting from the stump. Cohorts around him turned and looked down as many more giant crabs pushed out of the brush, their pincers clicking. 
 
    Pistols turned and triggers were pulled. The forest lit up on one side as elves shot at approaching crabs the size of dogs. Lightning blasted into hard shells of some crabs, their bodies falling lifeless as they were cooked from the inside. Others, lightning bolts bounced off their shells as they surged and clamped onto legs. Pincers sliced through legging fabric on some elves, and leather boots on others. A symphony of screams rose up. 
 
    Crabs grabbed at flailing and screaming elves. They took hold and pulled the squirming bodies back through the brush and toward the sea, where they could feast in peace.  
 
    Pirate elves grabbed at fallen comrades, trying to keep them from being dragged away. Pistols went off, trying to stop the wave of crabs. 
 
    High above the chaos on one side of the castle, a shadow elf floated silently high above. Red eyes surveyed the area, seeing bodies appearing in small openings along the canopy. 
 
    Syndra mentally made note of the invaders as arcane energy arced along her hands. The mage directed the power of the air sphere into her hands, and further into her fingers. She glanced at the castle entrance, seeing Jon guarding it. 
 
     “Time to flush out the vermin,” Syndra said to herself as lightning arced along her hands. 
 
    Energy flashed as Syndra let out the command word. Streams of lightning shot down like a thunderstorm. They blasted through tree branches and stabbed through standing or hidden elves. Bodies fell as leaves, vines, and branches came crashing down.  
 
    Syndra floated along, streams of lightning cutting through the trees and the invading elves underneath. Some of the elves fired upwards, but amid the chaos, had no idea who was attacking them. The cacophony of lightning and destruction continued, the shadow elf mage coolly floating as she unleashed a fraction of her growing power. 
 
    Jon glanced up to see Syndra’s form floating high in the night sky. Lightning poured from her hands as screams rose up from the forest. 
 
    I was wondering how long before she got here. 
 
    Jon was ready to step back and move to Lilly’s side, when his sixth sense blazed from the rune on his back. He turned and looked out as the pirates charged from the surrounding forest, forcing their hand as the mage blasted them to pieces from above. 
 
    “Jon!” Lilly shouted as she aimed. 
 
    Jon grabbed a spell rifle from a fallen soldier by his foot. He lifted it up, and luckily, it was still loaded. 
 
    Black clad pirate elves charged. Pistols up, they began to fire at the lone Urth man at the entrance. 
 
    Jon stood his ground as lightning bolts missed him by inches. He pulled the trigger and a fireball round blasted out. It struck the first elf in the charge and blasted him to burning pieces. Other elves continued to their charge at the castle entrance. 
 
    Jon back peddled as he dropped the rifle and scooped up another one. His luck held as it was also loaded. He reached the edge of the foyer, Lilly and Amara on the other side. Several Imperial soldiers were on his side, weapons at the ready. 
 
    I never expected to be on the same side as the Imperials? 
 
    “Fight to your last breath!” Jon shouted, swinging his upper body around the side and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Imperials did the same, coming around him and firing at the invading force. Lilly pointed two pistols and pulled triggers. Amara did the same.  
 
    The corridor was lit up with lighting from each side. Bodies were blasted off their feet as others charged on. An Imperial soldier was shot in the leg, his scream echoing through the wide lobby foyer as he fell. Another soldier pulled him back as Eryn knelt down and touched him with a healing hand. 
 
    Jon watched the madness in the invading elf’s eyes. They showed no fear as they rushed to their deaths. None of them cowered, or sought cover. It was like they were trying to kill themselves. 
 
    A side door burst open and pirate elves swarmed in from it.  
 
    “Pirates!” an Imperial elf shouted by Eryn as he lifted his rifle and fired. 
 
    Time slowed down as the lobby foyer turned into anarchy. Jon moved in a blur, punching an elf so hard, their skull cracked. He grabbed another one and swung them around into another.  
 
    Lilly fired at the surge of elves. Amara did the same as she sliced with her short sword. Pyrah and Lusha were back-to-back, firing at any invader they saw. 
 
     An edge of desperation seeped into Jon’s resolve as they were quickly swarmed. In the chaos, Lilly was beside him. An elf’s neck snapped in Jon’s hands before he scooped the pistol from the falling, dead elf. 
 
    Lilly fired two pistols into the crowd as Jon fired his. Lightning flashed as they were quickly being overwhelmed. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Light flashed so bright, everyone was blinded. Jon couldn’t see as his body moved on automatic. He tried to blink it away as he grabbed an elf and slammed them down. His vision slowly returned as Lilly touched his shoulder. Reality fell into place as Garald moved through the crowd like a titan. 
 
    The Lufina held a rune-covered mace as he caved in the chests and heads of any elf in black. A golden aura surrounded him as every strike from his mace instantly killed any elf on the receiving end of it. 
 
    Jon, Lilly, and the crew watched in astonishment as Garald slew elves with his mace and burning light. He pushed into the corridor, his aura burning any enemy close to him. His expression was blank as he killed with every swing. He pushed back the invaders. All they could do in response was flee, or die. 
 
    More Imperial soldiers followed the Lufina into the battle. Garald led the charge out of the castle entrance as soldiers fired on the pirate elves.  
 
    Jon and Lilly walked side by side along the corridor, watching Garald wipe out the attackers without so much as a bead of sweat on his brow. 
 
    Screams and moans soon died. Bodies littered the floor outside the castle. Garald stood as soldiers stabbed daggers into bodies, to ensure they were all dead. 
 
    Syndra flew down and landed, her white eyebrow lifted. 
 
    Jon and Lilly emerged from the castle entrance, Amara, Pyrah, Eryn, and Lusha right behind them. 
 
    The elf with the golden aura and a blood splattered white robe turned and bowed to Jon and Lilly. 
 
    “I must apologize for this rude interruption of the night,” Garald said as he stood back up with stern eyes. “It would seem others would like nothing more than to end a fledgling peace. I will not stand for this action. We will root out the darkness and bring it into the light.” 
 
    Jon stared at Garald Lufina. The elf’s aura was still bright, even if it was no longer seen by everyone gathered, except to Jon’s gaze. Yellow dragon wings spread from his body as the royal elf stood with equal parts stoic confidence and humble eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Nine 
 
      
 
    A ship horn blasted at the air. It was enough to rattle many elves who were locked in their rooms at the castle, trying to make sense of the pirate attack so deep in Gold Sea waters.  
 
    Imperial soldiers worked in tandem, moving corpses to carts and wheeling them away. The island of Kinara was full of activity, two ships moving closer and docking with the pleasure island. New squads of soldiers broke off, some to aid in cleaning up the island of bodies and tend to the injured. Others boarded the ship with black sails. To no one’s surprise, the ship was empty of invaders as it bobbed in nighttime waters. 
 
    In the castle, a medium-sized chamber was filled with close to a dozen bodies. Jon and Lilly stood side by side, as the crew stood behind them. Garald stood with a few elite Imperial soldiers next to him. The door was locked, to give both sides privacy as they tried to understand the night’s events. 
 
    “This is how we make peace, with a planned attack and massacre?” Lilly said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    Garald looked at the sun elf with understanding eyes, but his chin was tense. “I assure you, this was not some half-thought-out trap, or a means to assassinate royal guests. If it were, we wouldn’t have gone to such lengths, I would have killed you all myself for the glory of the empire.” 
 
    “That’s not very comforting,” Jon said with a scathing edge. 
 
    Garald kept his well-poised manner, “Lord Song and Lady Silk, the emperor truly wishes to establish peace in our time. My father has seen visions of a united future for Aquris, and the first step is ending this feud with island nations and the pirate confederacy.” 
 
    Lilly’s eyes narrowed. “Then tell me, why were Imperial soldiers disguised as pirates? During the battle, I checked one and didn’t find a tattoo or scar on him. After the battle, I checked a few more. All of them had perfect skin, not an earned mark among them. Someone dressed Imperial soldiers as pirates and sent them on a rampage to kill as many people here on Kinara as they could.” 
 
    “We have no proof the elves dressed as pirates are Imperial soldiers,” Garald said. 
 
    Lilly sneered. “I have fought and killed enough Imperials to know how they fight. They could not break away from their training, no matter how much they tried. They had to fight their instincts when they stormed the tent and the castle. They were truly in their element when they hunkered down and laid suppressing fire from safe vantage points. If they stayed to that strategy, they may have killed more. When they charged in like fools, they were clumsy and unfamiliar with pirate tactics.” 
 
      Garald’s expression didn’t change. “Be that as it may, this was not by mine, or the emperor’s design. There is another faction at work here and it will be thoroughly investigated. If there are those plotting in the shadows, they will be brought to the light and served justice.” 
 
    Jon eyed the Lufina as he spoke. It was in that small moment, he saw the family resemblance between Garald, Rabyn, and Cora. Despite Garald’s calm demeanor, there was a sense of passion. As for everything being said, Jon couldn’t fight the feeling that Garald Lufina was speaking the undeniable truth, that he really had had no part in this botched assassination attempt. 
 
    Lilly shook her head. “We are going around in circles. I doubt we will find any answers tonight.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Garald nodded. “You and your crew can stay here in the castle until morning. I will have a platoon of guards on the island, ensuring no further attempts are made on your lives.” 
 
    Captain Silk shook her head again. “No, thank you. Myself, my crew, and my parents will be staying on my ship for the rest of the night.” 
 
    A seriousness filled Garald’s eyes. “You and your crew may stay on your ship. The ships around the island will protect you, but your parents must come with me to the palace.” 
 
    Jon glanced at Lilly as her hand twitched and moved slightly to the commandeered spell pistol holstered in her belt. 
 
    Garald’s expression didn’t change. “I am under strict orders to return Lord and Lady Brightbook to the palace, so they may be close by as negotiations continue.” 
 
    “You have my word, all of us will attend the palace for the negotiations,” Captain Silk said with authority. 
 
    “You will forgive me if I don’t take your word, Captain Silk. But the emperor was quite clear on my orders. We have a ship waiting to transport us to the capital. You are welcome to join us, but that means leaving your airship behind.” 
 
    Lilly’s hand twitched again, a seething fury boiling under her skin. She fought down the twitches and rage as a calm mask appeared along her features. 
 
    “I am glad we are in agreement. I will be taking my leave. Tomorrow, the automaton will guide you the rest of the way to the capital.  
 
    “Do get some rest. Tomorrow will be a busy day,” Garald said with a bow. 
 
    Lilly’s lip trembled and she spoke up, “May I see them, before you go?” 
 
    Garald stood up with his usual, blank expression. “Not at this time. I cannot risk anything further, for you, or the emperor’s treasured guests. You have nothing to fear, they will be taken well cared of. 
 
    “If you will excuse me, I must be off. I look forward to seeing you all tomorrow,” Garald finished, turned and stepped to the doors of the chamber with his soldiers in tow. 
 
    Jon, Lilly, and the crew watched them as they exited the room. The moment the door closed, Lilly’s entire body deflated. 
 
    Jon looked upon his Shullkar, seeing the sadness in her lost eyes. 
 
    “We were so close. We could have made a run for it and never looked back,” Lilly whispered, defeated. 
 
    The crew looked at their captain with understanding eyes. 
 
    “We will get them back,” Jon said, trying to be positive. 
 
    Lilly looked at Jon with edges of fear in her eyes. “When we enter the capital, we may never make it out. The emperor knows this. All of the Aquris knows this.” 
 
    The sun elf leaned against a wide table in the center of the room and curled her fingers under the edges. She looked to the side, her movements further betraying her dwindling confidence. 
 
    Jon and the crew moved to their captain with heartfelt sorrow in their eyes. 
 
    “We have fought for so long and survived so much. I thought, if we just kept fighting and kept our heads above water, we could beat our enemies, beat the empire,” Lilly said as shadows covered her eyes. “But we lost Cora. She was supposed to rule in her father’s stead. She was to be the new empress and change Aquris for the better.  
 
    “We had many wonderful plans. When she was in power, I could retire. We could retire, if we so choose. Now, it’s all falling apart. The emperor won when Cora was murdered. I won’t take the throne because I don’t want it. I want life to go back to how it used to be, sailing on beautiful waters and laughing with loved ones in the sun.” 
 
    Lilly lifted her head and the shadows receded to reveal her emerald green eyes. “If I lose anyone else, I may go on a rampage that may end my own life. Tomorrow, we fly into the eel’s den to face a monster. Despite our plans, some, or all of us may not survive.” 
 
    “We know,” Lusha said with sad eyes. “We knew the risks and came anyway. How could we not, when our captain needed us in our desperate moment.” 
 
    Jon and crew nodded in agreement. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes gleamed as she looked at them. 
 
    Jon smiled. “We’re not beat yet. They underestimate our bravery and tenacity! We know what they are capable of and tonight showed that. Someone sent soldiers dressed as pirates because they know, we have a chance to end all of this pain and suffering. If not, they wouldn’t have tried so hard to kill us.” 
 
    Jon stepped closer, and lifted his hand. He cupped Lilly’s chin and raised her wet gaze up to his. The two looked into each other’s eyes for a moment, drinking in oceans of feelings as their hearts glowed with hope. 
 
    “No matter what happens, we will win. We will get back your parents. We will free all of Aquris. We will end this madness, once and for all.” 
 
    The crew nodded firm agreement. 
 
    “And we will murder anyone who stands in our way!” Eryn chimed in. 
 
    Everyone turned their gazes to the smiling cleric. 
 
    “What? I’m a pirate too,” Eryn giggled. 
 
    Laughter erupted. The tension melted away as everyone meshed into a group hug. Lilly smiled as her crew held her in a loving embrace. 
 
    After a time, the group pulled back as the captain stood on her own power. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the ship. We will need a full night’s rest for tomorrow.” 
 
    Lilly and Jon led the way as they excited the chamber and soon the castle. They emerged from the main entrance, a dozen Imperial soldiers standing guard, and Syndra standing in the middle of them. 
 
    The guards appeared nervous, glancing at the shadow elf and then glancing away. Syndra ignored them as she looked toward her approaching captain with concerned red eyes. 
 
    “They wished for me to wait outside. They were worried I would use some enchantment to turn everyone to my will. If only they knew, I could enchant the entire island with a snap of my fingers,” Syndra said as she gave a sideways glance to an Imperial soldier. 
 
    The soldier trembled as he quickly looked away and held his quivering chin high. 
 
    Lilly stepped to the beautiful shadow elf and gave her a hug. 
 
    Syndra leaned into her captain’s embrace and hugged her back. 
 
    “When you do enchant the island, do it after we’re on the ship,” Lilly said, loud enough for the trembling soldier’s eyes to widen in fear. 
 
    “As you will, my captain. I’m sure I can turn everyone into pigs and enjoy a good pork roast,” Syndra said. 
 
    The two elves broke their embrace before they moved as one group, walking away. 
 
    The soldiers waited until they were all out of sight before they let out long exhales of relief and discussed if they meant to do such an evil thing, or were they pulling on their boots. 
 
    Along the winding path, the crew passed the charred and destroyed tent. They moved along until they emerged from the forest and saw the Bright Hope, hovering a few feet from the stone dock. 
 
    Zelda waved to them as they approached. They climbed the ramp and stepped onto the airship, much to Zelda’s delight. 
 
    “It’s good to have everyone back,” Zelda smiled. 
 
    “It’s good to be back,” Lilly returned her smile. 
 
    “What are your orders, Captain?” the First Mate asked. 
 
    “I want everyone to get some rest. Tomorrow will be a new experience for all of us. We should be well rested to handle anything that may come,” Lilly said with a tired tone. 
 
    The crew shuffled off toward the main doors to the lower decks as exhaustion finally invaded their tired muscles. Jon and Lilly were last, making sure to close the door behind them and lock it, so it would be extremely difficult for anyone to enter without alerting the crew.  
 
    The crew peeled off to their separate rooms. Doors closed shut, one after the other. When Lilly and Jon reached the door to their quarters, Lilly slowed.  
 
    Jon slowed as well and looked at the beautiful captain. 
 
    “Jon, we have to get them back. We have to escape with them,” Lilly whispered. 
 
    Jon nodded, knowing she was talking about her parents. He took her hand and led her into their quarters.  
 
    Once inside, he closed the door and turned around. Lilly simply stood, her head turned and staring off with faraway eyes. He stepped closer to her and put his hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “We will get them back,” Jon said in a low tone. 
 
    Lilly continued to stare off. “It was so good to see them. It has been years, but seeing them felt like I just saw them yesterday. They looked well, despite the ugliness of the situation.” 
 
    “Captain, you need your rest,” Jon said, knowing she would continue to spiral if he didn’t take her mind off of things. 
 
    The sun elf made a half attempt to take off her shirt. Jon moved around her and helped. As he undid buttons, Lilly began undressing him. The couple moved slowly, helping each other get undressed. Clothes fell away like leaves in autumn. Boots slid off and belts fell onto small piles of clothes. When they were both naked, they moved together to the bed and crawled in. 
 
    Lilly touched Jon's side as he laid down. She laid down next, snuggling to his chest as his arms curled around and held her close. 
 
    The moment of silence was comforting. Lilly closed her eyes and snuggled further to Jon. He held her close, hoping the simple act of holding her was enough to keep her universe from flying apart. Her breath touched his skin and he held her a little tighter. 
 
    “Jon, I have to say something,” Lilly whispered. 
 
    “I’m here,” he said with a soothing tone. 
 
    Lilly’s lip wrinkled before she spoke, “If the emperor, or any of his people, harm or kill my parents, I will burn down the whole empire.  
 
    “I don’t mean that figuratively. I mean I will burn down every structure, dwelling, temple, and island within the empire to the ground. I will make everyone who has allowed the empire to control their lives, start a new life, whether they want to or not. Every statue will be broken. Every field will be razed. Every soldier will be given a choice to die, or leave the empire and start a new life.” 
 
    Lilly opened her eyes and looked up to Jon and he looked down on her.  
 
    “If any of the Lufina family survives my terrible wrath, they will be sealed up in a tower for the rest of their days. They will have food, drink, and books, but nothing else, not even each other. 
 
    “They will spend their time thinking about what they did to Aquris until death claims them. I swear to all the gods across the universe, all will know my fury with burning flames.” 
 
    Jon gave a slight nod. “I will take a torch and burn it all down, at your side.” 
 
    A warm smile bloomed across Lilly’s perfect lips. “My Shullkar, may the empire know what it means to spurn all of those who wish for a better life.” 
 
    Lilly snuggled close again, a tear in her eye.  
 
    Jon held her, his chin resting on the top of her head. He stared at nothing, memories of his own family seeping into his thoughts. 
 
    I gave up my world for this one, but I still miss my family. If we can make Aquris a better place, they can visit as much as they want. We’ve come too far to stop now. 
 
    Jon lowered his gaze to Lilly’s head as she held him tight. 
 
    I fear losing Lilly. I fear losing any of our friends and lovers. I wish there was something more I could do. I wish I could make it all better. But I couldn’t even save Cora when her brother stabbed his hand into her chest. I saw the light go out in her eyes as she died. No matter how much luck, strength, or skill I have, it was never enough. We are going into a situation that could change everything. If the emperor is true to his word, Aquris will know a new golden age. If this is a trap, we may all die or be imprisoned. There is no way to be sure. 
 
    Jon’s eyes half closed. 
 
    Maybe, I need a different perspective. 
 
    Jon allowed the exhaustion in his body to take over. He gently fell into deep sleep and dreams bloomed from the darkness.  
 
    Water lapped at a small island. Jon stood in the middle of the tiny island, thirteen standing stones with carved runes on them. It was a familiar place, one he would visit in his dreams to meet with his dragon spirit. 
 
    Jon turned and looked around, trying to find his tiny luck dragon. It was often hiding behind one of the thirteen stones, but this time, everything was strangely quiet. 
 
    “Where are you?” Jon asked loudly in the dreamscape. 
 
    Nothing answered back or appeared, small waves lapping at the sandy shore. 
 
    “I need your guidance,” Jon shouted to a clear, blue sky. 
 
    Again, nothing. 
 
    Jon sat down on the sand and looked on. 
 
    “You always come when I need you. What’s different? Why won’t you appear?” Jon whispered to himself. 
 
    A distance from the island, the water began to churn and bubble. 
 
    Jon was to his feet and walking to the tiny island’s edge. He stared out with bewildered eyes as white water churned like it was boiling. In an instant, something immense exploded upwards from the churning waters. 
 
    Jon’s eyes widened as he took a step back, followed by another. He watched in disbelief as streams of water fell back to the ocean, and a gigantic being remained. They had an elongated head and pale features along its humanoid body. Tentacles rose up from the surrounding waters as the being sank down a little and bobbed in the sea. Familiar eyes glanced down and the monster’s lips twisted into a smile. 
 
    “Debbie!” Jon gasped. 
 
    The immense Deep One lowered her upper body down onto her stomach. She leaned forward and pressed one arm down. She rested her chin on the arm as she took a single finger on her other hand and lightly pressed down on Jon’s head.  
 
    The finger was immense, Jon losing his balance when she touched him and fell on his rump, with wide eyes. 
 
    Debbie pulled back her finger and folded her other arm under her chin. She kept her smile as she looked down on the little man. 
 
    “It’s good to finally speak to you,” Debbie said in perfect English. 
 
    “You can talk!” Jon said, exasperated. 
 
    The Deep One nodded. “I can indeed speak, but I am speaking in my language and it is translating in your mind so you may understand me. I still cannot speak to you in reality, for my words would drive you mad.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know what to say? I had no idea,” Jon stuttered. 
 
    Debbie nodded and slowly blinked. “You don’t have to speak, if you don’t want to. I have seen your dreams and memories. I know you very well, Jon Song.” 
 
    Jon blinked. “So, you’re not just a Deep One with a crush on me?” 
 
    Debbie let out a screeching giggle. When it died down, she looked at Jon with large, amused eyes. 
 
    “I have that too, what you call a crush. It’s why I haven’t devoured you and your friends.” 
 
    “I guess that is a relief,” Jon said as he leaned back on his hands. “Where are you, in reality?” 
 
    “I’m not too far from your ship. Many know I’m there, but they dare not take action against me. They know I follow and protect you. 
 
    “But I didn’t simply appear in your dreams for a chat. I have felt your thoughts and concerns. I wanted to speak with you and impart ancient knowledge that may help you.” 
 
    Jon leaned forward with eager eyes and ears. “I’m all yours.” 
 
    Debbie gave the little man a shy smile before she continued, “Your dragon spirit has not appeared because he fears me. All dragons fear my kind, as they should. Their power had little influence on Aquris until they begged the gods for assistance.” 
 
    Tentacles rose out from the waters behind the Deep One as she continued, “Dragons created much on Aquris. They crafted the peoples and breathed new life into them. They made many things, such as new technologies and magic, trying to bring themselves closer to godhood. 
 
    “The dragons may say they were first here on Aquris, but that isn’t the whole truth. My people, the Deep Ones were first. We traveled on a comet, our ark, across the cosmos. We crashed on this world and claimed it for our own. 
 
    “There were fledging gods, but our power was greater. They left us alone as we tended to create our cities, our peoples, for this world.  
 
    “Then came the dragons. They flew down and claimed this world as their own. We didn’t bother with them, knowing we could slay them at any time. We allowed them the surface islands and upper seas, while we dwelt below. We dwelled so deep, we never interacted with the surface, content on growing our libraries of infinite knowledge. 
 
    “But the dragons never forgot it. In their quest to become gods, they made deals with the pantheon here on Aquris. Many millennia had passed, and those on the surface worshiped the heathen gods. As the pantheon grew its power through faith and numbers, the dragons convinced them to free Aquris of our kind. It didn’t take much convincing, the gods already jealous of our power and knowledge. 
 
    “With the combined might of the dragons and the gods, they came for us. They destroyed and stole much of our knowledge.” 
 
    A slight sadness touched Debbie’s eyes as she looked to the side. “I lost many friends during the conflict. Those that did not escape to the deepest parts of the seas, were killed or imprisoned. I was unlucky enough to be imprisoned.” 
 
    Debbie returned her gaze to Jon and she smiled. “But an Urth man freed me from my prison, and happily warmed my five hearts. I could feel your power, and wanted to know more. 
 
    “I dreamed. In those dreams, I listened to the billions of minds on Aquris. I acquainted myself with the waking world, and was able to scale down my power so I may speak to my savior.” 
 
    “I wish I could take the credit, but it was an accident,” Jon said with a nervous smile. 
 
    Debbie let out a shrill giggle. “It was no accident. Your thread of fate has led you to Aquris. Your passion, and protective power awakened me from my prison. My people live by honor, and I will always be in your debt. It may take many thousands of years to regain all of my power, but that is something I will always have, is time.” 
 
    The Deep One’s eyes half closed as she continued, “But there is an elf on Aquris with mad designs for the future. I would speak further on them, but I cannot, for it would change fate to darker outcomes. The knowledge must be revealed, for if you act against it beforehand, it will mean the death of your souls as Aquris plunges into chaos and darkness.  
 
    “I have appeared before you to give you a small gift, a way to turn the tide against your enemies. The dreams of the mad elf are fevered, and his grip on sanity ebbs and flows, but he is determined. If there is a conflict and you find yourself without an edge, speak the name of my people. Say they are the true people of Aquris. No one but he will understand, because he has slain any who would know or remember.  
 
    “He hoards his knowledge, like a blanket on a cold night. He wishes to know all above all else. He thinks his knowledge will elevate him, when instead, it traps him.” 
 
    Jon slowly stood up and walked closer to Debbie’s immense features. “What is the name of your people?” 
 
    Debbie smiled. 
 
    Jon let out a grunt as it felt like a white-hot knife stabbed into his mind. He cried out as the knowledge burned onto his mind and soul. It wasn’t just a name, but something a little more, taking root deeper in his soul. After several seconds, the knowledge cooled and remained. 
 
    “You are a delightful and curious soul, Jon Song. Your demons haunted you until you slew them. No matter your pain, you still see warmth and light, even in the darkest of times. If only you knew how rare such a soul is. Greed and ignorance propel most souls, but not yours. You are a welcomed change and I look forward to seeing you ascend to greater heights.” 
 
    Debbie gently pulled back toward the waters with a smile across her lips. 
 
    “Wait!” Jon shouted. 
 
    Debbie stopped her retreat into dreamy waters. 
 
    “We fly to the capital tomorrow. You have been following us. It may get bad tomorrow, but I don’t want you there. You have your freedom. I don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    Debbie nodded warmly. “Jon, the beauty of freedom is, I can follow my heart’s desire. And do you know what they tell me?” 
 
    “What?” Jon asked with curious eyes. 
 
    Debbie gave Jon a sultry, slow, blink. “They tell me to follow who I love. And you know, as well as I do, how difficult it is to deny what your hearts, or heart, desire.  
 
    “Rest well, Jon Song. I looked forward to your eventual victory.” 
 
    Jon lifted an eyebrow, unsure what she meant by “eventual.” He parted his lips to ask her, but the Deep One slipped back into the waters. Debbie gave him a small wave of her webbed, three fingered hand before it too disappeared below the waves. 
 
    “Rest well, Debbie,” Jon said as he looked out at the dreamy sea with renewed hope in his heart. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Ten 
 
      
 
    Wind washed over the deck of the Bright Hope, as sunlight illuminated the seas from horizon to horizon. The airship floated over densely populated islands as cheers welcomed them from below. 
 
    The entire crew stood at the bow, looking down on dozens upon dozens of clustered islands. They crowded around, the sea turning into waterways between them. White buildings with domed gold roofs caught the glow and shine of the sunlight, giving the world a near mystical appearance of welcoming illumination and warmth.  
 
    Jon stood at the pointed bow and looked down at the breathtaking view. It seemed the deeper they entered the Gold Sea, the more beautiful it became. It was like a living paradise, horns blowing and bells ringing, signaling their welcome as they floated overhead.  
 
    I thought reaching Kinara was beautiful, but this is beyond words. Every island is welcoming us like we’re heroes. 
 
    Darker thoughts slipped into Jon’s thoughts, wondering if everyone living in the Gold Sea was in on the trap.  
 
    If this is still a trap, it has to be the most elaborate one ever. I hate to think about it, but what if the emperor had come to his senses? What if Garald was right, and they never had any intention of capturing us? They had plenty of opportunities to do so. The attack on Kinara was not a very good attempt, considering we were still keeping the fake pirates at bay. 
 
    My sixth sense rune is not going off, so are we really flying to a new future for Aquris? 
 
    Jon woke from his thoughts as he looked down at the tops of buildings, sun elves waving flags of peace to the flying airship. It was surreal, to see so many happy smiles and cheers, when pirates are seen as the scum to the empire. 
 
    Lusha was next to Jon as she looked at the revelers below. “I never expected something like this, especially for us.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Jon said, taking small comfort that he and the rest of the crew felt the same. 
 
    Syndra scanned the crowds as the airship floated over cheering islanders.  
 
    “My ability to use the mind sphere is limited, but even with what little I know, I do not detect any malice, or deception from the crowds. They truly believe this is in the name of peace,” the mage said as she continued to look down. 
 
    Jon turned around and leaned against the railing. To the left and right of him, the crew remained, some looking at him, and others still scanning the islands and crowds. 
 
    “If the emperor makes a decree, they have no reason to question it,” Jon said as he rubbed his jaw. “If we are going to know the emperor’s true intentions, it will be when we see him.” 
 
    Lusha spoke up as she turned to face Jon, “That will be incredibly difficult. The empire has the best mages across Aquris, and most likely, the emperor will be trained in the highest magic. Never mind many elite guards that will be watching every move we make. And finally, Garald and Kymil will be guarding their father as we negotiate.” 
 
    “You forget the navy and the many soldiers in the Imperial army,” Captain Silk said with a wry smile as she held Rabyn by the arm. 
 
    Everyone on deck turned to see the captain and Rabyn as they walked over to them. Eyes glanced down at the shackles along Rabyn’s wrists. 
 
    Rabyn Lufina gave everyone present a small smile as he rattled his own chains. “Strong enough to appear unbreakable, but we know better,” the Lufina said. 
 
    “Rabyn will be one of our many hidden tricks, should this all go sideways,” Lilly said as she let go of his arm and stood before the crew. 
 
    Zelda watched from the command deck, holding the wheel steady. Amara and Pyrah stood, side by side. Lusha and Eryn stood close to each other. Jon and Syndra stood in the middle. Everyone’s attention was on the flame-haired captain. 
 
    Lilly didn’t waste time. “In my heart, this still feels like a trap. The emperor will manipulate the situation to his best advantage. He has my parents, and to a lesser extent, he has us. We are deep in enemy territory, and it will be nearly impossible to escape.” 
 
    Lilly looked over to their prisoner, “Rabyn will act as our prisoner and come with us. Once inside, he will continue to play the part. If they take him away, he will subdue the guards moving him and make his way back to us. If there is any further trouble, he will aid us, either in our escape, or fight.” 
 
    Rabyn looked at the crew with soulful eyes. “I know there is still some mistrust between all of us, but what I said and meant was true. I have taken on the pirate brand, and will honor it to my dying day. My father made all of this happen, and it cost us Cora. I will not let this go unpunished. You have my word, I will fight for us, the crew of the Bright Hope, until my father has paid for his sins.” 
 
    The crew gave a small nod. 
 
    Lilly continued, “Syndra has our weapons, and enough magical explosives to level a small island.” 
 
    The captain turned her attention to Pyrah, “Are you ready?” 
 
    The cannoneer nodded. She grabbed at the cuff of her shirt and pulled it back. She revealed a tattoo of a symbolic dragon’s head. 
 
    “Syndra and Lusha managed to figure out how to connect the power of a command rod to my new ink. It’s not as powerful as an actual command rod, but it has enough power to send a simple signal to Discord. The signal will be enough to set the commands in motion. 
 
    “I have a fake command rod tied to the side of my shin. My pants are billowy enough to hide it, but if they search us, they will find it. It will give them a false sense of confidence if they confiscate it. As long as we are within a mile of the Bright Hope, Discord will receive the command.” 
 
    Captain Silk nodded as she looked at the crew. “We all know our parts to play. If there is any hint of betrayal, we fight and run for the ship. 
 
    “As for the actual negotiations, Jon, Lusha, and myself will be doing most of the talking. Even if the emperor talks to you directly, refer to the three of us. He will try to manipulate anyone into giving away something, anything. We have to show a united front or the plan will fall apart before it begins.” 
 
    Shadows touched the skin under Lilly’s eyes. “I will not lie to any of you. We are entering the stomach of the beast. I’ve said it before, and I will say it again, all of us may not make it. I include myself in that statement.  
 
    “If I should fall, Zelda is in charge. If we fall, Jon and Lusha will lead. If many more fall, run and fly away as fast as you can. Do not look back. Do not fight the emperor, or his armies. You will only lose your lives.  
 
    “Know this, you are the finest crew I have ever had the joy to command and serve with. We have been through much and there will be songs sung to our deeds for the next thousand years and beyond.  
 
    “Many have refused to fight at our sides, but that is their choice. We know, this is our fight to win. I can’t promise victory, but I can promise we will give the empire a black eye before we reunite in the Seas of Paradise.” 
 
    Lilly took in a deep breath before she shouted, “Are you with me?” 
 
    “Aye!” the crew shouted back. 
 
    “ARE YOU WITH ME?” she shouted louder. 
 
    “AYE!” the crew shouted back in unison, bonds growing stronger. 
 
    Captain Silk gave an approving nod. “Ready yourselves. I see we are approaching our destiny in the distance.” 
 
    Everyone turned and stared out in awe. 
 
    Massive clusters of islands filled the sea for hundreds of miles, but the capital, Nalerion, stood out with majestic and magnificent brilliance. 
 
    The automaton flew well ahead as seven immense statues stood on the largest island on the Gold Sea. Six stone statues of different elves in varied armor suits stood, their fronts facing out to the rest of the empire. Each one held different weapons, but they all stood with confidence, as if watching over the entire empire and ready to defend it. 
 
    In the center of the massive island, a white palace stood with high walls around it. Behind it, stood a statue hundreds of feet tall. It was an elf in a robe, his arms wide and welcoming. The palace at his feet sprawled out. The high walls separated the palace from a packed city of white and gold buildings. The sunlight reflected off the domes, giving the island a legendary appearance. 
 
    Jon couldn’t believe what he was seeing. It was something from a storybook his mother would read to him when he was a child. The capital was awe-inspiring. The faint cheers of elves on the streets carried on the wind and reached his ears. He listened as tens of thousands of elves welcomed them to the heart of the empire. 
 
    In moments, they flew closer, reaching the island and statues as people waved flags and cheered them on. 
 
    The Bright Hope slowed as it approached the capital. Jon turned his head as the airship passed between two tall and wide statues. The airship was at chest level of the statues and Jon noticed the gold lines running along the edges of the statue’s clothes, up their necks and along the edges of tall, pointed ears. 
 
    Jon stared as they passed between two immense statues before turning to the middle statue and the palace at its feet. 
 
    Lusha leaned closer to Jon, her eyes just as wide as his. “Never in my dreams would I have I thought I would be invited to the mythical palace,” she whispered in awe. 
 
    The wood elf looked down. “I just hope it’s not the last thing I do in this life.” 
 
    Jon put his arm around her and gave her shoulder a squeeze. “I will make sure we all make it out of here, and in one piece.” 
 
    Lusha looked at Jon's positive confidence and gave him a warm smile and nod. 
 
    Rabyn moved to the edge of the railing and looked down. “I’m home again,” he whispered to himself as his heart sank deeper in his chest. 
 
    “I’m scared,” Pyrah whispered to Amara. 
 
    “Me too,” Amara whispered back. 
 
    The two fire elves glanced at each other and smiled at the absurdity of what was happening and how afraid they were. Then they both started laughing. 
 
    Syndra’s eyes narrowed as she looked down on the approaching palace. “I will free my homeland. This is only the beginning.” 
 
    Eryn leaned on the railing and stared out at the majesty and beauty of Nalerion, her eyes never blinking. 
 
    Lilly climbed the steps to the command deck. Zelda stepped away and bowed slightly as the captain took the wheel again. 
 
    “Crew! Look alive! We’re about to hobnob with the local royalty. Powder your noses!” the captain shouted. 
 
    The crew laughed and giggled as they pretended to powder their noses and each other’s noses. 
 
    The Bright Hope slowed as it approached the palace walls. Soldiers manned towers along the walls. Their rifles were slung behind their shoulders as they watched the magical airship begin to descend.  
 
    A massive crowd had formed on the outside of the palace wall’s main entrance. The gate was down, but that didn’t stop the streets leading to it to be flooded with smiling and waving elves. They cheered into a white noise as they glimpsed the mythical dragon airship. 
 
    The courtyard was extremely wide. White and black marble spread out with thick veins of gold running along it like golden trees. A circle of Imperial soldiers waved white flags, guiding the airship down to where it was supposed to land. 
 
    The Bright Hope hovered lower and lower, until it was about fifteen feet off the ground. A ramp extended from the side and slammed down. The soldiers backed off, but didn’t reach for their weapons. The railing parted and a red headed sun elf stood at the top of the ramp. She looked down with a near menacing gaze before giving a small nod. Her boots clicked off the metal ramp as she made her way down, her crew following her. 
 
    Jon couldn't stop his head from swiveling side and side. The high walls and towers paled in comparison to the palace as it stood. The shadow of the giant statue behind it had already moved on, allowing the sun to paint the palace in mystical light.  
 
    Jon caught a faint glimpse of the automaton as it flew away and disappeared from sight.  
 
    The captain and crew reached the marble floor courtyard and clustered around.  
 
    Lilly put her hands on hips, “No welcome?” 
 
    “Welcome!” came a shout from the palace steps. 
 
    Everyone turned and looked with wide eyes as an elf slowly descended the steps with wide open arms and a pleasant smile.  
 
    “The Emperor,” Lusha said with defined awe. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Jon stared as the elf took each step, in turn while keeping his welcoming smile. He was tall, over six-foot-six. A golden, four-point star crown graced his head. Each point of the star pointed up, down, left, and right. His skin held an extremely light tan. Gold encased the edges of his dagger-pointed ears. He was clothed in white, gold, and silver. His hair was a golden blonde and perfectly straight. It framed his head and thin features perfectly. Dark boots, made of supple leather and vine like-designs graced his feet. His forearms were covered in silver and gold arm bracers, complete with many flowing designs. His hands were uncovered, showing his long fingers and perfect nails. 
 
    For a brief moment, Jon was confused. With all the stories about the emperor, he thought he would look sick, or monstrous. Instead, he looked like a happy, well-dressed, thin elf. There were no dark eyes, or sinister aura. Without the clothes, Jon wasn’t sure he could pick him out amid a group of sun elves. 
 
    “Welcome! Welcome!” the emperor smiled as he reached the last step and walked onto the courtyard floor. 
 
    Jon glanced at the top of the stairs. Large pillars made up the front entrance of the palace, with stained-glass windows between them. A pair of giant doors were open, and Garald stood. The elf was not in his robe like when they first met. Instead, he was dressed in silver and gold armor. A thick mace hung from his hip and the elf looked down with attentive eyes. 
 
    I can see the family resemblance. Cora, Rabyn, Kymil, Thallan, and Garald look like their father. With Garald at the top of the stairs, and in full armor, either he was prepared for battle, or ready to protect his father. 
 
    The emperor shuffled his feet as he approached. Lilly moved at once, walking toward him. The two met in the middle, the emperor and captain looking each other in the eyes. 
 
    “Welcome to the Pale Palace, Lillian Brightbook. Or, should I call you by your earned title, Captain Silk?” 
 
    “Captain Silk, if you please,” Lilly said with a slight bow of her head. 
 
    The emperor gave a receptive bow of his head. “Thank you for accepting my invitation. I know it must have been hard for you to accept, but I praise your strength of character. 
 
    “You may refer to me as Your Grace. I would use my birth name, but it would send a dangerous precedent to the populace. As emperor, there is a degree of tradition and manners that must be upheld, if you understand my meaning?” 
 
    “I do,” Lilly said, trying to fight back the bile in her throat. 
 
    The emperor turned his attention to the approaching crew and his gaze fell on Jon. 
 
    “Jon Song, the man from Urth! I am honored you came! You, Captain Silk, and the crew are my honored guests,” the emperor said with an excited shine in his eyes. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jon said flatly, not sure how to act any other way. 
 
    The emperor turned his sweeping gaze across the gathered crew, but didn’t give Rabyn a second glance. “And so many beautiful faces in one area. Be still my heart,” he smiled brightly. 
 
    The crew simply nodded with stony faces. 
 
    The emperor kept his upbeat manner. “The history between myself, the empire, and the nations beyond is not lost on me. I know there has been a lot of pain and blood, on all sides. That is why we are all here, to unify Aquris and bring it into a new future.” 
 
    Zelda ground her sharp teeth as she stared daggers at the emperor, legends of his cruelty to her people boiling her blood to near ash. 
 
    “Well, let’s not stay out here. I have had the throne room prepared for your arrival. I fear, if we stay out here much longer, the people of Nalerion will break down the gates just for simply a touch of the most famous pirates in all of Aquris.” 
 
    The emperor turned and walked with his chest out and his spine perfectly straight. He waved his hand beside his head. “There is much to discuss and I’m famished from excitement.” 
 
    Lilly, Jon, and the crew followed. Zelda gave Rabyn a gentle push as they walked. 
 
    Jon took in a deep breath of perfect, clean air. The scents of stone and trees from outside the surrounding walls cleansed his lungs as his heart beat with concern.  
 
    The group reached the ancient stairs and began to climb them, following the emperor. Jon looked around, feeling the historic energy from the area as they reached the top of the stairs. 
 
    Garald was waiting. He bowed at the hips as the emperor led them through the wide entrance. 
 
    New scents drifted into Jon’s nose as he drank it in. The corridor was wide and long. Vaulted ceilings were so high, two giants could stand on each other’s shoulders and not touch the top with their hands. Tapestries of blue, white, gold, and silver ran along the walls. Lanterns hung with subdued light. The rug was impeccable, leading off into the distance. 
 
    “I must apologize for the state of the palace. My ancestors wanted it to be bigger, but that would have pushed the people into the sea and other islands. They wanted it to be grand, but not grand enough at the expense of the people, so forgive the size,” the emperor said with amused eyes. 
 
    Jon scratched the side of his head. 
 
    The emperor sounds like a distant relative inviting you to their mansion, instead of the cruel monster Cora made him out to be. He is hiding his true self very well, trying to lure us into a sense of comfort. 
 
    Jon mentally felt his Sixth Sense Rune, but it didn’t glow or hint at any danger, not one speck. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes moved from side to side. There were no guards or servants. She had repeatedly visited the capital in her youth, and the palace was abuzz with both. But today, it was silent as a tomb, and just as dead. 
 
    “I gave most of the servants the day off. Only a paltry two dozen will wait on us. Do not concern yourselves, they are trusted and loyal. Don’t want to chance any of my people turning this momentous occasion into something frightful.  
 
    “There is only a garrison of elite guards within these walls as well. History is often littered with people fighting for their causes and justifications. I had a few advisors who warned me of having pirates in the palace, so I sent them away for a time. Don’t want their negativity to weigh on what must be done,” the emperor said over his shoulder. 
 
    “This is weird,” Pyrah whispered to Amara. 
 
    The Blademaster nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Very weird,” Rabyn whispered to himself as he too looked around. 
 
    The immense corridor seemed to lead on forever. Jon continued to drink it in until the corridor opened up into a cathedral-like chamber. 
 
    Jon gave a silent gasp as he looked out at the physics-defying royal throne room. The chamber was so big, it could seat hundreds, maybe thousands of elves. The middle was open space. To the back and on a raised dais was a pair of thrones. They were made of gold and jewels of various colors. Behind them was an incredibly large window and the inner edges of the elf statue’s feet behind the palace. The space between them was clear, anyone on the dais could see the sea in the distance.  
 
    To the sides was an upper floor, with more seating. Jon likened it to a sport’s half stadium back on Urth. Velvet red rows of seats spread out, all of them facing the pair of thrones. The seats were empty and behind them, wide doors could be seen on the upper and lower landings in the back. 
 
    A pair of twenty-foot, marble elf statues stood on either side of the thrones. They each were similar, except for their weapons. One had a spear, and the other had a sword. 
 
    In the center of the grand throne room, before the throne dais, a long table stood. It had enough chairs for everyone, including Rabyn. A banquet of food filled the center of the table. Silver trays of fruit, meat, and bread were stacked like small mountains. In between each tray were bottles of various wines and spirits. 
 
    The smell of cooked meat involuntarily caused mouths to water.  
 
    The emperor moved to the head of the table and stood by his chair.  
 
    “Captain Silk, please sit to my left. Jon Song, please sit to my right. Everyone else, please take a seat where you wish,” the emperor said with a cordial tone. 
 
     Everyone looked at the captain.  
 
    Lilly nodded. 
 
    Zelda glanced to Rabyn’s chains and hesitated. 
 
    “My son will have a difficult time eating with those shackles on. Please remove them and he can take a seat with the rest of you. I’m sure he came as your prisoner, and I will not remove him from your custody as we speak on many matters,” the emperor said plainly. 
 
    Zelda looked at Rabyn and he looked at her. He lifted his wrists up and the First Mate produced a key from her belt. She inserted it into the lock and turned it. The shackles opened and she took hold of them, hooking them to her belt. 
 
    Rabyn nodded with a raised, white eyebrow, before moving to a seat at the far opposite end of the long table. 
 
    The rest of the crew took a seat. Syndra sat beside her captain. Lusha sat beside Jon. Amara and Pyrah sat beside Syndra. Eryn sat beside Lusha. Jon and Lilly glanced at each other before sitting down in their assigned seats. There was an extra, empty seat.  
 
    The emperor sat at the head of the table, as Garald stood at the bottom of the dais steps and faced the back of his father’s chair and the crew sitting along the long table. 
 
    The emperor didn’t waste any time. He picked up a large, metal serving spoon and began scooping up food and plopping it on his wide plate. 
 
    “Please, help yourself. I assure you, it’s not poisoned or under any nefarious magic. We shouldn’t speak on empty stomachs, now, should we?” the emperor said as he continued to pile food onto his plate. 
 
    Hesitant hands began to move, picking up metal spoons and scooping up delicious looking food onto plates. 
 
    Jon kept his expression calm as he mentally searched for a familiar feeling of a dragon spirit. Cora, Kymil, Rabyn, and most likely, Garald had one too. Even across the small distance, he could feel Garald’s dragon spirit, but not the emperor’s spirit. 
 
    The emperor picked up a two-pronged fork, stabbed at the food on his plate, and put a morsel of meat in his mouth. He chewed a few times before he swallowed. 
 
    “I can sense your dragon spirit, Jon Song. Can you sense mine?” the emperor asked. 
 
    Jon kept the shock from his eyes. “No, I can’t.” 
 
    The emperor nodded. “Good. I have spent many years on the art of obfuscation, hiding my dragon spirit to anyone else with the gift. My children had said they couldn’t sense it, but I always wondered if they said it to make me happy. It’s good to know, they were telling me the truth.” 
 
    “Your Grace,” Lilly began, “What is the real reason why we are here?” 
 
    The emperor nodded as he picked up a napkin and dabbed it to the corners of his mouth. “That is an excellent question. Thank you for getting to the heart of the matter.” 
 
    The regal elf sat back in his chair and looked at everyone at the table. 
 
    “We are here to bring peace to Aquris,” he said with a warm smile. 
 
    “Your Grace, why us?” Lusha asked. “Surely Castellan, the island nations, or the Confederacy of Pirates, could have sent envoys to speak on peaceful terms?” 
 
    The emperor nodded. “Lusha Leafwhisper, you are a credit to scholars across Aquris. Yes, I could have had the boring negotiations with the various factions and leaders behind the reach of the empire, but they are not this crew.” 
 
    The emperor leaned forward with his fingers stitched together and an excitement in his sapphire blue eyes. 
 
    “The crew of the Dark Heart sailed across dangerous oceans, fighting and beating all odds, and found the fabled city of dragons, Aza Thule. This crew has done more than all of my advisors, and self-proclaimed daring adventurers have boasted about in the entire history of Aquris. 
 
    “I could spend hours simply hearing your stories from the fabled city and what all of you went through to get there. The fabled cities of the dragons were always a hobby of mine.” 
 
    The emperor turned his excited eyes to Lilly, “Your father is one of my favorite scholars on the subject. We often talked and speculated over spirits, for hours, speaking on the fabled dragon cities and what they could contain.  
 
    “You have an airship as proof of your prowess. The people of the empire have shouted and cheered their approval to your glory. The whispers in the dark turned into shouts. The people see the dawn of a new age, and as emperor, I must listen to the people.” 
 
    “Is that why you freed the sea elves?” Lilly asked. 
 
    The emperor nodded. “A gesture to my commitment for peace. I knew you would accept nothing less. To accept an invitation to the capital would be a death sentence at any other time, but not this time. There is no trap. There is no scheme to capture you and your airship. There is only a desire for peace.” 
 
    “Peace?” Lilly said sharply. “You want peace, even though we have one of your sons as our prisoner and the body of the other one on our ship?” 
 
    The emperor kept his smile as he nodded. “As strange as it may sound, I do. My son, Rabyn, has deserted his post and pledged his loyalty to you. I assume he did it for some petty revenge because of my orders to capture my daughter, dead or alive. I always knew he had passion, and I’m happy to know he is finally letting out his primal side to fight against a perceived injustice, bravo.” 
 
    Rabyn’s brow hardened as his hands formed tight fists on the table. 
 
    The emperor continued, “As for my son, Thallan, he was mad since he could walk. He often ripped the heads off small animals and smeared their blood on himself as a young one. No magic on Aquris could heal his maladies. I once thought I was cursed to have him as a son, but now, I know better. He showed me the chaos of the universe and I always secretly thanked him for such an important lesson. 
 
    “As for his corpse, you may keep it. Burn it, or toss it into the sea. It matters not. His fractured mind tortured him and now, he is finally at rest. He met his end as he lived, with violence. There is no more to do for him, nor should there be. He can rest with our ancestors in the Seas of Paradise.” 
 
    Rabyn shot up to his feet and slammed his fists on the table! Everyone turned their eyes to him as he fumed, staring daggers at his father. 
 
    “You… monster! You tortured us to become stronger, smarter, and powerful. You treated us lower than the servants that walked these halls. You killed my spirit so I could become an admiral in your navy. Despite me here, a member of a pirate crew, you spin these yarns of lies? You despise anything beyond your power and influence. We all knew it. We all felt it,” Rabyn said and shot Garald a look. 
 
    The oldest brother kept his stony gaze as he looked on. 
 
    The emperor’s expression remained cool, calm, and collected. He picked up a wine glass and took a sip, before setting it down on the table again. 
 
    “Rabyn, my son, you never had a killer spirit. You were born an artist. I admired that about you, but I knew you would not survive if I allowed you to be an artist. Others would have taken advantage of your kindness and used it against me in some manner. You had to be as ruthless as I am, or was.” 
 
    Rabyn’s body trembled with rage. “I killed for you! I killed so many souls… for you!” 
 
    The emperor regarded his son with knowing eyes. “And, I’m sure, each one haunts your dreams. Every single one whispers to you, speaking about how you ended their lives.” 
 
    Rabyn’s body stopped trembling. He looked away with sad eyes. 
 
    “My son, to be a true killer, you would sleep soundly, every night, after you took a life. Kymil, Thallan, and even Garald, can sleep, knowing what they are and what they did. You could not. I always saw that weakness in you. If I saw it, so would others. 
 
    “Your dragon spirit is that of water, yet, you have only used its power with ice. You have limited yourself, because you thought that is what I wanted. You could never understand that all I wanted was for you to be strong enough to protect yourself in an unforgiving world.” 
 
    Rabyn blinked as he continued to look to the side. He sat down in his chair and stared off, the words sinking deeper into his soul. 
 
    “Which reminds me,” the emperor said and snapped his fingers. 
 
    Garald turned and marched off, toward a side door. 
 
    The emperor leaned forward again with knowing eyes. “Dark business, what happened on Kinara. A ship of pirates, making it this deep into the empire and attacking a pleasure island in the middle of the night. Such a thing is unthinkable, but we are entering strange new times, where anything is possible. 
 
    “I have rooted out the schemer who sent those pirates to attack Kinara and the gala. It took some doing, but I thought everyone here would appreciate some closure on that mystery. Consider this another gift, for our bonds of peace.”    
 
    A side door opened in a medium distance. At the table, all heads turned to the side and watched as two figures emerged. Eyes widened and lips parted in disbelief. 
 
    Kymil was marched out, thick chains wrapped around his massive body. A gag was in his mouth and dark bruises covered his head and neck. One eye was swollen shut, while the other one was barely a slit. He glanced over to the table of pirates, his partially open gaze meeting Jon and Lilly’s gaze, before looking down. 
 
    Thick chains at his wrists connected to fused, metal gauntlets. They were oversized and heavy. At his ankles, thick cuffs were connected by a thick chain, preventing him from taking too long a step. He was in his uniform, but it was ripped and his patches signifying his rank were torn off. 
 
    Garald gave his larger brother a push and Kymil grunted in pain. 
 
    Jon eyed them as they slowly stepped closer. 
 
    It looks like he was beaten to within an inch of his life. That grunt means he must have many broken bones, and for some reason, he hasn’t been able to regenerate. 
 
    When Kymil and Garald were within twenty feet of the table, the blonde-haired older brother kicked his younger brother behind the knee. Kymil crumbled to his knees and a muffled grunt filled his throat. He bowed his battered and bruised head in shame as his body trembled in pain. A drop of blood fell from his mouth gag and splashed on the expensive looking carpet of the royal chamber. 
 
    Rabyn looked at his older brother with pain in his eyes. The often-cold Lufina was a silent storm of emotion as his heart beat with sorrow. 
 
    The emperor had a serious look as he spoke, “My son, Kymil, thinks he’s smarter than he actually is. He arranged a force to invade Kinara and massacre everyone. He had them dress as pirates to shift the blame. Despite my busy duties of ruling the empire, I still know everything that happens within my borders.” 
 
    Kymil lowered his head another inch, tears forming at the corner of his eyes. 
 
    The emperor’s serious expression lightened as he looked at Lilly, “Captain Silk, my son has betrayed you, and me as well. He directly went against my wishes, and he was responsible for killing Cora.” 
 
    Lilly’s face took on an unfeeling appearance. “Kymil told us that he was under orders to bring back Cora, dead or alive.” 
 
    The emperor shook his head. “My son was commanded to bring back Cora alive, or her corpse, if she fell in battle. Kymil decided on his own that death by his hand was acceptable.  
 
    “Be that as it may, he has been severely punished for his actions. I had him brought here so you may decide his fate. Imprisonment, or execution?” 
 
    All eyes turned back to the emperor in wide disbelief, except for Lilly. 
 
    “You would allow us to execute your son, right before you?” Lilly said with an even tone. 
 
    The emperor gave a grave nod. “I would, I will. Kymil’s betrayal cannot go unpunished. I don’t have the heart to slay my own child, but, as with Thallan, I would not stop justice being served.” 
 
    Jon’s spirit turned into a storm of rage and fury. His eyes narrowed as he looked upon the defeated Kymil. Since Cora’s death, he worked out the pain, growing stronger and wanting another chance to beat Kymil to death. Seeing the big Lufina, on his knees with tears in his eyes, wasn’t enough to dull the pain in his own soul. 
 
    “Garald,” the emperor said. 
 
    Garald pulled a single-shot pistol from his belt and tossed it toward Captain Silk. Time slowed down as the pistol spun through the air and toward the red-headed captain. Lilly’s eyes widened, knowing she would have to make a hard choice. Her hand lifted up to catch the weapon, when a blur shot around the edge of the table and caught the pistol in mid-flight. 
 
    Everyone turned their attention to Jon’s back as he stood, pistol in hand and his shoulders heaving. 
 
    “Jon!” Lilly said as she shot to her feet. 
 
    Jon didn’t look back as he cocked back the hammer of the pistol and fixed his rage-filled eyes on the kneeling Kymil. 
 
    “He killed Cora. He took away someone we loved. Someone I loved.” 
 
    “Jon, don’t do it. It will give the emperor everything he needs to hunt every pirate across Aquris!” Lilly said sternly as she approached Jon from behind. 
 
    “There will be no repercussions from this moment. Everyone here is a witness and my word is my bond. What happens now is divine justice for several crimes Kymil has committed. It is your choice, Jon Song, if he will be imprisoned, or dead,” the emperor said with cool eyes. 
 
    Lilly slowed down as the emperor’s words filled her pointed ears. She looked on as Jon stepped closer to Kymil. The elf was so large, that even on his knees, he was eye to eye with the Urth man. He kept his gaze down as Jon stepped to him, lifted the pistol and aimed it at his head. 
 
    Garald’s face was a blank mask as he stood slightly to the side. 
 
    Jon’s fury burned as he glared at the shackled Kymil. “You took the heart of our family away,” Jon said in a low, deadly whisper. 
 
    Kymil looked up, tears leaking from the sides of his oval eyes. 
 
    “Jon,” Lilly whispered with an edge of sorrow. 
 
    Rabyn looked at his kneeling brother. His heart beat wildly in his chest as his pulse raced. His hand twitched, a distant familial bond glowing. Rabyn’s fists tightened as he snuffed out the bond of family. 
 
    “It’s not so easy, being so weak,” Jon said with a sinister edge. 
 
    Kymil looked down as tears dripped from his eyes. 
 
    “You killed Cora in front of us. You wanted to show how strong you were, by taking your own sister’s life. Part of me wants you out of those chains so I can show you how much stronger and focused I am. Part of me wants to beat you to a pulp, so you could feel a fraction of what we felt when you took her away from us,” Jon said darkly. 
 
    Kymil leaned forward and pressed his forehead to the barrel of the pistol. Tears continued to fall as he squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
    Jon looked down on the once strong Kymil, reduced to tears. It lashed at his heart, to see so much weakness from an elf that boasted about his grand strength. 
 
    “Kymil, I want you to know something, before I pull the trigger,” Jon whispered with malice in his tone. 
 
    Kymil remained as he was, tears dripping on the carpet. 
 
    Jon’s expression softened a hair as his finger touched the trigger. “Remember this, you will always know, you were not the strongest. You are not the toughest. You are a sad excuse to your family, and your race. That stain will mark your soul as you meet death, and beyond.” 
 
    Jon shifted his aim and pulled the trigger. 
 
    A lightning bolt blasted out and struck Kymil’s pointed ear. Energy swamped the ear as it was blasted off. The smell of burning flesh filled the air as Kymil gave a muffled scream. On the floor, what was left of his burnt ear smoldered on the carpet. On the side of Kymil’s head, burnt and puckered flesh surrounded a hole to his eardrum. 
 
    Jon reached down with his left hand and grabbed the chains under Kymil’s neck. He forced the pained Lufina to look up at Jon with wide eyes. 
 
    “Imprisonment, so he can think about what just happened for the rest of his life,” Jon smirked. 
 
    Lilly’s tense shoulders relaxed. Everyone at the table relaxed. Rabyn let out a sigh before looking at Jon with even greater respect. 
 
    The emperor sat with unblinking eyes. He drank it all in before he parted his lips. “Well done, Jon Song. Despite my son’s crimes, you showed restraint and cunning. You could have easily ended his life, but chose to spare him so he could live a life of misery and reflection for his actions.  
 
    “Jon Song, you have the capacity to become a grand leader,” the emperor finished before giving a small nod to Garald. 
 
    Garald nodded. He pulled out a pistol from behind him. He took one step closer to Kymil, who was still on his knees. He pressed the barrel to the back of his head and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    Kymil’s eyes widened before a lightning bolt blasted out of his face and struck the floor. His large body instantly crumbled to the floor, charred blood and gore leaking from his destroyed face. 
 
    Jon stood, horror painting his features.  
 
    Garald took the pistol from Jon’s hand and sheathed both pistols in his belt, behind his back. He stepped back and stood by the body of his fallen brother, his expression still a blank mask. 
 
    “Why,” Jon asked as he turned to the emperor. “Why did you execute him? It was our choice.” 
 
    The emperor stood up and walked to Jon. The man and elf looked at each other as the emperor put his hands on Jon’s shoulders. A kind smile appeared across the sun elf’s lips as he looked at Jon with almost fatherly eyes. 
 
    “I finally see what Cora saw in you. She saw your strength and intelligence. She saw a good spirit in dreadful times. She saw you as a consort, and would have given her life for yours. 
 
    “It was something I had to see for myself. I had to know, when you had to make a hard decision, would you do it without a second thought, or would you weigh many things before taking action. You did well, Lord Song. Very well. So well in fact, I am proud to be in your presence.” 
 
    Jon looked at the elf like he had completely lost his mind. 
 
    The emperor turned his head and looked down at his dead son. “Do not fret over Kymil. If it was so easy to kill a Lufina, we would have never survived the first dynasty.” 
 
    Jon followed the emperor’s gaze and looked down on Kymil. Garald knelt to his dead brother’s side, his hands glowing. He pressed his golden hands to the chained corpse. Light spread out and engulfed Kymil.  
 
    Jon’s brow hardened as he watched Kymil’s face regenerate. Eyes, nose, and mouth reformed. Bruises and cuts faded away. His skin looked untouched as he slowly blinked with impossibly wide eyes.  
 
    “Our royal bloodline allows for the Lufina family to easily resurrect from death. Where most elves and peoples can be resurrected a dozen times before the soul must move on, we can be resurrected hundreds of times before it will no longer work. 
 
    “Take pride in knowing Kymil has suffered his first death. The terror and shame will ensure he doesn’t defy my orders or take things into his own hands without my permission,” the emperor explained. 
 
    Garald helped Kymil back to his feet. The large elf looked at his father, and then at Jon with confused eyes before turning and led back to the same side door he appeared from. 
 
    Lilly’s shoulders trembled with rage as she stared daggers at the regal elf. “We didn’t come here to play games! We came for a chance at peace!” she shouted. 
 
    The emperor let go of Jon and nodded to Lilly, “Yes, very true, but as I said, I had to know.” 
 
    The emperor turned and looked into Jon’s eyes. “Jon, I have a proposition for you that will lead to peace on Aquris. It will not be Captain Silk’s choice, only yours. You are the crux to bringing Aquris into a new age of peace.” 
 
    The royal elf put his arm around Jon’s shoulders and faced him toward the door where Garald and Kymil vanished behind. 
 
    “This proposition will give you enough power to end all suffering. We can begin a path to healing for all. You simply have to consider it and say yes.” 
 
    Jon’s heart beat like a drum. Possible thoughts snaked in and out of his mind as his stomach twisted with nervous energy. Realization flowed over him like a raging river. A pressure pushed down on his spirit as the side doors slowly opened and several figures stepped out in long flowing dresses. Three of them had warm smiles, while a shorter elf with teal green hair looked at Jon with sad eyes. She wore a blue dress as her sad eyes gleamed wet. 
 
    Everyone at the table gasped and stood up from their chairs. They looked at the elf, their hearts in their throats. Lilly remained behind Jon and before the table, her hand touching her chest in stunned shock. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The emperor smiled. “Princess Lufina, please, come and meet our honored guests.” 
 
    Cora walked with her head bowed, but her gaze connected to Jon’s gaze. The two of them never blinked as souls soared along their spirits. 
 
    “Cora,” Jon whispered as she approached. 
 
    “Hello Jon, my Shullkar, my love,” Cora said softly as she stood before him. 
 
    The two looked at each other for what seemed like eons. The tension broke when Cora flung her arms around his neck. Jon grabbed her by the waist and held her close. Tears filled their eyes for a breath, before they kissed passionately. 
 
    The emperor looked at them with approving eyes and a kind smile.  
 
    “I’m sure there is much more to discuss,” he said with a fatherly gaze. 
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    Everyone from the table rushed over. Jon and Cora broke their embrace just as the rest of the crew nearly crashed into her with hugs. Cora grinned as several crew members hugged her at a time. Zelda’s webbed hand ruffled up her hair. Lusha and Eryn hugged her at once. Syndra gave the lithe elf a deep hug. Amara and Pyrah hugged her next. Rabyn hugged his sister and kissed her forehead. When he stepped back, Lilly and Jon stepped in and hugged her, never wanting to let go. 
 
    The emperor gave his wives a small look. They bowed, turned, and left the way they came. After they were gone, he turned his attention back to the gathered crowd. 
 
    “How?” Jon and Lilly asked with happy eyes. 
 
    Cora’s lip wrinkled in a semi-smile. “When Kymil brought my body back, Garald was able to resurrect me. He pulled my soul from the Seas of Paradise and pushed it back into my corpse. I woke up, here in the palace.” 
 
    Tears filled Jon and Lilly’s eyes as they listened. When Cora finished, they both hugged her again.  
 
    “And she has been well taken care of ever since,” the emperor added. “The longer a body has been dead, the harder it is to resurrect it. Cora needed some time to regain use of her body again. She made significant progress in the last two weeks.” 
 
    Jon held Cora tight, his eyes closed and tears leaking out the sides. 
 
    “I… we thought we lost you,” Jon whispered. 
 
    “I thought I lost you. I thought I lost my family. I waited in paradise for your eventual arrival. I waited,” Cora whispered back. 
 
    “We’re here now, and I couldn’t be happier,” Jon said as he fought back more tears. 
 
    “Let us take a seat again, so we can discuss the finer details,” the emperor smiled before he shuffled back to his seat. 
 
    Everyone moved back to their former seats. When Jon sat down, Cora sat down between him and Lusha. 
 
    Lilly looked at Cora with happy eyes before she turned her gaze back to the emperor. Her demeanor shifted as she looked at the regal elf with a shrewd gaze. 
 
    “You propose a marriage between Jon and Cora,” Lilly stated, seeing through the emperor’s words and to the heart of the matter. 
 
    The emperor nodded. “Aquris is entering a new age, and it needs new leadership. With the portal between Aquris and Urth, it is only a matter of time before our two worlds bled further together. Many elves and various peoples of Aquris have enjoyed news and knowledge from Urth, as I know, the same can be said on your world, Jon Song.” 
 
    The emperor leveled his gaze at Lilly, “A marriage between Aquris and Urth would solidify such bonds. I know much about Jon Song. He was a simple man with an extraordinary background and bloodline. His family are, what’s the word, superheroes, on Urth. Yet, he didn’t rise to the calling, even though he is as gifted as they are. 
 
    “His dragon spirit, among all dragon spirits from both worlds, shows the shared connection between all of us. If Jon Song marries Cora, the people of the empire will welcome them with open arms. Trade can expand, as well as further diplomacy.” 
 
    The emperor sat back in his chair, his fingers threaded in his lap and elbows on the armrests. “Think of it. There can be peace between us for a brighter future. Since one of my pets entered the portal to Urth, your people, Jon Song, erected cannons aimed at the portal. Peace has stalled since that fateful day.” 
 
    Jon’s eyes took on a knowing edge. “If I remember right, you sent the sea serpent to either retrieve, or kill her.” 
 
    “I will not give any falsehoods. You are correct, I did send my pet to retrieve my daughter and slay all those who took her. I couldn’t send anyone else, since Captain Wyther and Ashlyn failed to bring her back. My pet, Doxa, was ready to do what others couldn’t, and make it look like a stray creature from Aquris made its way into Urth. 
 
    “I had hoped the authorities on your world would have taken it lightly, adding more people and weapons to the harbor, but when they placed a large cannon and smaller weapons, I knew the people of Urth would not take it lightly. 
 
    “I will admit, my thinking was not completely lucid at the time. I raged because pirates took my daughter. I wanted her back at all costs, until I spoke with your father, Captain Silk.” 
 
    Lilly hid the shock in her heart. 
 
    The emperor continued, “He explained this was an opportunity and it quelled my fury. He had the clarity of mind to tell me she would return, after she had learned more about Urth. I must admit, I listened to Varlan. He was always brave, when most of my advisors cowered or feared telling me their thoughts. He is an upstanding elf and I respected his counsel.” 
 
    “But you wanted to marry her,” Jon said with dark eyes. 
 
    The emperor nodded. “I married my three other daughters. Cora was the last to keep our bloodline pure. But I learned, keeping our bloodline pure would only harm us. We needed to welcome the new age, with new blood.” 
 
    The emperor leaned forward and reached across the corner of the table. His hand touched Jon’s forearm as he spoke. 
 
    “Jon Song, if you take Cora’s hand in marriage, you both will be next in line for the throne of the empire. I will release Varlan and Nydia Brightbook. I will release any prisoners and sea elves that may linger in obscure dungeons. I will return the home waters of the shadow elves, so they may return to their ancestral islands.” 
 
    Syndra’s red eyes widened as hope filled her heart. 
 
    “All of this will be yours. All you have to do is accept. Stay here as my guests and we will plan the ceremony together. Word will be sent to Urth. Your parents and relatives will be invited, of course. Everyone on Aquris will know of your wedding and welcome you both with open arms.” 
 
    Jon felt Cora reach over and take his hand under the table. At first, she gave him a small squeeze. Jon glanced at her and saw her sad gaze, partially hidden behind a happy smile. She gave him a harder squeeze, before tracing her thumb along the back of his hand. 
 
    Jon’s happiness faltered. A shadow crept into his spirit as he continued to smile at Cora.  
 
    Anything too good to be true, means it probably is. The emperor is not saying something. He is offering everything in the name of a new age and peace. He’s trying too hard to get me to agree. Cora is distant, even though she is here, and right next to me.  
 
    Jon took in Cora’s beauty as her thumb traced the word “Flee” against the back of his hand. 
 
    Jon’s eyes half-closed as he understood. He turned his attention back to the emperor. 
 
    “What do you gain from this?” Jon asked. 
 
    The emperor nodded. “Rest,” he sighed. “I get to rest. Ruling over an empire is not my passion. It’s not what I’ve wanted for a long time. Power only encourages a gathering of more power. I’ve grown tired of conflicts and expanding the empire. I tire of hearing the misery of those who will not bend the knee. I’m exhausted hearing of losses and gains within my armies and navies.  
 
    “I want to rest and pursue my passions. I want to visit Aza Thule. I want to explore the many underwater temples and cities left by the dragons so long ago. I want to be on the sea, feeling its spray as the sun paints my skin in light. I want to be away from this prison I once called home. 
 
    “Jon, if you marry my daughter, you can change all of it for the better. Of course, Captain Silk and the lovely crew of the, what is it called, the Bright Hope, can stay here. You can carve out many marriages to whoever you wish, but you must marry my daughter first so it is legal and proper to the people of Aquris.” 
 
    Jon’s pulse quickened as he felt the jaws of a trap ready to spring. “This is a great deal to take in. What if I need some time to think about it?” 
 
    The emperor’s small smile grew smaller. “Of course, you may stay here at the palace to consider the proposal, but not for too long. This is the chance of lifetimes and greatness is never achieved through hesitation.” 
 
    “Your Grace,” Lilly said, “Surely a decision like this cannot be rushed. We just learned that our departed friend and lover has been returned. Surely, we need some time to adjust to this new information?” 
 
    The emperor’s eye twitched as the edge of his lip stabbed down for barely a second. It took less than another second for him to reaffirm his pleasant demeanor, but everyone at the table saw it, especially Rabyn. 
 
    “Time can be so fleeting at times,” the emperor muttered. 
 
    Lilly glanced at Jon and he glanced at her. Jon gave a faint glance left and right. Lilly understood he didn’t approve what was happening and played into it a little further. 
 
    “Your Grace, may I negotiate further terms of pardoning all pirates from any Imperial crimes they may have broken in the past?” 
 
    The emperor’s eyes narrowed as his mouth grimaced again. “No need to negotiate. They will be free, if Jon weds Cora. All will be freed from their crimes. You speak nonsense, Captain.” 
 
    There it is. He hasn’t reformed. He doesn’t care for anything else but marrying me and Cora. Something else is at play here. As happy as I am for Cora, even she knows something is amiss. It won’t be long before the crew knows as well, if they haven’t already. 
 
    “Your Grace,” Jon began, “with all due respect, marriage is a big step. We will need to confer and ensure this is the best decision for all of us.” 
 
    The emperor’s eye twitched again. “Jon, do not fall in league with Captain Silk. I offer you an empire, and to a lesser degree, the world, if you marry my daughter. Instead, you wish to delay an answer to discuss pardoning pirates? That is inconsequential to what is being discussed here.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “I do agree, but if I may be blunt, I don’t know what kind of condition the empire really is in. I don’t want to rule an empire if there will be more problems. You spoke on following your passions, what about mine? I have always pictured myself, Cora, Lilly, and the crew, living on an island with a large house. I doubt we will be able to do that if we are sitting on a pair of thrones.” 
 
    The emperor’s hand balled into a fist. His gaze took on a manic edge as he lifted his fist and slammed it down on the table.  
 
    Everyone was taken aback by the emperor’s action. Garald re-entered the throne room, hand on the pommel of his mace at his belt. 
 
    “Do not toy with me, Jon Song! I am not some simpleton from some backwater island! You insult me with such trivial things!” 
 
    Jon took it a step further, while keeping a calm demeanor, “Making a hasty decision could alter our lives even further. We are thankful for your hospitality, and bringing Cora back to us, but will need time to consider such a generous offer.” 
 
    The emperor was to his feet as his open palms slammed on the table. He glared at Jon with his sanity slowly being peeled away to reveal the hints of madness within. 
 
    “There is no time!” the emperor seethed. “You must accept my proposal, before it is too late!” 
 
    Eyebrows went up as everyone stared at the emperor. 
 
    “Before what is too late, Your Grace,” Lusha asked with a neutral tone. 
 
    The emperor looked at everyone gathered, his eyes twitching for a breath. An instant later, a calm filled his features and he looked at everyone at the table, like a large lizard before a nest of eggs. 
 
    “Devious,” the emperor muttered before he spoke clearer. “You know something is amiss. You know something more than you’re telling. I knew, in my heart, this was folly. I knew I should have simply wiped you off the planet, but your stories have infected the people. Elves, my elves, have grown to love your story. So much so, if you were killed, you would become martyrs. 
 
    “It has been seen many times throughout history. Kill those who defy you, and more will pop up to take their place. Wipe out entire islands, and yet, somehow, others will know why and rise up against you. It is a terrible thing, cultivating the love of the people and then they show their love and gratitude, not to you, but to those who spin the greatest of stories.” 
 
    Jon and Lilly glanced at each other, knowing the moment of niceness and kind conversation had ended. The emperor became unhinged as he looked at everyone gathered like pests that needed to be squashed. 
 
    Jon and Lilly were about to give the command. Jon held Cora’s hand, ready to pull her with him and fight their way out. Everything fell into a pure moment of fight or flight. When muscles tensed, something clamped down on everyone seated at the table. 
 
    Jon grunted, along with everyone else. Bodies were rooted to their chairs as an invisible weight pushed down on them so hard, it prevented them from moving, or barely keeping their heads up. 
 
    Lilly let out a harsh grunt as she looked over to Zelda, trying to stand up. Her muscles bulged, but she could not get up from her seat. Everyone was pinned down by the force and all they could do was turn their gazes to the head of the table and the emperor standing with an evil smile. 
 
    “How easily we forget, I have a dragon spirit too,” the emperor said with a mad gleam in his eye. 
 
    His fingers curled onto the table, shreds of wood curling away from his nails. He looked at everyone in turn, his eyes nearly demonic. 
 
    “You waste all of our time, thinking of such petty concerns. Do you understand what I am trying to accomplish here?” 
 
    “No… Your Grace,” Jon grunted as he fought to stay sitting up as he was slowly crushed by the invisible weight. 
 
    The emperor looked at Jon and nodded. “No, I suppose not. Considering your lack of faith, I will have to alter plans.” 
 
    The emperor stood to his full height and looked down at everyone at the table with half closed eyes. “How dare any of you have the privilege of visiting Aza Thule. You raised the city from the depths. You experienced a once in a lifetime event, stolen from me! You all have been conspiring to take away my rightful glory!” 
 
    “Father, please!” Cora shouted. 
 
    The emperor sneered. “You lost your privilege to call me father when you threw in with this lot. You joined the enemy, my sweet daughter. You became one of them! I don’t know how our masters will allow this vile sin to go unpunished! 
 
    “By my power, the dragons will return to Aquris!” the emperor said with wild eyes. 
 
    Despite the crushing weight, everyone’s eyes widened in shock. 
 
    “You didn’t know? Odd, since you fought so hard and for so long to find Aza Thule. I had thought you knew the same as I? I should have trusted my instincts at your ignorance. If you truly knew, I assumed you would never accept such an invitation to the capital. I assumed you would try to open the gate first, so you could convince them of your misguided attempt to overthrow the empire. 
 
    “My spies reported your lack of action on Hylore. How you wallowed in Cora’s death, but made no further moves to prepare the gate. I had to know what you knew. I had to be sure, so I could understand what was at stake.” 
 
    “But I was concerned over nothing,” the emperor laughed. “You simpleminded fools came here in some fool-hardy attempt to assassinate me? Laughable! As if anything you brought would stop me in any way!” 
 
    The emperor leisurely walked behind Lilly’s chair. Jon looked up as the emperor reached over Lilly’s head with a sinister gleam in his eyes. The sun elf made an arcane symbol with his fingers and there was a small flash of mystical power.  
 
    A shifting haze appeared over the table. It moved like a dark cloud, changing its shape like a writhing serpent. 
 
    “All of you have miscalculated my power,” the emperor said as he reached into the writhing darkness with both hands. 
 
    Syndra’s eyes narrowed as she fought against the weight on her body. She watched, as did most of the crew, as the emperor pulled out two of the captain’s pistols. He slammed them down in front of Lilly, inches from her hands.  
 
    Lilly stared at her pistols, inches away. She tried to move her hands, but the crushing weight kept her in place. Bones and muscles throbbed in pain as she couldn’t move a finger. 
 
    The emperor leaned down, his mouth close to Lilly’s pointed ear. “How frightful it must be, seeing your weapons so close and unable to use them. How it must gnaw at you, unable to fight back, especially since your parents will suffer for your lack of faith in the empire.” 
 
    The emperor stood up as Lilly’s eyes were filled with fear. In quick moments, the emperor of the Illuminous Empire, began yanking out weapons from the hidden dimensional pocket and slammed them down on the table. Each elf seated watched with wide eyes as their weapons were thrown down in front of them and unable to move a muscle to grab them. 
 
    The emperor pulled out Pyrah’s hand cannon and looked it over. “Interesting,” he said before he dropped it on the table before the fire elf, shattering a few plates when it landed. 
 
    The emperor made his way around the table until he reached Jon. He reached into the writhing darkness and pulled out a pistol and sword. He placed them down in front of Jon, before letting go and patting Jon’s head. He moved to the head of the table and stood at it, a wicked smile across his lips as he looked at the crew under his power. 
 
    “I’ve had to keep secrets within secrets, plans within plans, for so long, it’s refreshing to speak on the future in front of a captive audience,” the emperor leered. 
 
    “Fa.. ther,” Cora struggled. 
 
    The emperor ignored her as he continued, “I have spent decades researching ancient tomes about the dragons, but it took one paragraph to tell me everything I needed to bring Aquris into its proper state. 
 
    “Every hundred thousand years, all of Aquris’s thirteen moons align. Called the Convergence, it is the only time a gate may be opened freely to many thousands of realms. It also acts like a beacon for our dragon masters, if the proper ritual is performed. 
 
    “As it happens, in sixty-eight days, the grand Convergence will take place, and I learned the very ritual to open such a gate. It will signal and lure back the true masters of Aquris. The dragons will know where we are, and they will come back to rule, as it is destined to be. 
 
    “I will be free of this living mockery! The dragon masters will reward me with knowledge as I present their world back to them. I will break my chains of servitude and be free of all of this and be known as the last emperor of Aquris. A fitting end to a dynasty that has lasted for tens of thousands of years.” 
 
    The emperor looked down with kind eyes at Jon as he struggled to stay sitting up. “It would have been easier for the populace, if you simply accepted what I offered. They would have embraced you and Cora, before they blamed you for bringing the dragon’s here.” 
 
    Jon gritted his teeth as he glared at his pistol and sword inches from his tight fists. 
 
    The emperor continued, “I would have enjoyed seeing your happy smiles until I opened the gate. The game of deception and shadowy moves would have been delicious, but as I said, we are out of time. I will have to change to my alternate plan.” 
 
    A side door on the opposite side of the chamber opened and a normal man stepped in. Jon managed to lift his head an inch, the force holding him down relenting for a breath. His eyes narrowed into furious slits as a man walked toward the table in elf garb, but held a cocky smile. His nose was a little sharp and his hair short. He was from Urth, but Jon’s blood boiled as he instantly recognized him.  
 
    “Hello dear Jon. Gone native I see,” Skorp smirked as he approached the table, but kept a healthy distance away from it.  
 
    The two men stared into each other’s eyes, Jon’s anger igniting into a maelstrom of rage. 
 
    “I… killed you,” Jon growled as his muscles bulged. 
 
    The super villain cackled loud as he put a hand on his own stomach. “Yes, I wanted you to think that. You killed a clone. I keep many of them on hand, for emergencies. But I was there when you shoved that dagger under my chin. The clone had an implant that allowed me to control him. You think I would be stupid enough to be there in person while I murdered you and everyone you love? Think Jon, think!” 
 
    Jon’s eyes flashed with heat. Muscles bulged along his legs. The man who put a gun to his head as a child was alive and well, standing before him. The fury bloomed further, Jon resisting the force holding him down and slowly standing up from his seat. 
 
    The emperor lifted an eyebrow as Jon was clearly resisting him. He held out his hand and poured more power into his ability. The force grew heavier and slammed Jon back down on his seat. 
 
    “He is a feisty one,” Skorp smiled at the emperor. 
 
    Skorp kept his confident gaze on Jon. “The emperor had some concerns about the future. When I reached out, he was willing to work with me. Urth is much too powerful for a simple invasion. No, he needed someone with the resources, intelligence, and power to aid him. 
 
    “Enter me. We talked many times as I stayed in this lovely palace. We came up with such plans, but I must admit, I can’t speak to any of them because the emperor has many plans for all of you. What I can tell you is, since you won’t be marrying Cora, I will have to step in and take her as my bride. The emperor requires an Urth man to help bridge our two worlds. Since you have been living here, fighting for the oppressed, you made a fantastic first candidate. But since you couldn’t just accept the offer, I will have to go in your stead. Don’t take it personal, just business.” 
 
    “You… piece… of… garbage,” Jon said as his eyes turned to slits and glowed with power. 
 
    “Oh, I seemed to have awakened the dragon power inside of you. I’m utterly terrified. You seem to forget, I know more about you than you even know about yourself.” 
 
    Skorp moved the table, picked up a blue ambrosia fruit, hefted it in his hand and took a bite. 
 
    “Thanks to the emperor, I was able to launch a satellite into orbit here on Aquris. He gave me the room, and allowed me to bring in everything I needed. The rocket was of my own design, small and lightweight. With Aquris’s weaker gravity, it wasn’t very hard to launch it into space.  
 
    “I have been able to monitor a lot of things over the last few weeks. Seeing you all languish on Hylore was a small delight. Having drones above Kinara was an added bonus. I did enjoy seeing the lost son of the Star Dragons, break necks as he defended himself. What would your parents think, knowing their son had turned into a killer?” 
 
    Skorp’s eyes held a mischievous gleam, “And I am looking forward to dissecting that Deep One that seems so fond of you.” 
 
    The emperor shook his head, “Do not speak of that abomination. Their kind needs to be wiped out for existence.” 
 
    Jon’s mind brightened as he remembered what Debbie told him in a dream. He looked up, seeing the emperor become uncomfortable at the very mention of it. He then turned his attention to the table, everyone struggling against the crushing weight on them. Lilly looked at Jon with pleading eyes, knowing his luck was needed to escape this trap. 
 
    Two can play at these mind games. 
 
    “Your Grace,” Jon grunted. 
 
    The emperor looked down with a subdued gaze. 
 
    Jon continued, “You have gained much knowledge, more than anyone else on Aquris.” 
 
    The emperor smiled. “This is true. No one knows more than I, for if they did, their bones would litter the sea floor.” 
 
    Skorp lifted a questioning eyebrow before he turned his attention to the emperor, “I must caution you, Your Grace. Jon’s luck and cunning has aided him out of many situations. I believe we should carry through with your plan before he does something to disrupt our advantage.” 
 
    Emperor Lufina let out a small chuckle. “Skorp, you mentioned your high intelligence, but I’m surprised by your timid concern. Know this, Aquris is my realm. I know all. There is nothing Jon, or any elves here on Aquris, will know that I don’t.” 
 
    Jon kept his face neutral as he smiled internally. He barely turned his head, his gaze connecting with Rabyn. The white-haired Lufina saw something in Jon’s eyes and knew he would have to help when the time came. 
 
    Jon turned his head slightly again, seeing Cora next to him. She was struggling to keep her head up as he looked at Jon. Something was said without words and she blinked in acknowledgment.  
 
    The Urth man turned and looked at Lilly across from him. She gave him a hard stare. Jon could see she was ready for anything he would try. 
 
    “What if… there is another gate? One… I can open?” Jon grunted as he fought the thick gravity. 
 
    The emperor looked down on Jon with guarded eyes. “Another gate? There is no other gate, aside from the one that leads to your realm, and the one that leads to the dragons. You speak lies.” 
 
    Jon used all his strength to lift his head an inch and look up at the emperor. “We did… find… Aza Thule. We did find… forbidden knowledge.” 
 
    “The only knowledge you could find on Aza Thule is ancient, dragon knowledge,” the emperor scoffed. “If there is any gate knowledge, it would be the same knowledge I already know.” 
 
    Skorp backed up with wary eyes. 
 
    Jon smirked. “I know… a gate… to the Deep Ones,” Jon said with an amused grunt. 
 
    The emperor’s eyes narrowed. “No such knowledge exists. Any who may have had a drop of knowledge of the Deep Ones was slain long ago, I made sure of it. Their language is dead. Even your Deep One is nothing more than an animal loose from their cage. The dragons and the gods destroyed them eons ago. They have no more power on Aquris.” 
 
    “Father,” Garald cautioned as he stood twenty feet away.  
 
    Emperor Lufina shook his head in disgust. “No! I will not be silenced.” He glared at Jon with maddening eyes. “You speak lies. The dragons wiped out all knowledge of those monsters. They are nothing more than a fairy tale to scare young elves into behaving.” 
 
    Jon’s eyes gleamed as he looked up into the emperor’s eyes. “The Zhaagga remember what the gods and dragons did to them, long ago.” 
 
    Emperor Lufina’s eyes widened as his pupils turned into pinpoints. “No… no one knows their name, save myself! I have the last of their knowledge!” 
 
    “They… remember,” Jon said with a wicked smirk. “They remember… and they showed me… how to open a gate… on the day of the Convergence.” 
 
    “Lies! You dare speak lies to me! How dare you!” Emperor Lufina shouted as he lifted his open hand. 
 
    “Father!” Garald shouted. 
 
    The emperor shot him a look, “Interrupt me again, and I will have you swing from the gallows, twice!” 
 
    Garald held his tongue as his father brought his hand down and slapped Jon across his face. The blow was so hard, blood filled Jon’s mouth and he spit it out onto the table, next to his pistol and sword. 
 
    The emperor looked with a crazed gaze. “You will tell me of this knowledge, now! Tell me, and you may be given another chance to marry my daughter!” 
 
    Jon laughed with blood covered teeth. “Why? When you summon the dragons… I will summon the Zhaagga. They… can decide… who are the true masters of… Aquris.” 
 
    Rage bloomed in Emperor Lufina’s eyes as he lifted his hand again. Jon noticed the force holding him down began to waver as the emperor’s hand reached its zenith. Time slowed down as Jon prepared for his moment. 
 
    “This party is going to get out of hand. Time for a strategic retreat,” Skorp said as he bolted for the side door, pulled it open and darted in, letting the door close behind him. 
 
    Garald unhooked his mace from his belt and stood at the ready. 
 
    Everyone at the table watched as the emperor’s hand came down and connected with the side of Jon’s face. 
 
    Heat burned along the strike as Jon smiled. The rage in the emperor’s spirit blazed hot as Jon felt the sun elf’s control weaken. Luck glowed as Jon felt the very moment the force was at its weakest. With his gained strength and the knowledge that dragon spirits cancel each other in close contact, he grunted and launched himself upwards from his seat. 
 
    Shock stunned the emperor as he watched Jon make an impossible leap upwards, breaking his hold on them. 
 
    Chaos unfurled like a flower as Lilly and the crew grabbed their weapons off the table. Rabyn and Cora leapt into the air, following Jon as he was suspended for barely a second. Cora snapped her fingers as Rabyn created an ice shard and threw it. 
 
    The emperor’s eyes took on a knowing gleam before swiping his arm across in a wide arc.  
 
    Rabyn and Cora watched in horror, seeing their mirror selves as reality opened up. A fireball appeared within and instantly shot back out from the portal. The ice shard did the same. Rabyn grabbed his sister in midair, and turned. He smiled at her as an explosion and an ice shard struck him from behind.  
 
    Jon was falling as he watched Rabyn and Cora get thrown like ragdolls from the explosion. 
 
    Lilly lifted up her pistols, aimed and squeezed triggers. Lightning bolts blasted out as the emperor shifted the portal like a floating shield. Lilly saw herself in the portal before she dove to the side. Lightning bolts struck the portal and spit back out, blasting away the edge of the table and Lilly’s chair.  
 
    The sun elf captain hit the floor, rolled and bounced back up to her feet, pistols aimed. 
 
    Jon landed on the table and bent down. He grabbed his pistol and sword and stood up. He aimed the pistol as the emperor let the portal vanish and stood with a sneer. 
 
    Garald took a step forward when he heard his father. 
 
    “Garald, do not interfere. The pirates think they have a chance against me. They must be taught their place.” 
 
    Rabyn sat up, his jacket burning. He pulled it off and threw it to the side. He slowly stood up as shards of ice stabbed up from his hands and shifted into a pair of ice swords. 
 
    Cora stood up as well, her hands at her sides and glaring at her father. 
 
    Amara held up her sword and activated her luck ability. Pyrah was next to her, hand cannon armed and aimed at the emperor. Lusha stood with a pistol in hand. Beside her, Eryn rushed to Rabyn’s side and placed glowing, healing hands on him. The small damage he took slowly healed and he thanked her with a nod. 
 
    Zelda was to her webbed feet. Her body began to grow taller and wider. Her mouth extended as many rows of teeth stabbed out. Her monstrous form vibrated with power as she licked her lips with a long tongue. 
 
    Syndra floated up, magical energy filling her dark hands. 
 
    The emperor looked at each of them with amused eyes. “It would appear your little band of pirates is outmatched.  
 
    Captain Silk kept her aim steady, “Lusha, defend Eryn. Everyone else, stay separated as we attack. I believe the emperor’s power of gravity affects us if we are close together.” 
 
    “Very astute, Captain. It would seem you do take after your father.” 
 
    Jon had a hard gaze as he aimed his pistol at the emperor. “Cora, Rabyn, if the three of us attack together, we might be able to cancel out his dragon spirit long enough to take the advantage.” 
 
    Emperor Lufina gave an approving nod. “Very good, Jon Song. You have learned much out on the seas. It’s a good plan, pitting luck, ice, and fire against me. Your only flaw is never having encountered a dragon spirit like mine. As far as anyone knows, I am the only space dragon spirit on all of Aquris. They were the strongest, and most powerful out of all the dragon species. It will be a delight to use my abilities in a real challenge. 
 
    “Please, don’t hold back. I want to see what I can truly do.” 
 
    Jon leveled his pistol, aiming at the space between the emperor’s eyes. “Don’t worry, we won’t,” he said as he activated his quickness rune. 
 
    Time slowed down as Jon bolted forward and leapt from the table. In the exact same second, he pulled back on the trigger and a small fireball exploded out of the barrel. Cora and Rabyn launched forward, Cora snapping her fingers and Rabyn watching with intense eyes. 
 
    The emperor smiled before he vanished. The fireball streaked through the air and exploded against the floor into smoke and shards of fire. 
 
    Heads turned in different directions. Rabyn felt a presence before his father appeared next to him. The white-haired Lufina turned his upper body and swung both ice swords at his father. The emperor grabbed an incoming wrist and twisted it in an odd direction. Bone snapped and Rabyn grunted as he aimed his second ice blade for the elder Lufina’s heart. A portal appeared across his chest and the ice blade stabbed in. 
 
    Cora was turning around when a portal appeared behind her. 
 
    “Cora!” Lilly shouted and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Cora looked over her shoulder with wide eyes as Rabyn’s ice blade was inches from her back. A fireball struck the ice blade from the side and shattered it. The force of the explosion threw Cora to the floor. She landed and rolled with it, launching back to her feet. 
 
    Pyrah aimed her portable hand cannon at the emperor when she heard Lilly shout. 
 
    “Don’t fire! He will only turn it against us. Keep the attacks close! He can’t stop all of us,” Captain Silk shouted. 
 
    Rabyn grunted in pain as ice flowed over his broken wrist and his father’s hand.  
 
    “You were always so weak,” the emperor hissed. 
 
    “I gained that trait from you, my father,” Rabyn said with a painful grin. 
 
    The emperor’s eyes narrowed as a shadow darted from the side. He turned just as Amara was nearly on him, her blade gleaming as it aimed for his throat. 
 
    The Blademaster had the perfect aim, when gravity changed. The fire elf was launched up into the air, the tip of her sword a foot away from the emperor’s neck. She spun around upwards until her back slammed into the high, vaulted ceiling. 
 
    “Luck is not very good against gravity,” the emperor chuckled. 
 
    Amara aimed her sword and activated her fire ability. Flames emerged along her sword. With pure force of will, she stared downwards as a stream of flames blasted down. 
 
    “How foolish to think…” the emperor was interrupted as a shadow appeared over him. 
 
    Zelda picked up the entire, thick table and threw it. The table flung across the small distance and before it could strike the emperor, a wide portal appeared. The table vanished into the portal and reappeared over the sea elf. She looked up and raised her webbed hands, catching the table. 
 
    Rabyn smiled as ice spikes appeared and stabbed out from his body. Despite his ice covering his father’s hand, it didn’t stop the emperor from vanishing as spikes stabbed into nothing. 
 
    Gravity let go of Amara and she fell. Syndra took control of the power of air. A gust of air caught the falling fire elf a few feet before she hit the ground. 
 
    The emperor appeared on his throne with a wide smile. “This has been wildly amusing. Please, keep fighting your desperate fight!” 
 
    Jon turned and blurred toward the throne. Pistol and sword ready, he moved with defined purpose toward his target. 
 
    The emperor kept his amused smirk as he disappeared from sight. 
 
    Jon skidded to a halt and turned around. The crew turned and looked around, trying to see where he would appear next. Rabyn cradled his arm to him as ice spikes remained along his body. 
 
    Syndra’s eyes flashed with arcane power. She drank in the area as lines through time and space appeared in her gaze. 
 
    “He’s using portals and teleportation to move around unseen. I think I can predict his movements if,” Syndra was cut short as a hand grabbed the back of her neck from an open portal. 
 
    “You are troublesome, witch. How you attained such power is a mystery,” the emperor said as the upper half of his body was poking out of a portal. 
 
    Syndra grunted at his iron grip around her neck. “Passion… and power… are part of the same coin,” the shadow elf managed before fire engulfed her body. 
 
    The emperor grunted as flames burned at his hand, but he kept his grip. “I haven’t felt true pain all my life. Congratulations, mage. You were the first. 
 
    “Now, I must banish you!” the emperor growled before speaking arcane words. 
 
    Jon watched with helpless eyes as a portal appeared before the flaming Syndra. 
 
    “I banish you from Aquris, never to return!” the emperor shouted before throwing Syndra into the portal. 
 
    Before all of their eyes, the shadow elf was swallowed up from the portal. It closed and she was gone. 
 
    “Syndra?” Zelda whispered. “Syndra!” she roared as she leapt up forty feet into the air. 
 
    The emperor slipped into his portal and vanished just as Zelda’s claws swiped and missed. She fell and landed hard, her body heaving and a growl dripping from her open mouth. 
 
    Lilly and Jon glanced at each other, fear rising up. 
 
    Captain Silk turned to the rest of the scattered crew. “Lusha! Lead Eryn, Amara, and Pyrah back to the…” her command was cut short as a portal appeared and a blackened hand stabbed out.  
 
    The captain dove forward, the hand missing her neck. She rolled on the floor and hopped back to her feet. She turned and unleashed lightning and fire bolts at the shard of mismatched reality. The emperor slipped back in and the portal closed as the bolts shot past. 
 
    Jon glanced around. 
 
    We can’t win this. We can’t… 
 
    Jon glanced down as a hand appeared from a small portal and snatched his sword from him. The hand and sword slipped back into the portal and was gone. 
 
    Rabyn turned to Cora. “Sister! When he appears, explode as many fireballs as you…” Rabyn’s eyes widened before a blade stabbed him in the back and exited out of his chest. 
 
    “Rabyn!” Cora shouted as her brother coughed up blood. 
 
    Lilly turned to aim when a portal appeared behind her. A blackened hand reached out and grabbed her by the neck. 
 
    “Space, gravity, and distance is mine to command,” a voice echoed through the throne room chamber. 
 
    Jon turned to Lilly. Her eyes were wide as the black hand squeezed. 
 
    “Flee!” she mouthed with real fear in her eyes. 
 
    “I won’t leave you!” Jon shouted as he blurred toward her. 
 
    Arcane words echoed through the throne room before the emperor spoke, “I banish you into exile, Captain Silk. Live your days knowing you may never return.” 
 
    A portal appeared before Lilly. She looked on in horror. Jon blurred toward her, his hand out. The black hand pushed and Lilly was swallowed up by the portal. It swirled shut and vanished. 
 
    Jon skidded to a halt where she was standing a second ago. He glanced around with wide eyes. 
 
    Rabyn fell to his knees as Cora was at his side. He looked at her, blood dripping from his mouth and weakness filling his eyes. 
 
    “Eryn! Heal my brother!” Cora shouted. 
 
    “It’s… too late for that,” Rabyn wheezed. “It is a good feeling, seeing you alive before I die. I’ll see you again, in the seas of paradise.” 
 
    Tears streaked Cora’s cheeks. “I love you, my brother.” 
 
    Rabyn nodded and smiled. A shrill hiss exhaled past his bloody lips and he fell forward, into Cora’s arms. 
 
    Jon’s heart leapt in his chest, Lilly gone and Rabyn dead in a matter of seconds. He looked at the rest of the crew, panic swelling as they didn’t know where the emperor would attack from next. 
 
    A hard decision filled his heart as he shouted out Lilly’s final command. “Zelda! Lusha! Get the rest of the crew out of here! I’ll stay and keep him busy!” 
 
    “I will not leave your side! I will…” Zelda shouted when a portal appeared behind her. She turned as a black hand reached out and touched her back. 
 
    “I banish you, Zelda Bloodlicker, never to return!” the emperor’s voice echoed through the immense chamber. 
 
    Zelda turned, ready to bite off the hand touching her when gravity turned sideways. Vertigo overwhelmed her senses as the entire chamber felt like it shifted on its side. She fell into the waiting portal and disappeared. 
 
    Jon turned his gaze to Lusha, “Run!” 
 
    The wood elf looked at Jon with dark eyes before she rushed to Eryn. She grabbed the cleric by her arm and pulled. Eryn stared at Jon with wide eyes, stumbling and trying to keep her balance as Lusha pulled her along. 
 
    Amara grabbed Pyrah and the two fire elves made for the main palace corridor. 
 
    “You are a great leader, Jon Song,” echoed the emperor’s voice. “A true leader knows when they are beaten, and a greater leader knows to sacrifice themselves for others.” 
 
    Jon turned his attention to Cora and Rabyn. “Cora! Go with them! Run! Escape!” Jon shouted. 
 
    “I can’t,” Cora wept. “If I leave, my father will kill you. I can’t lose you too.” 
 
    “She speaks the truth,” the emperor’s voice filled the throne room. “If my lovely Cora makes any attempt to flee, I will rip your body to shreds and dump your corpse at her feet.” 
 
    The emperor appeared in the middle of the throne room. Light engulfed his blackened hand and healing energy restored it to what it was.  
 
    “How easy it is to rule, when you control magic from many spheres,” he said as he looked at his healed hand. 
 
    “Where did you send them?” Jon demanded as he aimed a pistol at the emperor. 
 
    “Someplace where they will no longer have any influence. You see, it’s not just you who the people speak or whisper about. Captain Silk, First Mate Zelda, and the mage, Syndra, have all become heroes to the rabble of Aquris. It means, I shouldn’t kill them, unless I wanted to make them martyrs. No, I had to exile them to show my power, and generosity. The people may have as much hope as they desire, but I need to keep our society from falling to pieces before the dragons return to Aquris.” 
 
    The emperor kept his steely gaze on Jon. “As for your retreating crewmates, they will not get very far. Once they, and the airship, are captured, this will end your little rebellion, once and for all.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re keeping me here? You want me as another prisoner before you end the world?” Jon shot back. 
 
    The emperor placed a hand over his heart. “You misunderstand my intentions. I want you there, beside me. You have managed to achieve a power that closely matches mine. We should stand together with open arms to the dragons upon their arrival. I’m giving you another chance to marry my daughter. Become part of our family, so we may embrace the new age. Skorp is devious, but I know you love her. I would hate to see her in the arms of a man she didn’t love.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” Jon growled. “I will never join the empire. I will never join you. I will take Cora far from here after I defeat you. I swear it!” 
 
    The emperor nodded. “That is something I would very much like to see you try. Let’s put your convictions to the test, shall we. I mean, all we could lose is our lives,” the elder Lufina smirked before his body began to change right before Jon’s eyes. 
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    Scales burst from the emperor’s skin. They stabbed out and clamped down, cascading down over all his visible flesh. His face contorted and shifted, the lower portion stabbing out and reshaping into a snout. Horns emerged from between scales on his head. The royal robe he wore, ripped to shreds as leathery wings stabbed out from his back. 
 
    Jon watched with cool eyes as black scales covered the emperor’s shifting form. A tail snaked out from behind and slammed down on the floor. Claws stabbed out from fingertips as pupils turned into sharp slits. When the transformation was complete, a humanoid black dragon with black wings stood. His body was dark as pitch, except for a four-pointed star in the middle of his strong chest, and yellow, glowing eyes. 
 
    “Do you approve?” the emperor asked with a twisted smirk.  
 
    Jon was silent as he looked upon the humanoid dragon. 
 
    The emperor continued, “When Kymil told me of your transformation, I knew I must tempt you into our family. You showed great strength, especially against great odds. We are the chosen among the dragons, for we display it proudly with our new bodies. 
 
    “There is still time to accept my offer. I will bring back your lovers from exile. We can still bring our worlds together and ready them for our dragon masters.” 
 
    Jon’s angry gaze turned into one of pity. “You truly don’t understand what you’re doing, do you? The dragons created the races of Aquris as slaves and servants. Elves, orcs, dwarves, sirens, the whole host of life on Aquris was meant to serve. I read about it, saw it inscribed on the walls at Aza Thule. They didn’t tolerate the Zhaagga. They won’t tolerate you, even if you bring them back.  
 
    “If you open a portal, and call the dragon’s here, they will subjugate everyone. They will not have us at their sides as equals. This world will serve on its knees.”  
 
    The emperor’s slitted eyes gleamed in delight. “And it will be glorious! All will take their rightful places at our master’s clawed feet!” 
 
    Jon took a step back as he kept his gaze steady on the black dragon. “Cora was always right. You are mad. You’re a monster.” 
 
    “We all begin as primal beasts,” the emperor chuckled. “We like to think that with manners, knowledge, power, and riches, we are somehow above our primal selves. The lie paints a picture, but what many don’t realize, they are painting a picture with their own blood and tears. For in the end, that is all that will be left.  
 
    “When our masters return, they will give us true purpose. All will kneel into the new age.” 
 
    Jon glanced past the black dragon at Cora on the floor. She clutched Rabyn’s body to her, tears streaming down her face. Garald stood a few paces away, long shadows covering his features. The rest of the crew was long gone, and most likely fighting for their lives, Jon thought. 
 
    I had hoped that we could take him. I hoped we could bring it together to end this once and for all, but his power and abilities proved he always had the advantage. Our hubris was too much, but that doesn’t mean the fight is over. If he didn’t kill Lilly, Zelda, and Syndra, that means, he won’t kill me. He will exile me, but that still gives us a chance. That gives us time to find another way to stop him. 
 
    Jon took another step back before he straightened up. Defiance filled his form, and his eyes.  
 
    Our plan still has a chance to change things. If the rest of the crew escapes, the story will spread. It may change the balance across Aquris to our side. I just have to show, no matter the odds, we will fight to the very end. 
 
    Jon glanced at Cora as she sobbed. He felt her pain. It swirled along their bond like a poisonous cloak. She was alive, but still under her father’s control. 
 
    “Cora,” Jon called out. 
 
    Cora turned and looked at Jon with wet eyes. 
 
    Jon smiled. “Never give up hope. We will fight our way back, and free everyone from your father’s control. I swear it!” 
 
    Hope filled Cora’s eyes. She gave a firm, single nod, Jon’s words filling her desperate soul. 
 
    Jon returned his gaze to the black dragon emperor. A rune along his shoulder began to pulse with power as golden wings spread out from his soul. 
 
    “I can sense your growing power,” the emperor said with a deep tone. 
 
    Energy rippled along Jon’s body as he kept his unwavering gaze on the emperor.  
 
    “Your Grace, know this, in the end, it will be me standing over you in victory.” 
 
    The black dragon smiled. “True words from brave and foolish souls who have no idea what the universe actually is. Only the strongest and most cunning will rule, while the ignorant and the dreamers will wallow in failure.  
 
    “But let’s not dwell on such ideals. Show me, Jon Song, what you’re capable of. Show me and for Cora’s sake, don’t hold back.” 
 
    Jon nodded before light engulfed his body. Tapping into he and Cora’s shared pain, it activated and fueled his transformation. Golden scales stabbed up from his skin and clamped down. The golden scales cascaded down his body as his form grew taller and leaner. Horns rose from his head as a snout pushed out. His eyes turned into slits as leathery wings emerged from his back and fanned out. Claws penetrated fingertips as a tail snaked out from behind and the tip slammed down on the floor. 
 
    The emperor in dragon form, eyed the gold dragon before him. “You have truly become like me. Let us test our power. No tricks, or abilities. Simply two chosen ones, fighting to,” the emperor couldn’t finish as a golden scaled fist slammed into the side of his snout. 
 
    The black dragon stumbled back as Jon was on him. Golden claws flashes and raked across the black dragon’s chest. Black scales were knocked off as the dragon regained his footing and drove an elbow into Jon’s side. The force of the blow was enough for Jon to grunt as he whirled away and landed. 
 
    The two stared at each other before they burst toward each other. Scaled bodies slammed into each other, the very air rippling from repeated blows. 
 
    Cora watched as the man she loved fought her mad father. 
 
    Claws and fists slammed into each other. Parries blasted out air as two dragon men dripped with power. Jon’s body moved with grace, power, and skill. The emperor matched him, using a fighting style Jon couldn’t recognize. 
 
    The fighting styles here on Aquris are not as refined as ours on Urth. I should be able to beat him with just my dragon style, but he is matching everything I throw. What else has he learned to gain the upper hand? 
 
    Clawed hands grabbed at arms, the two dragon men grappling. Jon threw his weight into it, which caused the emperor to stumble back. A black tail swung around, the end striking Jon’s scaled face like a whip. It stung as Jon tried to ignore it, when a scaled fist punched him in the stomach. 
 
    Jon let go as clawed hands grabbed at his throat and squeezed. 
 
    “Marvelous,” the emperor said with murderous eyes. 
 
    Jon’s dragon body moved on automatic, bringing his heel up and slamming it down on the emperor’s knee. The knee buckled as the black dragon tried to keep his balance. Jon rammed his fist under the emperor’s snout, causing it to snap upwards as he grunted. Hands loosened around his neck as Jon reared back his open hand and chopped once against his exposed throat. 
 
    The emperor’s slitted eyes bulged in his head as he fought for a gulp of air. He stumbled back as Jon stepped closer, unleashing a fury of punches. The black dragon back peddled as a barrage of fist strikes to sensitive points pushed him back. Jon focused, power rippling through his body as he advanced. Claws flashed and he unleashed a flurry of claw strikes. Scales were sliced off and steamy blood splattered upwards. 
 
    I’m winning. I’m… 
 
    Jon lifted his arm, claws out. He aimed for the black dragon’s throat, his new killer instinct glowing along his senses. He drove his claws forward, ready to end this battle once and for all, when a portal appeared before the emperor’s neck. 
 
    Jon barely saw his own neck in the portal when his hand stabbed through. Golden claws stabbed into the side of his throat, and before he could relent, the damage was already done. Steamy blood pulsed out of his neck as he pulled back his claws. Jon stumbled back, clutching at his throat. The portal by the emperor’s neck vanished. The black dragon heaved as he bled from many wounds across his chest. 
 
    Weakness pulled on the golden dragon. Jon’s legs trembled before he fell to his knees.  
 
    “Jon,” Cora whispered as she stared at his wide, slitted eyes. 
 
    The wound along Jon’s neck began to slowly heal, but the weakness remained. He could barely keep his head up as the emperor looked down on him with wary eyes. 
 
    “You… are… a force… to be reckoned with… Jon Song,” the black dragon heaved. 
 
    “You… cheated,” Jon said with a heavy breath. 
 
    The emperor smirked. “It’s never cheating… to the victor.” 
 
    Jon heaved, his body trying to heal, but he felt the emperor’s presence, their spirits weakening each other’s power. 
 
    “You put up a good fight, but… now… it must come to an end,” the black dragon said as he approached Jon. 
 
    Jon tried to stop his very life from leaking from his wounds. If he simply stayed still, he could regenerate, but it didn’t appear the emperor would let him. 
 
    A black scaled hand made arcane gestures and a black aura surrounded scaled fingers. 
 
    “It’s amusing to think how our worlds are connected. No one knows how the portal came to be, between our realms. Before you are exiled, I would like to impart that knowledge to you, to show you what true dedication is. 
 
    “I confided in my brother about calling the dragons back to Aquris. He was not pleased and took the same stance you did, calling it a mistake. He humored me for a time, until I discovered more and more knowledge on how to bring them back.” 
 
    The emperor placed his hand on Jon’s head. 
 
    “We bickered, as brothers do, but he saw my conviction and challenged me to a duel. If he won, I would give up this plan of summoning the dragons back to Aquris. If I won, I would continue with my plan.  
 
    “We met on an atoll, not far from Hylore. It was there where we fought. Our true power was unleashed as he destroyed the atoll. But in the end, it was my sword in my brother’s heart that ended our contest. When I pulled out my sword, my brother used the power of his dragon’s spirit to smite us both. I used my power to protect myself, and stop his final play.” 
 
    The slitted eyes of the emperor took on shadowy edges as he relived the memory. “Our combined power was able to rip a hole in space and time. It connected Aquris to the nearest realm, your realm, Jon Song. 
 
    “The explosion consumed my brother, and hurt me enough to barely escape with my life, but the portal remained, as it remains to this day.” 
 
    The black dragon’s eyes narrowed as Jon coughed up blood. “If my own brother, my very blood, could not convince me, what chance do you have? Nothing will stand in my way. The dragons will return. When Aquris is theirs again, they will come for Urth. Wallow in the knowledge as I cast you out from Aquris.” 
 
    Jon tried to stand up as his dragon body trembled. 
 
    “Jon Song, I exile you from Aquris, for the rest of your days,” the emperor smirked. 
 
    A portal opened behind Jon as he remained on his knees. The emperor gave a slight push to Jon’s head. Jon fell back an inch, before instinct took over and his head snapped forward and bit down on two scaled fingers. The emperor’s eyes widened as he grunted in pain. Jon bit down with a mad snarl before he ripped two long fingers from the emperor’s hand. Blood spurted as Jon fell back into the portal with fingers in his teeth and a knowing grin across his snout. 
 
    The portal swallowed up Jon and closed in on itself, the Urth man gone. 
 
    “Jon Song!” the emperor cursed as he clutched his destroyed hand to his chest. 
 
    *** 
 
    Amara led the charge as Lusha and Eryn followed, with Pyrah bringing up the rear. The Blademaster’s gaze was hawkish, sword in hand and glowing yellow with a lucky aura. 
 
    Lusha had Eryn by the hand, pulling her along as they ran with wide eyes. 
 
    Pyrah focused on her tattoo as she sent a simple command to Discord. 
 
    The immense corridor was still empty as they ran for their very lives. They did not dare look back, not willing to risk losing their nerve, except for Eryn, who glanced back for any sign of the people she loved. 
 
    “Lusha and Eryn, stay with Pyrah. The three of you get to the ship as I defend our escape,” Amara commanded. 
 
    Everyone remained quiet, except for heavy breathing. They all knew in their hearts they had to escape to fight another day. 
 
    Outside, Imperial soldiers rushed out from hidden doors in pairs. One carried a loaded cylinder, while the second soldier carried rolled chains. The chain connected to the cylinder as they rushed out and set up positions around the floating airship. 
 
    Along the palace wall, towers filled with soldiers unslung spell rifles and aimed at the airship. It floated about twenty-five feet from the courtyard floor, the ramp inside. Outside the palace walls, the people of Nalerion chanted for peace across Aquris, not seeing what was playing out on the inner courtyard grounds. 
 
    Discord was awake, seeing through the ship’s crystals to what was happening outside. It noted the soldiers rushing and setting up what appeared to be grappling hooks and chains. 
 
    A command touched the artificial dragon spirit and he gave an incorporeal nod. 
 
    “Activating Thunderstorm,” Discord said as he sent commands. 
 
    A mana shield appeared around the airship as cannon ports opened.  
 
    Imperial soldiers saw the faint, blue shield appear around the ship and cannons sliding up to now open ports. They took aim and pulled triggers. Lightning bolts blasted out from the towers and struck the faint barrier. It shimmered from the magical onslaught as cannons took aim at the front of the palace and the walls between towers. 
 
    “Activating cover fire,” Discord stated as he sent the command. 
 
    Air cannonballs were loaded into each cannon. Dragon claws slammed shut the back lids of cannons and secured shut. Outside, cannons blasted out air bolts with deafening explosions.  
 
    By reflex, soldiers ducked down for cover as air bolts slammed into white walls. Small cracks appeared as sonic booms filled the courtyard.  
 
    Air rounds were loaded into cannons again. Dragon headed cannons shifted their aim and fired again. Puffs of white smoke rose up as ancient stone cracked further. 
 
    Beyond the walls, the people of Nalerion grew quiet.  They listened as sonic booms shook the very air. Fear took root before panic drove bodies to flee. Elves ran for their lives as more sonic booms touched the air, and a crack appeared on the public side of the wall. 
 
    Amara charged out of the main palace entrance, drinking in the Bright Hope’s cannons going off. 
 
    Soldiers in the courtyard aimed their cylinders. They touched trigger crystals before the hooks shot out of the cylinders. Thin chains followed as the hooks slowly penetrated the mana shield and hooked onto the airship’s railing. 
 
    Lusha rushed out with a pistol in hand. “How are the hooks getting through the shield?” 
 
    Pyrah and Eryn appeared next to the wood elf. Pyrah eyed the hooks and chains as her lip curled in dismay. 
 
    “The hooks are slow, and can penetrate the mana shield. Faster attacks and magic will be deflected from the shield!” the Cannoneer explained. 
 
    Amara took in the scene before her as her heart thudded in her chest. “Get to the ship. I’ll make sure of our escape,” the Blademaster smiled. 
 
    Pyrah looked at her friend, her heart skipping a beat. 
 
    “To the Bright Hope!” Lusha shouted as she charged into the chaos while firing her pistol. 
 
    Eryn followed the wood elf as they charged across the courtyard. 
 
    Pyrah glanced at Amara.  
 
    “I love you,” Amara said with affection. “Now, get to the ship!” she shouted before she rushed into the courtyard. 
 
    Pyrah charged into the fray, lightning and fire rounds blasting down from towers. She aimed her hand cannon at a tower and pulled the trigger. A fireball blasted out and streaked across the air. Soldiers ducked down as the ball of fire slammed into the tower, black smoke rising up. 
 
    Lusha charged with purpose. She aimed her pistol and squeezed the trigger. A lightning round blasted out and struck a soldier holding a chain. Their chest opened up as they were flung backwards. Lusha reloaded and re-aimed as a ramp slid out from the airship and slammed down on the courtyard floor. 
 
    Pyrah glanced at Lusha and Eryn as she fired her cannon again. An explosion rippled from a tower as she tried to keep up with her shorter legs. She turned her gaze to the battle, Amara slicing hard across and a soldier losing their head.  
 
    Amara turned into a whirling dervish, lightning and fire bolts missing her. She moved like a dancer in a hurricane as her sword sliced up and severed a chain. She turned and watched as Lusha ran up the ramp, followed by Eryn. Pyrah was aiming as energy stabbed out of her cannon. 
 
    The Blademaster was silent as a grave as she turned to several soldiers trying to clamp one end of their chain to the courtyard floor. Her legs were moving as she darted toward them. One of the soldiers saw her coming and pulled his pistol. He pulled the trigger, his lightning bolt missing Amara’s head by inches as she launched at them. Her sword sliced, severing the soldier’s hand from his wrist. He screamed before the blade sliced across his neck and separated his head from his body. 
 
    Amara kept her smile as she cut up Imperial soldiers and spell rounds missed from towers. She glanced to the side again, seeing three more chains with soldiers clustered at the ground floor around them. 
 
    Pyrah stepped onto the ramp as she fired her last round into a tower. There was an explosion and a flaming body falling out, spiraling down until it hit the courtyard floor. 
 
    The fire elf turned and rushed up the ramp onto the main deck. Lusha had taken the helm as Eryn tried to remove a hook by herself. Pyrah was going to help the cleric, when an explosion rocked the airship to the side. She regained her balance and chose a different strategy as she rushed to the deck doors. She vanished below deck as the sound of rifles and explosions echoed off walls. 
 
    Amara ran in a straight line to the next group of soldiers. Her blade gleamed before it sliced off a leg of one soldier and a hand of another. A pistol aimed and was cleaved in half before Amara buried her blade in the elf’s chest. She sliced the thin chain with one swipe before she charged to the last two. 
 
    Inside the Bright Hope, Pyrah raced down to the cannon deck. She burst through the door and rushed to the command chair. She threw her rear into it and placed her arms on the armrests. Discord relinquished control and the fire elf took over. Her mind connected to the many crystals along the airship and saw the battle from all sides. Cannons reloaded as she watched Amara leap to a group of soldiers and cut them down. Lightning and fire rained down, missing the Blademaster as she focused on the last chain and charged toward it. 
 
    “Come on, my sister! You can do this!” Pyrah said as cannons slid out and re-aimed. She directly aimed the cannons at towers and the palace as more soldiers poured into the courtyard with rifles and pistols at the ready. 
 
    Outside, Amara was perfectly focused as she pumped her long legs. The fire elf saw the last two soldiers and chain. Her sword was pointed down and behind her as she crossed the distance in the blink of an eye. The pair of soldiers pulled their pistols and aimed. Amara’s sword flashed as they pulled triggers. The luck along her sword faltered, the elf feeling the many guns aiming at her. 
 
    Amara remembered Jon telling her in a quiet moment, overwhelming odds will defeat luck. 
 
    “Jon, I will defend you, in spirit,” she whispered as she brought her sword up and parried two lightning bolts at once. 
 
    A soldier in a tower fired with the rest of his fellow soldiers. His lightning bolt blasted down as the pirate elf moved to flip away. His bolt struck her shoulder and knocked her from the air in mid-flip. 
 
    Amara let out a grunt as she was sent sprawling to the stone floor. She glanced up to the chain and with a mighty heave, threw her sword. The tip of the blade stabbed into an oval link, the weight of the pommel turning the sword. The link snapped and the airship was free. 
 
    The Blademaster grinned until a bolt struck her side.  
 
    “AMARA!” Pyrah shouted as her heart was ripped in half. 
 
    The short fire elf watched as soldiers moved in with aimed rifles, pulling triggers and shooting her friend on the ground. Amara’s body convulsed as blast marks riddled her. 
 
    Emotion flared as Pyrah screamed. Sparks blasted up from the seat as cannons aimed and fired. Dragon claws moved with blurred precision as they reloaded each cannon. 
 
    Lusha watched as the entire airship unleashed so many rounds, the very air rippled from explosions. The Bright Hope ascended as explosions shattered the ancient walls and caved in part of the front facing palace. Soldiers were blasted into chunks of meat and spinning limbs as the cacophony of carnage continued.  
 
    “She’s dead!” Pyrah screamed over and over, her voice rising up from the side panel. 
 
    Lusha spun the wheel, turning the bow of the ship to the south. Fans blasted air as rudders shifted. The wood elf looked south with grim eyes as they ascended higher and higher. 
 
    Pyrah unleashed volleys of rounds as she looked through crystals to see Amara’s unmoving body in the middle of a burning battlefield. Tears streaked her face as she kept up the relentless attacks, blasting each tower into destroyed, burning stone. 
 
    Soldiers fired from the ground, their bolts missing as the airship flew out of range. They watched in silence as the airship escaped high into the blue sky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirteen 
 
      
 
    A throbbing pain filled the darkness. Cold, wet drops splashed and slid down as Jon tried to swim up from the abyss. His heart ached as he tried to find the light. A chill seeped deeper into him. He cried out, trying to find his way back to the light. 
 
    “Jon,” said a distant, muffled voice. 
 
    Jon floated in the black abyss and listened. 
 
    “Jon?” said the voice again. 
 
    “I’m here!” Jon shouted to the void. 
 
    Something touched him, and when it did, a light appeared in the distance. Jon swam to it, his arms and legs moving as fast as they could go. When he reached the edge of the light, a webbed hand caressed his cheek and he woke up. 
 
    Jon slowly blinked. Strange lights surrounded him and rain fell from the black sky. A large shadow was over him. Jon’s eyes began to focus and he saw Zelda’s face appear out of the blurry gloom. 
 
    “I thought we lost you,” Zelda said in a low tone with a relieved smile. 
 
    Jon slowly sat up and realized he was back in his human form. The taste of blood remained in his mouth, but no dragon fingers were between his teeth anymore. He turned his throbbing head from right to left. A stench touched his nose as he saw that he was in a dirty alley. He looked to the side, and his heart beat with new life. Lilly and Syndra were sitting against the alley wall next to him, Syndra’s eyes were closed, but Lilly turned her gaze to Jon and gave him a weak smile. 
 
    “You’re all alive,” Jon said when a wave of weakness prevented him from getting up to hug them. 
 
    “Easy. You three need time to regain your energy. My regeneration helped me get back on my webbed feet, but you need to rest,” Zelda said. 
 
    Jon gave a faint nod before looking up and over to the street. Tall buildings loomed high into the rainy, dark sky. Neon lights glowed, some in view, and others just beyond the alley edge. A familiar scent and feeling washed over him as he recognized where he was. 
 
    “After you three regain some of your strength, we can start finding out where the emperor exiled us,” Zelda commented. 
 
    Jon shook his head. “I know this place. It was my home for a long time.” 
 
    Lilly looked over with weak eyes. “Home?” she said with slight confusion. 
 
    Jon nodded and tried to get up. 
 
    “Jon, you have to rest,” Zelda said with wide eyes. 
 
    “No, we need to keep moving. I’ll pick up Lilly and you pick up Syndra. I need to get to a phone,” he said as he managed to get up. 
 
    “Where are we?” Lilly whispered as she fought to keep her eyes open. 
 
    Jon moved to Lilly and gently took hold of her. He lifted her up as his strength began to return. He held her close as rain soaked their hair, skin, and clothes. 
 
    “My hometown, Spiral City,” Jon smiled. 
 
    “Spiral City?” Lilly whispered before she passed out in his arms. 
 
    Zelda picked up Syndra and held her in her arms. 
 
    Jon and Zelda walked out of the dirty alley and into a busy street. Cars drove by as people with umbrellas walked. Many people on the street stopped and gawked at the man and three elves as they crossed a wet street. 
 
    Jon spotted a payphone and kept Lilly upright as they approached. 
 
    Tall, neon glowing buildings stabbed into the sky. Zelda looked around with large, dark eyes, drinking in the impossible city she used to watch about on the flatscreen, what seemed ages ago. 
 
    Jon picked up the receiver and punched in a string of numbers on the number pad. After that, he punched in a code he was forced to memorize when he was a child. The phone rang, and soon, a familiar voice spoke into his ear. 
 
    “Jon? Jon! Where are you?” Jon’s father said with half relief and half terror as he heard his son’s voice, one he hadn’t heard in a long time. 
 
    Jon glanced at Lilly as she barely hung onto him, his arm around her waist. Her breath was gentle as he admired her beauty, happy she was still with him. 
 
    “Dad, we’re here in Spiral City. Pick us up. We have a lot to talk about,” Jon said as rain fell from the heavens, hope still glowing along his spirit. 
 
    ~Fin~    
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